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      A NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER


      I grew up reading space opera—E.E. “Doc” Smith, Edmond Hamilton, John W. Campbell, Jr. and so many other authors from the “golden age” really knew how to spin a galactic yarn! It’s no wonder the subgenre remains popular today…though perhaps the writing, characterization, and science has improved a bit.


      This Megapack spans the decades, ranging from the earliest days of Space Opera to contemporary tales by modern masters. Sit back, buckle your seatbelt (shouldn’t all spaceships have seatbelts?), and enjoy the trip!


      —John Betancourt
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      BREATH’S DUTY, by Sharon Lee and Steve Miller


      DELGADO

      Leafydale Place

      Standard Year 1393


      In his youth, fishing had bored the professor even more thoroughly than lessons in manners, though he had more than once made the excuse of fishing a means to escape the overly-watchful eyes of his elders. Over time, he had come to enjoy the sport, most especially on Delgado, where the local game fish ate spiny nettles and hence could be hooked and released with no damage to themselves.


      It was an eccentricity his neighbors, his mistress, and his colleagues had come to accept—and to expect. Periodically, the professor would set off for the lake region and return, rejuvenated, laden with tales of the ones that had gotten away and on-scale holograms of the ones that had not.


      So it was this morning that he parted comfortably from his mistress, tarrying to share a near-perfect cup of locally-grown coffee with her—the search for the perfect cup and the perfect moment being among her chiefest joys—and with his pack of lures, dangles, weights and rods set off for the up-country lakes.


      The car was his other eccentricity—allowed however grudgingly by the collegiate board of trustees, who were, after all, realists. The work of Professor Jen Sar Kiladi was known throughout the cluster and students flocked to him, thus increasing the school’s treasury and its status.


      The car was roundly considered a young person’s car. While fast, it was neither shiny nor new; an import that required expensive replacements and a regimen of constant repairs. Its passenger section had room enough for him, occasionally for his mistress, or for his fishing equipment and light camping gear. Not even the board of trustees doubted his ability to drive it, for he ran in the top class of the local moto-cross club and indulged now and then in time-and-place road rallies, where he held an enviable record, indeed.


      The local gendarmes liked him: He was both polite and sharp, and had several times assisted in collecting drunk drivers before they could harm someone.


      His mistress was smiling from her window. He looked up and waved merrily, precisely as always, then sighed as he opened the car door.


      For a moment he sat, absorbing the commonplaces of the day. He adjusted the mirrors, which needed no adjustment, and by habit pushed the trimester. The sun’s first rays slanted through the windshield, endowing his single ring with an instant of silvery fire. He rubbed the worn silver knot absently.


      Then, he ran through the Rainbow pattern, for alertness.


      The car rumbled to life at a touch of the switch, startling the birds napping in the tree across the street. He pulled out slowly, nodded to the beat cop he passed on the side street, then chose the back road, unmonitored at this hour on an off-week.


      He accelerated, exceeding the speed limit in the first few seconds, and checked his mental map. Not long. Not long at all.


      * * * *


      He grimaced as he got out of the car—he’d forgotten to break the drive and now his back ached, just a bit. He’d driven past his favorite fishing ground, perhaps faster there than elsewhere, for there was a lure to doing nothing at all, to huddling inside the carefully constructed persona, to forgetting, well, truly, and for all time, exactly who he was.


      The airfield was filled to capacity; mostly local craft—fan-powered—along with a few of the flashy commuter jets the high-born brought in for their fishing trips.


      On the far side of the tarmac was a handful of space faring ships, including seven or eight that seemed under constant repair. Among them, painted a motley green-brown, half-hidden with sham repair-plates and external piping, was a ship displaying the garish nameplate L’il Orbit. The professor went to the control room to check in, carrying his cane, which he very nearly needed after the run in the cramped car.


      “Might actually lift today!” he told the bleary-eyed counterman with entirely false good cheer.


      As always, the man smiled and wished him luck. L’il Orbit hadn’t flown in the ten years he’d been on the morning shift, though the little man came by pretty regular to work and rework the ship’s insides. But, who knew? The ship might actually lift one day; stranger things had happened. And given that, today was as good a day as any other.


      Outside the office, the professor paused, a man no longer young, shorter than the usual run of Terran, with soft, scholar’s hands and level shoulders beneath his holiday jacket, staring across the field to where the starships huddled. A teacher with a hobby, that was all.


      An equation rose from his back brain, pure as crystal, irrevocable as blood. Another rose, another—and yet another.


      He knew the names of stars and planets and way stations light years away from this place. His hands knew key combinations not to be found on university computers; his eyes knew patterns that ground-huggers might only dream of.


      “Pilot.” He heard her whisper plainly; felt her breath against his ear. He knew better than to turn his head.


      “Pilot,” Aelliana said again, and half-against his own will he smiled and murmured, “Pilot.”


      As a pilot must, he crossed the field to tend his ship. He barely paused during the walk-around, carefully detaching the fake pipe fittings and connections that had marred the beauty of the lines and hidden features best not noticed by prying eyes. The hardest thing was schooling himself to do a proper pilot’s walk-around after so many years of cursory play-acting.


      L’il Orbit was a Class A Jumpship, tidy and comfortable, with room for the pilot and co-pilot, if any, plus cargo, or a paying passenger. He dropped automatically into the co-pilot’s chair, slid the ship key into its slot in the dark board, and watched the screen glow to life.


      “Huh?” Blue letters formed Terran words against the white ground. “Who’s there?”


      He reached to the keyboard. “Get to work!”


      “Nothing to do,” the ship protested.


      “You’re just lazy,” the man replied.


      “Oh, am I?” L’il Orbit returned hotly. “I suppose you know all about lazy!”


      Despite having written and sealed this very script long years ago, the man grinned at the ship’s audacity.


      “Tell me your name,” he typed.


      “First, tell me yours.”


      “Professor Jen Sar Kiladi.”


      “Oho, the schoolteacher! You don’t happen to know the name of a reliable pilot, do you, professor?”


      For an instant, he sat frozen, hands poised over the keyboard. Then, slowly, letter by letter, he typed, “Daav yos’Phelium.”


      The ship seemed to sigh then; a fan or two came on, a relay clicked loudly.


      The screen cleared; the irreverent chatter replaced by an image of Tree-and-Dragon, which faded to a black screen, against which the Liaden letters stood stark.


      “Ride the Luck, Solcintra, Liad. Aelliana Caylon, pilot-owner. Daav yos’Phelium co-pilot, co-owner. There are messages in queue.”


      There were? Daav frowned. Er Thom? his heart whispered, and he caught his breath. Dozens of years since he had heard his brother’s voice! The hand he extended to the play button was not entirely steady.


      It wasn’t Er Thom, after all.


      It was Clonak ter’Meulen, his oldest friend, and most trusted, who’d been part of his team when he had been Scout Captain and in command such things. The date of receipt was recent, well within the Standard year, in fact within the Standard Month…


      “I’m sending this message to the quiet places and the bounce points, on the silent band,” Clonak said, his voice unwontedly serious. I’m betting it’s Aelliana’s ship you’re with, but I never could predict you with certainty…


      “Bad times, old friend. First, you must know that Er Thom and Anne are both gone. Nova’s Korval-pernard’i…” Daav thumbed the pause button, staring at the board in blank disbelief.


      Er Thom and Anne were gone? His brother, his second self, was dead? Anne—joyful, intelligent, gracious Anne—dead? It wasn’t possible. They were safe on Liad—where his own lifemate had been shot, killed in Solcintra Main Port, deliberately placing herself between the fragging pellet and himself… Daav squeezed his eyes shut, banishing the horrific vision of Aelliana dying, then reached out and cued the recording.


      “…Korval-pernard’i. The name of the problem is the Department the Interior; their purpose is to eat the Scouts. Among other things. One of those it swallowed is your heir, and I don’t hide from you that there was hope he’d give them indigestion. Which he seems to have done, actually, though not—but who can predict a Scout Commander? Short form is that he’s gone missing, and there’s been the very hell of a hue and cry—and another problem.


      “Shadia Ne’Zame may have discovered his location—but the Department’s on the usual bands—monitoring us. Listen to Scout Net, but for the gods’ sweet love don’t attempt to use it!


      “Shadia’s due in any time and I’ll send a follow-up when she gets here. You’d scarcely know the place, with all the changes since your training.


      “If you’ve got ears for any of us, Captain, now is when we need you to hear.” There was a pause, as if Clonak was for once at a loss for words, then:


      “Be well, old friend. If you’ve heard me at all…”


      It ended.


      Daav stared for a moment, then punched the button for the next message.


      There was no next message. Days had gone by and Clonak had not followed up.


      Daav shifted in his seat, thinking.


      Desperate and under the shadow of a pursuing enemy, Clonak had found him. And Clonak had not followed up. Suddenly, it was imperative that Daav be somewhere else.


      He flicked forward to the microphone.


      “This is L’il Orbit, ground. I think I’ve got the problem fixed now. I’m going to be checking out the whole system in a few minutes. If I get a go, I’ll need you to move me to a hot pad.”


      “Hot damn, L’il Orbit, way to go!” The counterman sounded startled, but genuinely pleased. “I’ll get Bugle over there with the tractor in just a couple!”


      “Thank you, ground,” Daav said gravely, already reaching for the keyboard.


      “Hello,” he typed.


      “Go,” said maincomp.


      “Complete run: Flight readiness.”


      “Working.”


      So many years. His brother and sister dead. His son in trouble. The son he wasn’t going to be concerned with after all. And somehow the Juntavas was mixed around it.


      Scout Commander. Daav sighed. Scouts were legendary for the trouble they found. The trouble that might attend a Scout Commander did not bear thinking upon.


      The ship beeped; lights long dark came green. He touched button after button, longingly. Lovingly.


      He could do it. He could.


      He had left all those battles behind.


      “Ground,” he said into the mike, the Terran words feeling absurdly wide in his throat, “this bird’s in a hurry to try her wings. Everything’s green!”


      “Gotcha. We’ll get you over to the hotpad in a few minutes. Bugle’s just got the tractor out of the shed.”


      Daav laughed then, and laughed again.


      It felt good, just the idea of being in space. Maybe he could talk to some of the pilots he’d been listening to for so long—He grimaced; his back had grabbed.


      Right. Easy does it.


      And then, recalling the circumstances, he reached to the keyboard once more.


      “Hello,” he typed. “Weapons check.”


      * * * *


      “I’m not a combat pilot, either, Shadia. I think we did as well as might expected!”


      The gesture in emphasis was all but lost in the dimness of the emergency lighting.


      “I swear to you, Clonak—they’ve murdered my ship and if they haven’t killed me I’m going to take them apart piece by piece, and if they have killed me I’ll haunt every last one of them to…”


      The muffled voice went suddenly away and the mustached man raised his hand to signal the separation. The woman shrugged and braced her legs harder against the ship’s interior, bringing her Momson Cloak back in contact with his as they sat side by side on the decking behind the control seats, using the leverage of their legs to hold them in place in the zero-g.


      “We bested them,” the man insisted. “We did, Shadia—since the fact that we’re somewhere argues that their ship isn’t anywhere.”


      There was a snort of sorts from within the transparent cloak. “I’m familiar with that equation—my instructor learned it from the Caylon herself! But what could they have been thinking to bring a destroyer against a ship likely to Jump? You don’t have to be a Caylon to know that’s…”


      Her gesture broke the contact again and the near vacuum of the ship’s interior refused to carry her words.


      Shadia leaned back more firmly against Clonak’s shoulder, the slight crinkle sounding from the cloak not quite hiding his sigh, nor the crinkling from his cloak.


      She glanced at him and saw him shaking his head, Terran-style.


      “Next shift, Shadia, recall us both to put on a headset. As delightful as these contraptions are, I’d like us to be able to converse as if we weren’t halflings in the first throes of puppy-heart.”


      She laughed gently, then quite seriously asked, “So you think we’ll have a next shift, at least? No one on our trail?”


      He sighed, this time turning to look her full in the face.


      “Shadia, my love, I doubt not that all is confusion at Nev’Lorn. The bat is out of the bag, as they say, and I suspect the invaders have found themselves surprised and disadvantaged.”


      He nodded into the dimness, eyes now seeing the situation they’d left behind so suddenly when the Department of Interior attacked them.


      “The ship most likely to have followed was closing stupidly when last we saw it—closing into your fire as well as the sphere of the Jump effect of the hysteresis of our maneuvers. They would have been with us within moments, I think, if they had come through with us.”


      Clonak gestured as expansively as the Cloak allowed.


      “Now—what can I say? We’ve come out of Jump alive. If we’re gentle and lucky the ship may get us somewhere useful. Perhaps we’ll even be able to walk about unCloaked ere long; with hard work and sweat much is possible. You will remember to tell people that you’ve seen me sweat and do hard work when this is over, won’t you, Shadia? When our present situation is resolved—then we will consider the best Balance we might bring against these murderers.”


      He sighed visibly, used the hand-sign for “back to work,” with a quick undernote of “sweat, sweat, sweat.”


      She smiled and signaled “work, work, work” back at him.


      Clonak stretched then, unceremoniously lifting himself off the floor and away from Shadia. Steadying his feet against the ceiling of the vessel he brought his face near hers and touched left arm to left arm through the cloaks.


      “Shadia, I must give you one more rather difficult set of orders, I’m afraid. I know my orders haven’t done much good for you lately, but I pray you indulge me once more.”


      With his other hand he used the Scout hand-talk, signifying a life-or-death situation.


      She nodded toward his hand and he closed his eyes a moment.


      “If you find that, against chance, we are brought again into the orbit of the Department of the Interior, if they verge on capturing us—you must shoot me in the head.”


      He flicked an ankle, floated accurately to the floor again, belying the cultivated image of old fool, and he looked into her startled, wide eyes.


      “Just dead isn’t good enough, Shadia; they’ll have medics and ’docs. Do you understand? There must be no chance that they can question me. They cannot know what I know, and they cannot know who else might know it.”


      Clonak tugged gently on her elbow, and she uncurled to stand beside him, stretching herself and near matching his height.


      His hand-talk made the motion demanding assent; she responded in query, his in denial…and he leaned toward her until cloaks touched again.


      “I know, Shadia, neither of us were raised to be combat pilots. It is thrust upon us both as Scouts and as pilots. My melant’i is exceedingly clear in this. I can tell you only one thing right now—and little enough it is to Balance my order, I know.”


      Her hand signaled query again and his flicked the repeated ripple that normally would signify a humourous “all right, all right, already…”


      “What I know,” he said into his cloak and through the double crinkly life-skins to her ears, “is the name of the pilot they are afraid of. And having made this one pilot their enemy, they now must be the enemy of us all.”


      * * * *


      The math was easy enough, if not quite exact. There were a dozen Momson Cloaks per canister; each of the two installed canisters had eleven left. There were two replacement canisters, and a backup. The emergency kit built into each of the conning seats held a pair of individual Cloaks, as well. Out of an original eight eights to start there were now five dozen and two to go.


      Math is a relentless discipline: It took Shadia down the rest of the path almost automatically. Each Cloak was designed to last an average sized Terran just over 24 hours—Momson Cloaks were, after all, standard issue devices on cruise ships plying the crowded space of the Terran home system—but they were conservatively rated at 30 hours by the Scouts.


      Perhaps 40 standard days then, Shadia thought, if usage was equal and none of the units bad, if…


      She saw the flutter of a hand at the edge of her vision as Clonak signaled for attention; he leaned forward and they touched shoulders as he spoke:


      “Not as bad as all that, Shadia—we’ve got some ship stores too, and the spacesuits themselves, if need be, and there might be a way to…” She glanced at him sharply and he pointed toward her right hand.


      “I’m not a wizard, child. You were counting out loud.”


      Shadia rolled her eyes. It was true. She’d been waiting for the battery powered gyroscope in the auxiliary star-field scope to stabilize with half her mind and with the other half she’d been doing math on her hand.


      She bowed carefully amid a sea-noise of crinkling. “Thank you for your notice,” she said formally, while her free hand chuckled out the sign for “Why me?”


      His reply in finger-talk, also with the underlying ripple of a chuckle, was simply “Breath’s duty.” He pulled away, a rough-trimmed wire conduit clutched carefully through the transparent Momson Cloak, and floated toward the open overhead panel. Shadia likewise turned back to her task in progress.


      The ship’s tiny forward viewports were automatically sealed by Jump run-up; they were blind unless they could get power back to those motors or use the auxiliary scope to see straight away from the ship.


      And now the star-field scope was stable enough to run: Despite Clonak’s protestations, he’d managed to perform wizard’s work on the back-up electrical system and the device was ready to operate. It was not what one might hope to be using to determine one’s position after an interrupted Jump-run, but she’d used less in training.


      As she bent to the scope she sighed a breath—and then another. Breath’s Duty, indeed. Every child on Liad was made by stern Delm or fond grandfather to memorize the passage, which had come virtually unchanged through countless revisions of the Code. Unbidden, portions came to her now, recalled in the awkward rhythms of childish singsong.


      “Breath’s duty is to breathe for the clan as the clan allows, Breath’s duty is to breathe the body whole, Breath’s duty is to plan for the clan’s increase, Breath’s duty is to keep the Balance told, Breath’s duty is to…”


      Carefully, she adjusted the star-field scope. To be useful, she needed to recognize any of the several dozen common Guides—her usual choice was the brilliant blue-white Quarter main giganova—or find a star within disc-view. Disc-view, of course, was optimum. With the auxiliary scope even a basic scan could take a day.


      “Breath’s duty is to keep the Balance told,” she muttered, and noted the gyroscope’s base setting. There were a lot of degrees of space to cover, and time moved on.


      * * * *


      It was L’il Orbit and not Ride the Luck that docked at Delgado’s smallest general-flight orbiting docks; and Professor Jen Sar Kiladi it was who made a series of transfers to and from accounts long held in reserve. The shuttle trip to the larger commercial center, as well as the various library connections and downloads, were made by a student invented some years before by the professor; and the tools purchased at the local pawn establishment were paid for, in cash, by a man with a brash Aus-Terran accent and super-thin gloves.


      * * * *


      “I’m here to fix your nerligig,” the little man told the morning guy behind the bar.


      “Ist broke?” the bartender wondered. The device sat in its place, motionless—but it was always motionless at this time of the day, local ordinance requiring the Solemn Six Hours of Dawn to match that of the spiritual city Querna on the planet below.


      “Repair order!” said the man, vaguely Aus, waving a flimsy in the air and lugging his kit with him. “I’m good, I’m expensive, and I’m on my night differential.”


      He looked like one of those semi-retired types: just the kind of guy who’d know how to keep an antique nerligig running.


      The bartender shrugged, waved the man and his tools toward the ailing equipment, and poured a legal drink into one glass and its twin into another then gave them both to the customer at the end of the bar.


      “Hey, asked for one drink—right?”


      “Solemn Six, bud! Can’t sell youse that much in one glass this time of the day…”


      The repairman shook his head, set up his tools, adroitly removed the wachmalog and the bornduggle from the nerligig, and waited patiently for the boss.


      * * * *


      The boss was a heavyset Terran, and he traveled today with three guards. He came in looking tired and his guards swept by, checking out the patrons, glancing at the bartender, reconnoitering the restrooms…


      It was the boss who saw the nerligig guy, professionally polishing one of the inner gimbag joints.


      “What’s going on here?” he demanded.


      The guy glanced at him out of serious dark eyes. “Time to do scheduled maintenance.”


      The boss grimaced, but gave the correct reply.


      “I don’t need nothing fancy today.”


      “Dollar’s greener when you do,” said the man, polishing away.


      “At’s awful old.”


      The repairman looked up, eyes steady—


      “I only come out at night, you know.”


      The boss looked at the bartender, sighed, and watched his guards stand importantly around the bar for a moment.


      “You cost me some help today,” he said finally, turning back to the nerligig guy.


      The man shrugged.


      “Good help is hard to find. Better you know before there’s a life in it.”


      The boss sighed again, and waved the repair guy toward his office.


      “C’mon back.”


      * * * *


      The office was sparely appointed; a working place and not a showplace. Daav took a supple leather chair for himself, nodding at its agreeability.


      The boss sat in his own chair, rubbed his face with his left hand and gestured at his visitor with his right.


      “What’s your pleasure?”


      Daav opened his hands slightly with a half-shrug.


      “Information. About that message…” The message that shouted the name of Val Con yos’Phelium to all with ears to hear, near-space and far. The message that had shaken him out of his professorial Balancing and brought him into the office of a Juntavas, seeking news.


      The boss pinched the bridge of his nose and nodded.


      “Yeah, I figure every quiet hand in the universe will want to know about that. I think it’s the first time the damned ‘danger tree’ was really used…”


      Daav sat quietly, watching the man’s tired face. No effort to hide how he felt—Daav’s greeting, as old as it was, was one recognized by Juntavas on many worlds. The short form was: Help this person, he has a right to it. The person in question might be a retired sector boss, an assassin on the way to or from a run—or the whole charade could simply be a test of loyalty.


      “What do you need to know?” asked the boss. “What’s the aim?”


      “Everything you know. I am, let us say, a specialist in people. I can hide them and I can find them. As may be required. I’ll need the background as deep as it goes.”


      The boss man gave a snort.


      “I bet you can hide ’em. Standing in my own front room with a whole bag of equipment like you own the place and my guards probably can’t tell me the color of your hair or what kind of shoes you wear. Damn smooth…” He shook his head in admiration, sighed, and went on, looking straight at Daav.


      “Where we are is that there’s been—a change of administration. Some of this is official and some’s not…”


      Daav looked on with polite interest, no change on his face.


      The boss nodded. “Right. He was asking for it if anyone was, but anyhow, politics aside, we have a Chairman Pro Tem right now, seeing how the Chairman was knifed in his own office by a Clutch turtle.”


      Daav leaned forward a bit, cocking his head to one side in respectful query.


      “Me too! Not what somebody’d expect. A bomb maybe, poison, even just a quiet step-down ’cause somebody had the best of him after all—but no. A pair of Clutch turtles waltzed into his office, had an argument with him, and took him out.”


      The man’s gaze had strayed to his desktop; he looked up, frowning.


      “The official thing is—straight from Chair Pro Tem!—that there was a busted deal, resulting from a misunderstanding, and that the former Chairman had made the mistake of threatening a T’carais with a shell-buster.”


      “With the result that, in defense of his or her superior, a minion used a knife,” Daav murmured into the short silence.


      The boss looked impressed, but Daav continued. “Perhaps better for all concerned: Most turtles would merely have bitten his head off, or crushed his spine…”


      The boss blanched, but waved a hand and went on.


      “Yeah, well, could have been. Unofficial news is that this turtle crew had come to visit twice; got themselves locked into the Chairman’s office and cut their way out through the blast wall with a knife after busting about a thousand gems, and then he had the nerve to try a fast one. Apparently these turtles are the knife clan or something—famous. And by the time the blood’s cleaned up, the Chairman Pro Tem finds out the fuss is all about two people.”


      “That would be the individuals mentioned in the whisper for all worlds…” Daav suggested.


      The boss smiled wanly.


      “Yes, that’s them. The turtles—this is official!—claim them to be ‘a brother and sister of the Spearmaker’s Den’ who must be returned unharmed or self-declared free and safe.”


      Daav looked into the ceiling, momentarily lost in thought. When he looked back, the boss was reaching into a desk drawer for a candy.


      “What, may I ask, is the or?”


      The boss looked grim.


      “The or is that if they don’t turn up safe the Juntavas will be wiped out, starting at the top. This is a promise.”


      Daav leaned forward, raised his hand to his chin and rubbed it thoughtfully.


      “This is,” he said after a moment, “a very, very serious problem. No one has ever heard of a Clutch turtle lying. Certainly no one has ever heard of a Clutch turtle or clan breaking a promise. Even I might not be able to hide well enough if the Clutch knew me for an enemy.”


      The boss snorted again, apparently swallowing his candy whole.


      “Right. And so what I have going on, starting about the time you walk out the front door here, is a block-by-block search of every Juntavas holding on Delgado, looking for two of the damnedest trouble-makers you’ve ever heard of.”


      Daav, very interested, waved his hand, asking for more information.


      “Yeah, OK. One is a First-In Scout Commander! Good, right? Get in the face of somebody who can talk Clutch to the Clutch and just happens to have saved one from a dragon. You know, a nobody, a pushover. Then the other one is a Merc-turned-bodyguard, lived through Klamath and got on—and off!—Cloud.”


      Daav let out a low whistle. “Do you know how many people lived through Klamath?”


      The boss shrugged, tapped his desk. “That’s probably in my notes. I got more notes than you can stuff in a garbage can already about this.” He broke, searched his desktop, pulled up a flimsy image-flat, and flipped it, casually and quite accurately, to the man in the chair.


      Daav listened with half-an-ear as the boss went on—the while eyes measured the photos of his son and his son’s companion.


      “Getting off Klamath earns you a lifetime ‘I’m tough’ badge or something. But—this is where we come in—these two started a firefight, in broad daylight, I guess!—between the local Juntavas and the city police in Econsey, back there on Lufkit, just to cover their getaway after they robbed the boyfriend of the local boss’ daughter. Then, they managed to get off-planet while the place was under total lock-down, with everybody from the chief of planetary police down to the nightclub bouncer looking for them, and make a leisurely departure from Prime Station in a Clutch spaceship.”


      Daav continued to look interested, slowly shaking his head as he listened, still taking in the no-nonsense, rather ordinary appearance of both of the missing. A master mercenary who had survived Klamath might be just the person to balance a Scout Commander, he thought.


      “Story gets muddled about here,” the boss was continuing, “but somehow the local capo managed to grab them. Then he gets the news he can’t do anything to them. So he sets them off in a spaceship that’s been in some kind of a fight and can’t go nowhere. Word comes down to make sure these two are really in one piece and to hold ’em, pending the Chairman Pro Tem’s personal visit. He goes back…”


      Daav didn’t have to fake the laugh.


      “What could he have been thinking?” he asked. “To leave a—what was it, First-In Scout Commander?—in a spaceship and expect it not to go away?”


      The boss was nodding now and gestured with the piece of candy in his left hand.


      “You got it. Exactly how it was. They were gone, the ship was gone and ain’t nobody heard nothing about any of ’em since. So now I got to check Delgado and…”


      Daav raised a palm.


      “Please,” he said gently. “You mustn’t be overly concerned. You’ll want to do standard checks on passenger lists and such; but the people you are hunting are not likely to hide out on Delgado. Even if they’ve been here do you think a hardened merc and a First-In Scout are going to set themselves up as shopkeepers or bean-farmers?”


      Before the boss could answer Daav stood, demanding a suppleness from his body he did not feel.


      “I’ll need the name of the new Chairman, copies of whatever transmissions you may have, details of the former location of the missing ship—dupes of your images, as well—and I’ll be on my way. Also, I have some things for you…” He waved toward the back wall of the office and the bar beyond.


      “First, the taller of your security guards stole several of your bartender’s tips, and was helping herself to the packaged snacks. That can’t be good for your business.”


      The boss snorted. “Just color them gone. Hey, you’re good at what you do—but that don’t mean they shouldn’t have seen you!”


      Daav nodded agreeably. “Also, you’ll want to get an explosives expert in here. There’s a small package I disconnected and took out of the nerligig—it looks like it might have been connected about six or seven dozen years ago. It may no longer be dangerous, or it may be unstable. In any case, as I am sure you understand, I hesitate to take it with me.”


      The boss rubbed his forehead and nodded.


      “We’ll dupe your info for you—and in the meantime I’ll call in a specialist.”


      “Thank you,” said Daav and went back to the bar to put his tools away, all the while amazed that a phrase learned so long ago and so far away was still potent enough to make a Juntava jump.


      * * * *


      Cabin pressure was at one-tenth normal, which should have been counted as good; it signified that Clonak’s work was paying off.


      Alas, Shadia did not much feel like cheering. She sat lightly webbed to the command chair, patiently doing hours of work by hand and eye that an online computer might do in a blink.


      Clonak had left her to the recognition search while he worked on what he called “housekeeping.” Housekeeping entailed using a small bubble-bottle to find the worst of the leaks and then seal them with the quick-patch sit.


      As for her work, so far she had only three possibles and one probable. Dust in the outer fringes of the Nev’Lorn cluster made some of the IDs difficult and she’d not yet found a near opaque patch or two that might also help her…


      “Shadia?”


      The sound reached her, distorted and distant.


      Clonak stood behind her, almost an arm’s length away, beckoning her toward a portable monitor hooked to a test-kit. With his other hand he seemed to be fighting a control.


      Indeed, the air pressure was building ever so slightly.


      Noting her spot, she locked the star-field scope; by the time she got to him he was using both hands on the control. He yelled at her again through the sack-like Cloak; she could barely hear him.


      “Please tell me what you see. I’m not sure this will work for long!”


      What she saw, besides Clonak wrestling with a wire-filled metal tube, was devastation. The grainy monitor was showing her what would normally be her Screen Five, inspection view.


      “The rear portside airfoils are gone,” she yelled, schooling her voice to the give the information as dispassionately as possible. “There is damage into the hull; I can see a nozzle—likely it’s one of the wing nitrogen thrusters, still attached to a hose—moving as if it is leaking.”


      Clonak shrugged, did something else with his shoulder, and the image shifted a bit toward the body of the ship.


      Shadia blinked, disoriented. The ship didn’t have a—Oh.


      “The ventral foil has been blown forward and twisted—shredded. The…”


      The image went blank as Clonak’s hands slipped on the tube; the Cloak vibrated with the buzz of his curse.


      Shadia continued describing what she had seen.


      “There’s no sign of any working airfoil components. There are indications of other structural damage. I can’t tell you about the in-system engines—the view was blocked by the ventral fin.”


      Clonak sat down hard.


      “That view was blocked by the ventral? Might be something left to work with if we can get some more power going…” His last few words were lost as he stared at the blank screen.


      “Clonak, I have a feeling that the ship is—bent.” Shadia bent close and said it again, this time touching Cloaks shoulder to shoulder.


      “Well,” he sighed. “That explains why we can’t budge the hatch.”


      They both were silent for a moment; Shadia was glad for the slim comfort offered by touching someone else, even through the plastic.


      The ship’s spine had taken some of the heat of the attack and the ship was out of true. The rear compartment—Including the autodoc, the sleeping alcove, and about 60 percent of the food, was accessible only if they could force the hatch against the bend of the ship.


      “We have to assume,” Clonak said suddenly, “that we’re not airworthy past the hatch; obviously we won’t want to be trying any kind of atmospheric descent if we have a choice—Might be missing some hull, too.”


      He straightened a bit, leaned in to her and said, “Look again. I’ll see if I can force this to scan the other side!”


      Her fingers answered yes, and Clonak began twisting the cable yet again. The image reappeared and then swung suddenly, showing an oddly unflawed stretch of ship’s hull and beyond it the fluted shapes of several nozzles poking out from the blast skirts.


      Beyond that was a brightness; three points of light; reddish, bluish, whitish. A local three star cluster—


      “The Trio!” she said, but then there was another light, making her blink


      “Stop!” she yelled, the noise over loud in her ears.


      Clonak let go and the image went away. Shadia stood staring at the blank screen, seeing the stars as they had been.


      “We’re still in-system,” she said, putting her arm against his. “If the Trio and Nev’Lorn Primary are lined up…”


      “We’re somewhat north of the ecliptic,” Clonak concluded, “with Nev’Lorn headquarters safely on the other side of the sun.”


      * * * *


      The image of his son—and of his son’s partner—lay on the pilot’s seat along with the rest of the information provided by the Juntavas. Daav tried to imagine the boy—a pilot of the first water, no doubt; a Scout able to command the respect of a Clutch chieftain, who held the loyalty—and perhaps the love—of the very Hero of Klamath…


      His imagination failed him, despite the recording furnished by the Juntavas boss.


      The boy’s voice was firm, quiet and respectful; the information he gave regarding the last known location of his vessel only slightly less useful than a star map. The voice of Miri Robertson was also firm; unafraid, despite the message she’d clearly imparted: All is not as it seems here.


      Yet, despite the image, the recording, and the records his imagination failed him. Somehow, he thought he had given over the concept of heir, of blood-child. Certainly, he should have been well-schooled by his sojourn on the highly civilized world of Delgado, where the length of all liaisons were governed by the woman and where the decision to have or not to have a child was one the father might routinely be unaware of—witness his mistress’s daughter, now blessedly off-planet and in pursuit of her own life.


      Daav picked up the flimsy, staring at the comely golden face and the vivid green eyes. A Korval face, certain enough, yet—there was something else. With a pang, he understood a portion of it: the boy, whoever he was, and however he had gotten into the scrape announced to the universe at large, was a breathing portion of Aelliana. Daav projected her face, her hands, her voice at the image of their son, but that did no better for him—what he saw was Aelliana.


      The boy was only a boy to him, for all they shared genes and kin.


      Daav sighed and laid the picture back on the pilot’s chair. Whoever the boy was, elder kin should surely have taught him to stay away from the Juntavas. He should have been given the Diary entries to read. Er Thom knew—who better? Er Thom should have—but Er Thom was gone.


      And in the end the duty had not been done, the tale had not been told, and here was the result. Briefly he wondered what other duties he’d left undone…


      He’d have to find Clonak. Clonak had later news. Clonak would know what needed done, now.


      He sighed then, rewebbed himself, scanned the boards, checked the coords he already keyed in from some recess of his mind, and punched the Jump button.


      * * * *


      They’d slept fitfully in the unnaturally silent craft, each sitting a half-watch in a Scout’s Nap. What noises were, were confined to the Momson Cloaks and their wearers. The Cloaks had a tendency to crinkle when one moved, and though the upper shoulder placement of the air-pack made wonderful sense when standing, it required some adjustment to sleep semi-curled in the command chairs in order not to disturb the airflow.


      The wake-up meals were cold trail-packs, laboriously introduced into the Cloaks through the ingenious triple pocket system, a sort of see-through plastic airlock. Since the Cloaks were basically plastic bags with a few rudimentary “hand spots” the process was awkward, even for two people.


      First the trail-packs were located and then held in place with lightweight clamps. Then the outer pocket was opened, with one person pulling lightly on the outer tab and the one inside the Cloak grasping the side wall of the pocket firmly and pulling back. The pocket walls separated, and the resultant bulge had a lip-like seal that was pressed until it opened. The trail-pack went into the newly opened pocket, and the outside was resealed.


      The second pocket had a seal at what Shadia thought of as the bottom; by bunching the pocket up from inside it could be made to open, and the trail-pack was moved into that part of the pocket, and that seal to the outside pocket pressed tightly; now there were two seals between vacuum and food. The inner seal, finally, was opened—puffing up the part of the pocket with the trail-pack in it—and finally the food was safely inside the Cloak.


      Crumbs being a potential problem, the food bars were handled gingerly and the water squeezed carefully from its bulb.


      While she ate, Shadia chewed on the problem of their exact location, with regard to Nev’Lorn ’quarters—and potential rescue.


      While knowing that they’d not left the Nev’Lorn system was definitely useful, the camera-monitor wasn’t the tool for finding out where they were or, more importantly, where they were headed. It was impossible to guess how much of their Intrinsic velocity and flight energy might have been transferred to the attacking destroyer and they had nearly as much chance of being in a tight, highly elliptical orbit as they did in being on the outward leg of a hyperbolic orbit that would throw them out of the system, never to return.


      Thus, shortly after breaking her fast, Shadia realigned the gyroscope for the auxiliary instruments and changed her search pattern with the star-field scope. Now that she knew which end was up her job had gone from that of a hopeful pastime to an immediately useful necessity. What they might do about where they were was another matter.


      On the other side of the chamber, Clonak busied himself with another semi-disassembled piece of hardware, periodically professing himself or any number of other objects, deities, and people damned, stupid, absurd, or useless.


      That she could hear these footnotes to progress clearly proved that the pressure in the ship was slowly rising, in part a result of the action of the layered osmotic membranes that made up much of structure of the Momson Cloak. The finely tuned membranes purposefully released certain amounts of carbon dioxide and hydrogen while retaining some moisture; heavier users might complain of the suit “sloshing” as the moisture reservoirs filled. Far from breathable, the external atmosphere made the Cloaks a little easier to move around in.


      The increased pressure also made Shadia aware of an occasional twittering sound she couldn’t place. Twice she glanced up to Clonak, hard at work but doing nothing that looked to make such a noise.


      The third time she looked up, Clonak had also raised his head. He caught Shadia’s eye and smiled ruefully.


      “Not rodents, Shadia, with little rat feet. More likely we have micro-sand, scrubbing the hull down to a fine polish. This system has a fine collection of unfinished planets to choose from, I’m afraid.”


      “Though actually,” he continued, “that’s not all bad. If the wrong people are looking for us we’re better off here than an hour off Nev’Lorn.”


      “Should we use the monitor to—”


      “I’ve thought of that, but really, the best use of resources is to continue with what we’re doing. I may yet get a computer up and running and you may yet find us a safe harbor.”


      There were several distinct pings and another scrabble of dust on the hull then and Shadia bent back to her charting with a will.


      * * * *


      Daav woke with a start, certain someone had called his name. About him the ship purred a quiet purr of circulators and the twin boards were green at every mark. The Jump-clock showed he had enough time for breakfast and exercise before he arrived back in normal space. No matter what might befall, he’d be better prepared if he kept now to routine.


      He’d been to three systems so far without touching ground at any. Izviet, Natterling, and Chantor were all minor trade ports, ports that usually sported a small training contingent of Scouts making use of the nearby space.


      At Izviet a ship a few years out of mode coming from a port rarely heard from was barely gossip, still he’d had the ship come in as L’il Orbit, maintaining his professorship as well. The cycle was off—there were no Scouts training near the spectacular multi-mooned and multi-ringed gas giant Cruchov. Natterling’s usual band of ecologists-in-training were out of session; the wondrous planet Stall with its surface outcroppings of pure timonioum had no company. By the time he’d hit Chantor he’d had a lot of news to digest, but there were no cadets practicing basic single-ship in that place, as he had.


      Among the news chattered most widely were the rumors attending the Juntavas and their danger-tree broadcast.


      Some felt it was trap, aimed at netting the Juntavas. Others explored news-pits and libraries and invented great empires of intrigue: one of these stated that the missing man now ruled a system as a Juntavas boss; another said the merc hero had bagged herself a rich one; yet another swore the pair of them had turned pirate and were staging raids against the Scouts.


      What was missing in all three places was the back-net chat he would have found in an instant in the old days. In the places he would normally have found Scouts he found nothing but notes, signs, recordings: on temporary assignment, on vacation, will return, in emergency please contact—


      Worse, at Chantor’s orbiting Waystation Number 9, in an otherwise dusty maildrop he’d maintained since his training days, was a triple-sealed note with all the earmarks of a demand for payment from a very testy correspondent. The return address meant nothing to him but the message had chilled him to the very bone.


      “Plan B is Now in Effect,” it said in neat, handwritten, Liaden characters.


      No signature. He recognized the handwriting, familiar to him from his former life, when he had been Delm Korval and this man had taken hand-notes of his orders. dea’Gauss. He felt a relief so intense that tears rose to his eyes. dea’Gauss was alive. Or had been. He blinked and looked again at the note. The date was not as recent as Clonak’s news.


      Plan B: Korval was in grave danger.


      He drew a breath and felt Aelliana stir, take note, and finally murmur in his ear: “Whatever has happened? Surely the Juntavas have not caused this?”


      The intership chatter had been tense with other rumors; civil wars, Yxtrang invasions, missing spaceships, Juntavas walking openly in midports in daylight.


      Daav had debated destinations. Lytaxin—world of a solid ally. Liad itself was surely to be avoided with Plan B in effect!


      He sat to board, finally, and, having thought Lytaxin, his fingers unhesitatingly tapped in another code. This was a destination only for Scouts and the adventuresome curious; there was no trade there, nor ever had been. Well.


      “Well,” Aelliana affirmed, and he gave the ship its office.


      Now, with an hour yet to Jump-end, Daav hesitated before switching his call signals. No need to give away all his secrets, even to Scouts. He set the timer and moved back to begin his exercises. Ride the Luck would call him before they arrived at Nev’Lorn.


      * * * *


      Shadia reached to the canister overhead, pulling the red knob that was both handle and face mask. Obligingly the canister gave up its package, the plate descending to shoulder height. Grasping the disk carefully she twisted the red handle. It turned properly in her hand and the initial three minutes of air began flowing from the mask as the Cloak began taking shape. She pushed it toward the floor, stepped into the tube, and as it inflated by her head, she grabbed the blue handle and pulled. That closed the Cloak over her head and with a twist of vapor from the heat seal she was now inside the new Cloak while wearing the old.


      Now she reached for the blade on her belt and carefully pierced the diminished Cloak, and writhing awkwardly, stepped out of it, perhaps spicing her language a bit to help, and then a bit more as the old Cloak tangled on her ankle and left her sitting in mid-air. With exasperation she used a few more choice words, asked a couple of pungent questions of the universe at large and cut a bit more with the knife. In another moment, the old Cloak was a mere wrinkle of plastic and a disk, which she handed it through the pockets of the new Cloak with relief.


      She stuffed it into the waste bin, which was filling rapidly, and surveyed the work area, realizing as she did that she hardly registered the more minor sounds of the space dust on the hull.


      Over in the corner, Clonak ter’Meulen, supervisor of Pilots, was tampering with a Scout issue spacesuit, breaking thereby a truly impressive number of regulations. He had replaced his Cloak nearly a Standard hour before and now sat immersed in carefully deconstructing the suit, with an eye toward keeping the electronics intact.


      More or less conversationally—the atmosphere in the ship having gotten up to near 20 percent of normal—he bellowed inside his Cloak.


      “Shadia, I hadn’t realized you’d spent so much time around Low Port…”


      She almost laughed and did manage to snort.


      “Doubtless, I hurt your ears…”


      “Well, at least you’ve hurt my feelings.”


      She looked at him quizzically.


      Clonak glanced away from his work, moving his hand inside the Cloak to pull out a bit of paper towel and mop his brow before continuing.


      “I clearly heard you ask whose, ahhh…whose idea the Cloaks were. Very nearly they are mine!”


      Shadia blinked.


      “Are you Momson, then?”


      “Me, Momson? Not a bit of that, at all.” Clonak continued, still busily taking the suit apart. “Momson is some legendary Terran inventor, I gather. No, but the Cloaks—they’ve only been on Scout ships for about 25 years. But then, I guess you could blame Daav yos’Phelium, too, for having the bad judgement to need a Cloak when he didn’t have one…”


      “But I thought the nameplate says that some Terran foundation gave us the money to start installation.…”


      “Right you are. The Richard A. Davis Portmaster Aid Foundation. But I’m afraid that’s my fault. They have a wonderful archive—at least equal to the open Scout collections!—and I was looking for quick solutions. Headquarters was already moving me into this pilot support track I’ve ended up in, you see, and dea’Cort himself set me on them.”


      “When it turned out that we didn’t need anything all that esoteric, really, the research librarian was pleased to hand me over to the so-called Implementation Office and they had me walking around in one of these things inside a day. I brought a dozen dozen back for testing and barely a relumma after I had posted off my thank-you note, Headquarters sent me off on a secret mission—to pick up a shipload of these things, complete with dispenser canisters.”


      “Secret mission?” Shadia snorted. “They didn’t want other Scouts to know you were getting all the plush flights?”


      Clonak chuckled briefly at his work.


      “Actually, it was far more sinister than that. There’s always a faction in the Council of Clans that wants to shut funding for the Scouts off, or reduce it. Some of them don’t want us doing anything that might benefit Terrans, or they want us to charge for our work, or be turned into pet courier pilots for the High Houses. The idea that we might somehow be in debt to a Terran foundation had to be kept super mum.”


      Shadia heard the crinkle of the Momson Cloak about her as she shook her head Terran-style and then flipped the hand signal roughly translating as “Stupidly assessing the situation, them, as dogs might.”


      One-handed Clonak replied with “Affirm that twice.”


      Before Shadia could turn back to her work Clonak stretched himself, permitting his legs to float higher than his head, and held up a series of electronic modules linked by tiny flat cables. At the end of the cables were several tiny power units.


      “Shadia, what you see here is the work of a genius,”


      “Of course,” she said politely.


      Clonak ignored her. “It’s too bad that I nearly destroyed it getting it out of the suit. I can see several more modifications I’ll need to make, and then a box-lot of paperwork once we are joyfully returned to Headquarters.…”


      Shadia sighed. “What is it?”


      “A working transceiver set, of course! What else could it be? Now all we need to do is decide what we might safely say, on what frequency, and how often, for the right people to hear and fetch us away from this lovely idyll of shared pleasure.” He moved a shoulder and his feet sank deckward. “I believe we will need your location report by the end of the shift, and since I’m essentailly done with this I’m available to act as your clerk.”


      * * * *


      Ride the Luck broke into normal space and reported that all was well. Three breaths after, the position report center screen was replaced by a tile of alarms and warnings as the meteor shields went up a notch and the Scout’s private hailing frequency was crowded by messages and fragments:


      “…ard Jumped out before I could cross-hair him; he definitely took out dea’Ladd!”


      “…was destroyed. Have adequate munitions to continue search pattern…”


      Daav’s hands touched the switches which armed Ride The Luck, brought the scans online…


      “…have returned fire and am hit. Breath’s duty—notify my clan of our enemy—I have three hours of air, heavy pursuit and no Jump left. Tell Grenada I forgive the counterchance debts. Notify my clan of Balance due these…”


      Scans showed debris in orbits that should have been clean, and warnaways at Nev’Lorn itself.


      Into a battle had come Ride the Luck, Tree-and Dragon broadcasting on all ID ports. No way to tell immediately how old some of the incoming messages might be—


      Daav thumbed a switch. “Daav yos’Phelium, Scout Reserve Captain, co-pilot of packet boat Ride the Luck, requesting berthing information or assignment. Repeat…”


      Before he was finished the second iteration he heard a cry of “Korval!” over the open line, and, fainter, “The Caylon’s ship!”


      The chatter built and by then Ride the Luck had cataloged a dozen objects of note, including two closing tangentially.


      On commercial frequency—responding to the ID no doubt—came:


      “Freighter Luck you are to stand by for boarding by the Department of the Interior; you are under our weapons! Repeat—”


      On the Scout frequency: “Luck, Courier 12 here, I have you on my scans. I’m at breath’s duty, pilot! I have one salvo left before I’m gone. Get away and tell Clan Kia the name of their enemy…”


      Kia was a Korval trading partner.


      Ride the Luck’s ranging computer showed the two potential targets and attendant radio frequencies; Daav touched the guidestick and clicked the red circle over one of them. The circle faded to yellow.


      Still nothing from Nev’Lorn base.


      “Give me my commission, dammit! Are you asleep?” Daav’s finger danced over the board: now he had the ship that had broadcast the duty message identified, and the one that had ordered him to stand by for boarding.


      Again the commercial frequency—“Freighter Luck, you are under arrest by the Department of The Interior. You are to agree to boarding or we will open fire.”


      As if to punctuate their demand, the Department’s ship fired a beam at Courier 12, raking the little vessel from stem to stern. And, finally:


      “Ride the Luck, this is Nev’Lorn headquarters. Captain yos’Phelium, you are on roster for berth 56A. You are authorized to aid and assist in transit…”


      “I have conflicting orders,” Daav spoke into the mike, both channels open.


      The circle on the ranging computer showed orange now.


      “This system is under direct supervision of the Department of the Interior,” came back the message rather quickly—they were closing fast. “Nev’Lorn Headquarters has been disbanded and is outlawed. Your decision, or we fire, pilot!”


      Nev’Lorn, five light seconds more distant, sent again; “Captain you have a berth waiting…”


      “Department, “ Daav said quietly into the mike, “I am taking your orders under advisement. You have the range on me, I’m afraid.”


      The image of Courier 12 seemed to blossom then, as the pilot launched his remaining missiles at the oncoming Department ship. Eight or ten scattered, began maneuvering.


      The target circle went dull red.


      “Department, please advise best course?” Daav demanded.


      That ship, busily lashing out with particle beams at the oncoming missiles, did not reply. The static of those blasts would have torn the transmission out the ether in any case.


      The target circle grew a flashing green ring around a bright red center.


      With a sigh, Scout Captain Daav yos’Phelium clutched the guide-stick and punched the fire button. And again. And again. And again and again until Ride the Luck complained about overload and the expanding gases were far too thin to contain survivors.


      * * * *


      Clonak’s genial optimism wasn’t sufficient to approve of the ration situation by the time end of shift had come and gone six times, postponed by the simple fact that they still had been unable to achieve complete orbital elements.Between observations and calculations they’d managed to get the test circuit live to the in-system engines and they’d determined that at least a dozen thruster pairs were operable. They might actually be able to go somewhere—if only they knew where to point.


      Thanks to the cloaks the air supply was good for another thirty days. Food was another matter, since most of it was in storage lockers—if they still existed—in the sealed portion of the ship. They were stretching the interval between meals a little longer each time. At full rations they had food for six days; at their current rate they had fourteen.


      * * * *


      “You happened by at a fortunate time, Captain,” Acting Scout Commander sig’Radia was saying to him. “Not only did you rid us of the last of that infestation, but improved morale merely by appearing, Tree-and-Dragon shouting from your name-points, hard on the heels of rumors that Korval is…vanished.”


      Daav gave her a grave smile. “Korval’s luck. May we all walk wary.”


      She was a woman of about his own age, he estimated, though he did not know her. Obviously, though, she had heard tales of Korval’s luck, for she inclined her head formally and murmured, “May it rest peaceful.”


      “How did this come to pass? An open attack on a Scout base by Liadens?”


      Scout Commander turned in her chair and pulled a stack of hard-copy messages from under a jar full of firegems.


      “Some of it is here,” she said, handing him the stack. She seemed about to speak further, but the comm buzzed then; a Healer had been found for the Kia pilot Daav had rescued from the courier boat.


      He gave his attention to the messages in his hand. Slowly, a picture built of suspicious activity, followed by conflicting orders and commands from Scout Headquarters and the Council of Clans, muddied by people going missing and a strange epidemic of Scouts being requisitioned—with the assistance of some faction or another within the Council itself—for the mysterious Department of the Interior. Amid it all, a familiar name surfaced.


      The commander finished her call and Daav held out the page.


      “You may blame Clonak ter’Meulen on my fortuitous arrival—he having sent for me. May I see him? His business was urgent, I gather.”


      She looked away from his face, then handed him another, much smaller, stack of pages. He took them and began leafing through, listening as she murmured, “The Department of the Interior had him targeted. He went down to meet a Scout just in from the garbage run—Shadia Ne’Zame. That’s when the battle began. They fired on her ship and…”


      Daav looked up, face bland. Commander sig’Radia shrugged, Terran-style.


      “The Department had a warship in-system—say destroyer class. They claimed it was a training vessel. They went after Ne’Zame’s ship, fired on her. By then, we were fighting here as well—open firefights and hand-to-hand between us and the Department people here for training.”


      She showed him empty palms.


      “Ne’Zame’s ship was hit at least once, returned fire, got some licks in. The Department’s ship was closing when she Jumped.”


      Daav closed his eyes.


      “The only wreckage we have is from the destroyer,” the commander continued. “There’s one piece that might be from a Scout ship—but there was other action in that section, and we can’t be certain. The destroyer was more than split open—it was shredded—no survivors. If it hadn’t been, Nev’Lorn would have been in the hands of the Department of the Interior in truth, when you came in.”


      Daav opened his eyes. “No word? No infrared beacons? Nothing odd on the off-channels? Clonak is—resourceful. If they went into Little Jump…”


      Her eyes lit. “Yes, we thought of that. Late, you understand, but we’ve had tasks in queue ahead. In any case, the chief astrogator gave us this.” She turned the monitor on her desk around to face him, touched a button, and a series of familiar equations built, altered by several factors.


      Daav blinked—and again, as the numbers slid out of focus. As if from a distance, he heard his own voice ask, courteously, “Of your kindness, may I use the keyboard? Thank you.”


      Then his hands were on the keyboard. The equation on the screen—changed—in ways both subtle and definitive. He heard his voice again, lecturing:


      “The equations are only as good as the assumptions, of course. However, the basic math is sound. This factor here will have been much higher, for example, if weapons were being fired—missiles underway in particular would have altered the mass-balance of the system dynamically— and the acceleration of the destroyer — are there recordings of this incident that I may see? I believe there is a significant chance that your astrogator is correct. They may have been forced into Little Jump…”


      The equations danced in his head and on the screen, apart from, but accessible to himself. Moments later, when the acting commander played back the records she had of the encounter, Daav felt an unworldly elation, and watched again as his hands flew along the keypad, elucidating a second, more potent, equation.


      That done, there was a pause. He heard Aelliana sigh into his ear and found that his body was his own once more.


      He looked up from the monitor to meet the scout commander’s astonished eyes. She looked away from him, to the construct on the screen, then back to his face.


      “Are you,” she began. Daav raised his hand.


      “Pilot Caylon finds this a very worthy project, Commander. You will understand that Clonak is her comrade, as well.” He sighed and looked at the screen. The equation was—compelling, the sort of thing a pilot could make use of. He pointed.


      “Your astrogator is to be commended. As you see, we have several congruencies here. This one in particular, which relies on the orbits assumed by the destroyer’s fragments, gives us a probability cloud…”


      The hands on the keyboard were his own this time, the schematic he built from his own store of knowledge.


      “Very nearly we have two search bands,” he murmured; “one south and one north of the ecliptic, which of course are expanding as we speak. Clonak…Clonak is a very stubborn man.” He glanced up, meeting the commander’s speculative eyes.


      “If there is someone you may dispatch to the south, I will search north of the ecliptic.” He smiled, wryly. “We may yet retrieve your Scouts from holiday.”


      * * * *


      


      “Are you ready, Clonak?”


      “I am, Shadia.”


      “Your authorization?”


      “The ship is yours.”


      “As you say.”


      They’d managed to turn the ship and align it. The idea was simple. They were going to fire what in-system engines they had to decrease the size of their orbit and bring it closer to the more traveled ways of the system. The first time they’d tried, nothing happened, and Clonak had spent another two days tracing wires as Shadia refined the orbit-numbers.


      The other necessity was manning the radio, making certain that ship kept an antenna-side to the primary. They were on a round-the-clock talk-and-listen, and would be until—


      One of the more raspy bits of space debris in some time distracted them; it sounded almost as if it were rolling along the side of the hull. There was a ping then, and another.


      “If we’re in cloud of debris—”


      “It doesn’t sound too bad,” Clonak was saying untruthfully, just as a full-sized clank ran the hull. Then came more of the scratching sound, almost as if the hull were being sandpapered or—


      “Well,” Clonak said softly, and then, again. “Well.” He moved to the battery-powered monitor and waved his hand at the other Scout. “Come along, Shadia. Let’s have a look!”


      They crowded round the battery-powered monitor and Clonak once more turned it on and twisted the wiring until a connection was made.


      The view was altered strangely with a motley green-brown object…


      Belatedly, Shadia grabbed for the gimmicked suit radio and turned it on—


      “Please prepare to abandon ship. This is Daav yos’Phelium and Ride the Luck. If Scout ter’Meulen is aboard, it would be kind in him to answer—one’s lifemate is concerned for his health.”


      The hull rang, then, as it Ride the Luck had smacked them proper.


      “Breath’s duty, but you’ve the luck,” Daav yos’Phelium continued conversationally. “The hull is twisted into the engine back here… If I do not receive within the next two Standard Minutes an answer of some sort from the resident pilots, I shall have no choice but to force the hatch. Mark. Don’t disappoint me, I beg. You can have no idea of how often I’ve dreamed of forcing open the hatch of a—”


      Here, the pilot’s mannerly voice was drowned out by Clonak hammering the hull with one of his discarded pieces of piping.


      It was Shadia who thumbed the microphone on the makeshift radio and spoke: “We’re here, Pilot. Thank you.”


      

    

  


  
    
      SPAWN OF JUPITER, by E. C. Tubb


      Durgan heard the sound as he crested the rise. He froze, eyes narrowed to probe the dimness. Dimness, not dark, for it was never dark at night on Ganymede—the great ball of Jupiter filling the sky took care of that, the flaring mystery of the Red Spot seeming to look down like a watchful eye.


      The sound came again, a stirring, a scuffle as of a boot against vegetation, a movement of bulk.


      Durgan stepped from the path into the shadow of a clump of lee­tha bushes. Carefully he eased the bulging pack from his shoulders and rested it quietly on the ground. Picking up a handful of stones he threw one far down the trail in the direction from which he had come.


      “Listen!” The voice was a whisper. “Did you hear that?”


      Durgan threw another stone.


      “Someone’s coming. Get ready!”


      Two of them at least, but it was unlikely there would be more. Two men were enough to handle an unsuspecting harvester, and more would only lessen the individual share. They would be waiting on either side of the path, one lower down than the other, and would attack from both front and rear. If merciful, they might not actually kill him, but simply knock him unconscious and strip him of everything of value. But to be naked on Ganymede was to be dead.


      Durgan crept silently through the bushes, easing aside the lacey fronds and letting them spring back with a minimum of noise. A stone turned beneath his boot, and he almost fell, recovering his balance with a rustle of leaves.


      He sprang forward as a shape loomed suddenly upright. It was turning with a glimmer of whiteness from the face, and a brighter shine from the upraised knife.


      Durgan met the threat of the blade with a thrust of his own, the knife whipping from the top of his boot and lancing forward all in one smooth motion. The point hit the exposed column of the throat, ripped into flesh and muscle, cutting the great arteries and releasing a fountain of blood.


      Dying, the man fell, threshing, ugly sounds coming from his throat.


      “Jarl?”


      Durgan reached for his gun as the other man called from the shadowed dimness.


      “Jarl?”


      Durgan fired, the gout of flame traversing the path and impinging on the upright figure, searing and penetrating with a shaft of irresistible heat. The man screamed, his body a flaring pillar of fire as leatheroid crisped and burned. He fell with an odor of charred meat, his chest and lungs totally destroyed.


      For five minutes Durgan waited, crouched in the shadows beside the path, gun steady in his hand as his eyes searched the night. Then he holstered the weapon and looked at the first man he had killed.


      He was young, with the facial attributes of a wolf, teeth bared and snarling even in death. His clothing was filthy, his boots worn, and he had black crescents beneath his fingernails. He had no gun, no pack, only the knife and a thick club. His companion was much the same. Two scavengers who had sought one victim too many.


      Returning to the clump of leethan bushes, Durgan picked up his pack, shouldered it, and continued on his way.


      * * * *


      An hour later, he reached Candara.


      The settlement was a ramshackle place, a maze of buildings, shacks, and hovels built of stone and dirt and plastic, looming warehouses and rundown tenaments. The streets were unpaved, thick with litter and filth, rutted and splotched with odorous puddles. To one side, the landing field rested beneath a continuous haze of light, the tall contours of the control tower spidery against the glowing disc of Jupiter.


      As he hit the edge of the settlement, a rykat barked a warning, the sharp, thin sound eerie in its haunting loneliness. A window slammed and a man called out.


      “I’ve got a gun. Try anything and I’ll shoot!”


      Durgan walked past, silent, hearing the rykat bark again, the man’s muttered cursing, and the slam of the closing window. Deeper into the maze of buildings, he heard the sound of music and laughter, the rattle of glasses, the unmistakable whirling noise made by a spinning wheel. Keeping to the center of the path, his hand resting on the butt of his holstered gun, he made his way to a tall building on the edge of the landing field: the trading post.


      “You’re late.” The factor, a thin-faced man with red-rimmed eyes and a thin, predatory nose, glared from behind his counter as Durgan entered. “I was just about to call it a day. Can’t it wait?”


      For answer, Durgan shrugged the pack from his shoulders and lifted it to the counter. Opening it, he produced a transparent plastic bag filled with grayish pods, each two inches long and a quarter wide. Raw kalsh, the vegetable compound which, when cleaned and refined, would fetch twice its weight in gold on Earth.


      The factor pursed his lips in a soundless whistle.


      “Man! That’s some harvest! How long have you been out?”


      “Six weeks.” Durgan was curt. “I want to check it in. Weigh it, seal it, and give me a receipt. We can finish the deal later.”


      “Why not now?”


      “Just do as I say.”


      Durgan leaned against the counter as the factor busied himself with scales and seals. The overhead light illuminated the strong lines of Durgan’s face, the tall length of his body. It was a hard face and a muscular body both blurred a little now by fatigue, the eyes creped with tiny lines, the shoulders a trifle bowed. Six weeks in the Freelands was a long time for any one man to harvest.


      “You want some spending money?” The factor came to the counter, papers in his hands. “A couple of hundred, say?”


      Durgan nodded.


      “I thought so. Just sign here and put your thumb here.” The factor watched as Durgan followed instructions. “You know the old saying? Work hard and play hard? If you want some fun, Madam Kei’s got some new talent just arrived.”


      “No thanks,” said Durgan.


      “Each to his own poison,” said the factor. He reached out and touched a spot on Durgan’s tunic, frowning as he examined the carmine stain on his finger. “You have any trouble?”


      “Should I have had?”


      “You know better than me, mister. I just buy the stuff. Here’s your cash. Drop in tomorrow and we can finish the deal.” He looked at Durgan’s extended hand. “Something else?”


      “The receipt.”


      “Oh! Sure! I forgot.” The factor handed it over, looking at the name. “Hey! There’s something else slipped my mind. A dame’s been asking for you. Said she’d wait in the Purple Puppy. You know it?”


      “I know it. What did she want?”


      The factor shrugged. “That she didn’t say.”


      * * * *


      Durgan saw the woman the moment he stepped into the tavern. She sat alone at a table close to the stage, long legged, dressed in clean leatheroid, high boots, pants, blouse, and tunic. A holstered gun lay flat against her stomach. Blond hair was pulled back from her face in a ponytail which rested on her left shoulder. Her face was round, full-lipped, with a determined jaw and eyes. She was a woman, but there was nothing soft about her, as there was nothing soft about Ganymede. She was, he guessed, about twenty-five, which made her five years younger than himself.


      To the bartender, he said, “Give me a bottle of zulack and a couple of glasses.” Paying he added, “The woman facing the stage. Who is she?”


      The man shrugged. “A drifter. Came in here about three weeks ago. Some of the boys tried their hand, but she soon made the position clear. One of them wouldn’t learn, so she burnt a hole in his stomach. No one’s bothered her since then.”


      Durgan nodded, picked up his bottle and glasses and headed towards where she sat, halting at the empty table at her side. As he sat, the floor show commenced, and he opened the bottle, threw away the top inch of liquor, and filled one of the glasses. Sipping, he watched the performance.


      Someone had imported a troupe of dancers, sleek, olive-skinned women with long, black hair and flounced skirts, who stamped and pirouetted to the blood-stirring rattle of castanets. Behind them a man lifted his voice in the undulating wail of a flamenco as his fingers danced over the strings of a guitar.


      It was an odd troupe to be found in such a place, for little of the Inner Worlds touched the Outer Planets, and Ganymede was used to cruder entertainment. Wejack birds, clipped and fitted with iron spurs, set to fight against each other to the death; broken singers on the last lap of their careers; jugglers, acrobats, mutants who swallowed fire, men who fought with spiked gloves to the screamed encouragement of their backers. These dancers brought a touch of Earth, of sun and sea and shining beaches, of grapes and scented air, of rainbows and gentle breezes.


      One day, perhaps, he would see it again. One day.


      He drank the zulack and refilled his glass. A hand caught his own as he made to set down the bottle.


      “You have two glasses,” said the woman. “Would one be for me?”


      “It might.”


      “Meaning that you are uncharitable?”


      “Meaning that I would rather not drink with strangers.” He met the coolness of the blue eyes. “Perhaps we should introduce ourselves.”


      “You are Brad Durgan,” she said. “I am Sheila Moray. Now may I join you?”


      He nodded, pouring the second glass full as she took a chair, handing it to her, suddenly acutely aware of her femininity, the sensuous throb of the music.


      “I’ve been waiting for you,” she said. “But, of course, you know that. The factor would have told you.”


      “He told me that a woman wanted to see me. He didn’t say who and he didn’t say why.” Durgan drank more of the zulack. It was a hundred proof spirit, flavored with kalsh-pods, a limpid green devil containing smoldering fires.


      Those fires burned away some of his fatigue and a few of his memories. The scent of charred flesh, of newly shed blood, of straining weeks of constant anxiety, of fear and failure, of a future which held no hope and little promise.


      “You drink too much,” she said as he refilled his glass. “Or shouldn’t I say that?”


      “You shouldn’t.”


      “Then let’s talk of something else. Of the dancers, perhaps. You like them?”


      “They’re different.”


      “They were heading for Callisto, on contract to the Ku Fung franchise, but their ship developed a split tube lining and they docked here for repairs.”


      “So?”


      “Callisto. Twice as far from Jupiter as we are now. A satellite almost the twin of Ganymede. You know about Callisto?”


      “I know.”


      “And Amalthea?”


      “A small moon, a hundred miles in diameter, a hundred and thirteen thousand miles from the center of Jupiter.” His hand tightened around his glass. “I know Amalthea.”


      “Yes,” she said quietly. “You would. It’s the bucket boat depot. Right?”


      He swallowed the zulack in a single gulp, refilling the glass as the dancers came to the end of their performance.


      Men rose, shouting, flinging a shower of coins onto the stage.


      One, bolder than the rest, sprang on the platform, his hands grabbing at a woman. He caught the shoulder-strap of her flounced gown, olive-skin glowing in the light as he ripped at the material. From the wings ran two men, hard-faced, armed. They clubbed down the intruder and stood, hands on guns, as the dancers left the stage.


      They were replaced by a weary comedian who thickened the air with the blueness of his painful jokes.


      “They clubbed the wrong man,” said Sheila dispassionately. “That creep should be put in a sack and left as bait for gizzards.”


      “He’s doing his best,” said Durgan. “We all do our best.”


      “And where does it get you? Home? Earth? Back to comfort and safety? How long does a man have to harvest before he hits the jackpot?” She reached forward and rested her hand on his own. It was slender, the skin smooth and uncalloused, the nails reflecting the light with a pearly sheen. “There’s blood on your tunic. This time you won; the next, who knows? Is that how you want to end? Meat for the scavengers?”


      He met her eyes.


      “You’re saying something, but what? And why are you interested in me? I’ve never seen you before.”


      “That’s true.”


      “Then why the interest?”


      “You’re tall,” she said. “Tough, a good-looker. For most girls that would be reason enough. But they would want something. I don’t. Instead, I can offer you the biggest thing you’ve ever met in your life. A chance at the jackpot. Money enough to set you up on Earth, a farm on Mars, a dome on Venus—you name it and it’s yours.”


      Durgan was ironic. “Sure—and all I have to do is to give you a stake so you can go and collect the lost treasure of Ma Kalah. Bury it, girl! You’re talking to the wrong man!”


      “And you’re jumping to conclusions.” Her hand lifted, caught his wrist as he lifted the glass, twisted so that the zulack fell in a glinting stream to the surface of the table. “What are you, a sponge? Has that stuff rotted your mind and blocked your ears? I’m talking, Brad, can’t you even listen?”


      “To what?”


      “A proposition. A trip to Callisto—all expenses paid, and a bonus for wasted time if you turn down the offer.”


      “And that is?”


      “I don’t know.” Her eyes were frank. “I was sent to collect you, and that’s all. But it’s something big, that at least I know. Agree and we can leave within the hour.”


      Durgan shook his head.


      “You’re turning me down?”


      “No,” he said. “But we can’t leave until tomorrow. I’ve got money owing and I want to collect.”


      * * * *


      Distances are relatively unimportant in the Jovian system, only time is of value. Time to skirt the mammoth globe of the primary, to edge along the trap of its gravity well, to juggle speed and direction so as to reach where you wanted to go. Other things were minor but ever-present hazards: the threat of solar flares, trapped debris that added to the multiple moons, wandering fragments of interstellar rubbish which had been snared by the giant planet.


      Durgan slept the major part of the journey, waking hours before landing, joining the girl in the compact lounge of the inter-moon transport. She had changed and now wore a short dress of glittering fiber; matching boots clung high on her thighs, a belt of synthetic gems accentuating the swell of her hips. Her hair, groomed and curled, hung like a curtain of shimmering gold on the rounded smoothness of her shoulders.


      To his questions she said, “Wait. You’ll get all the answers after we land.”


      Callisto wasn’t Ganymede, though both had much the same mass and bulk. Here the big companies had established their franchises, terraforming the globe with imbedded devices, setting up domed cities of sterile glass and plastic which reared in startling contrast to the gaping pits of tremendous workings.


      Durgan watched as they landed, seeing men tending machines, ant-like in their ordered confusion, slave-like in their dependence on one or the other of the great combines which owned the satellite and permitted grudging entry to those unattached. Yet despite their control, some freedom remained. The freedom to range outside the cities and workings, to starve for want of employment, to die unnoticed and ignored.


      In a small room in one of the featureless buildings, Durgan met the man who held all the answers.


      He was a small, wrinkled, shrewd-eyed man with a suit of expensive fiber and a heavy ring, which winked with flashing colors as he moved his hand. He nodded to the girl, and she left; then he gestured towards a table loaded with a dozen kinds of liquor.


      “You are a drinking man, Mr. Durgan. What is your pleasure?”


      “Brandy,” said Durgan and added, “The real stuff. From Earth.”


      “A test, Mr. Durgan?” The man smiled. “If it is, I can pass it. My name, by the way, is Creech. I take it that you are interested in my proposition?”


      “I can tell you that when I’ve heard what it is.” Durgan tasted his brandy, finding it insipid after zulack. “But, of course, you know how much I was told. Your messenger was most discreet.”


      “Not without reason.” Creech took a chair, waited until his guest was seated and then said, “How are your nerves, Durgan?”


      “Good enough.”


      “Good enough for what? Could you ride a bucket boat again?”


      Could he dip once more into hell? Durgan leaned back, eyes veiled, listening again to the screaming threnody of Jupiter’s atmosphere tearing at the skin of his boat, seeing the swirl and twist of vapor against the screens, feeling the bucking confusion and horrible disorientation. Each ride had been a gamble. Every trip had meant running the gauntlet with death waiting a hairsbreadth away. To ride a stream of fire down into the tremendous gaseous envelope, to level out at a selected depth, to trip the opening of the bucket, the huge plastic envelope trailing after the vessel, to cram it full of compressed gases—ammonia, methane, hydrogen even—a slew of elements waiting to be gathered—to seal the bucket and then to drag it up and out of the atmosphere and back to the depot on Amalthea.


      Could he do it again?


      “They said I was past it. That my reflexes had grown too slow. They ended my contract on three days’ notice.”


      Creech leaned forward. “Did you agree with them?”


      “No.”


      “But there was more, wasn’t there? The last trip you took. You returned empty. Why?”


      “I hit a bad spot. The convection currents were all to hell. When I tried to level out, I couldn’t hold the boat steady enough to open the bucket. Had I tried, it would have dragged me out of control. So I gave up and got out.”


      “Right out.” Creech bit thoughtfully at his lower lip. “I’ve read the psych-reports, and they say you lost your nerve. That you turned coward. That you aborted the dip without really giving yourself a chance. Are they wrong?”


      Durgan looked at his brandy then set aside the glass.


      “They weren’t down there,” he said. “They didn’t feel what I felt. All they had to go on was the relayed instrument-readings, and they aren’t to be trusted. I could have taken a gamble and probably died because of it. I figured that it was better to be a live coward than a dead hero. Alive, I could try again. Dead, they would have lost the boat.”


      “And so they kicked you out. You went to Ganymede and lived as a harvester.” Creech picked up the glass of brandy and handed it back to Durgan. “Drink it. It may be your last for some time.”


      “Meaning?”


      “I’ve got a job for you. I’ll say it quick. I want you to drop down to the bottom. To hit the core of Jupiter. Right down through the envelope until you reach solid ground.”


      “No,” said Durgan.


      “You mean you won’t do it?”


      “I mean that it can’t be done. Can you even begin to realize what the pressure is like down there? The bottoms of terrestrial oceans would be a vacuum in comparison. Down there hydrogen and nitrogen would be compressed into liquid ammonia, the—”


      “I know about the pressure,” interrupted Creech. “And about the gravity, two and a half Earth normal, but it can be done and I have the vessel to do it. All I need is a pilot with guts enough to handle it. Guts and experience so that he can ride the winds and stay in one piece. In return, I’ll make that man rich for life.”


      Durgan looked at his glass, at the brandy it contained. A bottle of the stuff would cost more than he could harvest in a week. The girl hadn’t lied, she had shown him the jackpot; from now on, it was up to him if he hoped to collect.


      Quietly he said, “When do I learn the rest?”


      “You don’t. Not unless you agree to ride all the way. Bucket riders are scarce. Most of them die young and the rest are broken. You didn’t break. The fact that you managed to survive on Ganymede proves that. That’s why I sent for you. Are you with me?”


      “You’ve got yourself a pilot,” said Durgan. And swallowed the brandy.


      * * * *


      It was an old and familiar dream. A hand was pressing him down hard against the ground, and it kept on pressing. His chest collapsed, the broken ends of shattered ribs lacerating his lungs, his intestines squashed into a messy pulp. The bones of his skull began to yield, but still the giant hand kept pressing, pressing, grinding against skin and bone until he was nothing but a red smear on the dirt. And still the hand kept pressing until there was nothing but a liquid trace, cells imploding, molecules crumpling, elements forced together to make new compounds.


      And the worst part was that he was still alive, still aware and able to feel.


      It wouldn’t be like that, Durgan knew. If the hull was breached, death would be instantaneous, a blast of pressure which would paste him against the metal before he would have time to even guess at what was happening. But the cold knowledge brought little comfort. Imagination still continued to haunt him with speculations of what might happen, what would happen if something went wrong.


      The others didn’t appear to be worried.


      Nanset was the engineer, a quiet, scholarly-looking man who wore contact lenses and spoke in a voice barely more than a whisper. Pendris was different, a tough veteran of the Jovian moons, a hard man with calculating eyes and the muscles of a bull. His job was to operate the waldoes.


      Creech made the introductions, then retreated to stand beside a screen. Sheila took a position beside a projector, a warm touch of color in the otherwise spartan furnishings of the room.


      “Now that we have all met, I want to brief you on what has to be done.” Creech’s dry, emotionless voice was swallowed by the soundproofing of the chamber. “As you know, we are going to send a vessel down to the solid core of Jupiter. Nanset has assured me that his force-field will provide ample protection against the pressure and, as his own neck will be involved, I tend to believe him. Aside from that, the vessel has been reinforced with multiple hulls to allow for a cascade accumulation against external pressure. To adjust the build-up will be Pendris’s job. Durgan, naturally, will be the pilot. The nature of the operation is basically simple. We are going to salvage a lost cargo.”


      He snapped his fingers as light and color glowed from the screen, flight paths traced in strands of white, red dots moving to illustrate his explanation.


      “A few months ago, a ship of the United Combines set out for Earth. Unfortunately, it was hit by a scrap of uncharted debris that contained sufficient velocity to throw the vessel towards Jupiter. The heat-energy generated by the impact fused the drive-system and, helpless, the ship fell into the atmosphere. Before being destroyed the crew managed to arrange a continuous-message broadcast, and the descent of the stricken vessel was monitored all the way down to just before the final landing. The cargo was, and is, extremely valuable. Recovery will ensure that we all gain rich rewards.”


      Put like that, it was simple, idiotically so. Durgan glanced from one to the other of his crew, and when neither mentioned the obvious, he did so himself.


      “Jupiter isn’t a small place. You’re talking of something which has close to twenty-five thousand million square miles of solid surface area.”


      Creech turned from the screen. “I know that.”


      “Radio transmissions from the planet aren’t reliable. If you’re hoping that cross-bearings determined the crash-point, then you’re hoping for too much.”


      “I realize that also.” Creech was unflustered. “Fortunately, we don’t have to depend on dead-reckoning, radio fixes, or educated guesses. The entire descent of the vessel was computerized and the probable crash-point has been determined to within five square miles.” He snapped his fingers before Durgan could say more. The picture on the screen changed to that of a spaceship.


      “The Archimedes,” said Creech. “The vessel that crashed. You will note that it is a normal interplanetary transport with capabilities for carrying both cargo and passengers. No passengers were carried on its last journey. A special cargo container was fitted within the hull and occupied this space.” His hand tapped the screen. “I think it safe to presume that the vanes carrying the guiding jets would have been ripped from the structure within a short while after entering the atmosphere. I think we can also assume that the crash with the meteor weakened the rear so that too would have been torn free. The remainder, together with the cargo container, most probably fell as a single unit, perhaps disintegrating on landing.”


      He paused as if expecting objections and, when he received none, continued.


      “It may be necessary to cut free the cargo container, and the salvage vessel has been provided with means to do so. You will also be provided with power-assisted suits to enable you to move in the high gravity. Continuous scrambled-beam radio transmission will be maintained during the entire flight. Miss Moray will take care of communications. Have any of you any questions?’


      Pendris lifted his voice. “Do we get a chance of some training? If I’m to handle unfamiliar devices in a hostile environment, I’d like to check them out before we start.”


      “This is only a preliminary briefing. You will have ample time to do as you suggest.”


      Durgan said, “I’m not happy about the crash-point area. It’s too large. Five square miles is a lot of territory when you’re relying on naked-eye vision—and in the soup, you don’t see far at the best of times. Is there any way of narrowing the field?”


      “There is. I will tell you about it later.”


      “All right, I’ll accept that, but what about the computerized landing? Down low, conditions are unknown. How could a machine have determined the correct flight-path?”


      “It did. You must take my word for it.”


      Nanset whispered, “This cargo. Supposing the container has burst and scattered the contents. How will we recognize it?”


      “I’ll tell you that just before you leave.” Creech nodded to the girl, and the screen went blank as she turned off the projector. “From now on, you stay together. You talk to no one and you go nowhere without my permission. Is that perfectly clear?”


      “In other words, we’re prisoners,” said Durgan grimly.


      “You object?”


      “I object to a lot of things, and one of them is putting my head on a block. But making a fortune is something I like. For that I’m prepared to play along, but I like to know what the rewards are.”


      Creech met his eyes. “I promised you all that you will be rich for life.”


      “Rich is just a word, and for me it isn’t good enough. How about some figures?”


      “Five million,” said Sheila from where she stood behind the projector. “Five million for each of you. Good enough?”


      Pendris whistled. “For me, yes.”


      Nanset blinked. Durgan turned to face the girl and met her cool stare.


      “The jackpot,” she said. “That’s what I promised, and that’s what you’ll get. Any more questions?”


      “One,” said Durgan. “Where is the ship?”


      “On Europa.” Creech stepped from the screen. “We’ll be there in three days time.”


      * * * *


      Europa, half the mass of Luna, almost half a million miles from the heart of Jupiter, a place of eroded stone and crumbling rock. A small place with sheds and workshops, electric furnaces burning their way into the metallic heart, atomic engines spewing out heat and light and slugs of fuel for the engines that sent the ships across the void.


      A rough place with the great disc of Jupiter filling the sky at night and the sun a pin-point at day. Airless, barren, a disposal dump for unwanted scrap. An ideal place in which to convert a ship in privacy.


      Durgan checked that ship inch by inch.


      It was an adapted bucket boat, the massive hull reinforced by four extra sets of plating, each removed from the other by thick stanchions. The engines had been removed, the cabin space reduced, the bucket controls and housing sealed. In the increased space, new engines had been fitted which gave three times the original power. Sheathed in external housings, the waldo attachments broke the smooth contours. The stubby wings to grip and ride the atmosphere were like the feathers on an arrow.


      As he worked, Durgan brooded. The ship had cost money, the conversions more. Whatever the cargo was that Creech hoped to salvage, it must be of immense value. Something to justify the essential investment of equipment. He spoke about it to the girl.


      “It’s none of your business,” said Sheila. “Believe that, Brad. Just do the job you’ve contracted to do and forget the rest.”


      “I can’t.”


      “Why not? Are you so rich you can afford to throw away five million?”


      “What five million?” They were sitting beneath a dome of transparent plastic, drinking coffee imported from the Inner Worlds, listening to music recorded a century before. The glow of Jupiter-light cast colored shadows on the pale contours of her face, touched her hair with transient gleams. “You can’t lose what you’ve never had so what the hell are you talking about?”


      “Forget it, Brad. Take what life brings and stop arguing. Look on it as just another job.”


      “Is that what you think it is?” He looked up at the glowing face of the planet. Tonight the Red Spot was unusually bright. “Look at it. All you can see is the upper limits of the atmosphere, but try to imagine what it’s like lower down. Or, if you can’t do that, go and see some of the bucket boat riders. You’ll find them in the psycho wards, scared of a shadow, unable to stand even the pressure of a sheet. That’s the way it gets you in the end.”


      “So what?”


      “So I want to know what all this is about. Where Creech comes in. What part you have in it all. And don’t tell me that you’re just a messenger. That worked once, but it won’t work again. Give, girl, or look for another pilot!”


      “He’ll kill you,” she said emotionlessly. “If you back out now Creech will have you gunned down.”


      “Maybe.” Durgan was grim. “He can try—but if he doesn’t make it the first time, he’ll never get a second chance. And you’ll still need a pilot.” The music changed, the thrumming beat of rock smoothing into the strumming melody of cadenza, achingly poignant with the thin wail of pipes, the repetitious beat of drums. On the far side of the dome, a woman began to shiver in sympathetic response.


      Sheila drank the last of her coffee. “Would you really back out, Brad?”


      “Quit playing!” He was getting angry, his own nervous responses reacting to the emotional throb of the music. “I’m not a kid to be fed on promises of candy. What is this deal, anyway? Straight salvage—or a straight steal?”


      He caught the expression in her eyes, the minute tightening of muscles, the cautious veil. Abruptly he was calm, his anger dissipating at the result of his probe.


      “I guessed,” he said, “but I want you to say it. No one offers this kind of money for a legitimate operation. Now talk!”


      “Give me a minute.” She looked at her empty cup. “I could use some more coffee.”


      And time to think up a story, he thought, but made no comment. From the automat he drew two cups, pausing on the way back as the woman across the dome began to scream. She sat, quivering, eyes glazed and a thin trickle of saliva running from her mouth. Her cries were sharp discordant, unthinking. The insidious beat of the cadenza had gripped her, jarring her nervous system, warring with the regular beat of her heart.


      Durgan crossed to her table, set down the cups of coffee, and slapped her sharply across the cheek.


      “What—” The screaming died as she sat, blinking, one hand rising to the place he had struck. “What’s the matter?”


      “It got you,” he explained. “The music. Either move or break the circle. Think of something pleasant, talk to someone, look outside.”


      Her eyes measured his height, the planes of his face, registered an unmistakable invitation.


      “Talk, you said. With you?”


      “Not me.” He picked up the cups. “I’m busy.”


      Sheila looked at him as he sat down, her eyes moving from his face to the woman. “A hell of a way to snap her out of it. Aren’t you ever gentle?”


      “When I’ve got the time, yes. Now I haven’t got the time. You were going to tell me something. Let’s get on with it.”


      She toyed with her cup, very beautiful, very alluring, her femininity enhanced by the colored shadows, the primitive impact of the music. Twice he caught the movement of her eyes, the subtle hesitation, then she made her decision.


      “I’ll give you the truth, Brad, and it is the truth no matter what else you might hear. The ship was carrying a cargo from the United Combines. It was a year’s production of shedeena crystals. I shouldn’t have to tell you what they are.”


      “I know.”


      Callisto was unique in its core-formation. The crystals, some said, were the result of divergent pressures existing way back when the solar system was first created. Others tended to think that Callisto might be a stellar wanderer caught in Jupiter’s gravity well—but none of that really mattered. Callisto was the only source of the crystals. And the crystals had a unique property.


      She continued, “The various companies holding crystal franchises are forced to work together and pool their harvest. In all other matters they work as separate units, but not in this. You can guess why.”


      “A price ring,” said Durgan thickly. “More. The only way in which they can avoid mutual warfare. A year’s production, you say?”


      “Yes.”


      He looked down at his hand. It was trembling a little, the coffee in the cup he was holding shimmering as it caught the light from above. A year’s supply! Why they had allowed it to accumulate didn’t matter. To force up the price, to ensure security, to gather a full working load—none of it mattered. All that was important was that the shedeena crystals were an anti-agathic, an anti-death drug which enabled the old, the rich, the influential to gain renewed youth and extended virility. Immortality, perhaps, if the supply could be maintained.


      A year’s supply!


      Its value was incalculable. How much is life worth to a rich and dying man? What concessions would a ruler grant to the one who could deliver the source of longevity?


      “Sometimes it happens,” said Sheila quietly. “A combination of events that opens the door to everything you’ve ever dreamed about. I saw my chance and took it. When the ship was hit, everyone seemed to go crazy. I was monitoring the flight and operating the computer. I kept track of the fall until the information ceased coming in—and then I made a couple of alterations. The information the combines have is useless. Only I have the true position of the wreck.”


      “And Creech?”


      “The money-man, the fixer, the one who figured out what to do. He’s clever, Brad. He waited just long enough to make sure that I was telling the truth, and then he acted. Then—”


      Durgan was sharp. “How?”


      “How what?”


      “How did he know that you were telling the truth?” He answered his own question. “When they didn’t find the cargo, naturally. There must have been attempts at salvage. The combines wouldn’t leave that stuff lying about without trying to get it. How many attempts?”


      “Five.”


      “And?”


      “Five failures. Three ships just disappeared. One aborted the mission when the crew lost their nerve. The other imploded two-thirds of the way down.” She hesitated, then added, “All were using Nanset’s force field.”


      “Which means it doesn’t work,” said Durgan. “Good news.”


      “It does work. At least he says it does, and he’s willing to risk his neck on it. According to him, the other engineers didn’t know how to adjust the compensating factor. He could be right. Everything was done in such a hurry that something could have been unchecked. And the pilots weren’t as experienced as they might have been.”


      Hurry, he thought, and fear, and the desire for secrecy. Bucket boat riders might have done the job, but they were all under contract aside from those no longer fit. And no bucket rider in his right mind would have agreed to take a ship down so far.


      * * * *


      Nanset said, “This really isn’t necessary, Durgan. I can assure you that the field will give us ample protection.”


      “I like protection,” said Durgan. “As much of it as I can get. That’s why we’re going to wear the suits from the beginning.” His voice echoed in his ears, and he remembered there was no need to project his words. The radio would do that.


      “Engineers,” said Pendris sourly. “Give me a field man every time.”


      “How the hell do you think we’re going to move down there without the suits? Or did you figure we could get them on just before we land?”


      “All right, I’ll accept that, but why the increased pressure in the cabin? Surely we could wear the suits and leave the face-plates open?”


      Durgan checked his instruments before replying. The ship handled well despite the alterations but, in space, that told little. The test would come when they hit the atmosphere and began to fight the winds.


      “Protection,” he said flatly. “Our internal pressure is as high as the fabric will take. We’ll equalize it a few miles down, but it will give us an advantage. Now shut up and let me get on with the job.”


      It had been the same in the old days. The voice of the monitor had been a source of irritation, a scratching at his concentration best ignored if he was to put all he had into the dangerous business ahead. Then he had ridden alone without others to keep informed. Now he was not alone but all else was the same. The darkness of star-shot space, the transmitted thrum of the tubes, the mounting tension as the great ball of Jupiter swam closer and closer until it filled both mind and vision.


      “Monitor to ship. You are three degrees off course.”


      Sheila, riding with Creech in an attendant vessel, checking his flight with her stolen data, hoping to guide him through a screaming hell of frozen gases and hit a minute bullseye far below.


      Durgan acknowledged and returned to his concentration. At first it wouldn’t be too bad, a slowing, a tendency to veer and twist, a mounting whine from beyond the hull. Then he would match speeds and begin to fall. The whine would increase, the shuddering fight as winds tore at the vessel and negated the controls. To fight them was useless. The trick was to use them, to ride the streaming currents, using vanes and jets to maintain some measure of control. If he lost it, the ship would spin, flung by mighty forces and turning end over end to be torn apart in shattered ruin.


      He heard the sharp intake of breath as the winds caught them, sensed the tension of Nanset and Pendris as they gripped their couches. Strapped down, they were relatively safe, but he could understand their fear. The screens pictured a seething fog of fuming nightmare, the external friction a nerve-tearing whine.


      It lessened a little as he matched velocities, ignoring the voice from his radio, knowing that he was off-course but knowing that he could do nothing about it for the moment. Durgan checked his instruments, the big red hand of the external pressure gauge centered in the panel, handling the ship automatically with the skill of hard-won experience.


      “Prepare for first pressure-adjustment,” he said to Pendris.


      “System ready.”


      “Seal first compartment at double interior pressure.”


      As they descended, the compartments between the hulls would be filled and sealed with gases of increasing pressure, each helping to bolster the metal skins against that outside. With four extra hulls and a highly pressurized cabin, they would be able to withstand six times the pressure of a single hull.


      Six times…a wide margin, but enough?


      Durgan grunted as he rode the winds. Already he was down further than he had ever been before, and now the ship seemed sluggish, the exterior density robbing it of easy manoeuvrability. And the old fear was growing. The knowledge that pressure mounted the lower he went until it would reach a million atmospheres.


      “You are widely off-course.” Sheila’s voice reflected her strain. “Correct seven degrees north.”


      Durgan made the adjustment.


      “Final compartment sealed.” Pendris dropped his hands from the bank of controls before which he lay. “Now it’s up to Nanset.” He grunted as something rose beneath them and sent the ship into wild gyrations. “Durgan!”


      He made no answer, hands dancing on the controls, jets of fire streaming from the tubes as he judged time and pressure. It was a thing impossible to teach and learned only by doing. The instinctive reaction of a trained pilot, a man who was almost a flesh-and-blood extension of his vessel.


      As the ship settled, he snapped to Nanset: “Activate your shield.”


      A faint blue shimmer spread throughout the cabin and vanished as it raced for the outer hull. A generator moaned as it took the strain, the note rising as the engineer made an adjustment.


      “Field adjusted and operating at optimum level.” Nanset’s voice was confident. “Now we’ve nothing to worry about. The field is established on the fringe molecules and will take all this planet can give it. It’s a form of stasis,” he explained. “An energy-concept linked to the center of the generator. The higher the pressure, the more power will automatically be fed into the field and, in a sense, the pressure is fighting itself. The function can best be expressed by he mathematical formula—”


      “Forget it,” said Pendris impatiently. “This is no time for a lecture. Just so long as it works I’ll be satisfied. How much longer, Durgan, before we find the jackpot?”


      “As long as it takes.”


      “Is that the best you can do?”


      “Quit bothering me.”


      Pendris inhaled with a spiteful hiss. Thickly he said, “I’m in this too, or have you forgotten?”


      Durgan made no answer.


      “Listen, you—”


      “Shut your mouth!” Durgan snarled, as he felt the ship twist and begin to spin. The last thing he wanted now was the idle chatter of fools! Sweat beaded his forehead and ran down his face as he struggled to maintain control. It stung his eyes, the raw patch on the side of his neck where the suit had chafed. Like a wild animal, the vessel fought his control. Something struck against the hull with a dull reverberation. Fog plumed in the screens, parting to show frothing masses of vapor, uniting in coiling tendrils.


      Nanset made a choking sound. “God!”


      Something rose before them, tall, white, jagged with broken peaks. The engines roared as Durgan fed extra power into the jets, the ship tilting as he lifted the nose. For a moment they seemed to hang stationary, and then the massed ice threw itself towards them, dropping as they climbed, exploding into raging steam at the touch of their blast.


      And, suddenly, the vapor lifted, seeming to jerk upwards in a lowering bank of cloud beneath which they flew with flaring jets and clear vision.


      “We’ve done it!” said Pendris. “By God, we’ve done it!”


      Below them lay the solid mass of Jupiter.


      * * * *


      It was a place of nightmare, the ebon darkness ripped by the ruby light of widespread volcanic activity, the crimson glow fanning out in feathered plumes of flaming gas. The scene brightened as Durgan adjusted the screens, utilizing the lower wavelengths of light, electronic magic converting them into the visible spectrum. Now they could see raging pools of liquid ammonia whipped into a frenzy by the tidal waves stemming from the spouting craters. The pools, small on Jupiter but large enough for seas on Earth, stretched between mountain chains of solid ice, blue and green and somber umber, shining with red and orange light from the burning gases. The glare of their own blast illuminated the landscape and caused long trails of incandescent vapor to writhe like serpents, green and yellow and brilliant red, twisting and coiling in enigmatic patterns.


      “The heat is breaking down the elements,” said Nanset quietly. “Cracking compounds locked for millions of years in frigid stasis. That’s oxygen burning, and hydrogen and methane. Who knows what elements and how they will act down here?’


      “Heat?” Pendris snorted his disgust. “What about all those volcanoes? The heat of our blast is nothing to them.”


      “Heat is relative. On Earth those volcanoes would be nothing. They wouldn’t even get started. That stuff isn’t water, remember, but liquid ammonia. Those mountains are of ice. The lower atmosphere must be a mixture of hydrogen, ammonia, methane, and carbon tetrahydride. Interesting.”


      “Check your field,” said Durgan sharply. “You’ve no time to gawk at the scenery. Pendris, get busy on the detector.”


      Creech had given them the instrument. A box fitted with dials, which, he claimed, would register the presence of the cargo. If they could get close enough. If it would work in the conditions existing under the clouds. If the cargo was still as it had been.


      Durgan spoke into the radio.


      “Sheila. We’ve reached bottom. Check my position.”


      “You moved off course. You should have stayed on it.”


      “A mountain got in the way. We—”


      “Brad!” Her voice was strained. “Are you all right?”


      “So far, yes. Now quit being polite and get on with the job. Direct me please. Direct!”


      He fell silent as her professional drone came over the speaker, a string of co-ordinates, corrections, alterations. The ship thrummed as it moved in a wide circle, slowing as it met the head-on force of the wind, which moved at a constant velocity over the ground, bucking as it met it side-on.


      Pendris sucked in his breath.


      “Anything?”


      “I’m not sure, Dugan. The needles kicked a bit. Can you go back over?”


      “I’m spiraling. Keep a sharp watch and yell if you see anything. Nanset!”


      “Yes?”


      “How is the field holding out?”


      “Fine.” The engineer had lacked conviction. He enlarged the comment at Durgan’s insistence. “We dropped a fraction back there. It shouldn’t have happened, but it did. Maybe the atmosphere is corroding the outer hull and thus building up resistance. I’ve made the necessary adjustments.”


      “The hull is corrosion-proof,” said Pendris. “Stop making excuses and keep your attention on your machine. Right, Durgan?”


      “That’s good advice—why don’t you follow it?”


      “I’m doing just that.” His voice was ugly. “But when we get out of here, you and me are going to have a little talk in a dark alley. I don’t go for snotty pilots.”


      Sheila spoke before Durgan could answer. “Have you located it yet, Brad?”


      “No.”


      “What’s keeping you?”


      “Are you joking? It’s a mess down here. We could be lucky and hit it right away, or we could search for a hundred years. Is Creech riding you?”


      “Well, he—”


      “Tell him to get lost. Have you any more data I can use? No? Then quit babbling and let me get on with the job.”


      It was hard to talk with more than two gravities tearing at the muscles, making every movement an exercise in applied strength, and he was beginning to feel the strain. The suits helped, but that help had to be paid for in sore places, a body slimed with perspiration, itches which couldn’t be scratched, aches which couldn’t be relieved. And it was impossible to forget the pressure outside, the giant hand which would crush him into a smear should something go wrong.


      Durgan adjusted the controls, tightening the spiral pattern he had chosen, thinking of a falling ship and the variable forces that would play on it. A last-second shift of wind and it would have been carried miles from the anticipated crash-point. An abrupt loss of mass, the same. Yet the girl had been adamant as to its location.


      He examined the screens, trying to catch a glimpse of twisted metal, the lines of something artificial and alien to the landscape below. He saw nothing but the fury of volcanic activity, the shimmer of disturbed seas, the red glow painted on curtains of glistening ice.


      “There!” Pendris’s voice was high with excitement. “We’ve just passed it. The needles damn near left the dials!”


      The vessel shuddered as Durgan cut acceleration and turned to face back from where they had come.


      “There!” said Pendris again. “There!”


      A torrent of lava fell from the crest of a high ridge, falling into a pool sparkling with flecks of dying brilliance. To one side, almost hidden by a crusted mass of deposited crystals, a sheared plate of twisted metal shone in the ruby light.


      The wreck of the Archimedes.


      * * * *


      They found the cargo container a mile away, lying in a patch of luminous snow, a thin green haze blurring fine detail. Incredibly, it was still almost intact, the thick metal buckled and warped, torn in several places, those openings having prevented crushing implosion. Deftly Durgan steered the ship towards it, his hands delicate on the controls as he fed power to the jets, the outer hull slithering over the frozen surface.


      “How’s that, Pendris? Close enough?”


      Pendris grunted. He sat upright, his helmet enclosed by an enfolding mask, both hands thrust deep into the gloves of the waldo attachments.


      “Can you get it a bit closer?”


      Power thrummed as the ship edged forward. Nanset looked up from his dials.


      “We shouldn’t make actual contact,” he said. “The field is becoming unbalanced, the energies grounding from the area of contact.”


      “Can you compensate?”


      “I’m trying. For a time, yes, I think I can manage it. But be quick.”


      Pendris grunted again. “Quick? The damned thing’s covered with scrap. I’ll have to cut it free before we can hope to fasten the grapnels.”


      “Then get on with it!” Durgan was sharp, worried, on edge now that he had nothing to do. Now they had arrived, Pendris was the main factor. “Don’t waste time flapping your mouth!”


      “I’ll get you!” said Pendris. “When we get out of here, I swear that I’ll get you!”


      “Any time you fancy!” Durgan drew a shuddering breath. “Now get busy earning your pay!”


      On the screen, he could see the waldo attachments unfold from their housings, literal extensions of Pendris’s hands and arms, stretching, reaching, bright fire blazing as lasers cut through jagged pieces of metal. From the operator’s mask, Pendris’s voice came as a musing drone.


      “Tough. The damned thing is built like a safe. Solid metal strapped and reinforced like the vault of a bank. Lucky for us in a way, that’s why it stayed in one piece, but what the hell would they be carrying to take such precautions?”


      The lasers died, were replaced by mechanical claws that ripped the tattered remains from the bulk of the container. A hook caught in one of the openings, pulled, dropped free as it made no impression. Again Pendris tried to turn the container, to shift it from its bed. A third failure and he swore in savage irritation.


      “It’s too heavy! Those walls must be six inches thick! Why the hell didn’t Creech warn us?”


      “Maybe he didn’t know.” Durgan leaned closer to the screen. As the container was situated, it was impossible to weld grapnels and hope to lift it from the planet. The strain would be too great. “Maybe I can use the ship to turn it. Lift your waldos and I’ll try.”


      Nanset warned, “I’m getting close to maximum output.”


      “Keep a five percent safety margin,” said Durgan “When you reach it, let me know.”


      As the waldos lifted from the container, he fed power to the jets, inching forward, using the bulk of the vessel to ram against the container. For a moment it resisted, then suddenly gave. Durgan edged back and turned from the controls.


      “All right, Pendris Try again.”


      Once more the mechanical attachments clawed at the misshapen bulk. Pendris’s drone was a mutter of rising frustration.


      “It’s no good. The thing is too damaged and too heavy. Maybe if I cut away the metal it might be possible to weld some grapnels to the interior.”


      Durgan said, “Can’t you fix holding straps around the outside?”


      “No. I can’t manipulate it. If we try hooking direct to the box, its own weight will tear it free before we’ve lifted a dozen miles. The entire thing is busted all to hell.”


      The hooks lifted and were replaced by the lasers. Sparks flew and molten droplets ran from yielding metal as the torches cut into the thick walls of the container. Pendris was an expert at his job. The searing beams answered to his expert manipulation, cutting just deep enough, flaring at carefully determined angles, dying before they could burn the interior. Again the hooks swung down, gripped lifted and tore the top of the box completely free.


      From the interior of the container rose a cloud of vivid green vapor.


      It spread, pluming, fanning as it rose, clinging to the waldo attachments, condensing into a nimbus of darkening emerald.


      Pendris swore in sudden anger.


      “What the hell? The damn waldos don’t respond!”


      The gas lifted again, thinning, coiling as it hovered over the opened container. It hung for a moment like a cloud and then moved again to settle beside the vessel.


      “A chemical reaction,” said Nanset. “It has to be. The heat of the lasers triggered off a progressive interaction probably converting crystals into gases and ending with a stable compound.”


      “Nice,” sneered Pendris. His hands worked for a moment within the gloves then he turned from the mask, his face sweating behind the face-plate of his helmet. “And what of the attachments?”


      “They are activated by a series of interacting magnetic fields. It is possible that the gas has somehow neutralized the components.” The engineer spoke as if he were addressing a classroom of students. “The thing is theoretically possible. An energized gas can be artificially generated down here. With the extreme pressure and alien chemistry, it could happen naturally.”


      Durgan didn’t join the discussion. He looked at the screens, at the exposed interior of the cargo container The thing had been built to withstand any conceivable emergency. The exterior walls were merely the outer casing. Within, suspended on a mesh of springs and insulating baffles, hung a smaller box. Distorted, torn, but still in one piece. Inside would rest the shedeena crystals.


      The largest fortune a man could hope to gain. Within sight. Within reach, almost, but with the waldos inoperative there was only one way it could be secured. This force field,” said Durgan thickly. “Can it be applied to a suit?”


      * * * *


      It was a gambler’s throw with a fortune as the prize and a life as the stake, and only a trickle of current providing the chance of success. If it should falter, the potential fail, a wire break—then death would be instantaneous.


      Durgan tried not to think about it. He moved his left leg, the power-units of the suit accentuating his motion, enhancing his muscular power so that the limb moved, the foot lifted, fell with abrupt savageness beneath the clawing drag of a gravity which more than doubled his weight.


      Beneath his boots the surface was rough, scored by the winds which tore past in a droning whine, pushing with savage intent.


      Stooped over the cargo container, Pendris lifted a wrapped slug of the precious crystals, using both hands, turning so as to allow Durgan to grip it with his left hand, pass it to where Nanset stood before the ship’s open doors.


      Light streamed from the interior, a warm, comforting glow, throwing distorted shadows over the eerie configurations of the Jovian landscape. More shadows moved as, far to one side, a gust of ruby flame stabbed through the darkness. Closer, from where the ruby stream fell from the crest to the pool of bubbling crimson, a dull glow shone, reflecting from the hull of the vessel, painting it with the uneasy color of blood.


      Pendris’s voice was harsh in the confines of the helmet.


      “Awkward,” he muttered. “I’ve got to stoop right over. Some of the wrappings are torn and there’s more of that damned green gas.”


      A ball of it rose with him as he painfully straightened, clinging to the end of a slug, rising to wreath his suited arms. Mechanically Durgan took it, turned, passed it to Nanset. In a glowing pool at the side of the ship, the green vapor that had streamed from the opened container rested like a smoky cloud of emerald. It seemed unaffected by the wind, streamers reaching to both ship and ground as if it clung with deliberate intent.


      “Hurry,” said Nanset. “I can’t trust the generator to compensate on automatic for too long. Hurry!”


      His voice shook a little, and Durgan could understand his fear. He felt it himself. The unimaginable tons of pressure all around, the crushing force held back only by the magic of the force field. It revealed itself as a blue shimmer around the suits so that each man moved in a halo of nebulous light.


      “Here!” Pendris held out yet another slug. “The damned stuff’s getting harder to reach. It’s padded all to hell.” His breath sucked between his lips. “Money,” he breathed. “A mansion on the Himalayas. Another at Polar North. Fine foods, women, the best of wine. My own ship, maybe!”


      The lure that made them agree to take the insane gamble. Durgan had told them what the container held, dangling the bait of incredible wealth before their eyes, forcing the engineer to adapt his field to guard the suits. What did Nanset want, he wondered. A school of his own? A complete laboratory with money enough to staff it with the best brains available? A converted ship to plumb the secrets of Uranus?


      Mechanically, he passed on the slug.


      The wind gusted, suddenly slamming with increased force against the ship, the men, the open container of the precious crystals. The ground shook a little, a low rumble echoing through the helmets as the suits carried the grinding vibrations. Orange flame lifted to one side, interspersed with shafts of vivid blue, and the droning wind carried specks of dancing green. They swirled like snowflakes, like scraps of wispy cloud, meeting, uniting, growing into streamers of coiling vapor which clung to the suited figures, fogging the face-plates with emerald dazzle, passing to hang like gossamer from the ship and container.


      Nanset’s voice was a ragged whisper. “I don’t like this. There’s something strange down here, something terrifying. I get the impression that something is watching us.”


      “Shut up!” snapped Durgan. “There’s nothing down here but gas and pressure.”


      “There could be life,” insisted the engineer. “How do we know there isn’t? The temperature is high enough for an ammonia-based metabolism. I—”


      “Shut up and keep working!” Pendris snarled with impatience, fear edging his words. “Time for thinking is when we get out of here. Now move! Damn you, move!”


      A blue ghost, he lifted another slug, passed it to Durgan, who took it and handed it to the engineer. Nanset was clumsy. He stumbled and the slug fell from his hands into the pool of green vapor that clung stubbornly to the side of the vessel. He stopped to recover it, his hands plunging into the enigmatic mist. And vanished.


      He disappeared like the flame of a blown-out candle. One second he was a blue-lined figure stooping, his arms wreathed with green. And then, instantly, there was nothing.


      Nothing but a metallic smear edge with red, a paste of flesh and blood and bone, an ooze of organic and inorganic compounds from which trailed the wire which had fed his force field.


      “God!” Pendris’s voice echoed his terror. “What happened?”


      “His field collapsed.” Durgan fought his rising terror as he stood, afraid to move, afraid even to breathe for fear that any movement, no matter how slight, would send him after the engineer.


      “His field—we’ve got to get out of here!”


      Pendris turned from where he stood and began to move towards the open port of the vessel. Over the radio, his breathing was harsh, ragged, the sound of a man on the edge of panic. Durgan caught his arm as he drew level.


      “Wait!”


      “Let me go! For God’s sake, man! Let’s get out of here!”


      “Watch your feet! Break the wire and you’ll die. Move carefully. If you fall, who knows what might happen?” Durgan swallowed, hating the dryness of his mouth, the fear that sent sweat oozing from every pore. “Be careful, damn you! For God’s sake, go easy!”


      Carefully he edged towards the open port, moving in inches, dying a hundred deaths at each tiny step. Always there had been the danger, but now it had become horribly real. He had seen what the pressure could do, had actually seen it. Nanset had died before his very eyes!


      He reached the edge of the port, climbed in, moved through the air lock and into the cabin. With exaggerated care, he moved to the pilot’s couch and called soft orders.


      “Make sure that both wires are well within the cabin. Right?”


      “Right.”


      “Then hit your couch. Fasten restraints. Right?”


      Again Pendris said, “Right.”


      Durgan moved his hands. The outer door swung shut, sealing the hull. The inner door followed to seal the cabin. The engines woke to life, the roar of power drumming with heavy vibrations through the vessel. On the screen, the blast looked like a sword of impossibly brilliant flame.


      Praying, his mouth filled with the taste of blood from his bitten lips, Durgan sent the ship streaking upwards from the Jovian terrain.


      * * * *


      “Sheila to Brad. Come in Brad. Sheila to Brad. Come in Brad. Answer please. Answer, damn you! Sheila to Brad.”


      “Are you going to answer?” Pendris had caught the voice over the intersuit radio. His own was suggestive. “You don’t have to. For all they know we died down there with Nanset.”


      “Watch your pressures!” Durgan concentrated on the instruments, the red hand of the gauge. He had relaxed a little now that they had risen well into the atmosphere, passing the danger point, the engines thrusting them even higher towards the empty cleanliness of space.


      “Pressure compensated.” Pendris operated his valves. “We won’t explode. We can cut the field now and maybe get out of these damned suits.”


      “Not yet.”


      “Hell, why not? We’re high enough for the hull to take normal pressure. “We’ve got solid oxygen in the tanks and all we need do is warm it and clear the cabin of accumulated gas. I’m sore,” he complained. “And I itch like the devil. That ride up wasn’t easy.”


      He hadn’t known the half of it, his inexperience saving him from the worst. A man couldn’t fear what he didn’t know, but Durgan had known all too well. He had ridden on his nerves, eyes strained as they checked the instruments, imagination cringing as he visualized what could so easily happen. A flaw, a single fragment of metal crystallizing beneath the pressure and vibration, anything and they would have joined the engineer in instantaneous extinction.


      Now he rode the winds like an artificial bird, rising higher with each passing second, his relief an intoxication.


      “Sheila to Brad. Come in Brad. For God’s sake answer, damn you! Sheila to Brad. Come in Brad.”


      “They’re hungry,” said Pendris. “Eager for the loot.” His voice carried his disgust. “A lousy five million. That’s all they wanted to pay for the price of a world. To hell with them!”


      The ship bucked a little. Durgan steadied it and said, “You’ve got ideas?”


      “Maybe.” Pendris was cautious. “You going to clear the cabin? Give us some clear air to breathe?”


      Durgan reached out and threw a couple of switches.


      Heating coils would vaporise the stored blocks of solid oxygen. He would flush the cabin when the pressure grew high enough and when they had reached near-space. Then more blocks would provide a breathable atmosphere.


      “Give it some time,” he said. “These ideas of yours—what have you in mind?”


      “You need me to spell it out? Hell, Durgan, you’re no fool, you can recognize the big time when you see it.” Pendris was eager. “That stuff we collected is worth how much? Sold legitimate, a real bundle—and sold under the counter, a damn sight more. The combines alone would give us more than what Creech promised. And how do you know that he’ll delíver? We’ve done the job, and he won’t need us any more. A couple of shots and he’s saved a bundle. The girl, too—she won’t be needed, either. We do the dirty work and Creeeh gets all the reward.”


      “We made a deal,” said Durgan flatly.


      “Sure we did—and it was completed when the waldos failed. From then on we were working for ourselves. Why else do you think we agreed to take that kind of a risk? You didn’t spell it out, Durgan, but you didn’t have to. The stuff’s ours any way you want to look at it. We sweated for it, and Nanset died getting it. I don’t figure on letting it go.”


      “No,” said Durgan. “I didn’t think you would.”


      A lamp flashed on the panel. There was the thin whine of escaping air. On the screens, the clouds suddenly thinned to wisps of vapor, fell as the ship continued to climb, merged with the misty ball of Jupiter. On a close orbit, the ship swung over the mighty planet, building velocity so as to spiral from the savage tug of the gravity well.


      “We’ll be able to breathe soon,” said Pendris. “Real air instead of this regenerated stink. What do you say, Durgan?”


      “I’m thinking about it.”


      “What’s there to think about? We’ve got our hands on the jackpot, and all we need to do is to hang on to it. Creech? He can be taken care of. The girl? She’s yours if you want her. I’ve a couple of contacts who can handle the sale and pay cash on the nail.”


      The lamp flashed again, and a needle rose on a dial. Pendris grunted and lifted his hands to his face-plate. A gush of vapor came from within the suit as it opened, air heated by his own body-temperature, loaded with the moisture from his sweat.


      Painfully he released the couch-restraints and swung his legs to the floor of the cabin. Moving awkwardly, he began to divest himself of the cumbersome suit.


      “I can’t manage,” he said. “Durgan, help me get out of this thing and I’ll do the same for you.”


      Durgan turned. Pendris looked a wreck. Blood seeped from raw patches on his hands and wrists, more from the side of his jaw. His face was red, lined with strain and fatigue, his eyes blood-shot, red-rimmed and angry.


      Durgan was in no better condition. He felt gritty and knew he stank. He needed a long, hot bath, a massage and about twenty hours sleep.


      He flipped the catches on Pendris’s suit, then returned to the controls. Pendris moved to the back of the cabin where the salvaged cargo was stored. The man was clearly excited, eager to see what they had won.


      “What do you think, Durgan? Should we rendezvous with Creech and take care of him? We could use his ship, and he has the girl. Or maybe it would be better to let them both think we died trying.” He laughed, a hoarse chuckle rasping from his sore lips. “Died! We damn near did at that. But it was worth it. Man! How it was worth it! When I think of all the things this stuff can buy—” His voice broke. “Durgan!”


      “What is it?”


      “Durgan! Look! What the hell—”


      And then he screamed.


      It was a harsh cry of an animal in both fear and pain. Durgan spun from the controls, the hairs prickling at the base of his neck, nerves tense for unexpected dangers.


      “What the hell’s the matter with you?”


      Pendris didn’t answer. He stood beside the pile of slugs reclaimed from the wrecked vessel, the compact bulk of shedeena crystals, staring with bulging eyes. Over the heaped pile, glowing in the cabin lights, a green vapor clung like a thin liquid, coiling, pulsing with a strange energy, rising in tenuous streams. More of the green vapor clung to his hands, puffy balls of brilliant emerald, clotted and writhing as it crawled up his arms.


      “It burned,” he whispered. “It stung like acid. I touched the slugs and it felt like fire. Durgan! Help me!”


      “Step back! Away from the cargo! Stand back against the far bulkhead! Move, damn you! Move!”


      Durgan reached back, his right hand diving beneath the instrument console, reappearing with the weight of a gun firmly clutched in his fingers.


      “Insurance,” he said. “I’m not such a fool as to trust others. I planted it when I examined the ship. If you or Creech had any bright ideas about cutting me out I intended to be ready.” The muzzle of the weapon rose as Pendris made to step forward. “Stay where you are.”


      “You think I’m joking?” Pendris lifted his arms, balls of green fluffing like balls of emerald cotton, expanding as they climbed higher up his arms. “I tell you, this stuff felt like acid.”


      “Try wiping the stuff off. Use one hand against the other.” Durgan frowned as Pendris obeyed. “Jerk your arms. If it’s a gas, it should blow free.”


      It wasn’t a gas, or if it was, it was like none he had ever seen before. No matter how Pendris thrashed his arms, the vapor clung, clots of it catching his legs, his body. From the heap of slugs, more gas rose to join that attached to the man. Within moments, Pendris was covered in a green film that seemed to close around him, thickening, pulsing as with inner life.


      “Durgan!” He stepped forward, stumbling, hands extended. “Durgan, help me!”


      “Keep back!” Sweat beaded Durgan’s face as he lifted his pistol. “Right back. Quick or I’ll burn you apart!”


      “You’d kill me?”


      “If I have to, yes.”


      “You—”


      “Save it,” said Durgan sharply. “This is a tough life, Pendris, you’ve no cause to whine. How do you feel now?”


      “I don’t know. Just numb and weak.” Pendris lifted his hands and pawed at his face. His voice was thin, cracked. “It’s hard to breathe. For God’s sake, do something!”


      He lowered his hands and stood, swaying, tendrils of green vapor clinging tight to his body.


      And, as Durgan watched, he aged.


      He shriveled like a long-inflated balloon suddenly relieved of pressure. His face collapsed, prominent bone thrusting against skin that had grown sere and withered. His body stooped, his hands shrank to bony claws, a naked skull shone through thinning hair. His eyes glared from deep within shadowed sockets, lips parting to show toothless gums. He stumbled forward, one step, then crumpled to the deck to lie like a heap of discarded clothing.


      “Durgan!” His voice was a piping whisper. “Help me, Durgan! Help me!”


      The hair vanished, the skin, the flesh beneath. Naked bone hung from the ends of the sleeves, the neck of the blouse. In the open sockets of the eyes, green vapor rose in delicate plumes.


      Durgan fired, jamming his finger hard against the trigger, sending blasts of incinerating flame lancing across the cabin to where the skeleton lay. It flared, smoldered, burst into flame and smoke.


      Durgan lowered the weapon. Behind him, the control panel flashed with signal lights as automatie fans whined into life, clearing the smoke.


      Over the assembled stacks of reclaimed slugs, the emerald vapor rose until it reached the roof, recoiled, then rose again, clinging, surging over the metal as if it were a leech.


      From the radio came the insistent voice. “Brad, come in please. Sheila to Brad. Brad, please answer.”


      Durgan ignored it, watching the advance of the alien gas, remembering where he had seen it before.


      On Jupiter, the strange cloud which had streamed from the opened cargo container and which had settled beside the ship, remaining despite the wind which would have blown away any normal accumulation of gas. Nanset had touched it, reaching into it with both arms as he tried to recover the dropped slug, and Nanset had died. Pendris had touched it—and now Pendris was dead.


      Life, thought Durgan. Alien. Spawned in the chemical brew that was the atmosphere of Jupiter. Or perhaps the cargo itself had provided the stimulus, the concentrated life-force which the shedeena crystals provided. Or perhaps the strange thing had merely been attracted to the source of so much life-giving energy. It didn’t matter.


      It must have come aboard as they entered the cabin, unnoticed, drawn perhaps by the lure of the collected slugs. The release of pressure could have stimulated it, the flood of oxygen speeding its metabolism. It was a life-feeder and hungry. It would always be hungry. It would destroy every living thing it touched, sucking the life-force as if it were a sponge, compressing a lifetime of normal living into moments. It had to be destroyed.


      He fired again, spraying the cabin with searing flame, blasting the gas, the pile of slugs, the roof and deck and bulkhead. Metal glowed with red heat and the air grew stifling. But, when the gun was empty, the gas remained.


      Thicker, the cloud; larger, the green more intense. It lapped against the walls and billowed towards the control panel, the couches, to the place where Durgan stood. More avid now that it had fed, eager for fresh life, new life-force, added fuel so that it could grow and expand to—


      To cover a world if it were released on a planet. To hang waiting in space if he released it into the void. Hanging and drifting to, perhaps, be caught in a gravity well and be drawn down to Callisto or Ganymede, to maybe even reach Earth in time. A sea of emerald vapor to replace the blue seas, the white clouds, the rich brown of fertile soil.


      “Brad!” Sheila’s voice was ragged with strain. “For God’s sake come in, Brad! Come in!”


      Come in to warmth and safety, to luxury and the comforting softness of a woman’s arms. And then he saw her, tall and lovely, her hair a golden curtain to her rounded shoulders, a green vapor touching, clinging, sucking away her youth, her beauty, her very life.


      He looked down at his hand. On the back a spot of green swelled as he watched, spreading with a touch of fire, the pain instantly dying as the nerves were killed, the skin numbed and rendered senseless. A parasite, insidious, beautiful in a way but still a parasite. A freak of life which, with luck, would never be repeated.


      The ship drummed as he sat before the controls and adjusted the power. In the screens the swollen ball of Jupiter rose as he dived towards it, the tenuous masses of upper-cloud ripped and torn by the savage winds. They closed around the vessel, whipping, streaming, the sound of their passing a droning thunder against the hull.


      He would not hear them for long. Nor would he feel the sudden implosion which would send the ship and what it contained down to where it belonged.


      The Red Spot made a wonderful target.

    

  


  
    
      KILLER ADVICE, by Kristine Kathryn Rusch


      Sixteen minutes. Sixteen minutes was simply not enough time to prepare for an onslot. One would think with the recent breakthroughs in interstellar communication that a simple heads-up would be in order. Yet no one thought to contact Hunsaker.


      Of course, the communications problem wasn’t with the Presidio, who barely got off a single we need help; we’re docking soon communiqué before their entire communications array went down. No, the problem was with Repair and Maintenance. Some idiot there forgot to inform Hunsaker that his resort would soon be full.


      Not that the Vaadum Resort and Casino was much of a resort. It was more of a Hail Mary Pass. If you were passing through the Commons System (which was what most people did in the Commons System—pass through) and for some reason you needed to exit your luxurious spaceship for some downtime and you couldn’t wait the extra day to go to Commons Starship Resorts—which were real resorts, by the way, on full size space stations—then you ended up at Vaadum Resort and Casino.


      Hunsaker liked to think of Vaadum as a bit of a surprise. Vaadum was on the Vaadum Outpost, which predated the Commons Space Station by nearly two hundred years and looked it. Small, cramped quarters, a docking ring that couldn’t accommodate most modern ships, a repair shop that was catch as catch can, a resupply warehouse that sometimes needed resupplying itself, and of course, the Resort.


      Which, when Hunsaker bought it, was a seedy little rundown motel, operated by the repair crew, who learned (accidentally or so the histories said) that ships in distress often couldn’t house their passengers. Better to place those passengers in a paying room than having them bunk on top of tables in the cafeteria.


      Hunsaker was manning the front desk because sixteen minutes didn’t make up for the six months during which he had neglected to upgrade the automatic check-in system. He hadn’t cleaned the rooms in six months either—or at least, not all of them, nor had he checked the environmental systems.


      He sent his entire staff—all two of them—off to dust, change linens, and ensure that each room had both oxygen and some sort of livable temperature while he scoured the entry, trying to make it somewhat presentable.


      The Repair and Maintenance crew told him that the Presidio had twelve passengers and four crew members, so he would need a minimum of eight rooms, but it would be better to have sixteen.


      It would be better to have all thirty rooms cleaned and livable, but really, where was the percentage in that? He had three functioning rooms at all times, and two of those were rarely full. The regulars that came through—and there were regulars, although not always the best of regulars—came for the casino, which had the only living breathing human dealer in the Commons System.


      She was fifty percent fake. He didn’t test the fifty percent theory or which part about her parts was rumor—although he did know that her breasts literally sparkled because she often dealt topless (hence the repeat audience).


      She was bit too vulgar for him. Vaadum Resort and Casinos was a bit vulgar for him, and quite low scale, and if someone asked him, he would have admitted that the entire enterprise had irritated him when he arrived, but didn’t bother him so much now.


      His standards had lowered, not because of the place, but because he didn’t really deserve better.


      He was just coming to terms with that.


      The entry was the largest room in the Resort, not counting the restaurant or the casino. The entry had bench seats, no-die, regrow plants that he’d bought early in his tenure here and regretted ever since, and a large faux marble floor that, when he bothered to faux polish it, shined like a million bright stars.


      He managed to clean the dust off the benches, prune the regrow plants so that their branches no longer took up most of the stairwell, and set up a make-shift computer system to handle the new guests, all in fifteen of his sixteen minutes. But he hadn’t tried to clean the floor and he was grateful for that as the passengers of the Presidio pushed and shoved their way through the double doors.


      All human (thank God for small blessings) and all sizes, the twelve passengers from the Presidio smelled—not so faintly—of burnt plastic. A few had smoke lines across their faces, and another few wore tattered clothing.


      They also stank of sweat and fear and had that wild-eyed look of people Who Had Been Through It All And Weren’t Yet Sure They had Lived To Tell About It.


      He had seen so many people like that over the years, and they were always distraught, always needy, and always demanding. He loathed demanding customers, even though his high-end education had prepared him for them. Once upon a time, he was the best at dealing with the most difficult of guests, back when he actually worked in a real resort that catered to the very wealthy, who, at least, were predictable in their very disagreeability.


      He peered at the sea of humanity before him—well, all twelve of them anyway, which felt like a veritable sea to him, considering he probably hadn’t seen twelve people all in one place since the last ship disaster nearly a year before. These people, with their untended hair and their air of complete panic, stared back at him as if he were their only savior.


      He smiled unctuously—and he hadn’t managed that expression in nearly a decade—and nodded his head to the first person in line.


      She was a stout elderly woman, wearing a black business suit (now decorated with several rips to the right side) and matching sensible shoes. She even had a little hat perched on top of her graying curls. That hat looked like it was an afterthought—one of those things she had grabbed automatically as she fled the ship just to make herself presentable.


      “Agatha Kantswinkle,” she said with one of those operatic voices (complete with vibrato) that certain older persons cultivated. “I should like a single room.”


      She did not say please, nor did he expect her to. In fact, she raised her chin after she spoke to him.


      She, at least, was a type he could handle.


      “We only have a few rooms, madam,” he said in his best toady voice. “You’d be more comfortable if you shared a double.”


      “I would not,” she said. “I shall not ever room with any of these despicable people.”


      She leaned forward and whispered—as best an operatic voice could whisper, which was to say not at all—and confided, “There are murderers among them.”


      A middle-aged man in the middle, face covered with soot, rolled his eyes. A younger woman toward the back raised her gaze heavenward—if there were a heaven in space, which there was not. Still, Hunsaker didn’t miss the gesture. Or the grimaces of dislike on the faces of the other passengers.


      “Surely, it wasn’t as bad as all that, madam,” he said as he opened the file on the old-fashioned built-in screen on his desk. The comment was somewhat reflexive. He hated histrionics. But it was also geared toward the other passengers upon whom, he was becoming certain, he would have to rely to keep Agatha Kantswinkle under some kind of control.


      “Not as bad as all that?” she repeated, slapping a palm on the desk, making his computer screen hiccup and nearly blip out. “Are you mad, man? When we left the Dyo System, we had fifteen. Do you think they stepped off the ship mid-flight? I think not.”


      Hunsaker raised his eyebrows and looked over her shoulder at the other passengers. The man with the soot-covered face shook his head slightly. The young woman had closed her eyes. A few others were looking away as if Agatha Kantswinkle’s behavior embarrassed them.


      He decided to ignore the woman, which meant getting her away from his desk as quickly as possible. “We have a single room, madam,” he said, “but it’s tiny. The entertainment system needs upgrading and the bed—”


      “I’ll take it,” she said, handing him a card with her information coded into it, a method as old-fashioned as she was.


      He charged her twice the room’s usual rate and felt not a qualm about it. First (he reasoned to himself), the Presidio’s parent company would probably pay for the extra stop. Secondly, the woman had already shown herself to be an annoyance, and he’d been a hotelier long enough (even at a disreputable place like this one) to know that customers often showed their true colors from the moment they walked in the door.


      He was simply adding a surcharge for the difficulties ahead.


      He finished adding her information to his file, resisted the urge to wipe his hands on the constantly sanitized towel he kept beneath the desk, and gave her his best fake smile.


      “Your room, madam,” he said with a nod, “is up those stairs to the left. It is the only room off the first landing.”


      Because it used to be a maid’s room, back when the resort had actual dreams of grandeur, in the days just after its first construction, long before he was born.


      She did not thank him and mercifully did not ask him how she would unlock the door. He handed her the door’s code, but it was a mere formality. The lock had broken long ago.


      As she made her way toward the stairs, he processed four other passengers—real, sane, sensible people. They had all of their information coded into their fingertips like proper human beings, and they were solvent, which was good, since he debited their accounts immediately, although he didn’t overcharge them (too badly) like he had Agatha Kantswinkle. People who were in a hurry to get to their rooms, relax and try to forget whatever it was that brought them to this godforsaken place.


      Hunsaker was beginning to think that the rest of the check-ins would go well, when the soot-faced man approached the desk. He was taller than Hunsaker, but bent slightly, as if embarrassed by his height—which Hunsaker could well understand, since so many distance ships were not built for the egregiously tall.


      “Sorry for the old lady,” the man said as he extended his index finger, the only clean one on his hand. “We’re really not that bad a bunch.”


      The finger, touching the screen, identified him as William F. Bunting, Bill for short, who began his journey in the Dyo system just like Agatha Kantswinkle. His occupation listed varied, which usually meant unemployed and searching for work, but he had nearly two dozen stellar (no pun intended) recommendations, so perhaps his occupation truly was varied and he had traveled from job to job as he traveled farther and farther from home.


      “Sounds like you’ve had a difficult trip,” Hunsaker said, offering the platitude the way another man would grunt with disinterest.


      “You don’t know the half of it,” Bunting said. “If you had any other ship docked here, I’d request a transfer.”


      “Perhaps one will arrive while yours is being repaired,” Hunsaker said, debiting Bunting’s account, which looked full enough—especially for a man who had listed “varied” as his occupation.


      “Please God,” Bunting said, and sounded serious, which caught Hunsaker’s attention.


      For a moment, their gaze met. Then Bunting said, “I know you don’t have a lot of single rooms, but you probably should give me one.” He swept his hands toward his shirt. “These are the only clothes I have, and even I can smell the smoke on them. In a closed space, I’m not going to be someone people want to be around.”


      Even now, in a not-quite-so closed space, Hunsaker could smell him. Hunsaker had figured the stench was the accumulated odor of all of the passengers, but maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it was Bunting all by his egregiously tall self.


      “We have a boutique,” Hunsaker said, as if the little room stocked with clothes others had left behind really qualified as a fancy store. “I’ll open it in two hours. I’m sure you’ll find something to accommodate you there.”


      He made a note to go to that little room and run the clothing through the automatic cleaning equipment yet again. He had no idea when someone had last picked through the material. At least he’d figured out that he should display it all, and that no one would know that it had been previously worn.


      “Thank you,” Bunting said, and pulled forward a slightly pudgy balding man. “In that case, we’ll share a room.”


      The slightly pudgy balding man didn’t seem disconcerted by this. He looked grateful, in fact. Hunsaker took his information, also stored properly on his index finger—Rutherford J. Nasten—and sent both men to the best ventilated room in the entire wing.


      Hunsaker kept processing until he got to the young woman in the back, who, luck would have it, got a single room simply because Agatha Kantswinkle had demanded a single room and there were only twelve passengers.


      “All I have is a room we call the Crow’s Nest,” Hunsaker said. “It’s small, but it’s at the top of this part of the station and it has portals on all four walls.”


      “That sounds good,” the woman said tiredly.


      “Sounds like the trip from hell so far,” he said, actually interested for once, partly because she was so reticent and partly because she had been so expressive earlier.


      “You don’t know the half of it,” the woman said, touching his screen with her left thumb. She was security conscious, then, not willing to follow the norms on how to behave.


      It took a moment for the screen to display her information, almost as if it were tired of doing all the hard work, and for a moment everything blurred. Or maybe that was his eyes. He was unaccustomed to dealing with people any more, and even less accustomed to the level of tension he had felt since the passengers had arrived.


      “Breakdowns can be stressful,” he said, as he monitored the information in front of him. The light above hit her face just right so that it reflected into the screen, making it seem like her information had come up superimposed over her image.


      Susan G. Carmichael, daughter of Vice Admiral Willis Carmichael of the Dyo system. Hunsaker tried not to raise his eyebrows at her pedigree. A woman like this should have been upset at the meager nature of his resort, yet she didn’t make a single complaint. Maybe she would make up for Agatha Kantswinkle.


      “The breakdown was terrifying,” Susan G. Carmichael said, her voice soft. “There was actually a fire.”


      That caught his attention. Ships had come here that had suffered melting in the systems, ships that had filled with smoke in an instant, ships that had lost power, but none had suffered from a fire. Fires were relatively easy to kill. All it would take was a momentary shutdown of the environmental system. No oxygen, no fuel; no fuel, no fire.


      “A bad one?” he asked.


      Her gaze met his. Her eyes were a shade of goldish brown that he hadn’t seen before. He wasn’t sure if it was natural.


      “They didn’t catch it right away,” she said.


      He stopped processing her information. “How could they miss that?”


      “Apparently systems were already malfunctioning.” She swallowed visibly. She was clearly still terrified and covering it up by pretending to be calm. “We were lucky that you were so close.”


      He hadn’t realized—well, how could he have realized anyway, when he only had sixteen minutes to take a nearly empty (neglected) resort and turn it into a place where people could sleep somewhat comfortably.


      “Do they know what caused the fire?” he asked.


      “I’m not sure they know anything about anything,” she said as she squared her shoulders. “What do I need to get into my room?”


      Finally, someone asked the logical question. Perhaps the others had been too traumatized to think of it, or to overwhelmed to care.


      “Just touch the door,” he said. “I keyed it to your fingerprint.”


      Not that it mattered. He really did have to get the locks fixed first.


      “Thank you.” She slipped away from the desk, then stopped. “I heard you mention a boutique…?”


      He shrugged, feeling honest for the first time that day (maybe the first time that year). “It’s more of a whatnot shop. But we do have clothing.”


      “Anything is better than what I have,” she said, and gifted him with a small smile before heading up to her room.


      He stayed in the reception area for another few minutes, staring up the stairs. The hotel felt different with people in it. He’d often thought of the hotel as a chameleon, coloring itself with the attitude of its guests.


      Which meant that the hotel was shaken, terrified, and a little bit relieved. He made himself take a deep breath. The air down here still smelled acrid. He set the environmental controls on scrub, not wanting to smell smoke and sweat for the next week.


      Then he tallied up his single day’s intake. More than he’d made in the last three months. If the repairs took another two days, which was the average time for repairs on this station, he would make most of his year’s operating expenses. If the repairs took longer (and it sounded like they might), he might make a significant profit for the first time in nearly a decade.


      But he would have to endure the mood, and he would have to stay one step ahead of these people. He had to get the clothes ready, open the boutique (such as it was), roust his one remaining chef to work the restaurant, and get the staff to clean a few more rooms just in case the living arrangements didn’t quite work out.


      Not to mention the fact that the ship’s crew had yet to arrive and take their rooms.


      He sighed. He had become even more cantankerous than he had been during the last big shipping disaster nearly three years before. It wasn’t good for him to be so isolated.


      Or maybe it was. Imagine how cantankerous he’d be if he had to deal with these types of personalities each and every day.


      The thought made him smile. Then he continued planning his evening, realizing that to do things properly, he would get very little sleep.


      * * * *


      The boutique wasn’t a boutique, any more than this resort was a resort. It was barely a hotel, although it did have private rooms, which was good enough.


      Or so Susan Carmichael figured. She had hung back after Agatha Kantswinkle had shoved her way to the front of the line, after repeatedly announcing her intentions to have a room of her own as the group fled the ship for the safety of this little bitty place.


      Susan hadn’t been on an outpost this small in years, and certainly not one this old. She was relieved to hear that it had maintenance facilities, but worried that they wouldn’t be up to the task. The Presidio was nearly ruined. It had suffered a catastrophic failure of most of its systems, and that fire had destroyed an section of the ship.


      Destroyed was probably too grand a word. Made that section of the ship unusable, maybe for the rest of the trip.


      Which she would not think about, at least for the next twenty-four hours.


      She had waited the two hours the prissy little man at the front desk had told Bunting to wait for the boutique to open. She knew as well as anyone that the boutique wasn’t a regular store, stocked with purchased merchandise, but a shop stocked with castoffs, leftovers and discards from hotel guests.


      She didn’t care. She had left her own wardrobe on board the ship, and she had instructed the crew to discard most items, even the most personal ones. Although “instructed” wasn’t truly accurate. One of the crewmen—Richard Ilykova—had stopped her in the somewhat disorderly exit off the ship (hell, everyone was pushing, shoving, jostling, trying to get out), and told her that her cabin had been closest to the fire.


      We won’t be able to save your stuff, he said, clearly worried that she’d be angry. But you might find a way to clean it on the station. You want me to set it aside?


      No, she’d said curtly and continued jostling her own way out of the ship.


      She should probably have been more polite. Ilykova hadn’t needed to say that to her. He hadn’t needed to say anything. He’d kept a protective eye on her the entire time she’d been on the ship, and she wasn’t sure if he was attracted or if he thought she was the one who had sabotaged the ship. She had found him attractive if a bit bland—one of those pale blue-eyed blonds who could vanish into the walls because he seemed so colorless. When she’d seen him watching her, she’d decided to keep an eye on him. Maybe he saw that as flirting, or maybe he had just been doing his job. She wasn’t sure, and she wasn’t sure she cared.


      All she knew was that now, she needed new everything, from undergarments to blouses. She didn’t like the idea of wearing someone’s cast-off underclothes, but she didn’t see much of a choice. She would have to ask about guest laundry facilities here, although she doubted there would be any.


      The prissy little man from the front desk had done the best he could to make this small room seem like a store. Some of the clothes hung on racks, with others stacked on shelves along the walls. There were old entertainment pads, some with their contents listed on the back like a directory, and blankets, which surprised her. The blankets looked inviting, even though she was warm, which told her just how tired she was.


      The prissy little man was hovering near the door, checking a portable pad as he kept an eye on her. He had already helped Bunting. Bunting had gone in and out in the time it had taken Susan to look for a single shirt.


      At first, she’d thought the prissy little man a mere employee. He gave off that appearance, a man beaten down by his supervisors, afraid to make decisions on his own.


      But once she got into her room, she’d accessed the resort’s information logs and discovered that the prissy man actually owned the place. He had the kind of pedigree that upscale resorts usually paid excessive amounts to hire—degrees from prestigious business schools and exclusive resort management programs.


      The fact that he was here, and he owned the place, suggested some kind of problem, probably personal. He seemed unimaginative enough to remain in the same business, and not quite bright enough to realize that a resort this far away from habitable planets wasn’t really a resort at all.


      Or maybe he did realize it and fled here on purpose.


      She glanced at him. Dapper, small, furtive, the kind of man (like Ilykova) who could blend into the walls if necessary. Only the prissy little man had another trait—the ability to outsnob anyone in the room. That powerful ability to judge was as important to running a real resort as it was to governance. It made the weak cower.


      It just didn’t bother her.


      She went to the rack holding women’s clothes. She found black pants with no obvious problems, blue pants that needed just a bit of care, a fawn-colored skirt, and a very old white blouse that appeared to have real lace trim. She added four other tops and found undergarments on a back shelf.


      She piled all the items on a nearby table, and beckoned the prissy little man.


      “I know you have a corner on the market,” she said in her most polite voice, “but this trip is turning out to be inadvertently expensive, and so I was wondering if I could get some kind of volume discount…?”


      He didn’t even look up. “The ship’s parent company should reimburse you.”


      Meaning they’ll deal with the much too-high prices. They might not even notice.


      She thought of bargaining more, then decided against it. She wasn’t going to charge the ship for the disaster, but she would take money if the parent company decided to offer it.


      She clutched the clothing, which smelled strongly of some kind of cleaner, and headed toward the door. He said, almost as an afterthought, “The restaurant will be open shortly. Spread the word, would you?”


      As if she wanted to see the other passengers. As if she were responsible for them.


      But she was hungry, and she knew they were too, and all of their rooms were on her way back to the accurately named Crow’s Nest.


      “Sure,” she said, “if you give me something to carry these clothes in.”


      He sighed and reached under a pile of men’s shirts. As she walked back to him, he pulled out a cloth sack—something that looked like a cleaning bag, a low-rent version of a laundry bag that offered to do the cleaning all by itself.


      She was long past caring what it actually was. She put the clothes in the sack, wrapped its drawstrings around her hand, and carried the entire thing to the stairs.


      Dinner, restaurant, the damn passengers. Calling attention to herself all over again.


      She wasn’t entirely sure she cared. But one thing she did know.


      She wasn’t going to knock on Agatha Kantswinkle’s door.


      Agatha would want Susan to keep her company.


      Susan wasn’t ever going to do that, again.


      * * * *


      The scream echoed through the stairwell. A woman’s scream, sharp, high-pitched, startled. Cut off in the middle.


      For a moment, Richard Ilykova bowed his head. The last thing he wanted to do was deal with another crisis. He stood in the lobby of the hotel, which was cleaner than some he’d seen on makeshift starbases. The owner, Grissan Hunsaker, looked up from the work he was doing behind the desk, his features contorted with fear.


      No help from that quarter.


      Richard sighed, then bounded up the stairs, feeling his exhaustion in every step.


      The scream didn’t sound again, but he heard footsteps other than his own. Doors squealed open, slammed shut, and voices started.


      He found a group of people clustered on one of the landings—the B Team, he privately called them. The people who had paid lower fares, filling out the ship’s rooms, people who wouldn’t even have gotten on the ship had the owners managed to sell all the tickets.


      In the middle of them, a woman—Lysa Lamphere—lay prostrate on the floor.


      He remembered her only because she was so pretty. Easily the prettiest woman on the ship this trip. But she didn’t have the brains or the personality to match her beauty, which disappointed him.


      Not that anyone who booked passage on the Presidio would look at him. They were all too important for that. Except Ms. Carmichael. She had smiled at him, which surprised him.


      She had noticed him watching her, which had surprised him even more.


      The group stepped back as he approached. Even though they weren’t on a ship any longer, they seemed to think he was in charge.


      Maybe he was.


      “What happened?” he asked.


      “Dunno,” someone said.


      One of the men—Bunting? Richard almost didn’t recognize in him the new set of clothes he wore—added, “I was in my room when I heard the screaming. Sounded pretty awful, so I came directly here.”


      Richard had no reason to doubt it. Bunting had the unfortunate ability to arrive first in any crisis. Unfortunate only because he didn’t have the compatible ability to know the right thing to do once he had arrived.


      Richard was of the private opinion that Bunting had made the fire on the ship worse by trying to fan it out rather than hit the controls for the room’s environmental system. But Richard was number four man on the crew, the lowest of the low, and he didn’t dare criticize anyone.


      He crouched beside Lysa. She was sprawled on her back, her arms up as if they had been near her face when she had fallen. Her hands were clenched into tight fists, and her legs were twisted sideways.


      He touched her face. The skin was soft, silky, the way that skin should be, the way that enhanced skin often wasn’t. Her beauty was natural, then, and even more pronounced when that mousy personality wasn’t front and center.


      She had no fever, and she didn’t look injured.


      Richard glanced up, saw Hunsaker lurking near the stairs, said, “Do you have a doctor?”


      “More or less,” Hunsaker said.


      “What is it?” Richard snapped. “More? Less?”


      “More if she’s sober,” Hunsaker said.


      Richard cursed. “I assume you have basic medical equipment.”


      “Yes,” Hunsaker said.


      “Then get it,” Richard snapped.


      Hunsaker fled.


      The group remained, staring down. These were the people who irritated him. The ones who had wanted the lighting in their room changed and didn’t know how to do it themselves, the ones who woke him from a sound sleep to ask how to work the automatic cafeteria, the ones who thought he was at their beck and call even though, technically, he wasn’t.


      Right now, they were content to let him see if the woman was all right.


      Hunsaker came back with a handheld medical scanner and a tray of medical pens, each with some kind of magical function. Magical because Richard didn’t know much about medicine, at least this kind. He had some knowledge, but on the other end—how to turn the body against itself, not how to make it function again.


      Hunsaker crouched near him and ran the scanner over her, clearly not trusting Richard with the device, which suited him just fine.


      “I think she simply fainted,” Hunsaker said with surprise.


      “And hit her head?” Richard asked.


      “Oh, she’ll be bruised, but there doesn’t appear to be much else wrong with her,” Hunsaker said.


      Then his gaze met Richard’s, and Richard could tell what the other man was thinking. They both worked service in not-the-best conditions. They both knew that people rarely fainted without a reason.


      “You think, perhaps, she’s finally having a reaction to the trauma on the ship?” There was a hopeful note in Hunsaker’s voice, a note that said, Please, don’t make this my problem.


      “I doubt it,” Bunting said before Richard got a chance to reply. “I mean, she screamed first.”


      Richard closed his eyes for just a second. A brief indulgence, a moment to himself before it all started up again. He’d hoped for an interlude, a bit of quiet, a chance to rest, but it clearly wasn’t going to happen.


      He stood, eyes open now, and looked at the door.


      It didn’t look latched.


      “Is this her room?” he asked, already suspecting the answer.


      “Oh, no,” Hunsaker said. “Miss Lamphere is rooming upstairs with—”


      “Me,” said one of the women behind Richard. He turned slightly. A slender woman with buck teeth stared back at him. He remembered her, because she had propositioned him one late night back on the ship. She’d been drunk, and in her drunkenness she assumed that the ship’s promotion line, which said that the crew was there to serve her every need, apparently understood “every need” to mean every need.


      Her dark eyes met his and a spot of color appeared on her cheeks. She remembered the encounter too.


      “Miss Potsworth,” he said, not using her first name—Janet—because he didn’t want her to get the wrong impression, even now. “I take it Lysa was not in her room?”


      “She’d just left a few minutes ago,” Janet said. “We’d just been told there was going to be dinner and she was famished.”


      Famished. That was a word he hadn’t heard in a very long time.


      “So what was she doing here?” he asked, more to himself than to anyone else. The room was all by itself on this level, and it was a bit out of the way of the stairs.


      “Oh, probably letting Miss Kantswinkle know about the meal,” Janet Potsworth said. “Lysa was the only person—I think—”


      And she looked around for confirmation. A few others nodded, as if she already know what Janet was going to say.


      “—who still liked Miss Kantswinkle. Although I would say that ‘liked’ is probably too strong a word. She felt that Miss Kantswinkle deserved our respect, given all her work with the children—”


      “Right,” Richard said, having heard Agatha Kantswinkle’s long diatribe about her years of service with orphaned children a dozen too many times. “Miss Kantswinkle is in this room?”


      “Yes.” This from Hunsaker who was doing his best to revive Lysa.


      “Then why isn’t she out here?” Richard asked. After all, she was the nosiest women he had ever met.


      He stepped over Lysa’s arm, and rapped on the door with a half-closed fist. The sound echoed through the stairwell, rather like her scream had. No one answered, but the door swung open slowly.


      Richard peered inside, but did not go in. A slightly metallic smell greeted him. The room was tiny, the bed pushed against one wall. There were no windows. A chair and a tiny desk pushed against the other wall.


      And in the center of the room, on the floor, lay Agatha Kantswinkle, black shoes pointing toward the door, frumpy skirt slightly askew, meaty thighs pressed together.


      She had not fallen decorously, like Lysa had. Agatha Kantswinkle had toppled like a tree. He half expected to see a dent in the floor. He wondered why no one had heard the fall from below, then wondered if there was a room below. He tried to remember the layout, and couldn’t.


      He could feel someone else peering over his shoulder, but he effectively blocked the door so no one else could see inside. Then he pulled the door closed and stood in front of it


      “She’s not there, huh?” Bunting asked.


      “You could say that,” Richard said, his gaze meeting Hunsaker’s. Hunsaker was still crouched over Lysa. He didn’t seem sure how to revive her.


      Richard knew a few tricks—none of which used technology—but he didn’t want to try them in front of the small group. Instead, he said to Hunsaker, “Let’s take her back to her room.”


      Hunsaker looked relieved at the suggestion.


      They enlisted the help of Bunting who was one of the strongest men that Richard had ever met. Unfortunately, Richard knew this because he’d had Bunting’s help carrying dead weight before. Only that weight had been really and truly dead, not unconscious like Lysa.


      Richard helped Bunting get her upright, then Bunting scooped her in his arms as if she were no more than a pile of clothes.


      “Which way?” he asked.


      “I’ll show you,” Janet said, and Richard bit his tongue. Better to remain silent than to warn the man she might show him more than her room.


      Together they went up the stairs. Richard followed, mostly because he didn’t want to be alone with the small group on the landing—and he really didn’t want to talk to Hunsaker. At least not right away.


      Instead, Richard would supervise the two in Janet’s room and probably help Bunting make his escape.


      Or Bunting would help him.


      Richard frowned. This damn nightmare trip wasn’t over yet.


      * * * *


      Hunsaker looked at the medical equipment, then moved his gaze toward the closed door. The look that crewman, Richard Ilykova, had given him had sent a chill through him. As had his response when asked if Agatha Kantswinkle was inside her room.


      Ilykova was one of those men Hunsaker had seen hundreds of times over the years on Vaadum. Working some kind spaceship, going from one place to another because the previous place didn’t suit.


      After he’d checked in, on the company’s money (unlike the passengers), he had moved away from the desk, so that he didn’t see Hunsaker move all his information to the handheld pad. Hunsaker usually did that with crew, because so many of them traveled under false names, with very thin personal identification documentation.


      Ilykova’s was better than most. In fact, that was what caught Hunsaker’s attention. Hunsaker had expected a tissue-thin biography, something that showed Ilykova wasn’t who he seemed and seemed to ask the technological question Really, this man is so unimportant. Who cares?


      But the identification looked real at first, so real that it nearly fooled Hunsaker. In fact, it would have fooled Hunsaker if it weren’t for the fact that Hunsaker expected crew to be a bit dodgy.


      So he’d looked a little deeper, saw a ripple in one bit of biography and followed it, finding another layer of biography under yet another name. Usually that meant someone was traveling on some government mission, and while he couldn’t rule that out, he also couldn’t rule out the fact that Ilykova was dodgier than most.


      “Well,” Hunsaker said to the people around him to get rid of them. “There’s nothing we can do now. Did Miss Carmichael let you know that we’re serving dinner?”


      “She did,” one of the women said.


      “Then perhaps you’d best move along. My chef, while excellent, doesn’t like an empty restaurant and will close if no one shows up.”


      “I’m not really hungry,” the other woman said. “But I suppose I could eat.”


      “You never know when you’ll get another chance,” the first woman said to her.


      Hunsaker watched through a slat in the railing as the women made their way to the bottom of the stairs. He waited until they were out of sight before he moved. Then he peered up the stairwell to make sure no one was coming down.


      No one was. He was alone, for which he was quite relieved. Although that sense of relief didn’t last long. His heart was pounding and his palms had grown damp.


      He hated this part of the job. Back when he was training, they had called it “crisis management,” but really, it was more like surprise roulette. Which bad thing would happen today?


      He wiped his hands on his pants, then stepped toward the door. He pushed hard with his shoulder, knowing that the latch didn’t work, knowing that he would regret that in the hours, days, maybe weeks to come.


      The door creaked open. He made himself look down.


      There she was, just as he expected, Agatha Kantswinkle, dead on the floor. In a room without a functioning lock or any kind of portal or any other way out.


      She had placed her small bag of items on the bed—and he hoped it was that bag that gave off the slightly metallic smell that was now filtering out of the room. Because he could only think of two other things that could cause such an odor. One was a surplus of blood. The other—


      He sighed.


      He would check the other after he made certain the woman was dead.


      He made himself walk into the room, hoping he wasn’t stepping on anything important. He crouched beside her like he had done with Lysa, but with Agatha Kantswinkle, he didn’t touch her.


      There was no need. She was dead. He didn’t need a doctor or any kind of expert to tell him that. Truth be told, he was probably the expert on the outpost, given how many dead bodies he’d dealt with in the past few decades. Really, it was one of his pet peeves—one of his major pet peeves—one of his major pet peeves that he could never admit to anyone—the habit that people had of dying away from home.


      He’d known when that woman cut to the front of the line that she would be trouble, and here she was, being trouble.


      He bit his lip so that he wouldn’t curse her. He was just superstitious enough to think that might be bad luck. Instead, he sighed. Now he was going to have to call the base doctor and have her preside over this mess, even though he really didn’t want to.


      Not because he didn’t want a doctor overseeing a corpse, but because he didn’t want this doctor overseeing a corpse.


      He left the room and pulled the door closed, hoping no one else would try to get in, since it was so damn easy. This time, he did curse, but he cursed himself. And shook his head.


      And headed to the bar to fetch Anne Marie Devlin before she got too drunk to walk.


      * * * *


      “A body,” said Anne Marie Devlin with great relish. She hadn’t had a body to deal with in at least six months, maybe even a year. She slapped her hands on the bar and slid out of the bar stool, hoping that Hunsaker didn’t know how much she needed the leverage just to move.


      She was drunk, but not as drunk as she got by the end of the day. She would remember this, even if she didn’t sober up, which she might have to, considering.


      She grabbed her bar napkin—some lowly piece of cloth that Hunsaker believed necessary for cleanliness—and wiped the beer foam off her chin. She didn’t know if she had beer foam on her chin, but she always thought it was better to wipe off the imaginary beer foam than leave the real stuff to cake.


      Then she grinned to herself. Oh, sober, she probably wouldn’t think that funny but it was funny as hell at the moment.


      “How much have you had to drink?” Hunsaker asked in that precise snotty tone of his, the one that showed all of his expensive education and his breeding and his superiority. Of course, her education had cost twice as much as his, and she probably came from a better family, and she should’ve felt superior, but she’d left that behind, along with her dignity.


      She just wished Hunsaker would remember that. No, better. She wished he would honor it. He remembered it and snotted down to her each and every time he saw her.


      “Natural causes?” she asked, blinking hard. The bar felt smoky, even though it wasn’t. The fog was just in her eyes.


      “Isn’t it your job to figure that out?” he snapped, and that got her attention. Usually—if you could cite a usually, considering they’d only had three deaths together (and didn’t that sound romantic? Only three deaths)—Hunsaker told her what the cause of death was, when it happened, and how she should fill out the death certificate. Usually, she got irritated that he told her how to do her job, and even more irritated when it turned out that he was right.


      The fact that he was unwilling to say how the guest died was a revelation in and of itself.


      “Excuse me,” Anne Marie muttered and headed to the side of the bar. This place was ridiculously small, considering it was the outpost’s only bar. People could drink in the restaurant and the casino, but they couldn’t drink comfortably in either place.


      She leaned against the bar and looked around. A few of the guests from that damaged spaceship had gone into the restaurant for dinner. She could smell roast pheasant or whatever the hell tonight’s meal was called. It was always the same, some dish made of parts from unidentified meat or maybe synthetic meat or maybe even (oh, don’t go there, but of course she did) corpses, mixed with some kind of gravy or sauce, and actual vegetables grown on the only really nice part of the station, the hydroponic garden.


      She’d become a vegetarian a long time ago, mostly in self defense. She didn’t want to think about the source of the meaty protein, so she didn’t. Except when she dealt with corpses or illnesses or both.


      Her stomach lurched. Served her right for drinking beer on an empty stomach. Beer made with real hops because she had insisted long ago. Sometimes she drank the whiskey brought in by ships or the wine imported from various faraway places, but at least she knew how the beer was made.


      She had been hired to make it.


      She had been the station’s bartender, way back when. Before they realized that by the end of the evening she was too drunk to serve drinks. Before Hunsaker, even, because he felt that an automatic drink mixer was better than a human one any day.


      Hunsaker had ferreted out her secret, that she actually had a medical license and she kept it current. She had to. She didn’t want to be sued by some passenger that she had to save because really, underneath the alcohol, she was the noble sort and felt that the Hippocratic oath had nothing to do with hypocrisy and everything to do with nobility.


      Not that she could be hypocritical or noble with a corpse. She grabbed the breathalyzer and took a hit from it, feeling it clear her alcohol haze like a slap to the face. She hated this thing, not just because it cleared the buzz and made her sober in an instant, but because it would give her one motherfucker of a headache in 24 hours, and she wouldn’t be able to do anything about that.


      Except drink, of course.


      She took a second hit for good measure, then turned to Hunsaker. He stood at attention, shoulders back, hands folded before him, mouth in a very thin line.


      “Ready?” he asked in that damned tone.


      She was thirsty, her eyes ached, and she could feel the depression that always lurked ready to crash down on her.


      “As I’ll ever be,” she said, and let him lead her out of the bar.


      * * * *


      Richard managed to escape Janet Potsworth’s room just as Lysa woke up from what Janet was calling Lysa’s faint. It wasn’t a faint, because Lysa had enough time to scream before passing out, but she had slipped into unconsciousness very quickly, and he had a few ideas as to why.


      But he wanted to think about them first, and that required him to get away from the conversation, and from Janet Potsworth who had grabbed his ass when he bent over to make sure Lysa was comfortable. Potsworth was a menace, and he would be glad to get rid of her—although he wasn’t sure when that would happen, especially now that Agatha Kantswinkle was dead.


      He hadn’t expected her to die, probably because she had always been the first person on the scene of the other deaths aboard the Presidio. He’d come to see her as a stout little angel of death, and had found himself wondering more than once if she hadn’t done something to cause them.


      He still hadn’t ruled that out even though she had clearly been murdered herself. Maybe her death was in retaliation for one of the others…?


      He sighed. He had no idea. And he was going to need one, because it was clear—at least to him—that a murderer lurked on this station.


      He tread lightly as he hurried down the stairs—he didn’t want to call any more attention to himself than he already had. He’d shown a bit more expertise in these matters than he wanted to, and someone had noticed.


      That someone was the hotelier, Hunsaker. Hunsaker was refined and organized, not the kind of man you’d normally find in this shabby place at the edge of nowhere. Usually the proprietors of places like this were down-on-their luck drunks who couldn’t be bothered to wait on a customer even if the customer offered five times the normal room rate. Or the proprietors were well-meaning spouses of someone on staff in maintenance, some handy person with cooking skills and an ability to take the drabbest room and make it just a tad gaudy.


      Hunsaker seemed like he had training in hotel management. He certainly took his time checking everyone in, which meant that he looked up their identification as well as debiting their accounts.


      He’d noticed Richard and he’d understood what Richard had said when Richard had closed the door on Agatha Kantswinkle’s corpse. Often Richard made those snide little comments for his own edification, knowing that no one else would catch his meaning. But Hunsaker had and Hunsaker had looked momentarily put out. Not panicked. Put out. Like any good hotelier.


      Richard passed the landing where Lysa had passed out. The door to Agatha Kantswinkle’s room was closed and no one stood outside of it. He wondered if anyone was inside, and if Hunsaker had dealt with the corpse yet.


      He almost stopped—he had a few suspicions he wanted to confirm—but he didn’t. He was afraid that if the old lady’s body hadn’t been removed, then he would make himself even more of a suspect than he already was.


      And he knew he was a suspect. Everyone from the Presidio was.


      The first death had occurred two days out, when they were in the deepest of deep space—an area the captain had called no man’s land because there were no settlements within landing range and no outposts. The trip from the Dyo System through the Commons System was dicey no matter what, but there was a section that was just plain empty. Humans weren’t welcome at any of the stops for two full days of the trip. The captain had warned the crew—all three of them—that the first part of the run had nowhere safe to stop until Vaadum Station, and even then he liked to avoid the place because it was so small and so rundown. He preferred the extra day to Commons Space Station, where everyone could get off the ship and relax in style.


      Richard braced himself for the extended run on a relatively small ship. He was particularly susceptible to cabin fever because he’d been the only survivor of a murderous rampage on a cruise ship as a boy. He’d been taking a trip with his father, who had died right in front of him. Everyone on that ship had died except Richard and the shooter, who had left in an escape pod before the ship docked at one of the many Starbase Alphas, this one nicknamed the NetherRealm


      And that had just been the beginning, of course. He’d seen a lot of death on small ships. Just never in quite such an odd manner as the three deaths on the Presidio.


      He had argued that the Presidio shouldn’t stop until it got to Commons Space Station, which had a security team and was in a sector with a real government, one that would actually look into the killings. There was no government here, even though technically, Vaadum was in the same sector as Commons. Vaadum was too far off the beaten path and too small to have so much as a leader, let alone some kind of official who would report back to the various governments presiding over the Commons System.


      The captain had listened too, even though the three murders had terrified him—nothing like that had ever happened to the man, and of course Richard hadn’t confessed his own history. Richard was only working the Presidio to gain passage across the sector. He was out of money and out of options, something that hadn’t happened to him before. So he took one of his identities and used it to get work on the first ship that would take him.


      Of course, that ship had to be the Presidio.


      If the fire hadn’t happened, if the ship hadn’t had to stop here, Richard would’ve quit when they reached the Commons Station. He would have cited the killings as a hostile work environment and no one would have had second thoughts about his departure.


      He couldn’t leave here, now. There was no reason to stay on this station, since ships rarely stopped here, and he did need to keep moving. But he really didn’t want to get back on that ship, provided the people in maintenance could actually fix the thing.


      He let himself out of the “resort,” through the double doors, past the restaurant. The smell of simmering beef—or was it lamb?—made his stomach growl. He wasn’t sure when he last had a real meal.


      Although he wasn’t sure how anyone could serve real food here, either. He doubted supply ships made a huge profit coming in and out of Vaadum. But they probably got paid well to stop.


      He hurried down the corridor toward the maintenance area. Clearly, the maintenance area had once been the entire station. The corridor proved it. The corridor was grafted on, little more than a tube with an environmental system, leading to the second part of the station, the resort, which someone had built on at least a century ago—and not from the best materials.


      This part of the station felt very fragile. He could almost feel the corridor bounce with each of his footsteps, even though he knew that the thing wasn’t built that way. It was his very active imagination, something he had failed to shut off for years now.


      Finally, he got out of the corridor and into the maintenance area. It seemed huge, although it wasn’t. He knew the sense of vastness was an optical illusion caused by the emptiness. The maintenance area was the oldest part of Vaadum, built two centuries ago to house at least six large ships in various states of disrepair.


      Apparently, the station’s owners throughout the years hadn’t wanted to chop up the area, imagining, probably, that there might come a time when all seven repair bays were being used.


      The Presidio had the center bay. It looked odd in here, since the ship wasn’t built to be inside any kind of bay. Once it had been assembled, it remained outside buildings. But the station’s tiny ring made it impossible to repair ships docked to it.


      Richard was glad he hadn’t been onboard when the captain had had to maneuver the Presidio in here. That must’ve taken some white-knuckle flying, particularly since the ship was so damaged.


      Richard could see the damage from the entry. The fire had burned its way through one entire wing of the ship. The wing had remained intact, but here someone had knocked the exterior off. Through the hole—large enough to hold at least five men—he could see the scorch marked interior.


      He shuddered.


      He’d been afraid on ships before, starting with that cruise with his father, when the assassin had stood up, a laser rifle in his hands. He’d aimed it at Richard, and Richard hadn’t cringed. He’d been twelve, too young to understand—too sheltered to understand—that the man who aimed the laser rifle at him meant to kill him.


      Only the assassin hadn’t meant to kill him. He’d left Richard—who was then known as Misha—alive, as a warning to Richard’s mother, who had worked as some kind of double agent. Richard had never tried to understand the politics of it. All he ever knew was that his father and so many others had died because one government hired an assassin to warn his mother away from some job.


      He wasn’t even sure she had felt guilty about it, although she had been angry. And angrier at him when he had gotten his revenge on the assassin. She had wanted the assassin alive—for what reason Richard never knew.


      He never tried to understand his mother. But her life, her decisions, had caused him to be here now, decades later, on the run for half a dozen killings, all of them he could say—he would have once said—justified.


      Especially that first one.


      “Help you?”


      One of the maintenance guys came over. He was holding some fancy tools that Richard had never seen before. The maintenance guy was the first person that Richard had seen on this station who looked like he belonged. Whip thin, angular, sharp dark eyes and hair cropped close to the skull. He had a smudge along one cheek.


      “I work on the Presidio,” Richard said. “I was wondering if you’d found a cause for the fire yet.”


      “Why?” the maintenance guy asked.


      Richard studied him for a moment. The maintenance guy seemed solid enough, although Richard wasn’t the kind of man who trusted easily. Hell, Richard wasn’t the kind of man who trusted at all.


      But the maintenance guy had been on this station for a long time, and he would have had no involvement in the fire or the deaths. Not even Agatha Kantswinkle’s death.


      “I want to know if it was deliberately set,” Richard said.


      “What’s it to you?” the maintenance guy asked.


      Richard blinked at him, and nearly snapped, What’s it to me? If this outpost hadn’t been nearby, I would have died on that ship. Murdered, if the fire was set. No one would have survived.


      “Three passengers were murdered on that ship,” Richard said, “and another just died here.”


      The maintenance guy started. He hadn’t heard about Kantswinkle then.


      “So I want to know if that fire was a coincidence or deliberately set. Because I’m not getting back on that ship with someone who sets fires in space.”


      “But you’d get back on the ship if it had design flaws that made it catch fire?” the maintenance guy asked.


      Richard almost smiled. He hadn’t thought of that. Which showed that he was someone who didn’t know much about ship mechanics, and knew too much about killers.


      “Does it have design flaws?” Richard asked.


      “All ships have design flaws,” the maintenance guy said. “Some are deadlier than others.”


      “And this ship?” Richard asked, beginning to feel annoyed.


      “This ship had some weaknesses that were easy to exploit,” the maintenance guy said. “If you asked me to prove that someone deliberately set a fire, I can’t. At least, not right now. If you asked me to guess how the fire started, I’d say that someone encouraged it. And I’d say you all were damn lucky to survive.”


      Richard felt a shiver run down his back. Two lucky survivals. If he were superstitious, he’d think that there was a third in his future.


      “Can the ship be repaired?”


      “It’ll take us a few days,” the maintenance guy said. “We have to rebuild a few things, replace even more, and then make sure that it’s strong enough to handle space again. When we’re done, it should be better than new.”


      He sounded confident. He actually sounded excited about the prospect of reviving the ship, of making it worthy to fly again. He probably didn’t get challenges like this one often.


      Or maybe he did. Maybe his job was all about cobbling ships together so that they would survive to the next port.


      “Can you make it tamperproof?” Richard asked.


      The maintenance guy gave him a sad look. “No ship is tamperproof,” he said. “Especially not a ship as old as this one.”


      Richard must’ve looked unsettled, because the maintenance guy added, “We’ll make it better than it was. If you have a problem out there, it won’t be because of the ship.”


      “Yeah,” Richard said, “I’m beginning to figure that out.”


      * * * *


      Anne Marie Devlin still smelled of beer. Hunsaker wrinkled his nose as he stood inside Kantswinkle’s room. Anne Marie had crouched over the body for only a moment, and then she started walking the parameter of the room as if the room were big enough to have a perimeter. She inspected every little thing. The walls, the chair, the bed, the floor.


      Everything except Kantswinkle.


      Finally, Hunsaker couldn’t take it any longer. “What are you doing?”


      Anne Marie didn’t answer him. She stood on her toes, and peered at the small control panel he’d installed for the guests. The control panel didn’t give them much control over anything, just the illusion of control.


      You let them operate the heating and cooling in their tiny space, and they thought they had charge of the universe.


      “Anne Marie,” he snapped. “I asked you a question.”


      “You did, didn’t you,” she said, her back to him. He had never met such an aggravating woman. She’d be a marvel if she didn’t drink.


      “What. Are. You. Doing.” He enunciated each word so that she would know just how annoyed he was.


      “I. Am. Investigating,” she said, mimicking his tone exactly.


      His cheeks heated. Did he really sound that obnoxious? Not to his own ears, certainly. “Investigating what?”


      Anne Marie turned. She looked at the door first, and then at him. He pulled the door again to make sure it was pulled tight.


      “Don’t do that,” she said.


      “Why not?” he asked.


      She walked to the door and cracked it open just a little. “It’s better this way.”


      “Don’t tell me you’re getting claustrophobic now,” he said. He’d heard about her other ailments. The alcoholism she refused to treat aggravated the depression she refused to acknowledge which was caused by something in her past she refused to talk about.


      All in all, the most infuriating woman he had ever met. And one of the most brilliant.


      “I have a hunch I’ll always be claustrophobic in this room from now on.” She peered through the crack in the door as she clearly checked the hallway, then pushed the door open just a bit wider. “We’re alone.”


      He had to check on that himself. Not that he didn’t trust her, but he really didn’t trust her.


      “What’s going on?” he said when he was satisfied no one lurked in the hall or the stairwell.


      “This poor dear woman,” Anne Marie said, thereby proving she had never met Agatha Kantswinkle, “suffocated.”


      He glanced at Agatha Kantswinkle’s neck. No mottled marks, no sign of a struggle. If this woman had suffocated, she had done so without hands around her neck or something pressed against her nose and mouth.


      He swallowed hard. “Even if the environmental system had shut down,” he said, “she wouldn’t have died this quickly.”


      “Yes, I know,” Anne Marie said. “The problem is the environmental system hadn’t shut down.”


      “Then how did she die?” he asked.


      “I told you,” Anne Marie said. “She suffocated.”


      “You can tell that from eyeballing her?” he asked.


      Anne Marie smiled just a little. “I’ll confirm with an autopsy,” she said. “But I will confirm.”


      “No one touched her,” he said. “And if it wasn’t the environmental system, then what was it?”


      “Oh, it was the environmental system,” Anne Marie said. “That’s why your other guest fainted. The door opened, she saw the body, she screamed, took in what she thought was a lungful of air to continue her scream, and passed out. Lucky girl. Had she been closer to the door inside the room, she would have died too.”


      Hunsaker was feeling dizzy. He realized he wasn’t breathing either. He made himself take a breath, but it felt odd. He hadn’t thought of breathing before. Maybe, like Anne Marie, he wouldn’t want to be in this room alone with the door closed either.


      “What did she breathe?” he asked.


      “It wasn’t pure carbon dioxide,” Anne Marie said, “or her skin would be bright red. More likely a cocktail of gases, something that created the faint bitter odor that was in the room when we arrived.”


      He had been here earlier. The smell had been stronger. He didn’t tell her that.


      “How do you know?” he asked.


      She held up one of her portable scanners. “I’ve been taking readings from various areas of the room. I’m getting a mixture of things that should never be in a residential area of a space station. I have the behavior of both women. I have the smell. And then there’s the controls themselves.”


      She swept a hand toward them.


      He walked past her and peered at them.


      Someone had hit the override. The damn thing was blinking, asking for a manual code to confirm the oxygen mix, which was purer than it should have been.


      Not only had someone tampered with the controls, but someone had tampered with them twice—once when Agatha Kantswinkle entered the room, and then again after she died.


      “I would assume that these systems keep track of who touches them when?” Anne Marie asked.


      He had no idea. The last time he’d used an override had been a decade ago. Since then, he’d replaced most of the guest room environmental controls, going to a simpler system—one that gave the guests two options—hotter or colder. Nothing as fancy as this little box, which even allowed the guests—with the override code—to mix their oxygen from thin to thick.


      “I don’t know,” he said, feeling absolutely helpless.


      “Well.” Anne Marie smiled, clearly liking his discomfort. “I guess you’d better find out.”


      * * * *


      Pounding, pounding, pounding.


      Susan sat up, filled with adrenaline. She’d been dreaming. Not dreaming so much as trapped in a memory.


      The slight banging noise, rhythmic, feet against the thin wall.


      Her mouth tasted of bile. She got off the bed, rubbed her hand over her face, and went to her door.


      Janet Potsworth stood outside. She looked more disheveled than Susan had ever seen her.


      “Oh, you’re all right then,” Janet said with obvious relief.


      Susan frowned. “Of course I’m all right. Why wouldn’t I be?”


      “Because you didn’t come for dinner,” Janet said.


      Susan rolled her eyes. She had asked the chef—if that man could be called a chef—to give her a meal for her room. He had obliged, serving her some kind of stew that wasn’t on the menu.


      The staff will eat this, he said. You will like it better.


      She had carried it upstairs herself, and she had liked it. She ate alone for the first time in a week. No angst, no speculation, no fear.


      Just a quiet meal in her quiet room. Then she let her exhaustion take her, and she had fallen into a blissful sleep.


      Until she dreamed of Remy’s death. The man had hanged himself in his room—which had taken some doing. The sheet wrapped around his neck, dangling off some fixture. She hadn’t seen it, but she had heard his feet, banging, banging, banging, which she hadn’t thought odd until later.


      He wasn’t bumping against the wall when they found him. She must have been hearing him die.


      In fact, no one thought he had done anything except kill himself. He was the first, after all. They’d said some words over him, looked at his traveler’s contract, saw that his body didn’t have to be returned to anyone, and slipped him into the darkness of space, along with a few of his possessions.


      An act they all regretted when the second body turned up. By then, it had become clear that Remy hadn’t killed himself and that banging she had heard was his attempt to get her attention. Or to kick his way free. Or to find purchase for his feet. Or to get to his killer.


      She hated thinking about it, but she did think about it.


      Often.


      As did everyone else, it seemed. Including the killer. Who had to be laughing at them all.


      She wasn’t getting back on that ship. Not now, not ever. And she shouldn’t have opened her door to Janet either. Janet was one of those obnoxious women who thought every man was a conquest and every woman was competition.


      So there had to be another reason she was here.


      “I’m fine,” Susan said, and started to close the door.


      “You can understand why we were concerned,” Janet said, “considering what happened to poor Agatha.”


      Susan sighed. She was now supposed to ask, What happened to Agatha?…as if she cared. Agatha was the most obnoxious woman she had ever met. And that was saying something.


      She didn’t want to know what happened to Agatha. And if she took the verbal bait, she’d be regaled with some horrifying story of someone’s rudeness to the most obnoxious woman she had ever met.


      “Yes, I can understand,” Susan lied. “Thank you for thinking of me.”


      And then she pushed the door closed.


      * * * *


      “It started in this panel,” said the maintenance guy. His name was Larry and he had been on the station for more than a decade. Larry loved his work. Out here, he said when Richard asked, my job is a real challenge. You gotta be creative, you know? And you gotta be right. We’ve never lost any ship that’s left here, and we’ve never gotten any complaints about our work later on. It’s the best job I’ve ever had.


      Richard somehow found that enthusiasm reassuring. Reassuring enough to join Larry inside the burned out section of the Presidio. It smelled of smoke and melted plastic. His nose itched with a constant urge to sneeze. He breathed shallowly through his mouth because he had a hunch if he started sneezing, he wouldn’t stop.


      “See right here,” Larry said, pointing at a mass of blackened something-or-other, “there’s one of those design flaws I mentioned. Nothing that would trigger on its own, but something that could be taken advantage of.”


      He explained it in rather technical language that Richard was surprised he understood. It sounded so simple, and yet he wouldn’t have been able to do it.


      “But this thing had been burning for hours when we found it,” Richard said. “All the warning systems had been shut down.”


      “And the environmental system tampered with,” Larry said. “The oxygen mix had to have been low here. There wasn’t a lot of fuel for this fire, and there should have been. Also, this ship has a built-in system for putting out fires. It would have vented the atmosphere, and isolated the area. It did none of those things.”


      “Is that easy to tamper with?” Richard asked.


      “For me, sure,” Larry said. “For you, not so much.”


      “So someone who knew the ship’s systems,” Richard said.


      “Most ships’ systems,” Larry said. “You have to know what’s standard, what’s unusual, what’s expected, and what’s normal.”


      “So someone who worked on the ship,” Richard said.


      Larry smiled. “Probably not. You guys were a week out, right?”


      Richard nodded.


      “That’s plenty of time for someone to study the specs and figure out how this ship worked. Provided that he already had a base of knowledge on how ships in general worked.”


      “Could they time it?” Richard asked.


      “Meaning what?”


      “So that we were close to Vaadum when it happened?”


      “Sure,” Larry said. “That was the only smart way to do it. Unless your saboteur wanted to die along with everybody else. Or planned to take an escape pod. Of course, no one did. They’re all here. I assume all your passengers are accounted for too.”


      “Yeah,” Richard said. “They’re all here. On the station. With us.”


      * * * *


      Nothing like murder to make a man stop procrastinating. After Hunsaker watched Anne Marie Devlin use one of the robotic carts to take Kantswinkle’s body to the infirmary, he got his tools and finally fixed the lock on Kantswinkle’s room. He couldn’t shake the feeling that if he had done this before Kantswinkle had arrived, he would have prevented her death.


      Then he would have had to deal with her the next two days while the Presidio was being prepared. That thought made him shudder—and made him feel guilty. It wasn’t her fault that she was dead…


      Except that no one seemed to like her, she was difficult to deal with, and if he had to pick someone to murder in this small group of stranded passengers, he would have chosen her.


      Which made him shudder even more.


      Had she died because of who she was?


      Or because of how she acted?


      Or because of the room he assigned her?


      That last thought got him to find his staff (all two of them) and have them clean some of the other rooms, the ones with the limited environmental controls. Then he moved five of the passengers—Bunting and his roommate, Janet Potsworth and Lysa Lamphere, and Susan Carmichael.


      The first four had left their rooms willingly. Then he had gone to see Carmichael.


      He knocked, and she didn’t answer. So he knocked again, harder. The door flew open, and Carmichael stood there, looking bleary.


      She had struck him as the kind of woman whose hair was never out of place, and yet all the strands stood at odd angles with some kind of violent looking red mark on the side of her face. It took him a moment to realize that she had a pillow impression on her cheek, and her hair was mussed from the blankets. Clearly, Susan G. Carmichael was a messy sleeper, even if she never was messy awake.


      She didn’t want to be moved. She nearly slammed the door in his face, but he stopped her, and told her that if she stayed here, there was a good chance she’d end up like Agatha Kantswinkle.


      Then Carmichael frowned.


      “What happened to Agatha?” she asked.


      He peered at her. She really and truly did not know.


      “She’s dead,” he said.


      Carmichael closed her eyes for a minute, sighed, and leaned against the door jamb. “I suppose she was murdered,” she said tiredly.


      “Yes,” he said.


      Carmichael opened her eyes. They were a vivid blue. “I suppose it was too much to ask the murderer to stop killing once we got off that damn ship.”


      “I suppose,” Hunsaker said, not knowing quite how to respond.


      “He’s going to run out of victims, and that will call attention to him,” she said. She sounded angry, as if it personally affronted her that the murderer kept killing even though she didn’t think it wise.


      “I don’t think he minds the attention,” Hunsaker said. “Can I help you get your things?”


      “There’s not much,” she said, indicating the purchases she had made earlier sitting on top of the chair. “I can get them.”


      Still, he took a pair of shoes and a blanket, just because he suddenly felt that he needed to be useful. Not that he hadn’t been useful. He’d been more useful today than he had been in weeks, maybe months. He’d repaired locks on four doors, including Agatha Kantswinkle’s (and then he sealed off that damn room, maybe forever), he’d gotten a whole bunch of rooms cleaned, he’d gotten the kitchen staff up and running again, and he actually had people in his hotel.


      Until they murdered each other off, of course.


      He left the door to her room open, since someone on his staff would be up here shortly to clean, fix this lock, and close off this room. No one was going to be in the older rooms, not while there were murderers on board.


      “Did she suffer?” Carmichael asked as he led her down a flight of stairs, through a corridor, and into the newer—and, once upon a time, more hopeful—wing of his hotel.


      He looked at her. She actually seemed concerned. No one had asked this question before. He hadn’t even asked it when he’d been talking with Anne Marie, and he probably should have.


      “I don’t know,” he said honestly—or as honestly as he dared. It took time to suffocate. If the death was merciful, she would have passed out like Lysa and then stopped breathing, but if it wasn’t, she would have been gasping for air—


      Although, he realized, had she had trouble breathing, all she had to do was step into the corridor and get far enough away from her door. She would have been able to clear her lungs, and maybe even get help.


      “I suspect she didn’t suffer at all,” he added, now that he’d thought about it.


      Carmichael grunted, which surprised him. He would have expected a “thank heavens” or some other kind of reassuring remark. Instead, she sounded almost displeased.


      “Did you know her well?” he asked.


      “No one knew her well,” Carmichael said. “No one wanted to.”


      “Oh.” He would have suspected as much. “What about the other people who died? Were they unpopular too?”


      “What’s it to you?” she asked.


      He flushed. He usually wasn’t that nosy.


      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to pry. I was just wondering.”


      “Murder really shouldn’t be the subject of casual conversation, now should it?” Carmichael asked.


      “I guess not,” he said, refraining from pointing out that right now, the conversation wasn’t as casual as she seemed to think. After all, three people had died on the ship, there was a fire, and now another person had died. Not that casual a conversation. Maybe even relevant.


      They stopped at Carmichael’s new room. He unlocked it for her and went in first, feeling a slight surge of adrenaline as he took his first breath. Would he always feel that now in his guest rooms? Would he always be afraid that a single breath could kill him?


      “Well,” Carmichael said following him in, “it’s not quite as pretty as the other room, but it does look newer.”


      He hadn’t thought of the other room as pretty, although it had personality which this one lacked. This one was like all the other rooms in this wing, big enough for a large bed, a table and two chairs, as well as an entire wall dedicated to in-room entertainment, if someone wanted to pay a premium price.


      He didn’t ask Carmichael what she wanted. He figured she could charge it to her bill if she decided she needed entertaining. He didn’t want to be near her any longer.


      He set her shoes and blanket on the floor, then backed out of the room. She didn’t seem to notice. She was putting her clothing on top of the table as he left, as oblivious to his presence as a rich woman was to a robotic cleaner.


      He hurried down the steps and back to the front desk, feeling unsettled. This group of people was beginning to frighten him. He had no idea when he’d be rid of them either. The ship had to be repaired or some other ship had to come here and get them out of his hotel.


      For the first time in a very long time, he missed having some kind of security on the station. Someone other than the burliest member of his staff threatening the guests with increased fees—which was usually enough to calm them down, since Hunsaker already had control of their accounts.


      But he didn’t want to threaten anyone here, because who knew how they would react?


      He didn’t want to think about it—any of it. Instead, he focused on a cleaning schedule for the vacated rooms. A cleaning schedule and a repair schedule. Time to make sure all the locks worked properly and all the equipment was tamper-proof.


      Time he started doing his job.


      Again.


      * * * *


      Hideous man. Odious, actually. Who did he think he was to discuss other people’s deaths as if they were entertainments?


      Susan Carmichael sat on the bed in her new room, wide awake now, wondering if she would ever sleep again.


      Agatha dead, here and not on the ship. That had shaken Susan as much as figuring out that Remy’s death hadn’t been suicide. Not that the thought of a suicide in the room next to her hadn’t disturbed her too. Any death would have bothered her.


      But the murders, the fire—somehow she had gotten it into her head as they fled onto Vaadum that they would be safe here, that their long nightmare was over.


      She propped her pillows against the headboard and leaned her head back. She could feel the muscles in her back, so tight that any movement hurt.


      She didn’t like this room. The other one had the illusion of safety. She had gotten that room when she still believed that the outpost would be much better than the ship.


      Now she knew it was no different. A limited group of people trapped in a limited amount of space.


      There was nowhere to run, no way to escape. The ship was incapacitated, and—so far as she could tell—the Presidio was the only ship on the station.


      Did the locals (what should she call them? Station rats?)—did they have a way to leave? She wasn’t sure about that either, but she should probably find out.


      She had been under the impression that Vaadum was one of the only safe stops between here and Commons Space Station.


      But she didn’t even know how far Commons Space Station was from here. Maybe she could convince someone to take her there. Or to hire a ship and have it arrive, getting her out of here.


      Of course, some of the others would want to come, and that wouldn’t work, because one of those others might be the killer.


      She needed a way to defend herself. She didn’t have one, at least not yet. And now she wouldn’t be able to sleep again. She needed to stay awake, stay vigilant, should anyone try anything.


      Susan pulled her knees to her chest. She needed a plan.


      She just wasn’t sure where to begin.


      * * * *


      The captain had found a spot in the bar, toward the back under the dim lights. Richard had to cross most of the room—which smelled of beer and sweat and spilled whiskey—to realize that the captain had five empty glasses in front of him.


      Richard sighed.


      The captain was a small man, former military—but with which army in what war, Richard had never asked (it was none of his business—and he’d learned, through his mother, politics was the most deadly business in the entire sector). The captain had run his ship on a tight schedule. He and the other two pilots had separate eight-hour shifts in the cockpit.


      Richard had been hired on to do the menial work that had nothing to with flying the ship—keeping the passengers happy, making sure that the lower decks were spotless, maintaining the robotic cleaners and cooks. The food on the ship wasn’t spectacular, but it hadn’t been advertised that way. There were ships that made this run that were all about food, food every few hours, food from every culture in the sector, food as rich and varied as the passengers themselves.


      But this ship hadn’t been a cruise so much as a passenger vehicle. It took people from here to there in a modicum of comfort, with as little fuss as necessary.


      Until the first death, Richard had mostly dealt with trivial complaints—broken entertainment sectors, malfunctioning avatars in the gaming area, the occasional sudden (and he thought humorous) switch to zero-g in a toilet. Agatha Kantswinkle had tried his patience—her bed was too soft, the equipment near her room too loud, the cooking smell from the galley too strong—but he’d had the leeway to move her twice, and her final cabin seemed to suit her more than the others, which had cut the complaints to about half of what they had been.


      He’d settled in for a flight filled with irritations and hard work, but he knew once he got to Ansary, he’d be done with real work and he’d have money for the first time in months.


      He had vowed not to get that low on funds ever again.


      Now, here he was, unpaid and trapped on a space station that had at least one killer on board.


      He peered at the captain. The man was staring blearily into his glass, as if he could read information written on the bottom of it. The captain was the one man Richard knew wasn’t behind any of this, for two reasons.


      The first was circumstantial—the captain had been with Richard during the first two killings. If the captain had been involved he would have had to had a collaborator, and the captain never consulted with anyone.


      The second reason was more practical—the captain owned his ship. It was part of a franchise operation, and he got paid per passenger for the entire trip. If the ship was full, he made a hefty profit. Half full, he made some money. Empty, and he’d go bankrupt or have to get out of the business.


      Richard could understand someone who wanted out so badly that he would destroy his own ship. But he couldn’t understand doing it while paying customers were on board, nor could he imagine doing it with fire. There were so many other, much simpler ways.


      Richard sat down across from the captain, jiggling the tabletop. The glasses clanked together, but it still took a moment for the captain to notice him.


      Or at least to acknowledge him.


      “Care to toast the end of my career?” the captain asked, lifting a glass.


      “It’s not as bad as all that,” Richard lied.


      “Ship’s not reparable,” the captain said.


      “Yes, it is,” Richard said. “I talked to them.”


      The captain shook his head. “Not flying that thing anywhere. Half the lower deck’d be unusable, it’d smell, and the environmental systems are whacked. Not safe. Least not by our standards.”


      By that, he meant the standards of the company he worked for.


      “So are they sending a replacement ship?”


      “Two weeks,” the captain said. “Maybe. Or we can hire onto someone else’s ship. Have to ask the passengers. What’s left of them.”


      “Two weeks?” Richard asked.


      “Coming from Ansary We’d go back to the Dyo System. We’d be back where we started. Not that it matters. I get to have a hearing. Like it’s my fault they let some murderous nutcase onto my ship.”


      “You didn’t check the manifest?” Richard asked.


      The captain glared at him. Or tried to. It wasn’t that effective a look, considering how wobbly his head was and how bloodshot his eyes were.


      “What’m I supposed to? Turn away paying customers with spotless records? Of course, I checked. Not an idiot. Or didn’t think I was.”


      The captain sighed.


      “Someone’s trying to destroy me,” he muttered.


      Which was a distinct possibility, one Richard hadn’t thought of.


      “Does someone hate you that much?” Richard asked.


      “You mean besides me?” the captain asked. “Oh, hell, I don’t know.”


      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Richard said.


      “Sent that first body into space,” the captain said. “Didn’t turn around then and there. Shoulda brought everyone back.”


      “We thought it was a suicide,” Richard said. “And when the other two deaths happened, we were closer to Commons Space Station than to the Dyo System. It would’ve taken a week to go back to Ynchyn.”


      This nightmare trip started in Ynchyn.


      “Seems logical, doesn’t it? They don’t train you for this kinda thing, you know. Maybe I shoulda confined everyone to quarters.”


      Richard nodded. After all, that had been his initial suggestion—or at least, his suggestion after the second murder. Ignatius Grove, a professor, heading to a new job at some prestigious university in the largest city on Ansary. The man taught mathematics of all things, and he had died when the skin in his throat had a growth spurt, shutting off both sides.


      Everyone would’ve thought that a freak death as well, particularly since Ignatius Grove and Agatha Kantswinkle spent each meal complaining about their various food allergies, if Richard hadn’t seen that particular form of murder before. He knew that there were little nanosomethings that could activate the growth mechanism in the skin. If swallowed, the nanosomethings invaded the throat. No one had ever done studies to see if any of them made it to the stomach or if that would’ve made a difference if the throat hadn’t closed first.


      Ignatius Grove had died a particularly hideous death. So had Remy Demaupin, the first victim. In fact, all three victims had died terribly. The third, Trista Jordan, had died when someone had sealed her mouth and nose with some kind of bonding adhesive. Richard wasn’t sure what was used—some kind of liquid glue. She should’ve been able to use her call button to ask for help—and she probably would have, if she hadn’t also been glued to the chair in her room.


      The killer hadn’t tried to hide that death, not that it would’ve mattered. There was no time to investigate it, because shortly after they found Trista, the fire had started.


      Or at least had been discovered.


      “Confining people to quarters,” Richard said, “probably wouldn’t have helped. We had a pretty determined killer on board. Still do, actually. Have any ideas who it is?”


      “I’d’ve shot the bastard if I knew.” The captain picked up one of the other glasses and downed its contents. “Hell, maybe I should shoot everyone now. That’d take care of the problem. What do you think?”


      “It’s one solution,” Richard said.


      “It’s as good as any,” the captain said, and picked up the remaining full glass. “If I could just get my butt outta this chair. Which I’m not going to do. If someone wants to kill me, so be it. They might be doing me a favor. You want to kill me, Richard?”


      The captain’s gaze met Richard’s. For the first time, the captain seemed sober. His expression was very serious. Richard had the sense that the captain knew more about him than Richard thought.


      Richard had waited too long to pretend shock at the question. And he couldn’t just wave it off, not considering the look the captain just gave him.


      “If I kill you, what do I get out of it?” Richard asked.


      The captain grinned and his head bobbled, that moment of clarity seemingly gone. “My eternal gratitude, my friend,” he said, just before he finished the third drink. “My eternal gratitude.”


      * * * *


      Hunsaker sat behind the desk and dug through the files. He had his back to the wall and, out of the corner of his eye, he watched the entrances and the stairway. He didn’t want anyone to surprise him for any reason.


      He had a pad propped up on his thighs. His personal screen, not the one tied into the resort proper. He had upgraded the pad dozens of times, sometimes illegally. More than once, he’d stolen programs from his guests, and from one—a well connected gambler who liked the odds (and the breasts) in the casino—he had stolen an entire database of shady characters throughout the sector.


      He didn’t expect to see any familiar names in that database, but he found one.


      Richard Ilykova, aka Yuri Flynn Doyle, Edward Michael Adams, and Misha Yurivich Orlinskaya, Mercenary and Assassin for Hire, believed to be responsible for more than two dozen deaths system wide.


      Hunsaker shivered. He had known that Richard Ilykova hadn’t been a common worker on a passenger ship. The man was too competent for that—not too mechanically competent, but too competent in the ways of death. He hadn’t flinched when he had seen Kantswinkle’s body, nor had he seemed too upset by his whole ordeal.


      Yet all those deaths—the three on the ship and the fourth here, seemed awfully sloppy for a man who made his living killing people.


      Hunsaker sighed softly and exited the illegal database. He felt dirty just thinking about Ilykova’s job. About the man himself, actually. Ilykova hadn’t seemed harmless—Hunsaker wasn’t that naïve—but he had seemed…more efficient than deadly.


      A movement caught his eye. Ilykova approached the desk. Hunsaker hadn’t even seen him enter the room.


      Hunsaker let out a little squeak. Ilykova raised an eyebrow in amusement. He’d clearly caught Hunsaker’s moment of fear. Ilykova smiled—one of those knowing smiles—and then proceeded as if he had seen nothing out of the ordinary.


      “Looking up the guests, are we?” he asked.


      “So?” Hunsaker asked, then realized that probably wasn’t the smartest response. Neither, he supposed, would be What’s it to you? Or Get the hell away from me.


      “So, does anyone have a history with lack of oxygen?”


      “What?” Hunsaker asked, mostly because he hadn’t been expecting that question.


      “I realized when I was talking with the captain that all of our victims suffocated in one way or another. The fire would have caused the rest of us to suffocate as well. I was just wondering if we have some sort of revenge scenario going on here.” Ilykova put his elbows on the desk.


      “You tell me,” Hunsaker said, his voice wobbling a little.


      Ilykova frowned. “I don’t have access to a deep database. You do.”


      Then his eyes widened just a little.


      “Oh,” he said. “You decided to research me first.”


      Hunsaker’s heart was pounding. He had nothing to lose here—if Ilykova was going to kill him, it would happen here, now. So he called up the earlier screen, with Ilykova’s history and pushed it across the desk at him.


      “These things are so poorly done,” Ilykova said. “It doesn’t tell you much, does it?”


      He looked up, his pale blue eyes twinkling. How could a man laugh about murder?


      It made Hunsaker think of Carmichael: Murder really shouldn’t be the subject of casual conversation, now should it?


      Nor should it be something to smile about.


      Apparently, Hunsaker’s silence caught Ilykova’s attention.


      “We all have a past, Grissan,” Ilykova said. “Yours involves embezzlement from every single resort you worked for. Quite creative embezzlement, I might add, the kind that would’ve made you very, very rich if you had kept to your original plan.”


      Hunsaker felt a warmth rise in his cheeks. No one knew about this. No one. How did Ilykova find it?


      “The problem was, in your profession, that the younger, less experienced members moved from resort to resort, while the older ones got a well-deserved sinecure. That’s the word, right? Sinecure?”


      “Sinecure implies a job with little work. That’s not true. To rise to the top of my profession, you must be willing to work at all times.” Hunsaker’s words were curt, showing his annoyance. He felt his face grow even warmer. He had let Ilykova irritate him.


      Ilykova smiled slightly. “My mistake. I simply meant that you hit the top of your profession and remained in one place, a resort that became ‘yours,’ even if you didn’t own it. You became the eyes and ears of the place, the face that everyone recognized. The person they associated with the resort. Which was why they bought you this place instead of prosecuting you. Did you know what a dive they got for you? It was the perfect revenge on their part, wasn’t it? An effective banishment away from the populated areas of the sector. Did it embarrass you?”


      Embarrassed, humiliated, angered. Hunsaker didn’t say anything, though, although he expected all of the emotions ran across his face.


      “Still,” Ilykova said, “you got to keep the money you stole from the other resorts. You could’ve vanished. You just chose not to.”


      Too ashamed to leave. Hunsaker simply couldn’t face any of his old colleagues ever again. Ever, ever, ever again.


      “We all have a bit of history,” Ilykova said. “I’m sure you had a reason for your sticky fingers. I have a reason for my history as well. My mother was Halina Layla Orlinskaya. Look her up in your little database.”


      Hunsaker took the pad back, his fingers shaking, dammit all to hell. He wasn’t as practiced at controlling his physical reactions to his emotions, not like he used to be.


      He looked up Halina Layla Orlinskaya. She had half a dozen aliases as well. A high level spy, who defected with some devastating knowledge that changed the course of one of the border wars, she survived her last few years by hiring herself out as a mercenary to various governments.


      “What it doesn’t say there, I’m sure,” Ilykova said, “is that she hired me out as well, as an assassin. She thought I had the personality for it.”


      “Did you?” Hunsaker wished he could take the words back.


      But Ilykova didn’t seem to notice. “Not really. I think one should feel passionate about his work. An assassin’s job requires no passion at all. Don’t you think that one should put his heart and soul into his job?”


      “I used to,” Hunsaker said.


      “And I’ll bet you miss that emotion,” Ilykova said. “I did. I wanted to do something with my life. Ah, to do something. Of course, now I’m broke and hiring onto ships as a lower level employee just to get across the sector.”


      He leaned across the desk. Hunsaker couldn’t lean away. His back was already pressed against the wall.


      “So you see, I had no reason to kill those people,” Ilykova said. “I didn’t know them. And I’m certainly smart enough not to set a fire on a spaceship far from the nearest port.”


      “But,” Hunsaker said, his voice smaller than he wanted it to be, “you knew Agatha Kantswinkle.”


      Ilykova smiled, a real smile, genuinely amused. “Didn’t like her either, huh? No one did, so far as I can tell. But I didn’t have to kill her. She would’ve gotten off the ship at Ansary. And here, on Vaadum, she was your problem, not mine.”


      Hunsaker swallowed. “So you’re saying you didn’t do it.”


      “That’s right,” Ilykova said. “Why would I?”


      “Someone paid you?” Hunsaker asked.


      Ilykova shook his head. “If someone paid me, I would’ve been a passenger. I wouldn’t have signed on for work.”


      It sounded logical. It all sounded very logical. Hunsaker just didn’t know if he should believe it.


      “So what’s this about suffocation?” he asked.


      “Oh, just a theory,” Ilykova said. “Everyone suffocated in one way or another. So if you think of these crimes as related, then maybe the manner of death came as a form of revenge for a death by suffocation…?”


      “I wouldn’t even know how to look for that,” Hunsaker said.


      “I would,” Ilykova said, and took the pad away from Hunsaker.


      * * * *


      Richard was finding a whole lot of nothing as he dug through Hunsaker’s database. The database wasn’t that good. It was old, for one thing, and the updates hadn’t been meshed into the system all that well. They had been grafted on and not efficiently, certainly not efficiently enough for a proper search.


      He would have to get onto the Presidio. It had a good database and he might be able to find what he was looking for there.


      Because, in this cursory exploration, he couldn’t find anyone with any links to any suffocation deaths, murdered, accidental, or even natural.


      He was about to hand the pad back to Hunsaker, when someone screamed.


      “Oh, not again,” Hunsaker muttered.


      Richard tossed him the pad and ran up the steps, half expecting to hear a thump. He didn’t though. But he did hear another scream and, he realized, these screams were male.


      They weren’t frightened screams or startled screams (except maybe the first one), more likely horrified screams, end-of-the-world screams, the kind you emit when everything was hopeless and all was lost.


      Another scream, and then another. Doors slammed as people left their rooms. He was joining quite a crowd as he ran up the stairs.


      The screams came from the top floor.


      He arrived, along with three other passengers from the ship (Janet Powell, Lysa Lamphere, and William Bunting) to find a man he’d never seen before on his knees, hands over his face, screaming like a stuck alarm.


      Another body lay on the floor, this one a woman, also someone he’d never seen before either. Her eyes were open and glassy, her tongue protruding slightly.


      She was clearly dead.


      Someone sighed behind him.


      Richard turned slightly. Hunsaker stood near his shoulder, and stared at the woman on the floor.


      “Now what the hell am I going to do?” Hunsaker said with great annoyance. “I mean, really.”


      * * * *


      Judging from the look on Ilykova’s face, Hunsaker had spoken out loud. He felt that warmth returning to his cheeks. He kept his head down, so that he didn’t have to look Ilykova in the eyes, and moved into the room.


      He put his hand on Fergus’s shoulders. Fergus had worked for Hunsaker since Hunsaker came to the resort. Fergus and his wife, Dillith, who now doubled as a corpse. Not that she was ever much livelier than a corpse. But for what Dillith lacked in energy, she made up for in precision.


      She could find a speck of dust the robotic cleaners left behind. She could turn bed sheet corners perfectly. She was slow, but she was anal.


      And in Hunsaker’s “resort,” precision mattered more than speed.


      Fergus stopped screaming when Hunsaker touched him. Fergus looked up, eyes sunken into his face, and said, “What am I going to do?”


      His use of the sentence was plaintive. Hunsaker’s had been self-involved. He had jumped from corpse/murder/crisis to who the hell was going to work for me in this godforsaken place? in less than a minute. He wasn’t proud of that, but he really wasn’t a man who developed much affection for his employees.


      In fact, he believed affection got in the way of work. He didn’t know much about Dillith and Fergus besides their names, their work methods, and the fact that they both preferred late hours rather than getting up early.


      “Stand up,” Hunsaker said with as much sympathy as he could muster, which probably wasn’t enough. “We’ll figure something out.”


      Fergus stood. He was a slight man, and he fell into Hunsaker’s arms, much to Hunsaker’s chagrin. He hadn’t invited the man to hug him. He certainly didn’t want the man to touch him. But Fergus was beyond noticing subtleties. He was sobbing. Hunsaker could already feel his shirt getting wet.


      He patted Fergus on the back and maneuvered him out of the room. Then he looked at Ilykova who was watching him with that look of amusement again.


      “Do me a favor,” Hunsaker said to Ilykova. “Get Anne Marie Devlin, would you?”


      “Who?” Ilykova said.


      “The base doctor,” Hunsaker said.


      “I think this woman is beyond a doctor—”


      “Just do it,” Hunsaker said, resisting the urge to move Fergus toward Ilykova. That would show him passion, all right.


      Ilykova nodded, then hurried down the stairs. Three passengers from the ship stood around as if this were a theatrical event.


      “Go back to your rooms,” Hunsaker said. “There’s nothing to see.”


      As if a woman wasn’t already dead on the floor. There was plenty to see. He just didn’t want them gawking at it.


      They, of course, didn’t move. He glared at them and tried to look tough, which was hard to do when you had a member of the staff sobbing in your arms.


      “Go,” he said, and that seemed to work. Maybe it was his tone, his clear disgust at everyone around him.


      The three left slowly. He watched them go down the stairs, patting Fergus on the back the entire time as if he were a baby who needed to be burped.


      Then Hunsaker peered at the room. It didn’t look that much different than it had two hours ago.


      When he’d helped Susan Carmichael move out of it.


      * * * *


      She heard the screaming, of course. How could she have missed it? And she resisted her first instinct, which was to burrow deep under the covers of this new room, and pretend like she couldn’t hear anything.


      But Susan Carmichael wasn’t a hider. She wasn’t the kind of person who ran to the scene of a crime either, although she couldn’t be entirely certain what she heard was a crime.


      But someone didn’t scream with that level of grief—and that was grief, wasn’t it?—without a precipitating event, and considering Agatha’s murder, the best assumption—the only assumption, really—was that a crime had occurred.


      Again.


      Which meant she had to get the hell off this station.


      Somehow.


      She changed clothes, slowly and deliberately, putting on the ivory blouse over the black pants. She slipped on her shoes, smoothed her hair, grabbed her personal information, and left this room as well.


      The screaming had stopped, but she could hear faint voices in the distance. She glanced at the stairs, to ensure that no one was on them, and then she quietly made her way down.


      It was time she stopped all of this. She gave up. She had been fleeing her family, but really, life out here was much, much worse than life with them could ever be.


      Besides, her father had the capability of getting a ship here within twenty-four hours. He had ships all over the sector. One of them had to be nearby.


      She just had to contact him.


      She made her way down the stairs toward the main desk. Surely, there was some kind of interstellar communications node. Or maybe just a sector-wide node.


      Or worse case—which was a case she’d put up with, after all—she would simply contact the nearest ship and have them contact her father.


      And then she would wait.


      Although she probably needed some kind of guard.


      There wasn’t a lot of choice. Everyone from the ship was a possible murderer, and there weren’t a lot of people on the station.


      But all of the murders she knew of took place while the victim was alone.


      So the next key was to be with someone at all times.


      Except right now.


      Right now, she needed to contact Daddy.


      After that, she find a companion—and find a way to stay awake until help arrived.


      * * * *


      Anne Marie Devlin was no longer drunk. She wasn’t even under-the-surface drugged-sober drunk. She was so far past drunk that she felt giddy.


      Actually, the excitement made her feel giddy. She felt useful for the first time in months.


      If she didn’t know herself better—and she knew herself quite well, thank you—she would say she had become a drunk because she was bored.


      But she had been a drunk long before life ceased to be a challenge. She knew that excitement was just a temporary high, while alcohol numbed the senses, which was usually what she preferred.


      Right now, however, she needed all the senses that she had. She was inside yet another room—this one a favorite of hers—standing over yet another corpse that had been murdered by yet another tampered environmental system.


      The question was, how had it been tampered with? And why?


      She was peering at the system itself, noting something off, when she realized one of the ship’s passengers was also in the room. A tallish white-blond man with pale blue eyes.


      The man who had fetched her. Richard Something-Or-Other.


      “I prefer to work alone,” she said.


      “So do I,” he said.


      They stared at each other for a moment. Hunsaker, who also preferred to work alone (she knew that because he had told her half a dozen times) stood near the doorway, his shirt soaked with Fergus’s tears. She’d managed to get Fergus out of the room and down to the kitchen where the chef could watch him. Fergus was quite pliable most of the time. Right now, he was damn near catatonic.


      Perhaps anyone would be after crying that much.


      She turned toward Hunsaker. “What the hell were you thinking? Sending those two to work in these rooms with a murderer on the loose?”


      “Who knew that the killer would come after one of us?” he said.


      “I don’t think the killer did,” Richard Something-Or-Other said. “If you’ll allow me.”


      He shoved—shoved!—Anne Marie out of the way, and peered at the control panel himself.


      “You do realize if this man is the killer, he now has access to the evidence,” she said to Hunsaker.


      “You do realize if this man is the killer,” Hunsaker said, mimicking her tone, “then you just gave him a reason to kill us.”


      They glared at each other again.


      “I’m not the killer,” Richard Something-Or-Other said, “but whoever is has some serious engineering skills.”


      She couldn’t resist: she peered into the controls as well. These older models had digital readouts and mechanisms attached to mechanisms. She had just looked at the one in the room where Agatha Kantswinkle died—and that control did not have a secondary digital readout. This one did.


      She looked at Richard Something-Or-Other. He raised his eyebrows at her, as if he were surprised as well. Then he touched the whole thing with a single fingernail. The second readout was loose, but had been attached into the control’s mechanism. She peered at the mix. When Dillith had been in here, the atmosphere’s mix had been the same as it had been with Agatha Kantswinkle died.


      Anne Marie frowned. She glanced over her shoulder at the door. Hunsaker was still leaning on the jam, glaring at her. He seemed to disapprove of what she was doing.


      Or maybe he disapproved of Richard Something-Or-Other.


      Or maybe he always disapproved of everything.


      She sighed and walked to the door.


      “Move,” she said.


      Hunsaker didn’t.


      “I mean it. Move. I need to see something.”


      “What?” he asked.


      “It’s easier to look than it is to explain,” she said pushing him aside. Then she peered inside the locking mechanism. Another small digital readout had been attached.


      “This door was closed when Fergus got here, wasn’t it?” she asked.


      “I don’t know,” Hunsaker said. “I didn’t ask.”


      “You didn’t bother to tell them to keep the doors open?”


      Hunsaker’s glare changed to something filled with a kind of fury. “Of course I did. It’s part of the general instructions, anyway. The door should always be open with the staff is inside, even if no one else is.”


      “Hmm,” she said.


      “What?” Richard Something-Or-Other asked from his position near the environmental controls.


      “This is a timer,” she said. “It closes the door.”


      “And this timer,” he said, “changes the environmental mix.”


      “It couldn’t have been put in here when Dillith was here,” Anne Marie said.


      “Someone set it up earlier than that,” Richard Something-Or-Other said.


      “Which means that the killer wasn’t after Dillith,” Anne Marie said.


      “He was after Susan Carmichael.” Hunsaker said that last, breathed it in fact. Anne Marie could hear the shock in his voice. “If I’d gotten her just a little too late, then—”


      “You would’ve died too,” Anne Marie said. “We have to brace this door open.”


      “I doubt the room will kill again,” Richard Something-Or-Other said.


      “But the other rooms might,” Anne Marie said.


      “I moved everyone out of the older rooms,” Hunsaker said.


      “Let’s hope that’s enough,” Anne Marie said. She actually felt a little chill. She liked the chill. Excitement—she had missed it so much. “Maybe he’ll start coming after the rest of us too.”


      “Oh, don’t get your hopes up,” Hunsaker snapped and left the room.


      Richard Something-Or-Other raised his eyebrows again. “What was that all about?”


      Anne Marie shrugged. “I guess he’s upset by all of this.”


      Richard nodded. “I think it would be surprising if he were not.”


      * * * *


      Hunsaker stomped down the stairs. Now he didn’t know what to do. Did he warn Carmichael? Did he put all the guests in the same room and let them duke it out until a ship arrived and got them out of his resort?


      He stopped halfway down the stairs and leaned his head against the wall. All of his training, all of his long and fancy education, all of his experience good and bad did not train him for any of this. He could just imagine the lecture titled How to Handle a Murderer Loose in Your Resort.


      Simple: Call the local authorities.


      And if there were none?


      He banged his head against the metal just once. If he rounded them up, where would he take them? The restaurant? The casino?


      The casino at least covered a big area. It would be hard to tamper with the environmental system.


      Maybe he should just force them all back to their ship, and if they killed each other, so be it. Hell, if they died from smoke inhalation, so be it. It wasn’t his concern.


      While they were here, they bothered him.


      While they were on their ship, they had nothing to do with him.


      That’s what he’d do. He’d get the maintenance guys and make them act as security guards. Even the chef and the blackjack dealer could work security (so long as she put her shirt on). They’d round up these horrible people and put them back on their own ship and if they died, they died.


      His stomach turned.


      Maybe if they all died, he could just jettison the ship into deepest darkest space. He’d set it on autopilot and get it the hell out of here.


      For a moment, his spirits rose.


      Then he remembered he’d already charged their accounts. There was a record he couldn’t tamper with of them being on his station.


      Dammit.


      He had no idea what to do.


      * * * *


      Richard helped Anne Marie get the corpse down to the medical wing. He’d had enough of carrying bodies. By his count, this was the fifth this trip, and the only one he hadn’t met while she was still alive.


      The medical wing was in the farthest part of the station, and certainly didn’t deserve the appellation “wing.” It was a medical suite at best, a smallish group of rooms set up as an afterthought.


      Agatha Kantswinkle lay on one table, naked—which was an image he’d never get out of his mind again—and, to his surprise, the other two bodies from the ship in clear refrigeration units, looking no worse for being dead the last few days.


      He set Dillith on the closest table, and stretched his muscles with relief.


      “Thank you,” the doctor said in that tone all professionals used which actually meant you’re done, now get the hell out.


      Which he did.


      And as he stepped into the corridor, he realized he’d been going about this investigation all wrong. He’d been looking for common ties, for suffocation deaths, for motive, and he, of all people, should know that motive mattered a lot less than the entertainments said it did.


      His motive for most of his early killings had been because his mother had hired him out to do the job. The later killings had been because he could make money at it. Only the first killing had had a real motive: the man had murdered his father and ruined Richard’s life.


      Richard didn’t need to look at motive.


      He needed to look for experience. Technical experience.


      With environmental systems.


      He scurried back to the hotel’s main entrance, and hoped that Hunsaker’s horrible aging database had at least enough information to solve all of this.


      * * * *


      She wasn’t hysterical. Hunsaker could’ve dealt with her if she had been hysterical. He had training in hysterical. High-end hotel guests often got hysterical about nothing. And here, which was decidedly not high-end, people got hysterical because…well, because they were here.


      Susan G. Carmichael had every reason to be hysterical. She could’ve died in her room had he not taken her out of it. But she had already figured out that she might die and she was calmer than he was.


      She had even found a way to contact her father, who was such a famous Vice Admiral that Hunsaker had even heard of him, and he was sending a ship that would be here in 18 hours sharp, along with some kind of back-up that would take care of the problem.


      Whatever that meant.


      But she wasn’t returning to her room.


      To any room, really.


      She wanted to remain with Hunsaker, thinking that somehow, Hunsaker would be safe.


      He sat on his chair with his back against the wall, no longer sure what safe was. She was sitting on the edge of his desk, surveying the area as if she ran it instead of him.


      He was still debating whether to get everyone else out of their rooms when Ilykova burst through the doors.


      “I need your database,” he said.


      “Whatever happened to please and thank you?” Hunsaker muttered, knowing he was being a complete ass, as he handed over the pad.


      Ilykova ignored that, although he did glance at Carmichael. He didn’t seem that surprised to see her. Then he leaned against the desk and started trolling the database, his fingers moving faster than Hunsaker’s ever could.


      The three of them didn’t say a word as Ilykova worked. Carmichael watched him. Hunsaker kept an eye on the doors and the stairs, not that it had made any difference in the past.


      Then Ilykova looked over at Carmichael. “Were you and Agatha Kantswinkle ever alone?”


      “Here?” she asked.


      “On the ship,” he said.


      She looked down. “I talked to her once. After that incident—you know. I felt so sorry for her that—”


      “What incident?” Hunsaker interrupted. It wouldn’t have been his business had everything happened on the ship, but the ship’s problems had spilled into his little resort, and he felt he had a right to know.


      She looked at him. “We had a dinner hour on the ship. We all got fed at the same time, and the room wasn’t that big. We got to know each other better than you usually got to know people on passenger ships, which wasn’t necessarily a good thing.”


      Ilykova nodded, although he kept his head down, still searching the database as he listened.


      “Anyway, just after Professor Grove died , we were all on edge, and Agatha started into how we needed someone to take charge, to make sure things wouldn’t get worse, and Mr. Bunting had enough. He told her she was a nosy snobbish old woman who would know how to treat other human beings even if she had special training, and she certainly couldn’t be in charge of anything, and he didn’t believe anything she said about herself and—.” Carmichael shook her head. “I was agreeing with him at first, she was an unpleasant woman, and I would’ve given anything to avoid her as much as possible, but he didn’t stop, and by the end, she looked just devastated.”


      Ilykova was looking up now. Hunsaker was surprised as well. He couldn’t quite imagine Kantswinkle looking devastated.


      “I waited until everyone left,” Carmichael said, “and told her that we were all on edge and that he had no right to lay into her like that, and she started to cry, which made me very uncomfortable. I walked her to her room, and told her to get some rest, that it would all seem better in the morning, and then I left.”


      “Then what?” Hunsaker asked, expecting more to the story.


      “Then we found Trista’s body and the fire and we barely made it here,” Carmichael said.


      “I got the distinct impression you wanted nothing to do with Ms. Kantswinkle,” Hunsaker said.


      Carmichael looked at him in surprise. “I thought I hid that.”


      “You avoided her in the lobby, checking in,” Hunsaker said.


      Carmichael looked down, sighed. “She was clingy. Halfway through our discussion, I realized she was bombastic because she was lonely and needy and I’d made a huge mistake trying to comfort her. If this had been some kind of normal flight, I wouldn’t have been able to shake her for the rest of the trip.”


      “If it had been a normal flight,” Ilykova said, “you wouldn’t have spoken to her in the first place.”


      “True enough,” Carmichael said. Then she frowned at him. “Why did you ask about us?”


      “I have a theory,” he said.


      But he didn’t say any more. And he continued to tap on the pad, which annoyed Hunsaker.


      “Are you going to share the theory?” Hunsaker asked.


      “I think someone thinks you saw something,” Ilykova said. “Did you?”


      Carmichael shrugged and shook her head.


      “It would’ve been when you two were alone together.”


      She shook her head again. “Nothing.”


      He grunted as if he didn’t believe her. He continued to work.


      After a long moment, he said softly, “Well, I think I found something.”


      * * * *


      “What did you find?” Hunsaker asked. Carmichael crowded close. Richard didn’t answer right away. First he made certain no one else could hear. He checked the doors, and looked up the stairwell.


      When he came back to the desk, he spoke as softly as he could. He explained his idea—that he search for expertise, not motive. He didn’t discuss how he feared the database would be limited (it was, but it didn’t matter, he’d found enough).


      “When I searched for expertise in environmental systems, I got two names. I expected at least one from the crew, but that was wrong.”


      “Which names?” Carmichael sounded panicked for the first time since he saw her down here.


      “William Bunting and Lysa Lamphere.”


      “Bunting,” Hunsaker said. “He was the one who yelled at Agatha Kantswinkle, you said.”


      Carmichael nodded.


      “But,” Richard said, “whoever killed Agatha and went after you, Susan, had a short window to do so. You had your room assignments already. Did you let anyone in your room?”


      “Janet Powell,” Carmichael said. “But I never left her alone and she never went near the controls.”


      “Anyone else?”


      She shook her head.


      “Where were you after we found Agatha’s body?”


      “I didn’t leave the room,” Carmichael said.


      “Except to buy clothing,” Hunsaker said.


      “Yes,” Carmichael said. “I bought clothing. But Bunting couldn’t’ve done it then. He was in the boutique with me.”


      She used the word boutique with a touch of sarcasm. Richard frowned for a moment. Bunting had yelled at Agatha Kantswinkle, and made her cry. She wouldn’t have let him near her. But another woman…?


      “Did she have any troubles with Lysa?” Richard asked.


      Carmichael shrugged. “I have no idea. I’m not even sure they spoke.”


      He didn’t want to push her too hard. “Did you see either William Bunting or Lysa Lamphere that night you were alone with Agatha?”


      “Lysa,” Carmichael said. “But it was no big deal. She had forgotten something in the dining area. She went past us, looking a bit concerned. It wasn’t important.”


      “Past you from where?” he asked.


      “I assume she came from her room,” Carmichael said.


      “But you were walking Agatha to her room.”


      “Yes,” Carmichael said.


      “From the dining area.”


      “Yes.”


      “Which was nowhere near Lysa’s room.”


      Carmichael looked at him.


      “Her room was in a whole different area of the ship.”


      “And the fire started not too far from Agatha’s room,” Carmichael said.


      Richard nodded. He felt certain they knew who the killer was now. Lysa Lamphere had killed Agatha and gone after Carmichael because they could tie her to the entire event.


      “It all sounds so nice and pretty,” Hunsaker said, “until you remember that Lysa nearly died from inhaling the same toxic air that Agatha died from.”


      “Did she?” Richard asked. “She went into the room, made the switch with the environmental controls, maybe even watched Agatha die, and then switched them back. She waited until everything cleared a bit, and then went through her charade. I have a hunch if we search her room, we’ll find some small breathing equipment, something she hid before going back to ‘discover’ Agatha.”


      “Why would she do that?” Carmichael asked.


      They were all so naïve. Or maybe he wasn’t naïve enough. It seemed obvious to him. Once he had Lysa’s name, he understood how everything happened. And a little bit of why.


      “So that no one would ever suspect her. You ruled her out even after I discovered her expertise because she had suffered as well.”


      He almost added, any good professional would’ve done that. But he didn’t. Still, he saw the way Hunsaker looked at him. Hunsaker knew that.


      “May I have the pad?” Hunsaker asked.


      Richard handed him the pad, bracing for the next question, which came with predictable swiftness.


      “I don’t suppose you have expertise in environmental systems?” Hunsaker asked.


      Richard resisted the urge to smile. “No, I don’t.”


      “I will check,” Hunsaker said.


      “Do,” Richard said. “But remember what I told you before. I wouldn’t have started the fire. If you want to scuttle a ship, there are better and quicker ways to do it. She didn’t want us all to die. She knew we were close.”


      “But why kill five people?” Carmichael asked.


      “That’s what I mean to find out,” Richard said.


      * * * *


      It took a bit of work. Buried deep in all the information was one single tie. To the mathematician. His new job was a promotion, one she didn’t feel he deserved. She had studied under him, and he had refused to grant her a degree, saying she was sloppy. She moved to engineering, and graduated, although not with honors, and not in a way that gave her any currency in any job. She would’ve needed more education for that.


      She had boarded that ship with a plan to follow him to Ansary, maybe destroy his career there. Or maybe kill him. But she didn’t.


      Trista died because she had seen the murder, and she planned to do something about it. Lysa had never planned for Trista’s body to be discovered. She probably thought the fire would’ve been found sooner. By the time someone had found it, the entire ship went into a panic. Which, if Richard thought about it, meant that her calculations had been off.


      Professor Grove, the mathematician had been right about her after all. Her math skills hadn’t been up to the task.


      Then Agatha Kantswinkle and Susan Carmichael had seen Lysa in that area, and if there were an investigation, they might’ve mentioned her. She didn’t want to risk it. So she planned the last two murders, and might’ve gotten away with all of it, if Hunsaker hadn’t moved Carmichael out of her room.


      What Richard couldn’t figure out was why she killed Remy Demaupin.


      “I didn’t,” Lysa snarled. They had tied her up and moved her to the bar, along with all the other passengers. No one wanted to be alone any longer. They all worried that Richard and Hunsaker and Carmichael had caught the wrong person, even though Lysa had made it pretty clear from the moment she got tied up that they hadn’t.


      “What do you mean you didn’t kill Remy,” Carmichael said. “We know you did.”


      Lysa shook her head. “He killed himself,” she said. “In fact, he inspired me. I figured everyone would look for a connection between him and Professor Grove. Then we would have the emergency and everyone would forget and…”


      She lowered her head. Richard watched her, realized he’d met her type before. The type that imagined what they’d do, then did it, and wondered why nothing quite worked the way they’d planned.


      “You should’ve just shoved him out of an airlock,” Richard said.


      Everyone looked at him. He realized he’d said too much.


      He shrugged, pretending a nonchalance he didn’t entirely feel.


      “What I mean is that had you done something simple, no one would’ve thought twice about it. All this elaborate stuff was your downfall.”


      That still sounded bad. He sounded like one killer giving advice to another. Which, in fact, he was.


      Hunsaker crossed his arms, watching Richard, a slight frown on his face. Anne Marie stood in the back of the room, listening. The captain was still at his table, drowning himself in drink. Carmichael kept checking the time, hoping that her father’s ship would get here soon.


      Everyone else sat very far away from Lysa, as if her particular brand of insanity was catching.


      Richard didn’t stay that far away though. For all her brand of insanity, her elaborate kills, and her mistakes, she was what a murderer should be.


      Someone who had a reason to do what she did—not a bloodless reason. A personal reason. An important reason. Something that was, to her, life and death. So she acted, in a life-or-death manner.


      And he found that both inspirational and appropriate.


      He didn’t ask her any more. Carmichael’s father could take them all in his various ships. Somewhere Lysa would get prosecuted for what she had done. Not that this was a happy ending for anyone.


      The captain would probably lose his job. Carmichael was going back to a situation that she clearly didn’t want to be in.


      And Richard would have no way to get to Ansary.


      Not to mention all the people who had died. Their families would never be the same.


      He walked back to Anne Marie Devlin. Pretty woman. Or she would’ve been if she weren’t a depressive and a drunk. She was sober right now, but he could see the tendencies. She was the kind who didn’t want to change because she saw no point in it.


      Besides, change was hard. That was becoming clearer to him, each and every day.


      * * * *


      The ships arrived in fifteen hours, not eighteen, and they took everyone away. Once Hunsaker realized who Carmichael’s father was—he truly was a mucky-muck of high muck who had a lot of mucking money—he made noises about the damage to his resort and how embarrassing it would be if it ever came out that his daughter had been a target.


      When that hadn’t moved her father, Hunsaker added that it would also be embarrassing for people to know that his daughter had been fleeing from him when all of this occurred.


      Hunsaker got a tidy payout, enough to renovate the entire resort if he felt like it. And he felt like it. He wanted this place as tamper proof as possible. He didn’t ever want to be in this situation again.


      Ilykova hadn’t left with the rest. He wasn’t going to testify either, no matter how much everyone pleaded with him. He sat in the bar these days and watched Anne Marie drink, which was a sight to behold. He didn’t seem miserable, but he didn’t seem happy either.


      He was waiting for the next ship, for a way out. Although he clearly didn’t know where he was going.


      And Hunsaker had been thinking about it. The station was a world unto itself. Technically, anything that happened here was prosecuted in the Commons System, but no prosecution had ever happened.


      Hunsaker wasn’t sure what he would’ve done if Ilykova hadn’t been here. Ilykova wasn’t big or burly and he didn’t seem tough. But he had experience.


      And he had no qualms about doing what it took to keep the peace.


      You should’ve just shoved him out of an airlock.


      Hunsaker couldn’t’ve done that to anyone. Ever. But he could pay someone to do it while he looked the other way.


      That wouldn’t’ve worked in this circumstance, of course. But it might in future circumstances.


      And if Hunsaker had learned anything from this experience, he had learned it was better to be prepared.


      If he had been prepared, none of this would’ve happened.


      The doors would’ve locked properly, the environmental controls would’ve been up-to-date, and all the rooms would’ve been cleaned.


      Woulda coulda shoulda


      He wasn’t going to have any regrets. He was going to move forward.


      He squared his shoulders and walked to the bar. He paused for a brief jealous moment when he saw how close Ilykova was sitting to Anne Marie. Then he saw the look of disgust on Ilykova’s face, and realized that the man would never be interested in her.


      So Hunsaker sat down at their table, and offered Ilykova a job.


      No one was surprised when Ilykova said yes.

    

  


  
    
      THE WORLD WITH A THOUSAND MOONS by Edmond Hamilton


      CHAPTER 1


      Thrill Cruise


      Lance Kenniston felt the cold realization of failure as he came out of the building into the sharp chill of the Martian night. He stood for a moment, his lean, drawn face haggard in the light of the two hurtling moons.


      He looked hopelessly across the dark spaceport. It was a large one, for this ancient town of Syrtis was the main port of Mars. The forked light of the flying moons showed many ships docked on the tarmac—a big liner, several freighters, a small, shining cruiser and other small craft. And for lack of one of those ships, his hopes were ruined!


      A squat, brawny figure in shapeless space-jacket came to Kenniston’s side. It was Holk Or, the Jovian who had been waiting for him.


      “What luck?” asked the Jovian in a rumbling whisper.


      “It’s hopeless,” Kenniston answered heavily. “There isn’t a small cruiser to be had at any price. The meteor-miners buy up all small ships here.”


      “The devil!” muttered Holk Or, dismayed. “What are we going to do? Go on to Earth and get a cruiser there?”


      “We can’t do that,” Kenniston answered. “You know we’ve got to get back to that asteroid within two weeks. We’ve got to get a ship here.”


      Desperation made Kenniston’s voice taut. His lean, hard face was bleak with knowledge of disastrous failure.


      The big Jovian scratched his head. In the shifting moonslight his battered green face expressed ignorant perplexity as he stared across the busy spaceport.


      “That shiny little cruiser there would be just the thing,” Holk Or muttered, looking at the gleaming, torpedo-shaped craft nearby. “It would hold all the stuff we’ve got to take; and with robot controls we two could run it.”


      “We haven’t a chance to get that craft,” Kenniston told him. “I found out that it’s under charter to a bunch of rich Earth youngsters who came out here in it for a pleasure cruise. A girl named Loring, heiress to Loring Radium, is the head of the party.”


      The Jovian swore. “Just the ship we need, and a lot of spoiled kids are using it for thrill-hunting!”


      Kenniston had an idea. “It might be,” he said slowly, “that they’re tired of the cruise by this time and would sell us the craft. I think I’ll go up to the Terra Hotel and see this Loring girl.”


      “Sure, let’s try it anyway,” Holk Or agreed.


      The Earthman looked at him anxiously. “Oughtn’t you to keep under cover, Holk? The Planet Patrol has had your record on file for a long time. If you happened to be recognized—”


      “Bah, they think I’m dead, don’t they?” scoffed the Jovian. “There’s no danger of us getting picked up.”


      Kenniston was not so sure, but he was too driven by urgent need to waste time in argument. With the Jovian clumping along beside him, he made his way from the spaceport across the ancient Martian city.


      The dark streets of old Syrtis were not crowded. Martians are not a nocturnal people and only a few were abroad in the chill darkness, even they being wrapped in heavy synthewool cloaks from which only their bald red heads and solemn, cadaverous faces protruded.


      Earthmen were fairly numerous in this main port of the planet. Swaggering space-sailors, prosperous-looking traders and rough meteor-miners made up the most of them. There were a few tourists gaping at the grotesque old black stone buildings, and under a krypton-bulb at a corner, two men in the drab uniform of the Patrol stood eyeing passersby sharply. Kenniston breathed more easily when he and the Jovian had passed the two officers without challenge.


      * * * *


      The Terra Hotel stood in a garden at the edge of town, fronting the moonlit immensity of the desert. This glittering glass block, especially built to cater to the tourist trade from Earth, was Earth-conditioned inside. Its gravitation, air pressure and humidity were ingeniously maintained at Earth standards for the greater comfort of its patrons.


      Kenniston felt oddly oppressed by the warm, soft air inside the resplendent lobby. He had spent so much of his time away from Earth that he had become more or less adapted to thinner, colder atmospheres.


      “Miss Gloria Loring?” repeated the immaculate young Earthman behind the information desk. His eyes appraised Kenniston’s shabby space-jacket and the hulking green Jovian. “I am afraid—”


      “I’m here to see her on important business, by appointment,” Kenniston snapped.


      The clerk melted at once. “Oh, I see! I believe that Miss Loring’s party is now in The Bridge. That’s our cocktail room—top floor.”


      Kenniston felt badly out of place, riding up in the magnetic lift with Holk Or. The other people in the car, Earthmen and women in the shimmering synthesilks of the latest formal dress, stared at him and the Jovian as though wondering how they had ever gained admittance.


      The lights, silks and perfumes made Kenniston feel even shabbier than he was. All this luxury was a far cry from the hard, dangerous life he had led for so long amid the wild asteroids and moons of the outer planets.


      It was worse up in the glittering cocktail room atop the hotel. The place had glassite walls and ceiling, and was designed to give an impression of the navigating bridge of a space-ship. The orchestra played behind a phony control-board of instruments and rocket-controls. Meaningless space-charts hung on the walls for decoration. It was just the sort of pretentious sham, Kenniston thought contemptuously, to appeal to tourists.


      “Some crowd!” muttered Holk Or, looking over the tables of richly dressed and jewelled people. His small eyes gleamed. “What a place to loot!”


      “Shut up!” Kenniston muttered hastily. He asked a waiter for the Loring party, and was conducted to a table in a corner.


      There were a half dozen people at the table, most of them young Earthmen and girls. They were drinking pink Martian desert-wine, except for one sulky-looking youngster who had stuck to Earth whisky.


      One of the girls turned and looked at Kenniston with cool, insolently uninterested gaze when the waiter whispered to her politely.


      “I’m Gloria Loring,” she drawled. “What did you want to see me about?”


      She was dark and slim, and surprisingly young. There were almost childish lines to the bare shoulders revealed by her low golden gown. Her thoroughbred grace and beauty were spoiled for Kenniston by the bored look in her clear dark eyes and the faintly disdainful droop of her mouth.


      The chubby, rosy youth beside her goggled in simulated amazement and terror at the battered green Jovian behind Kenniston. He set down his glass with a theatrical gesture of horror.


      “This Martian liquor has got me!” he exclaimed. “I can see a little green man!”


      Holk Or started wrathfully forward. “Why, that young pup—”


      Kenniston hastily restrained him with a gesture. He turned back to the table. Some of the girls were giggling.


      “Be quiet, Robbie,” Gloria Loring was telling the chubby young comedian. She turned her cool gaze back to Kenniston. “Well?”


      “Miss Loring, I heard down at the spaceport that you are the charterer of that small cruiser, the Sunsprite,” Kenniston explained. “I need a craft like that very badly. If you would part with her, I’d be glad to pay almost any price for your charter.”


      The girl looked at him in astonishment. “Why in the world should I let you have our cruiser?”


      Kenniston said earnestly, “Your party could travel just as well and a lot more comfortably by liner. And getting a cruiser like that is a life-or-death business for me right now.”


      “I’m not interested in your business, Mr. Kenniston,” drawled Gloria Loring. “And I certainly don’t propose to alter our plans just to help a stranger out of his difficulties.”


      Kenniston flushed from the cool rebuke. He stood there, suddenly feeling a savage dislike for the whole pampered group of them.


      “Beside that,” the girl continued, “we chose the cruiser for this trip because we wanted to get off the beaten track of liner routes, and see something new. We’re going from here out to Jupiter’s moons.”


      Kenniston perceived that these bored, spoiled youngsters were out here hunting for new thrills on the interplanetary frontier. His dislike of them increased.


      A clean-cut, sober-faced young man who seemed older and more serious than the rest of the party, was speaking to the heiress.


      “Unhardened space-travellers like us are likely to get hit by gravitation paralysis out in the outer planets, Gloria,” he was saying to the heiress. “I don’t think we ought to go farther out than Mars.”


      Gloria looked at him mockingly. “If you’re scared, Hugh, why did you leave your nice safe office on Earth and come along with us?”


      The chubby youth called Robbie laughed loudly. “We all know why Hugh Murdock came along. It’s not thrills he wants—it’s you, Gloria.”


      They were all ignoring Kenniston now. He felt that he had been dismissed but he was desperately reluctant to lose his last hope of getting a ship. Somehow he must get that cruiser!


      A stratagem occurred to him. If these spoiled scions wouldn’t give up their ship, at least he might induce them to go where he wanted.


      Kenniston hesitated. It would mean leading them all into the deadliest kind of peril. But a man’s life depended on it. A man who was worth all these rich young wastrels put together. He decided to try it.


      “Miss Loring, if it’s thrills you’re after, maybe I can furnish them,” Kenniston said. “Maybe we can team up on this. How would you like to go on a voyage after the biggest treasure in the System?”


      “Treasure?” exclaimed the heiress surprisedly. “Where is it?”


      They were all leaning forward, with quick interest. Kenniston saw that his bait had caught them.


      “You’ve heard of John Dark, the notorious space-pirate?” he asked.


      Gloria nodded. “Of course. The telenews was full of his exploits until the Patrol caught and destroyed his ship a few weeks ago.”


      Kenniston corrected her. “The Patrol caught up to John Dark’s ship in the asteroid, but didn’t completely destroy it. They gunned the pirate craft to a wreck in a running fight. But Dark’s wrecked ship drifted into a dangerous zone of meteor swarms where they couldn’t follow.”


      “I remember now—that’s what the telenews said,” conceded the heiress. “But Dark and his crew were undoubtedly killed, they said.”


      “John Dark,” Kenniston went on, “looted scores of ships during his career. He amassed a hoard of jewels and precious metals. And he kept it right with him in his ship. That treasure’s still in that lost wreck.”


      “How do you know?” asked Hugh Murdock bluntly.


      “Because I found the lost wreck of Dark’s ship myself,” Kenniston answered. He hated to lie like this, but knew that he had no choice.


      He plunged on. “I’m a meteor-miner by profession. Two weeks ago my Jovian partner and I were prospecting in the outer asteroid zone in our little rocket. Our air-tanks got low and to replenish them, we landed on the asteroid Vesta. That’s the big asteroid they call the World with a Thousand Moons, because it’s circled by a swarm of hundreds of meteors.


      “It’s a weird, jungled little world, inhabited by some very queer forms of life. In landing, my partner and I noticed where some great object had crashed down into the jungle. We discovered it was the wreck of John Dark’s ship. The wreck had drifted until it crashed on Vesta, almost completely burying itself in the ground. No one was alive on it, of course.”


      Kenniston concluded. “We knew Dark’s treasure must still be in the buried wreck. But it would take machinery and equipment to dig out the wreck. So we came here to Mars, intending to get a small cruiser, load it with the necessary equipment, and go back to Vesta and lift the treasure. Only we haven’t been able to get a ship of any kind.”


      He leaned toward the girl. “Here’s my proposition, Miss Loring. You take us and our equipment to Vesta in your cruiser, and we’ll share the treasure with you fifty-fifty. What do you say?”


      The blonde girl beside Gloria uttered a squeal of excitement. “Pirate treasure! Gloria, let’s do it—what a thrill it would be!”


      The others showed equal excitement. The romance of a treasure hunt in the wild asteroids lured them, rather than the possible rewards.


      “We’d certainly be able to take back a wonderful story to Earth if we found John Dark’s treasure,” admitted Gloria, with quick, eager interest.


      Hugh Murdock was an exception to the general enthusiasm. He asked Kenniston, “How do you know the treasure’s still in the buried wreck?”


      “Because the wreck was still undisturbed,” Kenniston answered. “And because we found these jewels on the body of one of John Dark’s crew, who had been flung clear somehow when the wreck crashed.”


      He held out a half-dozen gems he took from his pocket. They were Saturnian moon-stones, softly shining white jewels whose brilliance waxed and waned in perfect periodic rhythm.


      “These jewels,” Kenniston said, “must have been that pirate’s share of the loot. You can imagine how rich John Dark’s own hoard must be.”


      The jewels, worth many thousands, swept away the lingering incredulity of the others as Kenniston had known they would.


      “You’re sure no one else knows the wreck is there?” Gloria asked breathlessly.


      “We kept our find absolutely secret,” Kenniston told her. “But since I can’t get a ship any other way, I’m willing to share the hoard with you. If I wait too long, someone else may find the wreck.”


      “I accept your proposition, Mr. Kenniston!” Gloria declared. “We’ll start for Vesta just as soon as you can get the equipment you’ll need loaded on the Sunsprite.”


      “Gloria, you’re being too hasty,” protested Hugh Murdock. “I’ve heard of this world with a Thousand Moons. There’re stories of queer, unhuman creatures they call Vestans, who infest that asteroid. The danger—”


      Gloria impatiently dismissed his objections. “Hugh, if you are going to start worrying about dangers again, you’d better go back to Earth and safety.”


      Murdock flushed and was silent. Kenniston felt a certain sympathy for the young businessman. He knew, if these others did not, just how real was the alien menace of those strange creatures, the Vestans.


      “I’ll go right down to the spaceport and see about loading the equipment aboard your cruiser,” Kenniston told the heiress. “You’d better give me a note to your captain. We ought to be able to start tomorrow.”


      “Pirate treasure on an unexplored asteroid!” exulted the enthusiastic Robbie. “Ho for the World with a Thousand Moons!”


      Kenniston felt guilty when he and Holk Or left the big hotel. These youngsters, he thought, hadn’t the faintest idea of the peril into which he was leading them. They were as ignorant as babies of the dark evil and unearthly danger of the interplanetary frontier.


      He hardened himself against the qualms of conscience. There was that at stake, he told himself fiercely, against which the safety of a lot of spoiled, rich young people was absolutely nothing.


      Holk Or was chuckling as they emerged into the chill Martian night. He told Kenniston admiringly, “That was one of the smoothest jobs of lying I ever heard, that story about finding John Dark’s treasure. Take it from me, it was slick!”


      The Jovian guffawed loudly as he added, “What would their faces be like if they knew that John Dark and his crew are still living? That it was John Dark himself who sent us here?”


      “Be quiet, you idiot!” ordered Kenniston hastily. “Do you want the whole Patrol to hear you?”


      CHAPTER II


      Discovered


      The Sunsprite throbbed steadily through the vast, dangerous wilderness of the asteroidal zone. To the eye, the cruiser moved in a black void starred by creeping crumbs of light. In reality those bright, crawling specks were booming asteroids or whirling meteor-swarms rushing in complicated, unchartable orbits and constantly threatening destruction.


      For three days now, the cruiser had cautiously groped deeper into this most perilous region of the System. Now a bright, tiny disk of white light was shining far ahead like a beckoning beacon. It was the asteroid Vesta—their goal.


      Kenniston, leaning against the glassite deck-wall, somberly eyed the distant asteroid.


      “We’ll reach it by tomorrow,” he thought. “Then what? I suppose John Dark will hold these rich youngsters for ransom.”


      Kenniston knew that the pirate leader would instantly see the chance of extorting vast sums by holding this group of wealthy young people as captives.


      “I wish to God I hadn’t had to bring them into this,” Kenniston sweated. “But what else could I do? It was the only way I could get back to Vesta with the materials.”


      His mind was going back over the disastrous events since the day three weeks before, when the Patrol had caught up to John Dark at last.


      Dark’s pirate ship, the Falcon, had been gunned to a helpless wreck. It had, fortunately for the pirates, drifted off into a region of perilous meteor-swarms where the Patrol cruisers dared not follow. The Patrol thought everybody on the pirate ship dead anyway, Kenniston knew.


      But John Dark and most of his crew were still alive in the drifting wreck. They had fought the battle wearing space-suits, and that had saved them. They had clung grimly to the wreck as it drifted on and on until it finally fell into the feeble gravitational pull of Vesta.


      Kenniston could still remember those tense hours when the wreck had fallen through the satellite swarm of meteors onto the World with a Thousand Moons. They had managed to cushion their crash. John Dark, always the most resourceful of men, had managed to jury-rig makeshift rocket-tubes that had softened the impact of their fall.


      But the wrecked Falcon had been marooned there in the weird asteroidal jungle, with the alien, menacing Vestans already gathering around it. The ship would never fly space again until major repairs were made. And they could not be made until quantities of material and equipment were brought. Someone must go for those materials to Mars, the nearest planet.


      John Dark had superintended construction of a little two-man rocket from parts of the ship. Kenniston and Holk Or were to go in it.


      “You must be back with that list of equipment and materials within two weeks, Kenniston,” Dark had emphasized. “If we stay castaway here longer than that, either the Vestans will get us or the Patrol discover us.”


      The pirate leader had added, “The moon-jewels I’ve given you will more than pay for a small cruiser, if you can buy one at Mars. If you can’t buy one, get one any way you can—but get back here quickly!”


      Well, Kenniston thought grimly, he had got a cruiser in the only way he could. Down in its hold were the berylloy plates and spare rocket-tubes and new cyclotrons he had had loaded aboard at Syrtis.


      But he was also bringing back to Vesta with him a bunch of thrill-seeking, rich, young people who believed they were going on a romantic treasure-hunt. What would they think of him when they discovered how he had betrayed them?


      “That’s Vesta, isn’t it?” spoke a girl’s eager voice behind him, interrupting his dark thoughts.


      Kenniston turned quickly. It was Gloria Loring, boyish in silken space-slacks, her hands thrust into the pockets.


      There was a naive eagerness in her clear, lovely face as she looked toward the distant asteroid, that made her look more like an excited small girl than like the bored, jewelled heiress of that night at Syrtis.


      “Yes, that’s the World with a Thousand Moons,” Kenniston nodded. “We’ll reach it by tomorrow. I’ve just been up on the bridge, telling your Captain Walls the safest route through the meteor swarms.”


      Her dark eyes studied him curiously. “You’ve been out here on the frontier a long time, haven’t you?”


      “Twelve years,” he told her. “That’s a long time in the outer planets. Most space-men don’t last that long out here—wrecks, accidents or gravitation-paralysis gets them.”


      “Gravitation-paralysis?” she repeated. “I’ve heard of that as a terrible danger to space-travelers. But I don’t really know what it is.”


      “It’s the most dreaded danger of all out here,” Kenniston answered. “A paralysis that hits you when you change from very weak to very strong gravities or vice versa, too often. It locks all your muscles rigid by numbing the motor-nerves.”


      Gloria shivered. “That sounds ghastly.”


      “It is,” Kenniston said somberly. “I’ve seen scores of my friends stricken down by it, in the years I’ve sailed the outer System.”


      “I didn’t know you’d been a space-sailor all that time,” the heiress said wonderingly. “I thought you said you were a meteor-miner.”


      Kenniston woke up to the fact that he had made a bad slip. He hastily covered up. “You have to be a good bit of a space-sailor to be a meteor-miner, Miss Loring. You have to cover a lot of territory.”


      He was thankful that they were interrupted at that moment by some of the others who came along the deck in a lively, chattering group.


      Robbie Boone was the center of the group. That chubby, clownish young man, heir to the Atomic Power Corporation millions, had garbed himself in what he fondly believed to be a typical space-man’s outfit. His jacket and slacks were of black synthesilk, and he wore a big atom-pistol.


      “Hiya, pal!” he grinned cherubically at Kenniston. “When does this here crate of ours jet down at Vesta?”


      “If you knew how silly you looked, Robbie,” said Gloria devastatingly, “trying to dress and talk like an old space-man.”


      “You’re just jealous,” Robbie defied. “I look all right, don’t I, Kenniston?”


      Kenniston’s lips twitched. “You’d certainly create a sensation if you walked into the Spaceman’s Rendezvous in Jovopolis.”


      Alice Krim, a featherheaded little blonde, eyed Kenniston admiringly. “You’ve been to an awful lot of planets, haven’t you?” she sighed.


      “Turn it off, Alice,” said Gloria dryly. “Mr. Kenniston doesn’t flirt.”


      Arthur Lanning, the sulky, handsome youngster who always had a drink in his hand, drawled. “Then you’ve tried him out, Gloria?”


      The heiress’ dark eyes snapped, but she was spared a reply by the appearance of Mrs. Milsom. That dumpy, fluttery woman, the nominal chaperone of the group, immediately seized upon Kenniston as usual.


      “Mr. Kenniston, are you sure this asteroid we’re going to is safe?” she asked him for the hundredth time. “Is there a good hotel there?”


      “A good hotel there?”


      Kenniston was too astounded to answer, for a moment. Into his mind had risen memory of the savage, choking green jungles of the World with a Thousand Moons; of the slithering creatures slipping through the fronds, of the rustling presence of the dreaded Vestans who could never quite be seen; of the pirate wreck around which John Dark and half a hundred of the System’s most hardened outlaws waited.


      “Of course there’s no hotel there, Aunty,” Gloria said disgustedly. “Can’t you understand that this asteroid’s almost unexplored?”


      Holk Or had come up, and the big Jovian had heard. He broke into a booming laugh. “A hotel on Vesta! That’s a good one!”


      Kenniston flashed the big green pirate a warning glance. Robbie Boone was asking him, “Will there be any good hunting there?”


      “Sure there will,” Holk Or declared. His small eyes gleamed with secret humor. “You’re going to find lots of adventure there, my lad.”


      When Mrs. Milsom had dragged the others away for the usual afternoon game of “dimension bridge,” the Jovian looked after them, chuckling.


      “This crowd of idiots hadn’t ought to have ever left Earth. What a surprise they’re going to get on Vesta!”


      “They’re not such a bad bunch, at bottom,” Kenniston said halfheartedly. “Just a lot of ignorant kids looking for adventure.”


      “Bah, you’re falling for the Loring girl,” scoffed Holk Or. “You’d better keep your mind on John Dark’s orders.”


      Kenniston made a warning gesture. “Cut it! Here comes Murdock.”


      Hugh Murdock came straight along the deck toward them, and his sober, clean-cut young face wore a puzzled look as he halted before them.


      “Kenniston, there’s something about this I can’t understand,” he declared.


      “Yes? What’s that?” returned Kenniston guardedly.


      He was very much on the alert. Murdock was not a heedless, gullible youngster like the others. He was, Kenniston had learned, an already important official in the Loring Radium company.


      From the chaffing the others gave Murdock, it was evident that the young business man had joined the party only because he was in love with Gloria. There was something likeable about the dogged devotion of the sober young man. His very obvious determination to protect Gloria’s safety, and his intelligence, made him dangerous in Kenniston’s eyes.


      “I was down in the hold looking over the equipment you loaded,” Hugh Murdock was saying. “You know, the stuff we’re to use to dig out the wreck of Dark’s ship. And I can’t understand it—there’s no digging machinery, but simply a lot of cyclotrons, rocket-tubes and spare plates.”


      Kenniston smiled to cover the alarm he felt. “Don’t worry, Murdock, I loaded just the equipment we’ll need. You’ll see when we reach Vesta.”


      Murdock persisted. “But I still don’t see how that stuff is going to help. It’s more like ship-repair stores than anything else.”


      Kenniston lied hastily. “The cycs are for power-supply, and the rocket-tubes and plates are to build a heavy duty power-hoist to jack the wreck out of the mud. Holk Or and I have got that all figured out.”


      Murdock frowned as though still unconvinced, but dropped the subject. When he had gone off to join the others, Holk Or glared after him.


      “That fellow’s too smart for his own good,” muttered the Jovian. “He’s suspicious. Maybe I’d better see that he meets with an accident.”


      “No, let him alone,” warned Kenniston. “If anything happened to him now, the others would want to turn back. And we’re almost to Vesta now.”


      But worry remained as a shadow in the back of Kenniston’s own mind. It still oppressed him hours later when the arbitrary ship’s-time had brought the ‘night.’ Sitting down in the luxurious passenger-cabin over highballs with the others, he wondered where Hugh Murdock was.


      The rest of Gloria’s party were all here, listening with fascinated interest to Holk Or’s colorful yarns of adventures on the wild asteroids. But Murdock was missing. Kenniston wondered worriedly if the fellow was looking over that equipment in the hold again.


      * * * *


      A young Earth space-man—one of the Sunsprite’s small crew—came into the cabin and approached Kenniston.


      “Captain Walls’ compliments, sir, and would you come up to the bridge? He’d like your advice about the course again.”


      “I’ll go with you,” Gloria said as Kenniston rose. “I like it up in the bridge best of any place on the ship.”


      As they climbed past the little telaudio transmitter-room, they saw Hugh Murdock standing in there by the operator. He smiled at Gloria.


      “I’ve been trying to get some messages through to Earth, but it seems we’re almost out of range,” he said ruefully.


      “Can’t you ever forget business, Hugh?” the girl said exasperatedly. “You’re about as adventurous as a fat radium-broker of fifty.”


      Kenniston, however, felt relieved that Murdock had apparently forgotten about the oddness of the equipment below. His spirits were lighter when they entered the glassite-enclosed bridge.


      Captain Walls turned from where he stood beside Bray, the chief pilot. The plump, cheerful master touched his cap to Gloria Loring.


      “Sorry to bother you again, Mr. Kenniston,” he apologized. “But we’re getting pretty near Vesta, and you know this devilish region of space better than I do. The charts are so vague they’re useless.”


      Kenniston glanced at the instrument-panel with a practiced eye and then squinted at the void ahead. The Sunsprite was now throbbing steadily through a starry immensity whose hosts of glittering points of light would have made a bewildering panorama to laymen’s eyes.


      They seemed near none of those blazing sparks. Yet every few minutes, red lights blinked and buzzers sounded on the instrument panel. At each such warning of the meteorometers, the pilot glanced quickly at their direction-dials and then touched the rocket-throttles to change course slightly. The cruiser was threading a way through unseen but highly perilous swarms of rushing meteors and scores of thundering asteroids.


      Vesta was now a bright, pale-green disk like a little moon. It was not directly ahead, but lay well to the left. The cruiser was following an indirect course that had been laid to detour it well around one of the bigger meteor-swarms that was spinning rapidly toward Mars.


      “What about it, Mr. Kenniston—is it safe to turn toward Vesta now?” Captain Walls asked anxiously. “The chart doesn’t show any more swarms that should be in this region now, by my calculations.”


      Kenniston snorted. “Charts are all made by planet-lubbers. There’s a small swarm that tags after that big No. 480 mess we just detoured around. Let me have the ’scopes and I’ll try to locate it.”


      Using the meteorscopes whose sensitive electromagnetic beams could probe far out through space, to be reflected by any matter, Kenniston searched carefully. He finally straightened from the task.


      “It’s all right—the tag-swarm is on the far side of No. 480,” he reported. “It should be safe to blast straight toward Vesta now.”


      The captain’s anxiety was only partly assuaged. “But when we reach the asteroid, what then? How do we get through the satellite-swarm around it?”


      “I can pilot you through that,” Kenniston assured him. “There’s a periodic break in that swarm, due to gravitational perturbations of the spinning meteor-moons. I know how to find it.”


      “Then I’ll wake you up early tomorrow ‘morning’ before we reach Vesta,” vowed Captain Walls. “I’ve no hankering to run that swarm myself.”


      “We’ll be there in the morning?” exclaimed Gloria with eager delight. “How long then will it take us to find the pirate wreck?”


      Kenniston uncomfortably evaded the question. “I don’t know—it shouldn’t take long. We can land in the jungle near the wreck.”


      His feeling of guilt was increased by her enthusiastic excitement. If she and the others only knew what the morrow was to bring them!


      He did not feel like facing the rest of them now, and lingered on the dark deck when they went back down from the bridge. Gloria remained beside him instead of going on to the cabin.


      She stood, with the starlight from the transparent deck-wall falling upon her youthful face as she looked up at him.


      “You are a moody creature, you know,” she told Kenniston lightly. “Sometimes you’re almost human—then you get all dark and grim again.”


      Kenniston grinned despite himself. Her voice came in mock surprise. “Why, it can actually smile! I can’t believe my eyes.”


      Her clear young face was provocatively close, the faint perfume of her dark hair in his nostrils. He knew that she was deliberately flirting with him, perhaps mostly out of curiosity.


      She expected him to kiss her, he knew. Damn it, he would kiss her! He did so, half ironically. But the ironic amusement faded out of his mind somehow at the oddly shy contact of her soft lips.


      “Why, you’re just a kid,” he muttered. “A little kid masquerading as a bored, sophisticated young lady.”


      Gloria stiffened with anger. “Don’t be silly! I’ve kissed men before. I just wanted to find out what you were really like.”


      “Well, what did you find out?”


      Her voice softened. “I found out that you’re not as grim as you look. I think you’re just lonely.”


      The truth of that made Kenniston wince. Yes, he was lonely enough, he thought somberly. All his old space-mates, passing one by one—


      “Don’t you have anyone?” Gloria was asking him wonderingly.


      “No family, except my kid brother Ricky,” he answered heavily. “And most of my old space-partners are either dead or else worse—lying in the grip of gravitation-paralysis.”


      Memory of those old partners re-established Kenniston’s wavering resolution. He mustn’t let them down! He must go through with delivering this cruiser’s cargo to John Dark, no matter what the consequences.


      He thrust the girl almost roughly from him. “It’s getting late. You’d better turn in like the others.”


      But later, in his bunk in the little cabin he shared with Holk Or, Kenniston found memory of Gloria a barrier to sleep. The shy touch of her lips refused to be forgotten. What would she think of him by tomorrow?


      He slept, finally. When he awakened, it was to realization that someone had just sharply spoken his name. He knew drowsily it was ‘morning’ and thought at first that Captain Walls had sent someone to awaken him.


      Then he stiffened as he saw who had awakened him. It was Hugh Murdock. The young businessman’s sober face was grim now, and he stood in the doorway of the cabin with a heavy atom-pistol in his hand.


      “Get up and dress, Kenniston,” Murdock said sternly. “And wake up your fellow-pirate, too. If you make a wrong move I’ll kill you both.”


      CHAPTER III


      Through the Meteor-Moons


      Kenniston went cold with dismay. He told himself numbly that it was impossible Hugh Murdock could have discovered the truth. But the grim expression on Murdock’s face and the naked hate in his eyes were explainable on no other grounds.


      The young businessman’s finger was tense on the trigger of the atom-pistol. Resistance would be senseless. Mechanically, Kenniston slipped from his bunk and threw on his slacks and space-jacket. Holk Or was doing the same, the big Jovian’s battered green face almost ludicrous in astonishment.


      “Now perhaps you’ll tell us what this means,” Kenniston said harshly, his mind racing. “Have you lost your senses?”


      “I’ve just come to them, Kenniston,” rapped Murdock. “What fools we all were, not to guess that you two belong to Dark’s pirates!”


      Kenniston’s lips tightened. It was clear now that Murdock had actually discovered something. From Holk Or came an angry roar.


      “Devils of Pluto, I’m no pirate!” the big Jovian lied magnificently. “Whatever gave you this crazy idea?”


      Murdock’s hard face did not relax. He waved the atom-pistol. “Go into the main cabin,” he ordered. “Walk ahead of me.”


      Helplessly, Kenniston and Holk Or obeyed. His mind was desperate as he shouldered down the corridor. The throbbing of the rockets told him the Sunsprite was still forging through the void. They must be very near Vesta by now—and now this had to happen!


      The others had been awakened by the uproar and streamed into the main cabin after Murdock and his two prisoners. Kenniston glimpsed Gloria, slim in a silken negligee, her dark eyes round with amazement.


      “Hugh, have you gone crazy?” she exclaimed stupefiedly.


      Murdock answered without looking toward her. “I’ve found out the truth, Gloria. These men belong to John Dark’s crew. They were taking us into a trap.”


      “Holy smoke!” gasped Robbie Boone, his jaw sagging as the chubby youth stared at Kenniston and Holk Or. “They’re pirates?”


      “I think you must be losing your mind!” Gloria stormed at Hugh Murdock. “This is ridiculous.”


      Holk Or yawned elaborately. “Space-sickness hits people in queer ways, Miss Loring,” the Jovian told Gloria confidentially. “Some it just makes sick, but others it makes delirious.”


      “I’m not delirious, and you two know it,” Murdock retorted grimly. He spoke to Gloria and the others, without taking his eyes or the muzzle of his pistol off his two captives.


      “I thought from the first that this Kenniston’s story of finding the wreck of Dark’s ship on Vesta was a thin one,” Murdock declared. “And yesterday my suspicions were increased when I went down and looked over the cargo of equipment they brought. It’s not equipment to dig out a buried wreck. It’s equipment to repair a damaged ship—John Dark’s ship!


      “Suspecting that, last ‘night’ I sent a telaudiogram to Patrol headquarters at Earth. I gave full descriptions of Kenniston and this Jovian and inquired if they had criminal records. An answer came through an hour ago. This fellow Holk Or has a record of criminal piracy as long as your arm, and was definitely known to be one of John Dark’s crew!”


      There was an incredulous gasp from the others. Murdock still grimly watched Kenniston and the Jovian as he concluded.


      “The Patrol hasn’t yet sent through Kenniston’s record, but it’s obvious enough that he’s one of Dark’s men too, and that his story that he and the Jovian are meteor-miners is a flat lie.”


      “I can’t understand this,” muttered young Arthur Lanning, staring. “If they’re Dark’s men, why should they induce us to go to Vesta?”


      “Can’t you see?” said Hugh Murdock. “John Dark’s ship did crash on Vesta after being wrecked—that must be true enough. But Dark and his pirates weren’t dead as the Patrol thought. They had to have machines and material to repair their ship. So Dark sent these two men to Mars for the materials. The two couldn’t get a ship there any other way, so they made use of our cruiser by selling us that treasure yarn!”


      Kenniston winced. He knew now that he had underestimated Murdock, who had put together the evidence quickly when his suspicions were roused.


      Gloria Loring, looking at Kenniston with wide dark eyes, saw the change in his expression. Into her white face came an incredulous loathing.


      “Then it’s true,” she whispered. “You did that—you deliberately planned to lead us all into capture?”


      “Aw, you’re all space-struck,” growled Holk Or, bluffing to the last.


      Murdock spoke over his shoulder. “Call Captain Walls, Robbie.”


      “No need to—here he comes now!” yelped the excited youth.


      Captain Walls, entering the cabin in urgent haste, had eyes only for Kenniston in the first moment.


      “Ah, there you are, Mr. Kenniston!” the captain exclaimed relievedly. “I was just coming for you. We’ve reached Vesta! I’ve ordered the pilot to slow down, for I want you to pilot us through the swarm—”


      The captain’s voice trailed off. His eyes bulged as for the first time he perceived that Murdock was covering the two men with a gun.


      “We’re not going in to Vesta, captain,” rapped Murdock. “John Dark and his pirates are on the asteroid—alive!”


      Captain Walls’ plump face went waxy as he heard the name of the most dreaded corsair of the System.


      “Dark—living?” he stuttered. “Good God, you must be joking!”


      Mrs. Milsom, her dumpy figure shivering and her teeth chattering with terror, pointed a finger at Kenniston and the Jovian.


      “They’re two of the pirates!” she shrilled. “They might have murdered us all in our beds! I knew this would happen when we left Earth—”


      Kenniston’s mind was seething with despair as he stood there with hands upraised. His whole desperate plan was ruined at this last moment.


      He wouldn’t let it be ruined! He would get this cargo of machines and materials to John Dark if it meant his life!


      “Turn back at once toward Mars, captain,” Gloria was saying quietly to the stunned officer. Her face was still very pale.


      Kenniston, standing tense, had had an idea. A desperate chance to make a break, in the face of Murdock’s atom-gun.


      The captain had said that he had just ordered the pilot to slow down the Sunsprite. In a moment would come the shock of the braking rocket-tubes firing from the bows—


      That shock came an instant after the wild expedient flashed across Kenniston’s mind. It was only a jarring vibration through the fabric of the ship, for the pilot knew his business.


      It staggered them all on their feet, for just a moment. But Kenniston had been waiting for that moment. As Hugh Murdock moved his gun-arm involuntarily to balance himself, Kenniston lunged forward.


      “The bridge, Holk!” he yelled as he hurled himself.


      Kenniston’s shoulder hit the captain and sent him caroming into Murdock. The two men sprawled on the floor.


      Holk Or, with instant understanding, already had the door of the cabin open. They plunged out into the corridor together.


      “Our only chance is to make the bridge and grab the controls!” Kenniston cried as they raced down the corridor. “We can keep them long enough to land on Vesta—”


      Hiss—flash! The crackling blast of the atom-gun tore into the lower steps of the ladder up which he and the Jovian frantically climbed. Murdock was running after them as he fired, and there were shouts of alarm.


      Kenniston and Holk Or burst into the glassite-walled bridge. Bray, the pilot, turned for a startled moment from his rocket-throttles.


      Beyond the pilot, the transparent front wall framed a square of black space in which bulked the monstrous sphere of the nearby asteroid.


      The World with a Thousand Moons! It loomed up only a few hundred miles away, a big, pale-green sphere encircled by the vast globular swarm of hundreds on hundreds of gleaming little meteor-satellites.


      “Why—what—” stammered the pilot, bewildered.


      Kenniston’s fist caught his chin, and the man sagged to the floor.


      “Bar the door, Holk!” yelled Kenniston as he leaped toward the rocket-throttles.


      “Hell, there’s only a catch!” swore the Jovian. He braced his brawny shoulders against the metal door. “I can hold it a little while.”


      Kenniston’s hands were flashing over the throttles. The Sunsprite was moving at reduced speed toward the meteor-enclosed asteroid.


      The cruiser shook to the bursting roar of power, as he opened up all the tail rockets. It plunged visibly faster toward the deadly swarm around Vesta, picking up speed by the minute.


      Rocking, creaking, quivering to the dangerous rate of acceleration Kenniston was maintaining, the little ship rushed ahead. But now there was loud hammering at the bridge-room door.


      “Open up or we’ll burn that door down!” came Captain Walls’ yell.


      Kenniston didn’t turn. Hunched over the throttles, peering tensely ahead, he was tautly estimating speed and direction. His eyes searched frantically for the periodic break in the outer meteors.


      There was a muffled crackling and the smell of scorched metal flooded the bridge-room. A hoarse exclamation of pain came from Holk Or.


      “They got my arm through the door, damn them!” cursed the Jovian. “Hurry, Kenniston!”


      Kenniston was driving the Sunsprite full speed toward the whirling cloud of meteors around the asteroid. He had spotted the break in the cloud, the periodic opening caused by the gravitational influence of another nearby asteroid.


      It was not a real opening. It was merely a small area in the swarm where the rushing meteors were not so thick, and where a ship had a chance to worm through by careful piloting.


      Kenniston only remotely heard the struggle that Holk Or was putting up to hold the door against the hammering crowd outside. His mind was wholly intent on the desperately ticklish piloting at hand.


      He cut speed and eased the Sunsprite down into that thinner area of the meteor-swarm. Space around them now seemed buzzing with rushing, brilliant little moons.


      The meteorometers had gone crazy, blinking and buzzing unceasing warning, their needles bobbing all over the direction-dials. Instruments were useless here—he had to work by sight alone. He eased the cruiser lower through the swarm, his fingers flashing over the throttles, using quick bursts of the rockets to veer aside from the bright, rushing meteors.


      “Hurry!” yelled Holk Or hoarsely again, over the tumult. “I can’t—hold them out much longer—”


      Down and down went the Sunsprite through the maze of meteor-moons, twisting, turning, dropping ever lower toward the green asteroid.


      A last gasping shout from Holk Or, and the door crashed off its burned-through hinges. Kenniston, unable to turn from the life-or-death business of threading the swarm, heard the Jovian fighting furiously.


      Next moment a hand gripped Kenniston’s shoulder and tore him away from the controls. It was Murdock, his eyes blazing, his gun raised.


      “Raise your hands or I’ll kill you, Kenniston!” he cried.


      “Let me go!” yelled Kenniston, struggling to get back to the throttles. “You fool!”


      He had just glimpsed the jagged moonlet rushing obliquely toward them from the left, bulking suddenly big and monstrous.


      Crash! The shock flung them from their feet, and the Sunsprite gyrated crazily in space. There was a blood-chilling shriek of outrushing air from the fore part of the ship, and the slam-slam-slam of the automatic air-doors closing, down there.


      The cruiser’s whole bows had been crushed in by the glancing blow of the meteor. Now, ironically, the ship was falling clear of the meteor-swarm for Kenniston’s piloting had almost won through it before the impact. But the Sunsprite was falling helplessly, turning over and over as it plunged down toward the green surface of the jungled asteroid.


      “By God, we’re struck!” came Captain Walls’ thin yell.


      “This is your fault!” Murdock blazed at Kenniston. “You damned pirates will die for this!”


      “Let me at those controls or we’ll all die together in five minutes!” Kenniston cried. “We’ll crash to smithereens unless I can make a tail-tube landing—”


      Heedless of Murdock’s gun, he jumped to the controls. His hands flew over the throttles, firing desperate quick bursts of the tail rocket-tubes to bring them out of the spin in which they were falling.


      The brake-rockets in the bow were gone. The ship was crippled, almost impossible to handle. And the dark green jungles of Vesta’s surface were rushing upward with appalling speed.


      Kenniston’s frantic efforts brought the Sunsprite out of the spin. By firing the lateral rockets, he kept it falling tail-downward.


      “We’re goners!” yelled someone in the stricken ship. “We’re going to crash!”


      Air was screaming outside the plummeting ship. Kenniston, his hands superhumanly tense on the throttles, mechanically estimated their distance from the uprushing green jungles.


      He glimpsed a little black lake in the jungle, and near it the big circle of an electrified stockade. He recognized it—John Dark’s camp!


      Then, a thousand feet above the jungle, Kenniston’s hands jerked open the throttles. The tail rockets spouted fire downward.


      Sickening shock of the sudden check almost hurled him away from the controls. His hands jabbed the throttles in and out with lightning rapidity, checking their further fall with one quick burst after another.


      A sound of rending branches—a staggering sidewise shock that flung him from his feet. A jarring thump, then silence. They had landed.


      CHAPTER IV


      The Vestans


      Kenniston picked himself up groggily. The others in the bridge had been thrown against walls or floor by the shock, but seemed no more than bruised. Holk Or was nursing his burned arm. But Hugh Murdock, staggering in a corner, still held his atom-pistol trained on Kenniston and the Jovian.


      “My God, what a landing!” exclaimed Captain Walls, his plump face still white. “I thought we were done for.”


      “Maybe we still are,” Murdock said grimly. He said savagely to Kenniston, “You think you’ve won, don’t you? Because you’ve managed to crash us on this asteroid where your pirate boss is waiting?”


      “Listen, Murdock—,” Kenniston began desperately.


      “Keep your hands up or I’ll kill you both!” blazed Murdock. “March down to the main cabin.”


      Kenniston and the Jovian obeyed. The Sunsprite was lying sharply canted on its side, and it was difficult to scramble down through the tilted passageways and decks to the big main cabin.


      The cabin was a scene of confusion, for it was impossible to stand upright on its tilted floor. Young Arthur Lanning had been stunned, and Gloria Loring and the scared blonde girl, Alice Krim, were bathing his bruised forehead. Robbie Boone was peering wildly through a porthole at the sunlit tangle of green jungle outside. From Mrs. Milsom came a shrill, steady wail of terror.


      “Stop that screeching,” Murdock told the dumpy dowager brutally. “You’re not hurt. Gloria, are you others all right?”


      Gloria raised her white face from her task. “Only bruised, Hugh.”


      She did not look at Kenniston or the big Jovian as she spoke.


      Robbie Boone’s teeth were chattering. “Murdock, what are we going to do? We’re wrecked, on this hellish jungle asteroid—”


      Murdock paid the frightened, chubby youth no attention. Captain Walls, Bray, and four of the crew were entering the cabin. The captain and pilot had belted on atom-pistols.


      Captain Walls’ plump face was paler. “Two of the crew were killed and our telaudio wrecked by that meteor,” he reported. He glared at Kenniston. “You damned pirate! You’re responsible for this!”


      “If you hadn’t dragged me away from the controls, the cruiser wouldn’t have been struck,” Kenniston denied. “And I’m not a pirate—”


      Murdock interrupted. “We’ll settle with those two later,” he told the enraged captain. “Right now, we’ll have to get out of the ship. We can’t stay in here until we get it righted on an even keel.”


      Holk Or rumbled a warning. “Better be careful about going outside. Those cursed Vestans are thick in these jungles.”


      “I’ll have no advice from you two pirates!” flamed the captain. “Bray, you and Thorpe keep your guns on them every minute.”


      The heavy main space-door was opened. Pale sunlight and warm, steamy air laden with rank scents of strange vegetation drifted in. Outside lay a raw clearing the falling ship had crushed out of the jungle.


      Captain Walls supervised as they all donned lead-soled weight-shoes to compensate for the weaker gravity. Then they emerged, young Lanning being supported by Murdock and Robbie. Kenniston and the Jovian were last to emerge, under the watchful guns of their guards.


      The crew and passengers were looking around with wonder and revulsion. The silvery bulk of the Sunsprite lay awkwardly heeled on its side. The symmetrical torpedo shape of the cruiser was now badly marred by the crumpled condition of its bow.


      All around them in the thin sunlight rose slender trees whose enormous green leaves grew directly from the trunks. This grotesque forest was made more dense by festoons of writhing “snake-vines,” weird rootless creepers which crawled like plant-serpents from one tree to another. Each stir of wind brought white spore-dust down in a shower from the trees.


      The few living creatures of this forbidding landscape were equally alien. Big white meteor-rats scurried on their eight legs through the brush. Phosphorescent flame-birds shot through the upper fronds like streaks of fire. In the pale sky overhead, there were ceaseless gleams and flashes of light as the spinning meteor-swarm reflected the sunlight.


      “What a horrible place!” shrilled Mrs. Milsom. “We’ll all die here—we’ll never get back to Earth. I knew this would happen!”


      “This is certainly a mean spot to be cast away,” muttered Captain Walls. “God knows what queer creatures inhabit it, not to speak of the mysterious Vestans everybody talks about. And John Dark and his crew are somewhere here. And the telaudio wrecked, so we can’t call for help.”


      Kenniston realized that none of the others had glimpsed Dark’s camp as they fell. They didn’t know the pirate encampment was only a few miles away in the jungle.


      “What are we going to do, captain?” Gloria was asking, her face still pale but her voice quite steady. “Can we get away?”


      Captain Walls looked hopeless. “We can’t take off with the whole bow of the Sunsprite crushed in.”


      “We can repair it, can’t we?” Hugh Murdock suggested. “Remember, in the hold is the cargo of machinery and repair-materials that Kenniston was bringing to repair Dark’s ship. Can’t we use that equipment?”


      The captain looked more hopeful. “Maybe we can. Bray and the crew and I ought to be able to do an emergency job of patching the bow and installing new rocket-tubes there. But we’ll have to work fast to get away before Dark’s outfit learns we’re here.”


      He pointed vindicatively at Kenniston. “Better lock up that fellow and his partner to make sure he doesn’t signal somehow to his fellow-pirates.”


      Kenniston tried again to explain. “Will you all listen to me? I tell you, I’m no pirate!”


      Murdock eyed him sternly. “Do you deny that John Dark sent you to Mars for repair-equipment, and that you told us that lying treasure-story to get the equipment here in our ship?”


      “No, I don’t deny that,” Kenniston admitted. “But I’m not one of John Dark’s crew—I never was! I was a prisoner on his ship, captured by the pirates before they themselves were attacked by the Patrol.”


      “Do you expect us to believe that?” Murdock said incredulously.


      “It’s true!” Kenniston insisted. “My kid brother Ricky and I were captured by John Dark’s outfit several weeks ago. We were prisoners on his ship when it was wrecked by the Patrol. After the wreck drifted onto Vesta here, Dark wanted to send someone to Mars for repair-equipment. He wouldn’t send one of his own men in charge, for fear the man would double-cross him and never come back.


      “So he sent me, his prisoner, on that errand. Holk Or came along to help me navigate a ship back. And I had to obey Dark and get the equipment back here at any cost. For Dark kept my brother Ricky prisoner here with him, and told me that if I didn’t bring back that equipment, Ricky would be shot!”


      Holk Or spoke up. “It’s true, what Kenniston’s telling you,” rumbled the Jovian. “Me, I’m one of Dark’s pirates and I don’t care a curse who knows it. But Kenniston did this only to save his brother.”


      “I don’t believe it,” said Captain Walls flatly. “It’s another of the smooth lies this fellow Kenniston makes up so easily.”


      Gloria spoke to Kenniston, her dark eyes still accusing. “If what you say is true and you’re not a pirate, then you brought all of us into this danger simply to save your own brother?”


      Kenniston looked at her miserably. “Yes, I did. I was willing to lead you all into capture to save Ricky. But I had a reason—”


      “Sure, you had a reason,” Murdock said bitterly. “What did the safety of strangers like us mean to you, compared to your precious brother?”


      Captain Walls motioned Kenniston and Holk Or angrily toward the ship. “Bray, take them in and lock them under guard in a cabin,” he said.


      Holk Or suddenly yelled. “Look out! There’s a Vestan!”


      Kenniston, his blood chilling with alarm, glanced where the Jovian pointed. At the west edge of the clearing, a small animal had suddenly emerged from the dense green jungle.


      It was a six-legged, striped, catlike beast, not unordinary as interplanetary animals go. But its head looked queer, seeming to have a bulbous gray mass attached behind its ears.


      Captain Walls uttered a scoffing exclamation. “That’s only an ordinary asteroid-cat.”


      “That is a Vestan!” Kenniston cried. “Shoot at its head—”


      His warning was too late. The catlike beast had launched itself in a spring toward their group.


      As its striped body shot through the air, Walls triggered his atom-pistol. The crackling blast of force tore into the body of the charging asteroid-cat, and the beast fell heavily a few yards away.


      But as it fell, the small gray mass upon its neck suddenly detached itself from the dead animal and scuttled swiftly forward. It moved with blurring speed toward Bray, the nearest to it of the group.


      The little gray creature was no bigger than a man’s clenched fists together. It was a gray, wrinkled featureless thing, except for pinpoint eyes and the tiny clawlike legs upon which it scurried. It reached Bray and ran swiftly up his legs and back as he swore startledly.


      Kenniston, made reckless of danger by his horror, yelled and lunged toward the pilot. Bray was swearing and trying to slap at the gray thing running up his back. But the little creature had now reached his neck. Clinging there, it swiftly dug two tiny, needle-like antennae into the base of his neck.


      “Hold him!” Kenniston shouted hoarsely. “The Vestan has got him!”


      Bray had undergone a sudden metamorphosis as the gray creature dug its antennae into his neck. His face stiffened, became masklike.


      The pilot turned and began to run stiffly toward the jungle. Kenniston’s leap almost caught him, but Bray lashed out a fist that sent Kenniston sprawling.


      “Don’t let him get away!” Kenniston yelled, scrambling up.


      But the others were too stricken by amazement and horror to interfere in time. Bray had already plunged into the jungle and was gone.


      “My God, what happened?” Captain Walls exclaimed dazedly. “Bray went clean crazy!”


      His gun was pointing at Kenniston and Holk Or as though he held them responsible for what had occurred.


      “He didn’t go crazy, but he’s lost now,” Kenniston said heavily. “That little gray creature was one of the Vestans.”


      “But what did it do to him? That thing wasn’t big enough to harm anybody.”


      “That’s all you know about it,” said Holk Or ominously. “Those little Vestans are the most dangerous creatures in the System.”


      “The Vestans,” Kenniston added dully, “are semi-intelligent parasites. The live by attaching themselves to and taking control of some other creature’s body. They do it by jabbing in those tiny, needle-like antennae to contact the victim’s nervous system. Thereafter, the Vestan controls the victim’s body absolutely. When the victim dies or is hurt, the Vestan simply detaches himself and fastens upon a new victim.”


      Horror was on the white faces of the others. Murdock gulped and asked, “Then Bray—”


      “Bray is beyond saving now,” Kenniston said. “The Vestan parasite will control his body till he dies. The Vestans always like to attach themselves to human beings—they know that a man’s body is more versatile in its capabilities than an animal’s.”


      Twilight was beginning to descend upon the little clearing in the jungle, for the sun had gone down during the last few minutes. In the gathering dusk, the jungle loomed dark and brooding about them.


      Overhead, the sky of this World with a Thousand Moons was burgeoning into its full glory. The hundreds of meteor-moons that spun across the heavens were shining brighter and brighter in the deepening dusk.


      Captain Walls broke the spell of horror and dread. “We’d better get back inside the ship for tonight,” he said nervously. “We can’t do anything about repairs until tomorrow, anyway. By then we’ll have figured out some way to deal with those devilish creatures.”


      Murdock said bitterly to Kenniston, “Bray’s end is your fault, Kenniston. You brought him and us and these women into this place, all for the sake of that brother of yours.”


      “He’ll stand trial for that when we get back to Mars,” the captain vowed. “Even if he wasn’t one of Dark’s crew originally, by helping them he’s made himself a space-pirate, liable to execution.”


      Kenniston made no attempt to defend himself. He knew they wouldn’t understand why he had sacrificed them for Ricky’s sake, even if he told them.


      He and Holk Or were locked in one of the little cabins, after it had been carefully searched. The crewman Thorpe was stationed as a guard outside their bolted door.


      Holk Or, who had bandaged his burned arm, looked around the dark little cabin disgustedly. “This is a devil of a fix to get into!” swore the Jovian. “Here we’ve reached Vesta with the stuff, but can’t let the chief know.”


      Kenniston asked him earnestly, “Holk, would John Dark really shoot Ricky if I didn’t deliver the equipment? He said he would, but you know he needs Ricky.”


      Kenniston was clinging to this last shred of hope for his brother. John Dark and his pirates did need Ricky. For Ricky was a physician—Doctor Richard Kenniston of the Institute of Planetary Medicine.


      That was why John Dark had spared the lives of the two brothers when he had captured them in the freighter in which they were returning to Earth from Saturn. Ordinarily, the pirate leader would have ruthlessly killed them as he killed all prisoners who were not rich enough to pay ransom.


      But the fact that Ricky was a physician had saved them. The pirates needed a doctor. They had kept the two brothers prisoner on their ship for that reason. Kenniston and Ricky had still been on the Falcon as prisoners, when the Patrol had finally caught up to it and wrecked it.


      “Dark knows that Ricky is a fine doctor and he needs a doctor,” Kenniston repeated hopefully, to the Jovian. “Surely he wouldn’t be foolish enough to shoot Ricky, even if I don’t deliver the equipment.”


      “Kenniston, don’t fool yourself,” warned Holk Or. “The chief said he’d shoot him if you weren’t back with the stuff in two weeks, and shoot him he will. John Dark never breaks his word.”


      That assurance sank the iron deeper into Kenniston’s tormented soul. If that was true, and he knew in his heart it was, Ricky would die two days from now unless he’d delivered the repair-equipment to Dark.


      He mustn’t let Ricky die! Too much depended on his young brother’s life. He must save Ricky even if it did mean the capture of Gloria and the others by the pirates. Better that they be held for ransom, than for Ricky to be killed!


      Kenniston got to his feet, rigid with decision. “Then we’ve got to get out of here,” he muttered. “We’ve got to escape and take word to Dark that the equipment is here.”


      He continued quickly, “Holk, Dark’s camp is only a few miles north of here. I spotted it as the Sunsprite fell.”


      Holk Or uttered an exclamation. “Why the devil didn’t you tell me so! I figured it was on the other side of the asteroid, maybe, and that we’d never find it in the jungle even if we did get away.”


      “It still won’t be easy for us,” Kenniston warned. “The Vestans may get us in the jungle between here and Dark’s camp. And anyway, how can we get out of this cabin?”


      The big Jovian grinned. “That’ll be easy. I’d have been out of here before now, only I was waiting for the ship to quiet down.”


      Kenniston stared. “That door is bolted. And there’s no tool or weapon in the cabin. They didn’t forget a thing when they searched it!”


      Holk Or’s grin deepened. “They forgot one thing. They forgot how strong a Jovian is on a little, weak-gravity asteroid like this!”


      CHAPTER V


      Night Attack


      Kenniston caught desperately at the hope implied by the Jovian’s words.


      “What do you mean, Holk?”


      “I mean that I’m a hundred times stronger on this little asteroid than I am on my own world, Jupiter. I can break the bolt of that door any time I want to.”


      “But there’s an armed guard stationed outside it.”


      “I know, and that’s where you come in, Kenniston. When I rip the door open, you be ready to jump the guard.”


      Kenniston considered swiftly. The chance of their getting out of the ship and safely through the jungles to the pirate camp, even if they escaped this cabin, seemed a slim one. Yet it presented the only possibility of delivering the equipment in the hold to John Dark.


      The bitter irony of it struck Kenniston, for the hundredth time. He, Lance Kenniston, honorable space-man for a dozen years, working desperately to aid the most notorious pirate in the void! Even drawing into danger the girl for whom he felt—


      He shut Gloria out of his mind. He mustn’t think of her now. He must think only of Ricky, and of what would be lost if Ricky died. He must risk everything, sacrifice everything, to prevent that loss.


      “We might as well try it now,” he told the Jovian in low tones. “The ship seems quiet.”


      “I’ll do my best to make as little noise as possible,” Holk Or muttered. “Are you ready?”


      The Jovian’s big hands grasped the knob of the door. Kenniston crouched a little behind him, every muscle tense.


      Holk Or suddenly put all his gigantically magnified strength into a tremendous tug at the door. Its bolt snapped with a crack like that of a pistolshot, and it swung wide open.


      The man on guard outside turned startledly, his hand darting to the atom-gun at his belt and his mouth open to yell. But Kenniston had launched himself like a human projectile as the door was torn open.


      Kenniston’s fist smashed the space-sailor’s chin and the man sagged limp and unconscious with no chance to utter the cry on his lips. Hastily, Kenniston took his atom-pistol and eased him to the floor.


      He and Holk Or listened tensely. The single sharp crack of the snapping bolt had apparently aroused no one. The ship was silent. All aboard were sleeping exhaustedly.


      “Come on,” Kenniston murmured tensely to the Jovian. “We’ve got to hurry to get to Dark’s camp before night is over.”


      Holk Or chuckled. “The chief will welcome us with open arms when he learns we’ve got the equipment here for him.”


      Kenniston gripped the atom-pistol as they stole through the dark ship and out of the space-door. Outside, they paused in the darkness.


      The scene was one of magic, unearthly beauty. The metal bulk of the cruiser and the towering jungle around the clearing were washed by brilliant silver light that fell from the wonderful night sky of this World with a Thousand Moons.


      A thousand moons indeed seemed blazing in the canopied heavens overhead! The whole dark sky was crowded by the shining moonlets that rushed ceaselessly across the firmament with the spinning of the meteor-swarm of which they were part. It was like the glorious vista of a world seen in dreams.


      But Kenniston was familiar with the unearthly spectacle. He led the way rapidly toward the northern edge of the jungle.


      “We’ll just have to plunge in and head north,” he told the Jovian. “If we reach that little lake, we can soon find Dark’s camp.”


      They started into the dense jungle, a fairyland of silver beams sifting through the choking fronds. Something scurried close by.


      “Kenniston, shoot!” cried Holk Or instantly.


      Kenniston had already glimpsed the white beast scurrying toward them across a little patch of moonslight. It was one of the big meteor-rats. On its neck bunched one of the little gray masses—a Vestan.


      The horror inspired by the hideous parasites tightened Kenniston’s finger convulsively on the trigger of the atom-pistol. The crackling bolt of fire from the weapon ripped into the Vestan on the meteor-rat, and both parasite and animal victim were instantly a scorched, smoking heap.


      “Hell, that’s torn it!” cried the big Jovian. “We’ve roused the whole ship!”


      Men awakened by the blast of the atom-gun were pouring out of the Sunsprite, rushing after the two escaped men. Kenniston heard Captain Walls shouting.


      “They’re in the jungle here! Spread out and surround them!” the officer was ordering.


      Kenniston and the Jovian plunged forward, seeking to escape northward. But they had come up against an impenetrable abatis of brush.


      Before they could find a way around it, they heard men crashing all around them. They were completely encircled.


      “Kenniston, you and that Jovian walk back into the clearing with your hands raised or we’ll blast every inch of the brush till we get you!” came the stentorian shout of the captain.


      “The devil—they’ve got us boxed!” exclaimed Holk Or furiously. “We’ll try to fight our way through.”


      “No!” Kenniston declared. “We couldn’t make it anyway. And I’m not going to shoot innocent men.”


      Holk Or angrily grabbed for the atom-pistol, but Kenniston promptly threw it away. Not even in this last extremity could he bring himself to kill.


      “You’re a fool!” gritted the Jovian. “Now there’s nothing for it but surrender.”


      With their hands raised, they walked out of the jungle into the brilliant silvery light of the clearing. Instantly they were surrounded by Captain Walls, Murdock and the other armed crew-men.


      The girls and their scared chaperon, and young Lanning and Robbie Boone, were emerging in alarm from the Sunsprite. Kenniston did not look toward them.


      Captain Walls’ face was grim in the moonslight, as he and his men covered the two captured fugitives. “Kenniston, you and this Jovian were going to make your way to John Dark and tell him of our presence here, weren’t you? You needn’t deny it—it’s plain enough.”


      “Sure we were!” exclaimed the angry Jovian. “We’d have made it, too, if a Vestan hadn’t jumped us in the jungle.”


      “That would have meant capture of us all by Dark’s pirates,” said the captain grimly. “You two are a danger to us all, while you live. I’m going to remove that danger. As master of a space-ship, I have legal right to order summary execution of any space-pirates I capture. I’m going to order that now.”


      “You’re going to kill them?” exclaimed Gloria. “Oh, no—you can’t!”


      “It’s absolutely necessary, before they betray us to the pirates, Miss Loring,” defended the captain. “They’d be sentenced to death by the courts if we took them back to Mars, anyway. But we daren’t take a chance on keeping them prisoned that long.”


      “But just to shoot them down!” said Gloria horrifiedly. “I won’t stand for that!”


      Murdock took her by the arm. “It’s space law, Gloria,” he told her earnestly. “You’d better go back into the ship.”


      Kenniston stood silent in the moonslight, for he realized from the finality of Walls’ voice that appeals would be utterly useless. There was no use trying again to explain why he’d been willing to betray them all to save Ricky. Even if they listened, they wouldn’t understand.


      He felt tired, crushed, old. He’d gone a long way in the last dozen years, but every mile of it had only led toward this ending. He was going to die here under the hurtling meteor-moons of Vesta, and that meant that Ricky and Ricky’s dream were going to die soon too.


      “I told you you were a fool to throw away that gun,” Holk Or was muttering.


      “You two march over there to the edge of the clearing,” Captain Walls ordered grimly, gesturing with his gun. “Anything you want to say first, Kenniston?”


      “Nothing that you would listen to or understand, you people,” Kenniston answered dully. “No, I’ve got nothing to say.”


      A crackling voice came out of the dark jungle at that moment.


      “I have something to say! Drop those guns, every man of you, and get your hands up!”


      Walls spun around with an oath, levelling his atom-pistol. But out of the jungle crashed a streak of fire that hit the captain’s arm and sent him reeling.


      One of the girls screamed. Another of the Sunsprite’s crew had tried to aim his weapon and had been cut down by a second bolt of atomic fire that had hit his leg.


      “I don’t want to kill you unless you force me to,” came that crisp voice from the darkness. “You have ten seconds to drop the guns.”


      “That’s the chief, Kenniston!” yelled Holk Or excitedly. “It’s John Dark himself!”


      The dreaded name of the pirate, a synonym for cold ruthlessness, reinforced the threat from the darkness.


      Murdock let his weapon fall and shouted, “Drop the atom-guns, men! If we try to fight, the women will be hurt!”


      The Sunsprite’s men dropped their atom-pistols. Instantly out into the brilliant light from the jungle rushed a score of armed pirates. Martians, Earthmen, Venusians and others—this horde represented the criminal under-world of every planet in the System.


      In a moment they had those in the clearing completely disarmed and lined up against the ship. All except Holk Or, who was loudly greeting his pirate comrades.


      Kenniston saw John Dark coming across the moonslit clearing toward them. The notorious pirate was a tall, bulky Earthman, but he walked with the lightfootedness of a cat in his moonshoes. His black hair was bare, and in the silver light his black-browed, intelligent face was coldly calm as his eyes searched the row of prisoners.


      “So you finally got here, Kenniston. What about the repair-equipment?” he asked sharply.


      Kenniston nodded toward the Sunsprite. “It’s in the hold. We got everything you listed.”


      “Good!” Dark approved. “We saw your ship crash-landing today, and started this way at once. We’ve been beating through the jungle, fighting off the damned Vestans, until we heard the uproar going on here. What happened? Who are these people?”


      Kenniston explained briefly how he had induced Gloria Loring’s party to come on a pretended treasure-hunt. He was careful to stress the wealth of the party, and John Dark reacted as he had expected.


      “If they’re that wealthy, their families can pay big ransoms. You’ve done very well, Kenniston.”


      “What about Ricky?” asked Kenniston tensely. “He’s all right?”


      “Sure he’s all right—he’s up at the camp,” Dark answered.


      Gloria said bitterly to Kenniston, “You can congratulate yourself. You’ve managed to save your brother.”


      John Dark addressed her. “Miss Loring, I presume you and your companions are willing to pay ransom for your crew also? I never take prisoners, unless they promise a good profit.”


      “Yes, of course we’ll pay the ransom of the crew!” Gloria agreed hastily.


      “Good!” said the pirate calmly. “You’ll not find your captivity any more irksome than necessary.”


      Mrs. Milsom, the dumpy chaperon, was goggling at the notorious pirate in an extreme of terror. A sardonic gleam came into Dark’s eyes as he glanced at her.


      “You’re a handsome wench,” he told the plump dowager with mock admiration. “I’ve half a mind to keep you and let the ransom go.”


      “No, no!” shrieked the terrified woman.


      Dark burst into a roar of laughter. “All right, my shrinking beauty, we’ll accept ransom for you.”


      He turned and shot efficient orders to his subordinates, who by now had gathered behind him.


      “Get that stuff out of the hold, rig up power-sledges, and start freighting it up to the camp. You’ll have to cut a path through the jungle—use atom-blasters to burn one out.”


      One of the pirates, a hard-faced Martian, said uneasily, “That will make a racket that’ll bring every Vestan on the asteroid down on us.”


      “You can keep the Vestans off if you keep your eyes open,” Dark retorted. “Get to work, now! We’ve got to get the stuff up there and repair the Falcon at once. I’ll take these prisoners up to camp.”


      Kenniston was grouped with the other prisoners. With a strong escort of armed pirates guarding them, and Dark and Holk Or ahead, they started through the jungle toward the pirate camp.


      CHAPTER VI


      Asteroid Horror


      The pirate encampment was a big clearing hacked from the jungle a mile west of the little lake. In this space lay the long, looming black mass of the most dreaded corsair ship ever to sail the void. The Falcon had been righted to even keel, but its crippled condition was evident in the fused, wrecked condition of its tail rocket-tubes.


      The whole camp was enclosed and protected by a shimmering blue dome of electric force. This emanated from a heavy copper cable that completely encircled the clearing, and which drew its power from insulated cables that led into the ship to generators driven by the few cyclotrons still functioning. This protective electric wall had been set up at John Dark’s orders to keep out the dreaded Vestans.


      John Dark raised his voice as he and his men with their prisoners approached the shimmering wall of the camp.


      “Kin Ibo! Drop the wall for us!”


      They saw the hard-looking Martian who was Dark’s second-in-command dive into the ship to turn off the power of the electric barrier. It died, and Dark’s party entered the clearing. Then the electric wall sprang into being again behind them.


      Kenniston looked swiftly around. There were a score more of the motley pirates here in the camp. Also, near the side of the looming black Falcon, were the small, rough log huts that Dark’s men had constructed.


      Dark’s black eyes were triumphant as he told his Martian lieutenant, “Kenniston and Holk Or brought back the equipment all right, and also brought some people who’ll bring big ransom. Their wrecked ship is a few miles south. You go down there with half the men here and help the others bring up the equipment.”


      Kin Ibo, looking a little apprehensively out at the jungle, obeyed. Dark motioned Kenniston and the other captives toward one of the huts by the big ship.


      “That hut will be your quarters until we get the Falcon repaired,” declared the pirate leader. “Any of you who try to leave it will be shot at sight. I hope you’ll not be foolish enough to attempt escape.”


      “That’s right, folks, you wouldn’t have a chance,” Holk Or told them earnestly. “Even if you could get out through the electric wall, the Vestans would get you. They’re thick in the jungle around here.”


      They silently entered the hut. Its broad open windows admitted enough of the dazzling moonslight to brighten its interior.


      A dark, eager-looking young Earthman sprang up as they entered, and rushed to pump Kenniston’s hand.


      “Lance, you got back safely!” he exclaimed. “Thank the Lord—I’ve been worrying myself almost crazy about you.”


      “How about you, Ricky?” Kenniston asked his young brother anxiously. “You’re all right?”


      Ricky Kenniston nodded quickly. “Sure, I’m okay. But things haven’t been so good here, Lance. The Vestans have got a half-dozen pirates who ventured outside the wall in the last few days. These creatures literally haunt the jungles around here now—I think they’ve been drawn here from all over the asteroid.”


      Ricky looked wonderingly at Gloria and the others who were entering the hut. “Lance, who are all these people? Are they prisoners of Dark too?”


      “Yes, we’re prisoners,” Hugh Murdock told him bitterly, with a savage glance at Kenniston. “We’re prisoners because your brother sacrificed us all to get back here and save your neck.”


      “Lance, you didn’t do that?” Ricky exclaimed in distress.


      “I had to, Ricky,” Kenniston protested. “It meant your life if I didn’t.”


      “Of course,” Murdock agreed ironically. “What importance are we, compared to saving your young brother’s life?”


      Kenniston spoke slowly, to Murdock and Gloria and the others. “It wasn’t merely Ricky’s life at stake that made me sacrifice you all. It was more than that. I tried to tell you before, but you wouldn’t listen.”


      Kenniston went across the hut and brought back the square black medicine-case of his young physician-brother. He opened it, and out of the vials and instruments inside he took a square bottle of milky fluid.


      “This is what I sacrificed everything to save,” Kenniston said simply.


      They all stared. “What is it?” Gloria asked, puzzled.


      “It’s Ricky’s discovery,” Kenniston said. “It’s a preventative and cure for gravitation-paralysis.”


      Captain Walls, himself an old-time space-man, was first of the group to appreciate the significance of the statement. The captain gasped.


      “A preventative for gravitation-paralysis? Kenniston, are you sure?”


      Kenniston nodded gravely. “Yes. Ricky had been working on the problem a long time, back in the Institute of Planetary Medicine. He thought he’d found a way to prevent gravitation-paralysis, the most awful scourge of all the outer System, the thing that’s doomed so many space-men. But his formula required rare elements found only in the outer planets.


      “Ricky and I,” he continued, “went out there and secured those elements. He made up this formula, and tried it on a gravitation-paralysis case—a space-man who’s lain paralyzed for years. The formula was designed to strengthen the human nervous system against the shock of varying gravitations, to re-establish an already damaged nerve-web. And it worked.”


      Kenniston’s voice was husky as he concluded. “It worked, and that living log became a man again. The formula was a success. Ricky and I started back for Earth, where he intended to announce the discovery and arrange for its manufacture on a big scale. But, on the way back, Dark’s pirates captured us.”


      Kenniston flung out his hand in a tortured gesture. “That’s why I went to any lengths to save Ricky’s life! It’s because Ricky is the only person who knows the intricate formula of this serum. If he were to die, the secret of the cure would die with him. And that would mean that thousands on thousands more of space-men would be stricken into living death by gravitation-paralysis in the future, just as so many thousands of old friends and shipmates of mine have been stricken in the past!”


      Captain Walls was the first to speak. Quietly, the plump master of the Sunsprite extended his hand.


      “Kenniston, will you shake hands with me? And will you forgive me for everything? You did absolutely right. I’m an old space-man and I know what gravitation-paralysis is.”


      Gloria’s dark eyes were glimmering with tears. “If we’d only known,” she murmured to Kenniston. “No one could blame you for sacrificing a lot of worthless idlers like us, for a thing like this.”


      “But you’re going to be all right—all of you,” Kenniston assured her. “John Dark will make you pay a big ransom, but you can afford that and you’ll get back safely to Earth.”


      “Thank Heaven for that!” exclaimed Mrs. Milsom. “I can’t understand all this scientific talk of yours, but I do know that that pirate chief means no good to me. Didn’t you see the lustful looks he gave me?”


      The laugh that greeted this lessened the tension. Kenniston turned as Ricky plucked at his arm.


      “What about ourselves, Lance?” Ricky asked quietly. “Dark still won’t let us go, you know. He still needs me as a doctor.”


      Hugh Murdock stepped forward. “Dark would let you both go, for a big enough ransom. I’d like to pay it for you.”


      The handsomeness of Murdock’s gesture moved Kenniston. He was only able to mutter his thanks.


      * * * *


      While Ricky was treating Captain Walls’ burned arm, the officer kept looking fascinatedly at that square bottle of milky fluid.


      He said hesitantly, “I’ve a son—back on Earth. For five years he’s lain in a cot from the gravitation-paralysis that hit him out on Jupiter. Do you suppose—”


      Ricky nodded. “Yes, Captain. I’m sure that we can cure him, now.”


      There was an uproar out in the clearing. Kenniston went to the door and looked out.


      The electric wall had temporarily been dropped, and Kin Ibo and the main body of the pirates were hastily entering the camp with their improvised power-sledges that bore heavy loads of machinery and materials.


      Kenniston heard Kin Ibo reporting shrilly to John Dark, “We lost two men to the Vestans on the way here—and nearly lost two more! All this activity has drawn them from all over the asteroid! Look at that!”


      Outside the electric wall, which had been hastily re-raised, could be glimpsed the shapes of lurking asteroidal animals. Meteor-rats, big striped cats, flame-birds—and every one of those lurking animals bore attached to its neck one of the little gray Vestan parasites.


      John Dark was saying harshly, “We’ve got to have the rest of those materials to repair the Falcon.”


      “I tell you, it’d be suicide to try another trip through those jungles!” expostulated the Martian. “Those Vestans are devils!”


      “Bah, you Martians are all alike—no good when your superstitions get aroused,” snorted Dark contemptuously. “I’ll take the men down myself. Come on, men—unload those sledges and we’ll go back to the wreck.”


      His indomitable personality drove the scared, unwilling pirates into the task. Again the electric wall was faded out for a moment to let them out.


      When they returned some time toward morning, Kenniston heard the crash of atom-guns heralding their approach. And when the wall was momentarily dropped, John Dark and his men stumbled into the camp with their loaded sledges in sweating haste.


      “Turn on the wall again—quick!” bellowed Dark’s bull voice. “The jungle’s swarming with the gray devils now—they got five of us on the way back!”


      Ricky, looking over Kenniston’s shoulder, spoke appalledly. “Good God, Lance—look at them! I didn’t know there were so many Vestans!”


      Outside the barrier of shimmering electricity, scores of animals and birds dominated by the dreaded little gray parasitical creatures were now swarming. And their number seemed growing every minute.


      “All this activity of the night has drawn the Vestans from far and wide,” Kenniston muttered. “I don’t like it. If that electric wall should fail, the creatures would be in on us in a moment.”


      Dark himself seemed to feel something of the same apprehension, for he was shouting urgent orders. “Hook up those atomic welders, and start putting the new plates into the Falcon’s tail. Kin Ibo, have your gang fit in the new rocket-tubes. I’ll see to installing the new cycs. If we work, we can get the job done by tomorrow night and get out of here.”


      Through the day, the pirates toiled with an energy that showed their earnest desire to leave the asteroid. That desire was reinforced by the ever-larger number of Vestans that now swarmed outside the wall.


      There were literally hundreds of the gray parasites now outside the barrier. To have tried going outside the wall now would have been sheer suicide. The creatures were apparently driven by unholy eagerness to possess themselves of human bodies.


      Gloria, looking out with Kenniston, shuddered deeply. “This horrible world! It’s like a nightmare.”


      “We’ll soon be away from it,” Kenniston reassured. “See, they’ve almost finished repairing the Falcon.”


      * * * *


      The urgent toil of the pirates was showing results. By the time night came again, and the meteor-moonlets blazed forth with magic beauty in the dark heavens, the task of repair was almost done.


      Kenniston and his companions had not ventured forth from the hut. Pirates were everywhere in the clearing, and all had heard John Dark’s strict order to blast down the captives if they left their prison.


      But from the hut, Kenniston and the others could see that the horde of Vestan-dominated animals around the camp had further increased. With ghastly avidity, they kept circling the shimmering, electric wall.


      Kenniston turned in alarm at a ripping sound from the back of the log hut. Two of the logs were being torn out bodily. The battered green face and giant shoulders of Holk Or came through the opening.


      “Kenniston, I came in this way because I didn’t dare let Dark see me talking to you!” the Jovian exclaimed. His face was urgent in expression. “I’ve found out that Dark doesn’t mean to let your friends here get away from Vesta alive.”


      “What?” exclaimed Kenniston. “That’s impossible! Dark said he was going to hold Gloria and the others for ransom.”


      Holk Or nodded hastily. “I know, and he meant it, then. But since then, he’s found out something that’s changed his plans. He found it out from me—like a big fool, I told him everything when he questioned me.”


      The Jovian continued rapidly. “I told him that Murdock had sent that telaudio message back to Patrol headquarters, asking about my record. Now Dark figures that the Patrol will come out here to find out if that message meant that some of John Dark’s outfit had actually escaped.


      “Dark wants the Patrol to keep thinking that he and his outfit were destroyed—so he can slip out to Pluto and prepare a new base. So Dark, when he leaves here, is going to drop Miss Loring and her friends by the wrecked Sunsprite, so the Patrol will find ’em dead by the wreck and will believe their cruiser crashed accidentally. That way, they won’t go on searching as they would if Miss Loring’s party was all missing. And Dark will have a chance to get out to Pluto without an alarm going out.”


      Kenniston was suspicious. “Why do you tell us this, Holk? You’re one of the pirates yourself.”


      “I know, but I’m afraid Dark means to drop me with the others by the Sunsprite!” Holk Or exclaimed. “He didn’t say so, but I believe he figures on doing it so that the telaudio inquiry about me would be explained when I was found dead with the others by the wreck.”


      Murdock said swiftly, “The Jovian’s right, Kenniston. All this is just what Dark would do, to hide his trail, now that he knows my telaudio message may have aroused the Patrol’s suspicion.”


      Holk Or said emphatically, “I’m with you if you can figure out any way to take the Falcon, Kenniston!”


      Kenniston paced to and fro. His whole mind was suddenly in a wild turmoil of stark fears. This meant death for Gloria and the others, and the ultimate responsibility for that death would be his.


      “There is one possible chance for us to take the Falcon,” he muttered finally. “But my God, it seems like an insane idea—”


      “Wait a minute!” Captain Walls interrupted. “Dark won’t drop you and your brother to die, Kenniston. He still needs your brother as a physician. You two will be safe even if we are killed.”


      “What of that? I can’t let Gloria and the rest of you be murdered! I was willing to sacrifice you when I thought it was only a question of your being held for ransom, but this changes everything,” Kenniston said wildly.


      “It doesn’t change anything,” the captain said firmly. “Your duty is to keep your brother alive at all costs, to save that formula that means life and hope for thousands of gravitation-paralysis victims like my son.”


      “You mean—I should let you all be killed so Ricky and I can be saved?” Kenniston cried. “I’m damned if I will!”


      “We’ll never do that!” Ricky Kenniston agreed warmly. “No formula in the world is worth that.”


      “This formula is,” Gloria said earnestly to Kenniston. “The captain is right.”


      “I won’t do it,” Kenniston repeated. “I have an idea by which we might be able to take the Falcon. We’re going to try it.”


      “Be reasonable, Kenniston,” pleaded Hugh Murdock. “None of us except Holk Or has a weapon. What chance would we have against half a hundred armed pirates?”


      Kenniston looked at his brother. “Ricky, your formula strengthens the nervous system against any form of shock or damage, doesn’t it? You said it did it by sheathing the nerves themselves with an impenetrable coating.”


      Ricky nodded puzzledly. “Yes, that’s the principle. But how is that going to help us?”


      “The Vestans,” Kenniston reminded, “seize control of their victims by inserting those tiny needle antennae of theirs into the victim’s nerve-system to establish contact. Wouldn’t your formula insulate the nerves against such contact? Wouldn’t it make a man immune to Vestan attack?”


      “Why, it would!” Ricky declared wonderingly. “I never thought of it, yet it’s entirely logical.”


      “Then,” Kenniston said swiftly, “I want you to give every one of us, including yourself, an injection of the formula right now.”


      The driving purpose in his voice brushed aside all their bewildered questions and objections. Hastily, Ricky prepared his hypodermics and rapidly made an injection of the milky fluid into the big nerve-centers in the neck of each of them. Kenniston did the same for Ricky himself.


      “We should be immune now to Vestan attack,” Kenniston said prayerfully.


      “But what good’s that going to do us?” Holk Or demanded. “Are you figuring to try an escape into the jungle?”


      “No, I’m figuring on taking the Falcon—by using the Vestans,” Kenniston replied. “Holk, can you get into the ship and turn off the power that keeps the electric wall going? Can you drop the wall?”


      The Jovian’s jaw dropped. “Why, sure, I could do that, but if I did, all those hordes of Vestans outside the wall will burst in here—”


      He stopped, his eyes bulging. “Good God, then that’s your plan? To let the Vestans in?”


      “That’s it,” Kenniston said tightly, his face grim. “To let the Vestans in on the pirates. That’ll give us a chance to take the ship—if the formula really makes us immune to the Vestans.”


      The terrible nature of the proposal stunned them all. But in a moment a flame of purpose lit in the Jovian’s eyes.


      “I’ll do it!” he swore. “It’s better than waiting for Dark to kill me like he’s planning. You be ready!”


      The Jovian slipped out of the opening in the back of the hut. They saw him presently, casually approaching the door of the Falcon.


      John Dark stood, a tall, dominant figure in the moonslight, barking orders to the scores of pirates who were bolting in the last of the new rocket-tubes. Kenniston’s eyes swung toward the shimmering electric wall, and the horde of Vestan-dominated animals outside it.


      The wall suddenly died! And as the electric barrier vanished, into the clearing came rushing the swarm of asteroidal animals.


      “The wall’s down!” John Dark yelled, his atom-gun leaping into his hand. “Get back into the ship—get back—”


      The crash of his atom-gun drowned his own shout. Other pirates were firing wildly at the hideous creatures assailing them.


      For the little gray Vestans had detached themselves from their animal victims and were swarming upon the pirates, clambering with blurring speed up their legs and backs, sinking into their necks the tiny antennae.


      Kenniston glimpsed John Dark, with a hideous little gray bunch now fastened to the back of his neck, drop his gun and stalk stiffly away toward the jungle. His face was an unhuman, lifeless mask—he was a human automaton, dominated utterly by the alien creature.


      “Come on!” Kenniston yelled to his friends. “Now’s our chance to get into the ship!”


      They plunged out of the hut into the gruesome melee. Screaming pirates were now running into the jungle in vain effort to escape the hordes of Vestans. More than half the corsairs were now overcome.


      Kenniston heard a scream from Gloria as they ran, felt a swift scurrying up his back, then the needle-like stab of antennae sinking into his neck.


      But the parasitic creature did not overpower his will! He reached around, grasped and tore loose the hideous little thing, and with strong revulsion flung it to the ground.


      “Your formula works, Ricky—we’re immune to them!” he gasped. “But hurry!”


      Other Vestans were clambering up on them like ghastly gray spiders as they ran, but were powerless to overcome them. They tore away the creatures and plunged on.


      Holk Or appeared in the door of the Falcon, his green face blazing as his atom-pistol pumped crashing fire into pirates inside the ship.


      “I’ve got the ship cleared of them!” the Jovian shouted to Kenniston. “Let’s get out of here!”


      It was time they did so. Almost the last of John Dark’s pirates had been possessed by Vestans and had become parasite-dominated robots stumbling off into the jungle. The remaining swarms of gray creatures were scurrying toward Kenniston’s group.


      They tumbled into the Falcon and slammed shut the space-door. The ship, completely if roughly repaired, was ready for take-off. Captain Walls and the men of the Sunsprite crew hastily started the newly-installed cyclotrons while Kenniston and the others raced up to the bridge.


      Kenniston took the controls. He sent the big black pirate ship leaping up into the darkness upon flaming keel and tail-jets, and then it climbed steeply toward the wonderful sky of countless rushing moonlets.


      By the time an hour had passed, the Falcon had groped out through the periodic break in the meteor-swarm around the asteroid. And it was throbbing at steadily increasing speed out into the vault of space, away from the World with a Thousand Moons.


      “We’ll head for Mars,” Kenniston told the others. “We can report there to the Patrol.”


      “If you don’t mind,” Holk Or put in hastily, “I’d just as soon you dropped me at some asteroid before then. I’ve no desire to meet the Patrol.”


      Captain Walls told the Jovian, “Nonsense! After what you’ve done, you’ll get a full pardon from the Patrol.”


      “You can count on it,” Hugh Murdock told the doubtful Jovian. “We have some influence, back at Earth.”


      “Well, I guess I’ll have to go honest, then,” sighed Holk Or. “All the real pirate outfits are gone now, anyway.” He shook his head heavily as he walked away. “The System sure isn’t what it used to be.”


      Captain Walls was asking Ricky earnestly, “You’re quite sure your formula will cure my son? All these years, I’ve hoped and prayed—”


      “I’m certain,” Ricky smiled. “Within a few weeks after we get back to Earth, gravitation-paralysis will be a thing of the past.”


      They moved off with the others. But Gloria lingered in the bridge with Kenniston.


      “Where will you be going, after we get back?” she asked him quietly.


      “Oh, back to space,” he answered, a little uncomfortably. “There’s nothing to hold me on Earth now that Ricky’s work has succeeded.”


      “Nothing to hold you on Earth?” Gloria repeated. “That, I would say, is about the most ungallant speech on record.”


      He flushed. “You don’t mean—that night on the Sunsprite—you weren’t in earnest, surely—”


      “Your passionate proposal is accepted,” Gloria said calmly.


      Kenniston was aghast. “But I didn’t propose! I mean—I do love you, and you know it, but you’re an heiress, and I—”


      “We’ll have all the way back to Mars to argue that out,” she told him. “And I have an idea you’ll lose.”


      Kenniston had the same idea.

    

  


  
    
      THE SKYLARK OF SPACE, by E.E. “Doc” Smith [Part 1]


      Written in collaboration with Lee Hawking Garby.


      CHAPTER I


      The Occurrence of the Impossible


      Petrified with astonishment, Richard Seaton stared after the copper steam-bath upon which he had been electrolyzing his solution of “X,” the unknown metal. For as soon as he had removed the beaker the heavy bath had jumped endwise from under his hand as though it were alive. It had flown with terrific speed over the table, smashing apparatus and bottles of chemicals on its way, and was even now disappearing through the open window. He seized his prism binoculars and focused them upon the flying vessel, a speck in the distance. Through the glass he saw that it did not fall to the ground, but continued on in a straight line, only its rapidly diminishing size showing the enormous velocity with which it was moving. It grew smaller and smaller, and in a few moments disappeared utterly.


      The chemist turned as though in a trance. How was this? The copper bath he had used for months was gone—gone like a shot, with nothing to make it go. Nothing, that is, except an electric cell and a few drops of the unknown solution. He looked at the empty space where it had stood, at the broken glass covering his laboratory table, and again stared out of the window.


      He was aroused from his stunned inaction by the entrance of his colored laboratory helper, and silently motioned him to clean up the wreckage.


      “What’s happened, Doctah?” asked the dusky assistant.


      “Search me, Dan. I wish I knew, myself,” responded Seaton, absently, lost in wonder at the incredible phenomenon of which he had just been a witness.


      Ferdinand Scott, a chemist employed in the next room, entered breezily.


      “Hello, Dicky, thought I heard a racket in here,” the newcomer remarked. Then he saw the helper busily mopping up the reeking mass of chemicals.


      “Great balls of fire!” he exclaimed. “What’ve you been celebrating? Had an explosion? How, what, and why?”


      “I can tell you the ‘what,’ and part of the ‘how’,” Seaton replied thoughtfully, “but as to the ‘why,’ I am completely in the dark. Here’s all I know about it,” and in a few words he related the foregoing incident. Scott’s face showed in turn interest, amazement, and pitying alarm. He took Seaton by the arm.


      “Dick, old top, I never knew you to drink or dope, but this stuff sure came out of either a bottle or a needle. Did you see a pink serpent carrying it away? Take my advice, old son, if you want to stay in Uncle Sam’s service, and lay off the stuff, whatever it is. It’s bad enough to come down here so far gone that you wreck most of your apparatus and lose the rest of it, but to pull a yarn like that is going too far. The Chief will have to ask for your resignation, sure. Why don’t you take a couple of days of your leave and straighten up?”


      Seaton paid no attention to him, and Scott returned to his own laboratory, shaking his head sadly.


      Seaton, with his mind in a whirl, walked slowly to his desk, picked up his blackened and battered briar pipe, and sat down to study out what he had done, or what could possibly have happened, to result in such an unbelievable infraction of all the laws of mechanics and gravitation. He knew that he was sober and sane, that the thing had actually happened. But why? And how? All his scientific training told him that it was impossible. It was unthinkable that an inert mass of metal should fly off into space without any applied force. Since it had actually happened, there must have been applied an enormous and hitherto unknown force. What was that force? The reason for this unbelievable manifestation of energy was certainly somewhere in the solution, the electrolytic cell, or the steam-bath. Concentrating all the power of his highly-trained analytical mind upon the problem—deaf and blind to everything else, as was his wont when deeply interested—he sat motionless, with his forgotten pipe clenched between his teeth. Hour after hour he sat there, while most of his fellow-chemists finished the day’s work and left the building and the room slowly darkened with the coming of night.


      Finally he jumped up. Crashing his hand down upon the desk, he exclaimed:


      “I have liberated the intra-atomic energy of copper! Copper, ‘X,’ and electric current!


      “I’m sure a fool for luck!” he continued as a new thought struck him. “Suppose it had been liberated all at once? Probably blown the whole world off its hinges. But it wasn’t: it was given off slowly and in a straight line. Wonder why? Talk about power! Infinite! Believe me, I’ll show this whole Bureau of Chemistry something to make their eyes stick out, tomorrow. If they won’t let me go ahead and develop it, I’ll resign, hunt up some more ‘X’, and do it myself. That bath is on its way to the moon right now, and there’s no reason why I can’t follow it. Martin’s such a fanatic on exploration, he’ll fall all over himself to build us any kind of a craft we’ll need…we’ll explore the whole solar system! Great Cat, what a chance! A fool for luck is right!”


      He came to himself with a start. He switched on the lights and saw that it was ten o’clock. Simultaneously he recalled that he was to have had dinner with his fiancée at her home, their first dinner since their engagement. Cursing himself for an idiot he hastily left the building, and soon his motorcycle was tearing up Connecticut Avenue toward his sweetheart’s home.


      CHAPTER II


      Steel Becomes Interested


      Dr. Marc DuQuesne was in his laboratory, engaged in a research upon certain of the rare metals, particularly in regard to their electrochemical properties. He was a striking figure. Well over six feet tall, unusually broad-shouldered even for his height, he was plainly a man of enormous physical strength. His thick, slightly wavy hair was black. His eyes, only a trifle lighter in shade, were surmounted by heavy black eyebrows which grew together above his aquiline nose.


      Scott strolled into the room, finding DuQuesne leaning over a delicate electrical instrument, his forbidding but handsome face strangely illuminated by the ghastly glare of his mercury-vapor arcs.


      “Hello, Blackie,” Scott began. “I thought it was Seaton in here at first. A fellow has to see your faces to tell you two apart. Speaking of Seaton, d’you think that he’s quite right?”


      “I should say, off-hand, that he was a little out of control last night and this morning,” replied DuQuesne, manipulating connections with his long, muscular fingers. “I don’t think that he’s insane, and I don’t believe that he dopes—probably overwork and nervous strain. He’ll be all right in a day or two.”


      “I think he’s a plain nut, myself. That sure was a wild yarn he sprung on us, wasn’t it? His imagination was hitting on all twelve, that’s sure. He seems to believe it himself, though, in spite of making a flat failure of his demonstration to us this morning. He saved that waste solution he was working on—what was left of that carboy of platinum residues after he had recovered all the values, you know—and got them to put it up at auction this noon. He resigned from the Bureau, and he and M. Reynolds Crane, that millionaire friend of his, bid it in for ten cents.”


      “M. Reynolds Crane?” DuQuesne concealed a start of surprise. “Where does he come in on this?”


      “Oh, they’re always together in everything. They’ve been thicker than Damon and Pythias for a long time. They play tennis together—they’re doubles champions of the District, you know—and all kinds of things. Wherever you find one of them you’ll usually find the other. Anyway, after they got the solution Crane took Seaton in his car, and somebody said they went out to Crane’s house. Probably trying to humor him. Well, ta-ta; I’ve got a week’s work to do yet today.”


      As Scott left DuQuesne dropped his work and went to his desk, with a new expression, half of chagrin, half of admiration, on his face. Picking up his telephone, he called a number.


      “Brookings?” he asked, cautiously. “This is DuQuesne. I must see you immediately. There’s something big started that may as well belong to us.… No, can’t say anything over the telephone.… Yes, I’ll be right out.”


      He left the laboratory and soon was in the private office of the head of the Washington or “diplomatic” branch, as it was known in certain circles, of the great World Steel Corporation. Offices and laboratories were maintained in the city, ostensibly for research work, but in reality to be near the center of political activity.


      “How do you do, Doctor DuQuesne?” Brookings said as he seated his visitor. “You seem excited.”


      “Not excited, but in a hurry,” DuQuesne replied. “The biggest thing in history has just broken, and we’ve got to work fast if we get in on it. Have you any doubts that I always know what I am talking about?”


      “No,” answered the other in surprise. “Not the slightest. You are widely known as an able man. In fact, you have helped this company several times in various deal—er, in various ways.”


      “Say it. Brookings. ‘Deals’ is the right word. This one is going to be the biggest ever. The beauty of it is that it should be easy—one simple burglary and an equally simple killing—and won’t mean wholesale murder, as did that.…”


      “Oh, no, Doctor, not murder. Unavoidable accidents.”


      “Why not call things by their right names and save breath, as long as we’re alone? I’m not squeamish. But to get down to business. You know Seaton, of our division, of course. He has been recovering the various rare metals from all the residues that have accumulated in the Bureau for years. After separating out all the known metals he had something left, and thought it was a new element, a metal. In one of his attempts to get it into the metallic state, a little of its solution fizzed out and over a copper steam bath or tank, which instantly flew out of the window like a bullet. It went clear out of sight, out of range of his binoculars, just that quick.” He snapped his fingers under Brookings’ nose. “Now that discovery means such power as the world never dreamed of. In fact, if Seaton hadn’t had all the luck in the world right with him yesterday, he would have blown half of North America off the map. Chemists have known for years that all matter contains enormous stores of intra-atomic energy, but have always considered it ‘bound’—that is, incapable of liberation. Seaton has liberated it.”


      “And that means?”


      “That with the process worked out, the Corporation could furnish power to the entire world, at very little expense.”


      * * * *


      A look of scornful unbelief passed over Brookings’ face.


      “Sneer if you like,” DuQuesne continued evenly. “Your ignorance doesn’t change the fact in any particular. Do you know what intra-atomic energy is?”


      “I’m afraid that I don’t, exactly.”


      “Well, it’s the force that exists between the ultimate component parts of matter, if you can understand that. A child ought to. Call in your chief chemist and ask him what would happen if somebody would liberate the intra-atomic energy of one hundred pounds of copper.”


      “Pardon me, Doctor. I didn’t presume to doubt you. I will call him in.”


      He telephoned a request and soon a man in white appeared. In response to the question he thought for a moment, then smiled slowly.


      “If it were done instantaneously it would probably blow the entire world into a vapor, and might force it clear out of its orbit. If it could be controlled it would furnish millions of horsepower for a long time. But it can’t be done. The energy is bound. Its liberation is an impossibility, in the same class with perpetual motion. Is that all, Mr. Brookings?”


      As the chemist left, Brookings turned again to his visitor, with an apologetic air.


      “I don’t know anything about these things myself, but Chambers, also an able man, says that it is impossible.”


      “As far as he knows, he is right. I should have said the same thing this morning. But I do know about these things—they’re my business—and I tell you that Seaton has done it.”


      “This is getting interesting. Did you see it done?”


      “No. It was rumored around the Bureau last night that Seaton was going insane, that he had wrecked a lot of his apparatus and couldn’t explain what had happened. This morning he called a lot of us into his laboratory, told us what I have just told you, and poured some of his solution on a copper wire. Nothing happened, and he acted as though he didn’t know what to make of it. The foolish way he acted and the apparent impossibility of the whole thing, made everybody think him crazy. I thought so until I learned this afternoon that Mr. Reynolds Crane is backing him. Then I knew that he had told us just enough of the truth to let him get away clean with the solution.”


      “But suppose the man is crazy?” asked Brookings. “He probably is a monomaniac, really insane on that one thing, from studying it so much.”


      “Seaton? Yes, he’s crazy—like a fox. You never heard of any insanity in Crane’s family, though, did you? You know that he never invests a cent in anything more risky than Government bonds. You can bet your last dollar that Seaton showed him the real goods.” Then, as a look of conviction appeared upon the other’s face, he continued:


      “Don’t you understand that the solution was Government property, and he had to do something to make everybody think it worthless, so that he could get title to it? That faked demonstration that failed was certainly a bold stroke—so bold that it was foolhardy. But it worked. It fooled even me, and I am not usually asleep. The only reason he got away with it, is, that he has always been such an open-faced talker, always telling everything he knew.


      “He certainly played the fox,” he continued, with undisguised admiration. “Heretofore he has never kept any of his discoveries secret or tried to make any money out of them, though some of them were worth millions. He published them as soon as he found them, and somebody else got the money. Having that reputation, he worked it to make us think him a nut. He certainly is clever. I take off my hat to him—he’s a wonder!”


      “And what is your idea? Where do we come in?”


      “You come in by getting that solution away from Seaton and Crane, and furnishing the money to develop the stuff and to build, under my direction, such a power-plant as the world never saw before.”


      “Why get that particular solution? Couldn’t we buy up some platinum wastes and refine them?”


      “Not a chance,” replied the scientist. “We have refined platinum residues for years, and never found anything like that before. It is my idea that the stuff, whatever it is, was present in some particular lot of platinum in considerable quantities as an impurity. Seaton hasn’t all of it there is in the world, of course, but the chance of finding any more of it without knowing exactly what it is or how it reacts is extremely slight. Besides, we must have exclusive control. How could we make any money out of it if Crane operates a rival company and is satisfied with ten percent profit? No, we must get all of that solution. Seaton and Crane, or Seaton, at least, must be killed, for if he is left alive he can find more of the stuff and break our monopoly. I want to borrow your strong-arm squad tonight, to go and attend to it.”


      After a few moments’ thought, his face set and expressionless, Brookings said:


      “No, Doctor. I do not think that the Corporation would care to go into a matter of this kind. It is too flagrant a violation of law, and we can afford to buy it from Seaton after he proves its worth.”


      “Bah!” snorted DuQuesne. “Don’t try that on me, Brookings. You think you can steal it yourself, and develop it without letting me in on it? You can’t do it. Do you think I am fool enough to tell you all about it, with facts, figures, and names, if you could get away with it without me? Hardly! You can steal the solution, but that’s all you can do. Your chemist or the expert you hire will begin experimenting without Seaton’s lucky start, which I have already mentioned, but about which I haven’t gone into any detail. He will have no information whatever, and the first attempt to do anything with the stuff will blow him and all the country around him for miles into an impalpable powder. You will lose your chemist, your solution, and all hope of getting the process. There are only two men in the United States, or in the world, for that matter, with brains enough and information enough to work it out. One is Richard B. Seaton, the other is Marc C. DuQuesne. Seaton certainly won’t handle it for you. Money can’t buy him and Crane, and you know it. You must come to me. If you don’t believe that now, you will very shortly, after you try it alone.”


      Brookings, caught in his duplicity and half-convinced of the truth of DuQuesne’s statements, still temporized.


      “You’re modest, aren’t you, Doctor?” he asked, smiling.


      “Modest? No,” said the other calmly. “Modesty never got anybody anything but praise, and I prefer something more substantial. However, I never exaggerate or make over-statements, as you should know. What I have said is merely a statement of fact. Also, let me remind you that I am in a hurry. The difficulty of getting hold of that solution is growing greater every minute, and my price is getting higher every second.”


      “What is your price at the present second?”


      “Ten thousand dollars per month during the experimental work; five million dollars in cash upon the successful operation of the first power unit, which shall be of not less than ten thousand horsepower; and ten percent of the profits.”


      “Oh, come, Doctor, let’s be reasonable. You can’t mean any such figures as those.”


      “I never say anything I don’t mean. I have done a lot of dirty work with you people before, and never got much of anything out of it. You were always too strong for me; that is, I couldn’t force you without exposing my own crookedness, but now I’ve got you right where I want you. That’s my price; take it or leave it. If you don’t take it now, the first two of those figures will be doubled when you do come to me. I won’t go to anybody else, though others would be glad to get it on my terms, because I have a reputation to maintain and you are the only ones who know that I am crooked. I know that my reputation is safe as long as I work with you, because I know enough about you to send all you big fellows, clear down to Perkins, away for life. I also know that that knowledge will not shorten my days, as I am too valuable a man for you to kill, as you did.…”


      “Please, Doctor, don’t use such language.…”


      “Why not?” interrupted DuQuesne, in his cold, level voice. “It’s all true. What do a few lives amount to, as long as they’re not yours and mine? As I said, I can trust you, more or less. You can trust me, because you know that I can’t send you up without going with you. Therefore, I am going to let you go ahead without me as far as you can—it won’t be far. Do you want me to come in now or later?”


      “I’m afraid we can’t do business on any such terms as that,” said Brookings, shaking his head. “We can undoubtedly buy the power rights from Seaton for what you ask.”


      “You don’t fool me for a second, Brookings. Go ahead and steal the solution, but take my advice and give your chemist only a little of it. A very little of that stuff will go a long way, and you will want to have some left when you have to call me in. Make him experiment with extremely small quantities. I would suggest that he work in the woods at least a hundred miles from his nearest neighbor, though it matters nothing to me how many people you kill. That’s the only pointer I will give you—I’m giving it merely to keep you from blowing up the whole country,” he concluded with a grim smile. “Good-bye.”


      * * * *


      As the door closed behind the cynical scientist, Brookings took a small gold instrument, very like a watch, from his pocket. He touched a button and held the machine close to his lips.


      “Perkins,” he said softly, “M. Reynolds Crane has in his house a bottle of solution.”


      “Yes, sir. Can you describe it?”


      “Not exactly. It is greenish yellow in color, and I gather that it is in a small bottle, as there isn’t much of the stuff in the world. I don’t know what it smells or tastes like, and I wouldn’t advise experimenting with it, as it seems to be a violent explosive and is probably poisonous. Any bottle of solution of that color kept in a particularly safe place would probably be the one. Let me caution you that this is the biggest thing you have ever been in, and it must not fail. Any effort to purchase it would be useless, however large a figure were named. But if the bottle were only partly emptied and filled up with water, I don’t believe anyone would notice the difference, at least for some time, do you?”


      “Probably not, sir. Good-bye.”


      Next morning, shortly after the office opened, Perkins, whose principal characteristic was that of absolute noiselessness, glided smoothly into Brookings’ office. Taking a small bottle about half full of a greenish-yellow liquid from his pocket, he furtively placed it under some papers upon his superior’s desk.


      “A man found this last night, sir, and thought it might belong to you. He said this was a little less than half of it, but that you could have the rest of it any time you want it.”


      “Thank you, Perkins, he was right. It is ours. Here’s a letter which just came,” handing him an envelope, which rustled as Perkins folded it into a small compass and thrust it into his vest pocket. “Good morning.”


      As Perkins slid out, Brookings spoke into his telephone, and soon Chambers, his chief chemist, appeared.


      “Doctor Chambers,” Brookings began, showing him the bottle, “I have here a solution which in some way is capable of liberating the intra-atomic energy of matter, about which I asked you yesterday. It works on copper. I would like to have you work out the process for us, if you will.”


      “What about the man who discovered the process?” asked Chambers, as he touched the bottle gingerly.


      “He is not available. Surely what one chemist can do, others can? You will not have to work alone. You can hire the biggest men in the line to help you—expense is no object.”


      “No, it wouldn’t be, if such a process could be worked out. Let me see, whom can we get? Doctor Seaton is probably the best man in the country for such a research, but I don’t think that we can get him. I tried to get him to work on the iridium-osmium problem, but he refused.”


      “We might make an offer big enough to get him.”


      “No. Don’t mention it to him,” with a significant look. “He’s to know nothing about it.”


      “Well, then, how about DuQuesne, who was in here yesterday? He’s probably next to Seaton.”


      “I took it up with him yesterday. We can’t get him, his figures are entirely out of reason. Aren’t there any other men in the country who know anything? You are a good man, why don’t you tackle it yourself?”


      “Because I don’t know anything about that particular line of research, and I want to keep on living awhile longer,” the chemist replied bluntly. “There are other good men whom I can get, however. Van Schravendyck, of our own laboratory, is nearly as good as either Seaton or DuQuesne. He has done a lot of work on radio-activity and that sort of thing, and I think he would like to work on it.”


      “All right. Please get it started without delay. Give him about a quarter of the solution and have the rest put in the vault. Be sure that his laboratory is set up far enough away from everything else to avoid trouble in case of an explosion, and caution him not to work on too much copper at once. I gather that an ounce or so will be plenty.”


      * * * *


      The chemist went back to his laboratory and sought his first assistant.


      “Van,” he began, “Mr. Brookings has been listening to some lunatic who claims to have solved the mystery of liberating intra-atomic energy.”


      “That’s old stuff,” the assistant said, laughing. “That and perpetual motion are always with us. What did you tell him?”


      “I didn’t get a chance to tell him anything—he told me. Yesterday, you know, he asked me what would happen if it could be liberated, and I answered truthfully that lots of things would happen, and volunteered the information that it was impossible. Just now he called me in, gave me this bottle of solution, saying that it contained the answer to the puzzle, and wanted me to work it out. I told him that it was out of my line and that I was afraid of it—which I would be if I thought there was anything in it—but that it was more or less in your line, and he said to put you on it right away. He also said that expense was no object; to set up an independent laboratory a hundred miles off in the woods, to be safe in case of an explosion; and to caution you not to use too much copper at once—that an ounce or so would be plenty!”


      “An ounce! Ten thousand tons of nitroglycerin! I’ll say an ounce would be plenty, if the stuff is any good at all, which of course it isn’t. Queer, isn’t it, how the old man would fall for anything like that? How did he explain the failure of the discoverer to develop it himself?”


      “He said the discoverer is not available,” answered Chambers with a laugh. “I’ll bet he isn’t available—he’s back in St. Elizabeth’s again by this time, where he came from. I suggested that we get either Seaton or DuQuesne of Rare Metals to help us on it, and he said that they had both refused to touch it, or words to that effect. If those two turned down a chance to work on a thing as big as this would be, there probably is nothing in this particular solution that is worth a rap. But what Brookings says goes, around here, so it’s you for the woods. And don’t take any chances, either—it is conceivable that something might happen.”


      “Sure it might, but it won’t. We’ll set up that lab near a good trout stream, and I’ll have a large and juicy vacation. I’ll work on the stuff a little, too—enough to make a good report, at least. I’ll analyze it, find out what is in it, deposit it on some copper, shoot an electrolytic current through it, and make a lot of wise motions generally, and have a darn good time besides.”


      CHAPTER III


      Seaton Solves the Problem of Power


      “Well, Mart,” said Seaton briskly, “now that the Seaton-Crane Company, Engineers, is organized to your satisfaction, let’s hop to it. I suppose I’d better beat it downtown and hunt up a place to work?”


      “Why not work here?”


      “Your house? You don’t want this kind of experimenting going on around here, do you? Suppose a chunk of the stuff gets away from me and tears the side out of the house?”


      “This house is the logical place to work. I already have a complete machine shop and testing laboratory out in the hangar, and we can easily fit up a chemical laboratory for you up in the tower room. You can have open windows on four sides there, and if you should accidentally take out the wall there will be little damage done. We will be alone here, with the few neighbors so thoroughly accustomed to my mechanical experiments that they are no longer curious.”


      “Fine. There’s another good thing, too. Your man Shiro. He’s been with you in so many tight pinches in all the unknown corners of the world on your hunting trips and explorations that we can trust him, and he’ll probably come in handy.”


      “Yes, we can trust him implicitly. As you know, he is really my friend instead of my man.”


      During the next few days, while workmen were installing a complete chemical laboratory in the tower room, Seaton busied himself in purchasing the equipment necessary for the peculiar problem before him. His list was long and varied, ranging from a mighty transformer, capable of delivering thousands of kilovolts down to a potentiometer, so sensitive that it would register the difference of potential set up by two men in shaking hands.


      From daylight until dark Seaton worked in the laboratory, either alone or superintending and assisting the men at work there. Every night when Crane went to bed he saw Seaton in his room in a haze of smoke, poring over blueprints or, surrounded by abstruse works upon the calculus and sub-atomic phenomena, making interminable calculations.


      Less than two miles away lived Dorothy Vaneman, who had promised to be his wife. He had seen her but once since “the impossible” had happened, since his prosaic copper steam-bath had taken flight under his hand and pointed the way to a great adventure. In a car his friend was to build, moved by this stupendous power which he must learn to control, they would traverse interstellar space—visit strange planets and survey strange solar systems.


      While he did not forget his sweetheart—the thought of her was often in his mind, and the fact that her future was so intimately connected with his own gave to every action a new meaning—he had such a multitude of things to do and was so eager to get them all done at once that day after day went by and he could not find time to call upon her.


      Crane remonstrated in vain. His protests against Seaton’s incessant work had no effect. Seaton insisted that he must fix firmly just a few more points before they eluded him, and stuck doggedly to his task.


      Finally, Crane laid his work aside and went to call upon the girl. He found her just leaving home, and fell into step beside her. For awhile she tried to rouse herself to be entertaining, or at least friendly, but the usual ease with which she chatted had deserted her, and her false gayety did not deceive the keen-minded Crane for an instant. Soon the two were silent as they walked along together. Crane’s thoughts were on the beautiful girl beside him, and on the splendid young genius under his roof, so deeply immersed in his problem that he was insensible to everything else.


      “I have just left Dick,” Crane said suddenly, and paying no attention to her startled glance. “Did you ever in your life see anyone with his singleness of purpose? With all his brilliance, one idea at a time is all that he seems capable of—though that is probably why he is such a genius. He is working himself insane. Has he told you about leaving the Bureau?”


      “No. Has he? Has it anything to do with what happened that day at the laboratory? I haven’t seen him since the accident, or discovery, whichever it was, happened. He came to see me at half-past ten, when he was invited for dinner—oh, Martin, I had been so angry!—and he told such a preposterous story, I’ve been wondering since if I didn’t dream it.”


      “No, you didn’t dream it, no matter how wild it sounded. He said it, and it is all true. I cannot explain it to you; Dick himself cannot explain it, even to me. But I can give you an idea of what we both think it may come to.”


      “Yes, do.”


      “Well, he has discovered something that makes copper act mighty queer—knocks it off its feet, so to speak. That day a piece went up and never did come down.”


      “Yes, that is what is so preposterous!”


      “Just a moment, please,” replied the imperturbable Crane. “You should know that nothing ordinary can account for Dick’s behavior, and after what I have seen this last week I shall never again think anything preposterous. As I said, this piece of copper departed, via the window, for scenes unknown. As far as a pair of good binoculars could follow it, it held to a perfectly straight course toward those scenes. We intend to follow it in some suitable vehicle.”


      He paused, looking at his companion’s face, but she did not speak.


      “Building the conveyance is where I come in,” he continued in his matter-of-fact voice. “As you know, I happen to have almost as much money as Dick has brains, and some day, before the summer is over, we expect to go somewhere. We do not know where, but it will be a long way from this earth.”


      There was a silence, then Dorothy said, helplessly:


      “Well, go on.… I can’t understand.…”


      “Neither can I. All I know is that Dick wants to build a heavy steel hull, and he is going to put something inside it that will take us out into space. Only occasionally do I see a little light as he tries to explain the mechanism of the thing to me.”


      After enjoining upon her the strictest secrecy he repeated the story that Seaton had told him, and informed her as to the present condition of affairs.


      “It’s no wonder the other chemists thought he was crazy, is it, Martin?”


      “No, especially after the failure of his demonstration the next morning. You see, he tried to prove to the others that he was right, and nothing happened. He has found out since that an electrical machine in another room, which was not running that morning, played a very important part. When the copper refused to act as it had the night before they all took the snap judgment that he had suffered an attack of temporary insanity, and that the solution was worthless. They called him ‘Nobody Holme’.”


      “It almost fits, at that!” exclaimed Dorothy, laughing.


      “But if he thought of that,” she added, thoughtfully, “if he was brilliant enough to build up such a wonderful theory…think out such a thing as actually traveling to the stars…all on such a slight foundation of fact… I wonder why he couldn’t have told me?”


      She hadn’t meant to utter the last thought. Nobody must know how being left out of it had hurt her, and she would have recalled the words if she could. Crane understood, and answered loyally.


      “He will tell you all about it very soon, never fear. His is the mind of a great scientist, working on a subject of which but very few men have even an inkling. I am certain that the only reason he thought of me is that he could not finance the investigation alone. Never think for an instant that his absorption implies a lack of fondness for you. You are his anchor, his only hold on known things. In fact, it was about this that I came to see you. Dick is working himself at a rate that not even a machine can stand. He eats hardly anything, and if he sleeps at all, I have never caught him at it. That idea is driving him day and night, and if he goes on the way he is going, it means a breakdown. I do not know whether you can make him listen to reason or not—certainly no one else can. If you think you can do it, that is to be your job, and it will be the biggest one of the three.”


      “How well you understand him,” Dorothy said, after a pause. “You make me feel ashamed, Martin. I should have known without being told. Then I wouldn’t have had these nasty little doubts about him.”


      “I should call them perfectly natural, considering the circumstances,” he answered. “Men with minds like Dick’s are rare. They work on only one track. Your part will be hard. He will come to you, bursting with news and aching to tell you all about his theories and facts and calculations, and you must try to take his mind off the whole thing and make him think of something else. It looks impossible to me.”


      The smile had come back to Dorothy’s face. Her head, graced by its wealth of gleaming auburn hair, was borne proudly, and glancing mischief lit her violet eyes.


      “Didn’t you just tell me nothing is impossible? You know, Martin, that I can make Dicky forget everything, even interstellar—did I get that word right?—space itself, with my violin.”


      “Trying to beguile a scientist from his hobby is comparable only to luring a drug addict away from his vice…but I would not be surprised if you could do it,” he slowly replied.


      For he had heard her play. She and Seaton had been caught near his home by a sudden shower while on horseback, and had dashed in for shelter. While the rain beat outside and while Shiro was preparing one of his famous suppers, Crane had suggested that she pass the time by playing his “fiddle.” Dorothy realized, with the first sweep of the bow, that she was playing a Stradivarius, the like of which she had played before only in her dreams. She forgot her listeners, forgot the time and the place, and poured out in her music all the beauty and tenderness of her nature. Soft and full the tones filled the room, and in Crane’s vision there rose a home filled with happy work, with laughter and companionship, with playing children who turned their faces to their mother as do flowers to the light. Sensing the girl’s dreams as the music filled his ears, he realized as never before in his busy, purposeful life how beautiful a home with the right woman could be. No thought of love for Dorothy entered his mind, for he knew that the love existing between her and his friend was of the kind that nothing could alter, but he felt that she had unwittingly given him a great gift. Often thereafter in his lonely hours he had imagined that dream-home, and nothing less than its perfection would ever satisfy him.


      For a time they walked on in silence. On Dorothy’s face was a tender look, the reflection of her happy thoughts, and in Crane’s mind floated again the vision of his ideal home, the home whose central figure he was unable to visualize. At last she turned and placed her hand on his arm.


      “You have done a great deal for me—for us,” she said simply. “I wish there were something I could do for you in return.”


      “You have already done much more than that for me, Dorothy,” he answered, more slowly even than usual. “It is hard for me to express just what it is, but I want you to know that you and Dick mean much to me.… You are the first real woman I have ever known, and some day, if life is good to me, I hope to have some girl as lovely care for me.”


      Dorothy’s sensitive face flushed warmly. So unexpected and sincere was his praise that it made her feel both proud and humble. She had never realized that this quiet, apparently unimaginative man had seen all the ideals she expressed in her music. A woman expects to appear lovely to her lover, and to the men who would be her lovers if they could, but here was a man who neither sought nor expected any favors, saying that he wanted some girl as lovely for his own. Truly it was a compliment to be cherished.


      After they had returned to the house and Crane had taken his departure, Dorothy heard the purr of a rapidly approaching motorcycle, and her heart leaped as she went to the door to welcome her lover.


      “It seems like a month since I saw you last, sweetheart!” he exclaimed, as he lifted her clear from the floor in a passionate embrace and kissed in turn her lips, her eyes, the tip of her nose, the elusive dimple in her cheek, and the adorable curve of her neck.


      “It seems longer than that to me, Dicky. I was perfectly miserable until Martin called this afternoon and explained what you have been doing.”


      “Yes, I met him on the way over. But honestly, Dottie, I simply couldn’t get away. I wanted to, the worst way, but everything went so slow.…”


      “Slow? When you have a whole laboratory installed in a week? What would you call speed?”


      “About two days. And then, there were a lot of little ideas that had to be nailed down before they got away from me. This is a horribly big job, Dottie, and when a fellow gets into it he can’t quit. But you know that I love you just the same, even though I do appear to neglect you,” he continued with fierce intensity. “I love you with everything there is in me. I love you, mind, body and spirit; love you as a man should love the one and only woman. For you are the only woman, there never was and never will be another. I love you morally, physically, intellectually, and every other way there is, for the perfect little darling that you are.”


      She moved in his embrace and her arms tightened about his neck.


      “You are the nearest thing to absolute perfection that ever came into this imperfect world,” he continued. “Just to think of a girl of your sheer beauty, your ability, your charm, your all-round perfection, being engaged to a thing like me, makes me dizzy—but I sure do love you, little girl of mine. I will love you as long as we live, and afterward, my soul will love your soul throughout eternity. You know that, sweetheart girl.”


      “Oh, Dick!” she whispered, her soul shaken with response to his love. “I never dreamed it possible for a woman to love as I love you. ‘Whither thou goest.…’”


      Her voice failed in the tempest of her emotion, and they clung together in silence.


      They were finally interrupted by Dorothy’s stately and gracious mother, who came in to greet Seaton and invite him to have dinner with them.


      “I knew that Dot would forget such an unimportant matter,” she said, with a glint of Dorothy’s own mischief in her eyes.


      * * * *


      As they went into the dining-room Dorothy was amazed to see the changes that six days had wrought in Seaton. His face looked thin, almost haggard. Fine lines had made their appearance at the corners of his eyes and around his mouth, and faint but unmistakable blue rings encircled his eyes.


      “You have been working too hard, boy,” she reproved him gravely.


      “Oh, no,” he rejoined lightly. “I’m all right, I never felt better. Why, I could whip a rattlesnake right now, and give him the first bite!”


      She laughed at his reply, but the look of concern did not leave her face. As soon as they were seated at the table she turned to her father, a clean-cut, gray-haired man of fifty, known as one of the shrewdest attorneys in the city.


      “Daddy,” she demanded, “what do you mean by being elected director in the Seaton-Crane Company and not telling me anything about it?”


      “Daughter,” he replied in the same tone, “what do you mean by asking such a question as that? Don’t you know that it is a lawyer’s business to get information, and to give it out only to paying clients? However, I can tell you all I know about the Seaton-Crane Company without adding to your store of knowledge at all. I was present at one meeting, gravely voted ‘aye’ once, and that is all.”


      “Didn’t you draw up the articles of incorporation?”


      “I am doing it, yes; but they don’t mean anything. They merely empower the Company to do anything it wants to, the same as other large companies do.” Then, after a quick but searching glance at Seaton’s worn face and a warning glance at his daughter, he remarked:


      “I read in the Star this evening that Enright and Stanwix will probably make the Australian Davis Cup team, and that the Hawaiian with the unpronounceable name has broken three or four more world’s records. What do you think of our tennis chances this year, Dick?”


      Dorothy flushed, and the conversation, steered by the lawyer into the safer channels, turned to tennis, swimming, and other sports. Seaton, whose plate was unobtrusively kept full by Mr. Vaneman, ate such a dinner as he had not eaten in weeks. After the meal was over they all went into the spacious living-room, where the men ensconced themselves in comfortable Morris chairs with long, black cigars between their teeth, and all four engaged in a spirited discussion of various topics of the day. After a time, the older couple left the room, the lawyer going into his study to work, as he always did in the evening.


      “Well, Dicky, how’s everything?” Dorothy asked, unthinkingly.


      The result of this innocent question was astonishing. Seaton leaped to his feet. The problem, dormant for two hours, was again in complete possession of his mind.


      “Rotten!” he snapped, striding back and forth and brandishing his half-smoked cigar. “My head is so thick that it takes a thousand years for an idea to filter into it. I should have the whole thing clear by this time, but I haven’t. There’s something, some little factor, that I can’t get. I’ve almost had it a dozen times, but it always gets away from me. I know that the force is there and I can liberate it, but I can’t work out a system of control until I can understand exactly why it acts the way it does.” Then, more slowly, thinking aloud rather than addressing the girl:


      “The force is attraction toward all matter, generated by the vibrations of all the constituent electrons in parallel planes. It is directed along a line perpendicular to the plane of vibration at its center, and approaches infinity as the angle theta approaches the limit of Pi divided by two. Therefore, by shifting the axis of rotation or the plane of vibration thus making theta vary between the limits of zero and Pi divided by two.…”


      He was interrupted by Dorothy, who, mortified by her thoughtlessness in getting him started, had sprung up and seized him by the arm.


      “Sit down, Dicky!” she implored. “Sit down, you’re rocking the boat! Save your mathematics for Martin. Don’t you know that I could never find out why ‘x’ was equal to ‘y’ or to anything else in algebra?”


      She led him back to his chair, where he drew her down to a seat on the arm beside him.


      “Whom do you love?” she whispered gayly in his ear.


      After a time she freed herself.


      * * * *


      “I haven’t practised today. Don’t you want me to play for you a little?”


      “Fine business, Dottie. When you play a violin, it talks.”


      She took down her violin and played; first his favorites, crashing selections from operas and solos by the great masters, abounding in harmonies on two strings. Then she changed to reveries and soft, plaintive melodies. Seaton listened with profound enjoyment. Under the spell of the music he relaxed, pushed out the footrest of the chair, and lay back at ease, smoking dreamily. The cigar finished and his hands at rest, his eyes closed of themselves. The music, now a crooning lullaby, grew softer and slower, until his deep and regular breathing showed that he was sound asleep. She stopped playing and sat watching him intently, her violin in readiness to play again, if he should show the least sign of waking, but there was no such sign. Freed from the tyranny of the mighty brain which had been driving it so unmercifully, his body was making up for many hours of lost sleep.


      Assured that he was really asleep, Dorothy tip-toed to her father’s study and quietly went in.


      “Daddy, Dick is asleep out there in the chair. What shall we do with him?”


      “Good work, Dottie Dimple. I heard you playing him to sleep—you almost put me to sleep as well. I’ll get a blanket and we’ll put him to bed right where he is.”


      “Dear old Dad,” she said softly, sitting on the arm of his chair and rubbing her cheek against his. “You always did understand, didn’t you?”


      “I try to, Kitten,” he answered, pulling her ear. “Seaton is too good a man to see go to pieces when it can be prevented. That is why I signalled you to keep the talk off the company and his work. One of the best lawyers I ever knew, a real genius, went to pieces that same way. He was on a big, almost an impossible, case. He couldn’t think of anything else, didn’t eat or sleep much for months. He won the case, but it broke him. But he wasn’t in love with a big, red-headed beauty of a girl, and so didn’t have her to fiddle him to sleep.


      “Well, I’ll go get the blanket,” he concluded, with a sudden change in his tone.


      In a few moments he returned and they went into the living-room together. Seaton lay in exactly the same position, only the regular lifting of his powerful chest showing that he was alive.


      “I think we had better.…”


      “Sh…sh,” interrupted the girl in an intense whisper. “You’ll wake him up, Daddy.”


      “Bosh! You couldn’t wake him up with a club. His own name might rouse him, particularly if you said it; no other ordinary sound would. I started to say that I think we had better put him to bed on the davenport. He would be more comfortable.”


      “But that would surely wake him. And he’s so big.…”


      “Oh, no, it wouldn’t, unless I drop him on the floor. And he doesn’t weigh much over two hundred, does he?”


      “About ten or eleven pounds.”


      “Even though I am a lawyer, and old and decrepit, I can still handle that much.”


      With Dorothy anxiously watching the proceeding and trying to help, Vaneman picked Seaton up out of the chair, with some effort, and carried him across the room. The sleeping man muttered as if in protest at being disturbed, but made no other sign of consciousness. The lawyer then calmly removed Seaton’s shoes and collar, while the girl arranged pillows under his head and tucked the blanket around him. Vaneman bent a quizzical glance upon his daughter, under which a flaming blush spread from her throat to her hair.


      “Well,” she said, defiantly, “I’m going to, anyway.”


      “My dear, of course you are. If you didn’t, I would disown you.”


      As her father turned away, Dorothy knelt beside her lover and pressed her lips tightly to his.


      “Good night, sweetheart,” she murmured.


      “’Night,” he muttered in his sleep, as his lips responded faintly to her caress.


      Vaneman waited for his daughter, and when she appeared, the blush again suffusing her face, he put his arm around her.


      “Dorothy,” he said at the door of her room, using her full name, a very unusual thing for him, “the father of such a girl as you are hates to lose her, but I advise you to stick to that boy. Believe in him and trust him, no matter what happens. He is a real man.”


      “I know it, Dad…thank you. I had a touch of the blues today, but I never will again. I think more of his little finger than I do of all the other men I ever knew, put together. But how do you know him so well? I know him, of course, but that’s different.”


      “I have various ways of getting information. I know Dick Seaton better than you do—better than he knows himself. I have known all about every man who ever looked at you twice. I have been afraid once or twice that I would have to take a hand, but you saw them right, just as you see Seaton right. For some time I have been afraid of the thought of your marrying, the young men in your social set are such a hopeless lot, but I am not any more. When I hand my little girl over to her husband next October I can be really happy with you, instead of anxious for you. That’s how well I know Richard Seaton.… Well, good night, daughter mine.”


      “Good night, Daddy dear,” she replied, throwing her arms around his neck. “I have the finest Dad a girl ever had, and the finest…boy. Good night.”


      * * * *


      It was three o’clock the following afternoon when Seaton appeared in the laboratory. His long rest had removed all the signs of overwork and he was his alert, vigorous self, but when Crane saw him and called out a cheery greeting he returned it with a sheepish smile.


      “Don’t say anything, Martin—I’m thinking it all, and then some. I made a regular fool of myself last night. Went to sleep in a chair and slept seventeen hours without a break. I never felt so cheap in my life.”


      “You were worn out, Dick, and you know it. That sleep put you on your feet again, and I hope you will have sense enough to take care of yourself after this. I warn you now, Dick, that if you start any more of that midnight work I will simply call Dorothy over here and have her take charge of you.”


      “That’s it, Mart, rub it in. Don’t you see that I am flat on my back, with all four paws in the air? But I’m going to sleep every night. I promised Dottie to go to bed not later than twelve, if I have to quit right in the middle of an idea, and I told her that I was coming out to see her every other evening and every Sunday. But here’s the dope. I’ve got that missing factor in my theory—got it while I was eating breakfast this afternoon.”


      “If you had eaten and slept regularly here and kept yourself fit you would have seen it before.”


      “Yes, I guess that’s right, too. If I miss a meal or a sleep from now on I want you to sand-bag me. But never mind that. Here’s the explanation. We doped out before, you know, that the force is something like magnetism, and is generated when the coil causes the electrons of this specially-treated copper to vibrate in parallel planes. The knotty point was what could be the effect of a weak electric current in liberating the power. I’ve got it! It shifts the plane of vibration of the electrons!”


      “It is impossible to shift that plane, Dick. It is fixed by physical state, just as speed is fixed by temperature.”


      “No, it isn’t. That is, it usually is, but in this case it may be shifted. Here’s the mathematical proof.”


      So saying, Seaton went over to the drafting table, tacked down a huge sheet of paper, and sketched rapidly, explaining as he drew. Soon the two men were engaged in a profound mathematical argument. Sheet after sheet of paper was filled with equations and calculations, and the table was covered with reference books. After two hours of intense study and hot discussion Crane’s face took on a look of dawning comprehension, which changed to amazement and then to joy. For the first time in Seaton’s long acquaintance with him, his habitual calm was broken.


      “By George!” he cried, shaking Seaton’s hand in both of his. “I think you have it! But how under the sun did you get the idea? That calculus isn’t in any of the books. Where did you get it? Dick, you’re a wonder!”


      “I don’t know how I got the idea, it merely came to me. But that Math is right—it’s got to be right, no other conclusion is possible. Now, if that calc is right, and I know it is, do you see how narrow the permissible limits of shifting are? Look at equation 236. Believe me, I sure was lucky, that day in the Bureau. It’s a wonder I didn’t blow up the whole works. Suppose I hadn’t been working with a storage cell that gave only four amperes at two volts? That’s unusually low, you know, for that kind of work.”


      Crane carefully studied the equation referred to and figured for a moment.


      “In that case the limit would be exactly eight watts. Anything above that means instant decomposition?”


      “Yes.”


      Crane whistled, a long, low whistle.


      “And that bath weighed forty pounds—enough to vaporize the whole planet. Dick, it cannot be possible.”


      “It doesn’t seem that way, but it is. It certainly makes me turn cold all over, though, to think of what might have happened. You know now why I wouldn’t touch the solution again until I had this stuff worked out?”


      “I certainly do. You should be even more afraid of it now. I don’t mind nitroglycerin or T.N.T., but anything like that is merely a child’s plaything compared to this. Perhaps we had better drop it?”


      “Not in seven thousand years. The mere fact that I was so lucky at first proves that Fate intended this thing to be my oyster. However, I’ll not tempt the old lady any farther. I’m going to start with one millionth of a volt, and will use a piece of copper visible only under a microscope. But there’s absolutely no danger, now that we know what it is. I can make it eat out of my hand. Look at this equation here, though. That being true, it looks as though you could get the same explosive effect by taking a piece of copper which had once been partially decomposed and subjecting it to some force, say an extremely heavy current. Again under the influence of the coil, a small current would explode it, wouldn’t it?”


      “It looks that way, from those figures.”


      “Say, wouldn’t that make some bullet? Unstabilize a piece of copper in that way and put it inside a rifle bullet, arranged to make a short circuit on impact. By making the piece of copper barely visible you could have the explosive effect of only a few sticks of dynamite—a piece the size of a pea would obliterate New York City. But that’s a long way from our flying-machine.”


      “Perhaps not so far as you think. When we explore new worlds it might be a good idea to have a liberal supply of such ammunition, of various weights, for emergencies.”


      “It might, at that. Here’s another point in equation 249. Suppose the unstabilized copper were treated with a very weak current, not strong enough to explode it? A sort of borderline condition? The energy would be liberated, apparently, but in an entirely new way. Wonder what would happen? I can’t see from the theory—have to work it out. And here’s another somewhat similar condition, right here, that will need investigating. I’ve sure got a lot of experimental work ahead of me before I’ll know anything. How’re things going with you?”


      “I have the drawings and blue-prints of the ship itself done, and working sketches of the commercial power-plant. I am working now on the details, such as navigating instruments, food, water, and air supplies, special motors, and all of the hundred and one little things that must be taken into consideration. Then, as soon as you get the power under control, we will have only to sketch in the details of the power-plant and its supports before we can begin construction.”


      “Fine, Mart, that’s great. Well, let’s get busy!”


      CHAPTER IV


      Steel Liberates Energy—Unexpectedly


      DuQuesne was in his laboratory, poring over an abstruse article in a foreign journal of science, when Scott came breezily in with a newspaper in his hand, across the front page of which stretched great headlines.


      “Hello, Blackie!” he called. “Come down to earth and listen to this tale of mystery from that world-renowned fount of exactitude and authority, the Washington Clarion. Some miscreant has piled up and touched off a few thousand tons of T.N.T. and picric acid up in the hills. Read about it, it’s good.”


      DuQuesne read:


      MYSTERIOUS EXPLOSION!


      Mountain Village Wiped Out of Existence!

      Two Hundred Dead, None Injured!


      Force Felt All Over World. Cause Unknown.

      Scientists Baffled.


      Harper’s Ferry. March 26.—At 10: 23 A.M. today, the village of Bankerville, about thirty miles north of this place, was totally destroyed by an explosion of such terrific violence that seismographs all over the world recorded the shock, and that windows were shattered even in this city. A thick pall of dust and smoke was observed in the sky and parties set out immediately. They found, instead of the little mountain village, nothing except an immense, crater-like hole in the ground, some two miles in diameter and variously estimated at from two to three thousand feet deep. No survivors have been found, no bodies have been recovered. The entire village, with its two hundred inhabitants, has been wiped out of existence. Not so much as a splinter of wood or a fragment of brick from any of the houses can be found. Scientists are unable to account for the terrific force of the explosion, which far exceeded that of the most violent explosive known.


      “Hmm. That sounds reasonable, doesn’t it?” asked DuQuesne, sarcastically, as he finished reading.


      “It sure does,” replied Scott, grinning. “What’d’you suppose it was? Think the reporter heard a tire blow out on Pennsylvania Avenue?”


      “Perhaps. Nothing to it, anyway,” as he turned back to his work.


      As soon as the visitor had gone a sneering smile spread over DuQuesne’s face and he picked up his telephone.


      “The fool did it. That will cure him of sucking eggs!” he muttered. “Operator? DuQuesne speaking. I am expecting a call this afternoon. Please ask him to call me at my house.… Thank you.”


      “Fred,” he called to his helper, “if anyone wants me, tell them that I have gone home.”


      He left the building and stepped into his car. In less than half an hour he arrived at his house on Park Road, overlooking beautiful Rock Creek Park. Here he lived alone save for an old colored couple who were his servants.


      In the busiest part of the afternoon Chambers rushed unannounced into Brookings’ private office. His face was white as chalk.


      “Read that, Mr. Brookings!” he gasped, thrusting the Clarion extra into his hand.


      Brookings read the news of the explosion, then looked at his chief chemist, his face turning gray.


      “Yes, sir, that was our laboratory,” said Chambers, dully.


      “The fool! Didn’t you tell him to work with small quantities?”


      “I did. He said not to worry, that he was taking no chances, that he would never have more than a gram of copper on hand at once in the whole laboratory.”


      “Well… I’ll…be…damned!” Slowly turning to the telephone, Brookings called a number and asked for Doctor DuQuesne, then called another.


      “Brookings speaking. I would like to see you this afternoon. Will you be at home?… I’ll be there in about an hour. Good bye.”


      * * * *


      When Brookings arrived he was shown into DuQuesne’s study. The two men shook hands perfunctorily and sat down, the scientist waiting for the other to speak.


      “Well, DuQuesne, you were right. Our man couldn’t handle it. But of course you didn’t mean the terms you mentioned before?”


      DuQuesne’s lips smiled; a hard, cold smile.


      “You know what I said, Brookings. Those terms are now doubled, twenty thousand and ten million. Nothing else goes.”


      “I expected it, since you never back down. The Corporation expects to pay for its mistakes. We accept your terms and I have contracts here for your services as research director, at a salary of two hundred and forty thousand dollars per annum, with the bonus and royalties you demand.”


      DuQuesne glanced over the documents and thrust them into his pocket.


      “I’ll go over these with my attorney to-night, and mail one back to you if he approves the contract. In the meantime, we may as well get down to business.”


      “What would you suggest?” asked Brookings.


      “You people stole the solution, I see.…”


      “Don’t use such harsh language, Doctor, it’s.…”


      “Why not? I’m for direct action, first, last and all the time. This thing is too important to permit of mincing words or actions, it’s a waste of time. Have you the solution here?”


      “Yes, here it is,” drawing the bottle from his pocket.


      “Where’s the rest of it?” asked DuQuesne as he noted the size of the bottle.


      “All that we found is here, except about a teaspoonful which the expert had to work on,” replied Brookings. “We didn’t get it all, only half of it. The rest of it was diluted with water, so that it wouldn’t be missed. After we get started, if you find it works out satisfactorily, we can procure the rest of it. That will certainly cause a disturbance, but it may be necessary.…”


      “Half of it!” interrupted DuQuesne. “You haven’t one-twentieth of it here. When I saw it in the Bureau, Seaton had about five hundred milliliters—over a pint—of it. I wonder if you’re double-crossing me again?”


      “No, you’re not,” he continued, paying no attention to the other’s protestations of innocence. “You’re paying me too much to want to block me now. The crook you sent out to get the stuff turned in only this much. Do you suppose he is holding out on us?”


      “No. You know Perkins and his methods.”


      “He missed the main bottle, then. That’s where your methods make me tired. When I want anything done, I believe in doing it myself, then I know it’s done right. As to what I suggest, that’s easy. I will take three or four of Perkins’ gunmen tonight. We’ll go out there and raid the place. We’ll shoot Seaton and anybody else who gets in the way. We’ll dynamite the safe and take their solution, plans, notes, money, and anything else we want.”


      “No, no, Doctor, that’s too crude altogether. If we have to do that, let it be only as a last resort.”


      “I say do it first, then we know we will get results. I tell you I’m afraid of pussyfooting and gumshoeing around Seaton and Crane. I used to think that Seaton was easy, but he seems to have developed greatly in the last few weeks, and Crane never was anybody’s fool. Together they make a combination hard to beat. Brute force, applied without warning, is our best bet, and there’s no danger, you know that. We’ve got away clean with lots worse stuff.”


      “It’s always dangerous, and we could wink at such tactics only after everything else has failed. Why not work it out from this solution we have, and then quietly get the rest of it? After we have it worked out, Seaton might get into an accident on his motorcycle, and we could prove by the state of development of our plans that we discovered it long ago.”


      “Because developing the stuff is highly dangerous, as you have found out. Even Seaton wouldn’t have been alive now if he hadn’t had a lot of luck at the start. Then, too, it would take too much time. Seaton has already developed it—you see, I haven’t been asleep and I know what he has done, just as well as you do—and why should we go through all that slow and dangerous experimental work when we can get their notes and plans as well as not? There is bound to be trouble anyway when we steal all their solution, even though they haven’t missed this little bit of it yet, and it might as well come now as any other time. The Corporation is amply protected, and I am still a Government chemist. Nobody even suspects that I am in on this deal. I will never see you except after hours and in private, and will never come near your offices. We will be so cautious that, even if anyone should get suspicious, they can’t possibly link us together, and until they do link us together, we are all safe. No, Brookings, a raid in force is the only sure and safe way. What is more natural than a burglary of a rich man’s house? It will be a simple affair. The police will stir around for a few days, then it will all be forgotten and we can go ahead. Nobody will suspect anything except Crane, if he is alive, and he won’t be able to do anything.”


      So the argument raged. Brookings was convinced that DuQuesne was right in wanting to get possession of all the solution, and also of the working notes and plans, but would not agree to the means suggested, holding out for quieter and more devious, but less actionable methods. Finally he ended the argument with a flat refusal to countenance the raid, and the scientist was forced to yield, although he declared that they would have to use his methods in the end, and that it would save time, money, and perhaps lives, if they were used first. Brookings then took from his pocket his wireless and called Perkins. He told him of the larger bottle of solution, instructing him to secure it and to bring back all plans, notes, and other material he could find which in any way pertained to the matter in hand. Then, after promising DuQuesne to keep him informed of developments, and giving him an instrument similar to the one he himself carried, Brookings took his leave.


      * * * *


      Seaton had worked from early morning until late at night, but had rigorously kept his promise to Dorothy. He had slept seven or eight hours every night and had called upon her regularly, returning from the visits with ever-keener zest for his work.


      Late in the afternoon, upon the day of the explosion, Seaton stepped into Crane’s shop with a mass of notes in his hand.


      “Well, Mart, I’ve got it—some of it, at least. The power is just what we figured it, so immensely large as to be beyond belief. I have found:


      “First: That it is a practically irresistible pull along the axis of the treated wire or bar. It is apparently focused at infinity, as near-by objects are not affected.


      “Second: I have studied two of the border-line regions of current we discussed. I have found that in one the power is liberated as a similar attractive force but is focused upon the first object in line with the axis of the bar. As long as the current is applied it remains focused upon that object, no matter what comes between. In the second border-line condition the power is liberated as a terrific repulsion.


      “Third: That the copper is completely transformed into available energy, there being no heat whatever liberated.


      “Fourth: Most important of all, that the X acts only as a catalyst for the copper and is not itself consumed, so that an infinitesimally thin coating is all that is required.”


      “You certainly have found out a great deal about it,” replied Crane, who had been listening with the closest attention, a look of admiration upon his face. “You have all the essential facts right there. Now we can go ahead and put in the details which will finish up the plans completely. Also, one of those points solves my hardest problem, that of getting back to the earth after we lose sight of it. We can make a small bar in that border-line condition and focus it upon the earth, and we can use that repulsive property to ward off any meteorites which may come too close to us.”


      “That’s right. I never thought of using those points for anything. I found them out incidentally, and merely mentioned them as interesting facts. I have a model of the main bar built, though, that will lift me into the air and pull me all around. Want to see it work?”


      “I certainly do.”


      As they were going out to the landing field Shiro called to them and they turned back to the house, learning that Dorothy and her father had just arrived.


      “Hello, boys!” Dorothy said, bestowing her radiant smile upon them both as Seaton seized her hand. “Dad and I came out to see that you were taking care of yourselves, and to see what you are doing. Are visitors allowed?”


      “No,” replied Seaton promptly. “All visitors are barred. Members of the firm and members of the family, however, are not classed as visitors.”


      “You came at the right time,” said Crane, smiling. “Dick has just finished a model, and was about to demonstrate it to me when you arrived. Come with us and watch the.…”


      “I object,” interrupted Seaton. “It is a highly undignified performance as yet, and.…”


      “Objection overruled,” interposed the lawyer, decisively. “You are too young and impetuous to have any dignity; therefore, any performance not undignified would be impossible, a priori. The demonstration will proceed.”


      * * * *


      Laughing merrily, the four made their way to the testing shed, in front of which Seaton donned a heavy leather harness, buckled about his shoulders, body and legs; to which were attached numerous handles, switches, boxes and other pieces of apparatus. He snapped the switch which started the Tesla coil in the shed and pressed a button on an instrument in his hand, attached to his harness by a small steel cable. Instantly there was a creak of straining leather and he shot vertically into the air for perhaps a hundred feet, where he stopped and remained motionless for a few moments. Then the watchers saw him point his arm and dart in the direction in which he pointed. By merely pointing, apparently, he changed his direction at will; going up and down, forward and backward, describing circles and loops and figures of eight. After a few minutes of this display he descended, slowing up abruptly as he neared the ground and making an easy landing.


      “There, oh beauteous lady and esteemed sirs,” he began, with a low bow and a sweeping flourish—when there was a snap, and he was jerked sidewise off his feet. In bowing, his cumbersome harness had pressed the controlling switch and the instrument he held in his hand, which contained the power-plant, or bar, had torn itself loose from its buckle. Instead of being within easy reach of his hand it was over six feet away, and was dragging him helplessly after it, straight toward the high stone wall! But only momentarily was he helpless, his keen mind discovering a way out of the predicament even as he managed to scramble to his feet in spite of the rapid pace. Throwing his body sidewise and reaching out his long arm as far as possible toward the bar, he succeeded in swinging it around so that he was running back toward the party and the spacious landing field. Dorothy and her father were standing motionless, staring at Seaton; the former with terror in her eyes, the latter in blank amazement. Crane had darted to the switch controlling the coil, and was reaching for it when Seaton passed them.


      “Don’t touch that switch!” he yelled. “I’ll catch that thing yet!”


      At this evidence that Seaton still thought himself master of the situation, Crane began to laugh, though he still kept his hand near the controlling switch. Dorothy, relieved of her fear for her lover’s safety, could not help but join him, so ludicrous were Seaton’s antics. The bar was straight out in front of him, about five feet above the ground, going somewhat faster than a man could run. It turned now to the right, now to the left, as his weight was thrown to one side or the other. Seaton, dragged along like a small boy trying to hold a runaway calf by the tail, was covering the ground in prodigious leaps and bounds; at the same time pulling himself up, hand over hand, to the bar in front of him. He soon reached it, seized it in both hands, again darted into the air, and descended lightly near the others, who were rocking with laughter.


      “I said it would be undignified,” chuckled Seaton, rather short of breath, “but I didn’t know just how much so it was going to be.”


      Dorothy tucked her fingers into his hand.


      “Are you hurt anywhere, Dick?”


      “Not a bit. He led me a great chase, though.”


      “I was scared to death until you told Martin to let the switch alone. But it was funny then! I hadn’t noticed your resemblance to a jumping-jack before. Won’t you do it again sometime and let us take a movie of it?”


      “That was as good as any show in town, Dick,” said the lawyer, wiping his eyes, “but you must be more careful. Next time, it might not be funny at all.”


      “There will be no next time for this rig,” replied Seaton. “This is merely to show us that our ideas are all right. The next trip will be in a full-scale, completely-equipped boat.”


      “It was perfectly wonderful,” declared Dorothy. “I know this first flight of yours will be a turning-point or something in history. I don’t pretend to understand how you did it—the sight of you standing still up there in the air made me wonder if I really were awake, even though I knew what to expect—but we wouldn’t have missed it for worlds, would we, Dad?”


      “No. I am very glad that we saw the first demonstration. The world has never before seen anything like it, and you two men will rank as two of the greatest discoverers.”


      “Seaton will, you mean,” replied Crane, uncomfortably. “You know I didn’t have anything to do with it.”


      “It’s nearly all yours,” denied Seaton. “Without your ideas I would have lost myself in space in my first attempt.”


      “You are both wrong,” said Vaneman. “You, Martin, haven’t enough imagination; and you, Dick, have altogether too much, for either of you to have done this alone. The honor will be divided equally between you.”


      * * * *


      He turned to Crane as Dorothy and Seaton set out toward the house.


      “What are you going to do with it, commercially? Dick, of course, hasn’t thought of anything except this space-car—equally of course, you have?”


      “Yes. Knowing the general nature of the power and confident that Dick would control it, I have already drawn up sketches for a power-plant installation of five hundred thousand electrical horsepower, which will enable us to sell power for less than one-tenth of a cent per kilowatt-hour and still return twenty percent annual dividends. However, the power-plant comes after the flyer.”


      “Why? Why not build the power-plant first, and take the pleasure trip afterward?”


      “There are several reasons. The principal one is that Dick and I would rather be off exploring new worlds, while the other members of the Seaton-Crane Company, Engineers, build the power-plant.”


      During the talk the men had reached the house, into which the others had disappeared some time before. Upon Crane’s invitation, Vaneman and his daughter stayed to dinner, and Dorothy played for awhile upon Crane’s wonderful violin. The rest of the evening was spent in animated discussion of the realization of Seaton’s dreams of flying without wings and beyond the supporting atmosphere. Seaton and Crane did their best to explain to the non-technical visitors how such flight was possible.


      “Well, I am beginning to understand it a little,” said Dorothy finally. “In plain language, it is like a big magnet or something, but different. Is that it?”


      “That’s it exactly,” Seaton assured her.


      “What are you going to call it? It isn’t like anything else that ever was. Already this evening you have called it a bus, a boat, a kite, a star-hound, a wagon, an aerial flivver, a sky-chariot, a space-eating wampus, and I don’t know what else. Even Martin has called it a vehicle, a ship, a bird, and a shell. What is its real name?”


      “I don’t know. It hasn’t got any that I know of. What would you suggest, Dottie?”


      “I don’t know what general name should be applied to them, but for this one there is only one possible name, ‘The Skylark.’”


      “Exactly right, Dorothy,” said Crane.


      “Fine!” cried Seaton. “And you shall christen it, Dottie, with a big Florence flask full of absolute vacuum. ‘I christen you “The Skylark.” BANG!’”


      As the guests were leaving, at a late hour, Vaneman said:


      “Oh, yes. I bought an extra Clarion as we came out. It tells a wild tale of an explosion so violent that science cannot explain it. I don’t suppose it is true, but it may make interesting reading for you two scientific sharps. Good night.”


      Seaton accompanied Dorothy to the car, bidding her a more intimate farewell on the way. When he returned, Crane, with an unusual expression of concern on his face, handed him the paper without a word.


      * * * *


      “What’s up, old man? Something in it?” he asked, as he took the paper. He fell silent as he read the first words, and after he had read the entire article he said slowly:


      “True, beyond a doubt. Even a Clarion reporter couldn’t imagine that. It’s all intra-atomic energy, all right—some poor devil trying our stunt without my horseshoe in his pocket.”


      “Think, Dick! Something is wrong somewhere. You know that two people did not discover X at the same time. The answer is that somebody stole your idea, but the idea is worthless without the X. You say that the stuff is extremely rare—where did they get it?”


      “That’s right, Mart. I never thought of that. The stuff is extremely rare. I am supposed to know something about rare metals, and I never heard of it before—there isn’t even a gap in the Periodic System in which it belongs. I would bet a hat that we have every milligram known to the world at present.”


      “Well, then,” said the practical Crane. “We had better see whether or not we have all we started with.”


      Asking Shiro to bring the large bottle from the vault, he opened the living-room safe and brought forth the small vial. The large bottle was still nearly full, the seal upon it unbroken. The vial was apparently exactly as Seaton had left it after he had made his bars.


      “Our stuff seems to be all there,” said Crane. “It looks as though someone else has discovered it also.”


      “I don’t believe it,” said Seaton, their positions now reversed. “It’s altogether too rare.”


      He scanned both bottles narrowly.


      “I can tell by taking the densities,” he added, and ran up to the laboratory, returning with a Westphal balance in his hand. After testing both solutions he said slowly:


      “Well, the mystery is solved. The large bottle has a specific gravity of 1.80, as it had when I prepared it; that in the vial reads only 1.41. Somebody has burglarized this safe and taken almost half of the solution, filling the vial up with colored water. The stuff is so strong that I probably never would have noticed the difference.”


      “But who could it have been?”


      “Search me! But it’s nothing to worry about now, anyway, because whoever it was is gone where he’ll never do it again. He’s taken the solution with him, too, so that nobody else can get it.”


      “I wish I were sure of that, Dick. The man who tried to do the research work is undoubtedly gone—but who is back of him?”


      “Nobody, probably. Who would want to be?”


      “To borrow your own phrase, Dick, Scott ‘chirped it’ when he called you ‘Nobody Holme.’ For a man with your brains you have the least sense of anybody I know. You know that this thing is worth, as a power project alone, thousands of millions of dollars, and that there are dozens of big concerns who would cheerfully put us both out of the way for a thousandth of that amount. The question is not to find one concern who might be backing a thing like that, but to pick out the one who is backing it.”


      * * * *


      After thinking deeply for a few moments he went on:


      “The idea was taken from your demonstration in the Bureau, either by an eye-witness or by someone who heard about it afterward, probably the former. Even though it failed, one man saw the possibilities. Who was that man? Who was there?”


      “Oh, a lot of the fellows were there. Scott, Smith, Penfield, DuQuesne, Roberts—quite a bunch of them. Let’s see—Scott hasn’t brains enough to do anything. Smith doesn’t know anything about anything except amines. Penfield is a pure scientist, who wouldn’t even quote an authority without asking permission. DuQuesne is…hm-m… DuQuesne…he… I.…”


      “Yes. DuQuesne. I have heard of him. He’s the big black fellow, about your own size? He has the brains, the ability, and the inclination, has he not?”


      “Well, I wouldn’t want to say that. I don’t know him very well, and personal dislike is no ground at all for suspicion, you know.”


      “Enough to warrant investigation. Is there anyone else who might have reasoned it out as you did, and as DuQuesne possibly could?”


      “Not that I remember. But we can count DuQuesne out, anyway, because he called me up this afternoon about some notes on gallium; so he is still in the Bureau. Besides, he wouldn’t let anybody else investigate it if he got it. He would do it himself, and I don’t think he would have blown himself up. I never did like him very well personally—he’s such a cold, inhuman son of a fish—but you’ve got to hand it to him for ability. He’s probably the best man in the world today on that kind of thing.”


      “No, I do not think that we will count him out yet. He may have had nothing to do with it, but we will have him investigated nevertheless, and will guard against future visitors here.”


      Turning to the telephone, he called the private number of a well-known detective.


      “Prescott? Crane speaking. Sorry to get you out of bed, but I should like to have a complete report upon Dr. Marc C. DuQuesne, of the Rare Metals Laboratory, as soon as possible. Every detail for the last two weeks, every move and every thought if possible. Please keep a good man on him until further notice.… I wish you would send two or three guards out here right away, to-night; men you can trust and who will stay awake.… Thanks. Good night.”


      CHAPTER V


      Direct Action


      Seaton and Crane spent some time developing the object-compass. Crane made a number of these instruments, mounted in gymbals, so that the delicate needles were free to turn in any direction whatever. They were mounted upon jeweled bearings, but bearings made of such great strength, that Seaton protested.


      “What’s the use, Mart? You don’t expect a watch to be treated like a stone-crusher. That needle weighs less than half a gram. Why mount it as though it weighed twenty pounds?”


      “To be safe. Remember the acceleration the Lark will be capable of, and also that on some other worlds, which we hope to visit, this needle will weigh more than it does here.”


      “That’s right, Mart, I never thought of that. Anyway, we can’t be too safe to suit me.”


      When the compasses were done and the power through them had been adjusted to one-thousandth of a watt, the lowest they could maintain with accuracy, they focused each instrument upon one of a set of most carefully weighed glass beads, ranging in size from a pin-head up to a large marble, and had the beads taken across the country by Shiro, in order to test the sensitiveness and accuracy of the new instruments. The first test was made at a distance of one hundred miles, the last at nearly three thousand. They found, as they had expected, that from the weight of the object and the time it took the needle to come to rest after being displaced from its line by a gentle tap of the finger, they could easily calculate the distance from the compass to the object. This fact pleased Crane immensely, as it gave him a sure means of navigation in space. The only objection to its use in measuring earthly distances was its extreme delicacy, the needle focused upon the smallest bead in the lot at a distance of three thousand miles coming to rest in little more than one second.


      The question of navigation solved, the two next devoted themselves to perfecting the “X-plosive bullet,” as Seaton called it. From his notes and equations Seaton calculated the weight of copper necessary to exert the explosive force of one pound of nitro-glycerin, and weighed out, on the most delicate assay-balance made, various fractions and multiples of this amount of the treated copper, while Crane fitted up the bullets of automatic-pistol cartridges to receive the charges and to explode them on impact.


      They placed their blueprints and working notes in the safe, as usual, taking with them only those notes dealing with the object-compass and the X-plosive bullet, upon which they were still working. No one except Shiro knew that the original tracings, from which the blue-prints had been made, and their final, classified notes were always kept in the vault. They cautioned him and the three guards to keep a close watch until they returned. Then they set out in the biplane, to try out the new weapon in a lonely place where the exploding shells could do no damage.


      * * * *


      They found that the X-plosive came fully up to expectations. The smallest charge they had prepared, fired by Crane at a great stump a full hundred yards away from the bare, flat-topped knoll that had afforded them a landing-place, tore it bodily from the ground and reduced it to splinters, while the force of the explosion made the two men stagger.


      “She sure is big medicine!” laughed Seaton. “Wonder what a real one will do?” and drawing his pistol, he inserted a cartridge carrying a much heavier charge.


      “Better be careful with the big ones,” cautioned Crane. “What are you going to shoot at?”


      “That rock over there,” pointing to a huge boulder half a mile away across the small valley. “Want to bet me a dinner I can’t hit it?”


      “No. You forget that I saw you win the pistol trophy of the District.”


      The pistol cracked, and when the bullet reached its destination the great stone was obliterated in a vast ball of flame. After a moment there was a deafening report—a crash as though the world were falling to pieces. Both men were hurled violently backward, stumbling and falling flat. Picking themselves up, they looked across the valley at the place where the boulder had stood, to see only an immense cloud of dust, which slowly blew away, revealing a huge hole in the ground. They were silent a moment, awed by the frightful power they had loosed.


      “Well, Mart,” Seaton broke the silence, “I’ll say those one-milligram loads are plenty big enough. If that’d been something coming after us—whether any possible other-world animal, a foreign battleship, or the mythical great sea-serpent himself, it’d be a good Indian now. Yes? No?”


      “Yes. When we use the heavier charges we must use long-range rifles. Have you had enough demonstration or do you want to shoot some more?”


      “I’ve had enough, thanks. That last rock I bounced off of was no pillow, I’ll tell the world. Besides, it looks as though I’d busted a leg or two off of our noble steed with my shot, and we may have to walk back home.”


      An examination of the plane, which had been moved many feet and almost overturned by the force of the explosion, revealed no damage that they could not repair on the spot, and dusk saw them speeding through the air toward the distant city.


      In response to a summons from his chief, Perkins silently appeared in Brookings’ office, without his usual complacent smile.


      “Haven’t you done anything yet, after all this time?” demanded the magnate. “We’re getting tired of this delay.”


      “I can’t help it, Mr. Brookings,” replied the subordinate. “They’ve got detectives from Prescott’s all over the place. Our best men have been trying ever since the day of the explosion, but can’t do a thing without resorting to violence. I went out there myself and looked them over, without being seen. There isn’t a man there with a record, and I haven’t been able so far to get anything on any one of them that we can use as a handle.”


      “No, Prescott’s men are hard to do anything with. But can’t you…?” Brookings paused significantly.


      “I was coming to that. I thought one of them might be seen, and I talked to him a little, over the phone, but I couldn’t talk loud enough without consulting you. I mentioned ten, but he held out for twenty-five. Said he wouldn’t consider it at all, but he wants to quit Prescott and go into business for himself.”


      “Go ahead on twenty-five. We want to get action,” said Brookings, as he wrote an order on the cashier for twenty-five thousand dollars in small-to-medium bills. “That is cheap enough, considering what DuQuesne’s rough stuff would probably cost. Report tomorrow about four, over our private phone—no, I’ll come down to the café, it’s safer.”


      * * * *


      The place referred to was the Perkins Café, a high-class restaurant on Pennsylvania Avenue, heavily patronized by the diplomatic, political, financial, and sporting circles of upper-class Washington. It was famous for its discreet waiters, and for the absolutely private rooms. Many of its patrons knew of its unique telephone service, in which each call went through such a devious system of relays that any attempt to trace it was hopeless; they knew that while “The Perkins” would not knowingly lend itself to any violation of law, it was an entirely safe and thoroughly satisfactory place in which to conduct business of the most secret and confidential character; a place from which one could enjoy personal conversation with persons to whom he wished to remain invisible and untraceable: a place which had never been known to “leak.” For these reasons it was really the diplomatic and political center of the country, and over its secret wires had gone, in guarded language, messages that would have rocked the world had they gone astray. It was recognized that the place was occasionally, by its very nature, used for illegal purposes, but it was such a political, financial, and diplomatic necessity that it carried a “Hands Off” sign. It was never investigated by Congress and never raided by the police. Hundreds of telephone calls were handled daily. A man would come in, order something served in a private room, leave a name at the desk, and say that he was expecting a call. There the affair ended. The telephone operators were hand-picked, men of very short memories, carefully trained never to look at a face and never to remember a name or a number. Although the precaution was unnecessary, this shortness of memory was often encouraged by bills of various denominations.


      No one except Perkins and the heads of the great World Steel Corporation knew that the urbane and polished proprietor of the café was a criminal of the blackest kind, whose liberty and life itself were dependent upon the will of the Corporation; or that the restaurant was especially planned and maintained as a blind for its underground activities; or that Perkins was holding a position which suited him exactly and which he would not have given up for wealth or glory—that of being the guiding genius who planned nefarious things for the men higher up, and saw to it that they were carried out by the men lower down. He was in constant personal touch with his superiors, but in order to avoid any chance of betrayal he never saw his subordinates personally. Not only were they entirely ignorant of his identity, but all possible means of their tracing him had been foreseen and guarded against. He called them on the telephone, but they never called him. The only possible way in which any of his subordinates could get in touch with him was by means of the wonderful wireless telephone already referred to, developed by a drug-crazed genius who had died shortly after it was perfected. It was a tiny instrument, no larger than a watch, but of practically unlimited range. The controlling central station of the few instruments in existence, from which any instrument could be cut out, changed in tune, or totally destroyed at will, was in Perkins’ office safe. A man intrusted with an unusually important job would receive from an unknown source an instrument, with directions sufficient for its use. As soon as the job was done he would find, upon again attempting to use the telephone, that its interior was so hopelessly wrecked that not even the most skilled artisan could reproduce what it had once been.


      * * * *


      At four o’clock Brookings was ushered into the private office of the master criminal, who was plainly ill at ease.


      “I’ve got to report another failure, Mr. Brookings. It’s nobody’s fault, just one of those things that couldn’t be helped. I handled this myself. Our man left the door unlocked and kept the others busy in another room. I had just started to work when Crane’s Japanese servant, who was supposed to be asleep, appeared upon the scene. If I hadn’t known something about jiu-jutsu myself, he’d have broken my neck. As it was, I barely got away, with the Jap and all three guards close behind me.…”


      “I’m not interested in excuses,” broke in the magnate, angrily. “We’ll have to turn it over to DuQuesne after all unless you get something done, and get it done quick. Can’t you get to that Jap some way?”


      “Certainly I can. I never yet saw the man who couldn’t be reached, one way or another. I’ve had ‘Silk’ Humphreys, the best fixer in the business, working on him all day, and he’ll be neutral before night. If the long green won’t quiet him—and I never saw a Jap refuse it yet—a lead pipe will. Silk hasn’t reported yet, but I expect to hear from him any minute now, through our man out there.”


      As he spoke, the almost inaudible buzzer in his pocket gave a signal.


      “There he is now,” said Perkins, as he took out his wireless instrument. “You might listen in and hear what he has to say.”


      Brookings took out his own telephone and held it to his ear.


      “Hello,” Perkins spoke gruffly into the tiny transmitter. “What’ve you got on your chest?”


      “Your foot slipped on the Jap,” the stranger replied. “He crabbed the game right. Slats and the big fellow put all the stuff into the box, told us to watch it until they get back tonight—they may be late—then went off in Slats’ ship to test something—couldn’t find out what. Silk tackled the yellow boy, and went up to fifty grand, but the Jap couldn’t see him at all. Silk started to argue, and the Jap didn’t do a thing but lay him out, cold. This afternoon, while the Jap was out in the grounds, three stick-up men jumped him. He bumped one of them off with his hands and the others with his gat—one of those big automatics that throw a slug like a cannon. None of us knew he had it. That’s all, except that I am quitting Prescott right now. Anything else I can do for you, whoever you are?”


      “No. Your job’s done.”


      The conversation closed. Perkins pressed the switch which reduced the interior of the spy’s wireless instrument to a fused mass of metal, and Brookings called DuQuesne on the telephone.


      “I would like to talk to you,” he said. “Shall I come there or would you rather come to my office?”


      “I’ll come there. They’re watching this house. They have one man in front and one in back, a couple of detectaphones in my rooms here, and have coupled onto this telephone.


      “Don’t worry,” he continued calmly as the other made an exclamation of dismay. “Talk ahead as loud as you please—they can’t hear you. Do you think that those poor, ignorant flat feet can show me anything about electricity? I’d shoot a jolt along their wires that would burn their ears off if it weren’t my cue to act the innocent and absorbed scientist. As it is, their instruments are all registering dense silence. I am deep in study right now, and can’t be disturbed!”


      “Can you get out?”


      “Certainly. I have that same private entrance down beside the house wall and the same tunnel I used before. I’ll see you in about fifteen minutes.”


      * * * *


      In Brookings’ office, DuQuesne told of the constant surveillance over him.


      “They suspect me on general principles, I think,” he continued. “They are apparently trying to connect me with somebody. I don’t think they suspect you at all, and they won’t unless they get some better methods. I have devices fitted up to turn the lights off and on, raise and lower the windows, and even cast shadows at certain times. The housekeeper knows that when I go to my library after dinner, I have retired to study, and that it is as much as anyone’s life is worth to disturb me. Also, I am well known to be firmly fixed in my habits, so it’s easy to fool those detectives. Last night I went out and watched them. They hung around a couple of hours after my lights went out, then walked off together. I can dodge them any time and have all my nights free without their ever suspecting anything.”


      “Are you free tonight?”


      “Yes. The time-switches are all set, and as long as I get back before daylight, so they can see me get up and go to work, it will be all right.”


      Brookings told him briefly of the failures to secure the solution and the plans, of the death of the three men sent to silence Shiro, and of all the other developments. DuQuesne listened, his face impassive.


      “Well,” he said as Brookings ceased. “I thought you would bull it, but not quite so badly. But there’s no use whining now. I can’t use my original plan of attack in force, as they are prepared and might be able to stand us off until the police could arrive.”


      He thought deeply for a time, then said, intensely:


      “If I go into this thing, Brookings, I am in absolute command. Everything goes as I say. Understand?”


      “Yes. It’s up to you, now.”


      “All right, I think I’ve got it. Can you get me a Curtiss biplane in an hour, and a man about six feet tall who weighs about a hundred and sixty pounds? I want to drive the plane myself, and have the man, dressed in full leathers and hood, in the passenger’s seat, shot so full of chloroform or dope that he will be completely unconscious for at least two hours.”


      “Easy. We can get you any kind of plane you want in an hour, and Perkins can find a man of that description who would be glad to have a dream at that price. But what’s the idea?… Pardon me, I shouldn’t have asked that,” he added, as the saturnine chemist shot him a black look from beneath his heavy brows.


      Well, within the hour, DuQuesne drove up to a private aviation field and found awaiting him a Curtiss biplane, whose attendant jumped into an automobile and sped away as he approached. He quickly donned a heavy leather suit, similar to the one Seaton always wore in the air, and drew the hood over his face. Then, after a searching look at the lean form of the unconscious man in the other seat, he was off, the plane climbing swiftly under his expert hand. He took a wide circle to the west and north.


      Soon Shiro and the two guards, hearing the roar of an approaching airplane, looked out and saw what they supposed to be Crane’s biplane coming down with terrific speed in an almost vertical nose-dive, as though the driver were in an extremity of haste. Flattening out just in time to avert destruction it taxied up the field almost to the house. The watchers saw a man recognizable as Seaton by his suit and his unmistakable physique stand up and wave both arms frantically, heard him shout hoarsely “…all of you…out here,” saw him point to Crane’s apparently lifeless form and slump down in his seat. All three ran out to help the unconscious aviators, but just as they reached the machine there were three silenced reports and the three men fell to the ground. DuQuesne leaped lightly out of the machine and looked narrowly at the bodies at his feet. He saw that the two detectives were dead, but found with some chagrin that the Japanese still showed faint signs of life. He half drew his pistol to finish the job, but observing that the victim was probably fatally wounded he thrust it back into its holster and went on into the house. Drawing on rubber gloves he rapidly blew the door off the safe with nitro-glycerin and took out everything it contained. He set aside a roll of blueprints, numerous notebooks, some money and other valuables, and a small vial of solution—but of the larger bottle there was no trace. He then ransacked the entire house, from cellar to attic, with no better success. So cleverly was the entrance to the vault concealed in the basement wall that he failed to discover it.


      “I might have expected this of Crane,” he thought, half aloud, “after all the warning that fool Brookings persisted in giving him. This is the natural result of his nonsense. The rest of the solution is probably in the safest safe-deposit vault in the United States. But I’ve got their plans and notes, and enough solution for the present. I’ll get the rest of it when I want it—there’s more than one way to kill any cat that ever lived!”


      Returning to the machine, DuQuesne calmly stepped over the bodies of the detectives and the unconscious form of the dying Japanese, who was uttering an occasional groan. He started the engine and took his seat. There was an increasing roar as he opened the throttle, and soon he descended upon the field from which he had set out. He noted that there was a man in an automobile at some distance from the hangar, evidently waiting to take care of the plane and his still unconscious passenger. Rapidly resuming his ordinary clothing, he stepped into his automobile and was soon back in his own rooms, poring over the blueprints and notebooks.


      * * * *


      Seaton and Crane both felt that something was wrong when they approached the landing field and saw that the landing-lights were not burning, as they always were kept lighted whenever the plane was abroad after dark. By the dim light of the old moon Crane made a bumpy landing and they sprang from their seats and hastened toward the house. As they neared it they heard a faint moan and turned toward the sound, Seaton whipping out his electric torch with one hand and his automatic pistol with the other. At the sight that met their eyes, however, he hastily replaced the weapon and bent over Shiro, a touch assuring him that the other two were beyond the reach of help. Silently they picked up the injured man and carried him gently into his own room, barely glancing at the wrecked safe on the way. Seaton applied first-aid treatment to the ghastly wound in Shiro’s head, which both men supposed to be certainly fatal, while Crane called a noted surgeon, asking him to come at once. He then telephoned the coroner, the police, and finally Prescott, with whom he held a long conversation.


      Having done all in their power for the unfortunate man, they stood at his bedside, their anger all the more terrible for the fact that it was silent. Seaton stood with every muscle tense. He was seething with rage, his face purple and his eyes almost emitting sparks, his teeth clenched until the muscles of his jaws stood out in bands and lumps. His right hand, white-knuckled, gripped the butt of his pistol, while under his left the brass rail of the bed slowly bent under the intensity of his unconscious muscular effort. Crane stood still, apparently impassive, but with his face perfectly white and with every feature stern and cold as though cut from marble. Seaton was the first to speak.


      “Mart,” he gritted, his voice husky with fury, “a man who would leave another man alone to die after giving him that, ain’t a man—he’s a thing. If Shiro dies and we can ever find out who did it I’ll shoot him with the biggest explosive charge I’ve got. No, I won’t either, that’d be too sudden. I’ll take him apart with my bare hands.”


      “We will find him, Dick,” Crane replied in a level, deadly voice entirely unlike his usual tone. “That is one thing money can do. We will get him if money, influence, and detectives can do it.”


      The tension was relieved by the arrival of the surgeon and his two nurses, who set to work with the machine-like rapidity and precision of their highly-specialized craft. After a few minutes, the work completed, the surgeon turned to the two men who had been watching him so intently, with a smile upon his clean-shaven face.


      “Merely a scalp wound, Mr. Crane,” he stated. “He should recover consciousness in an hour or so.” Then, breaking in upon Seaton’s exclamation, “It looks much worse than it really is. The bullet glanced off the skull instead of penetrating it, stunning him by the force of the blow. There are no indications that the brain is affected in any way, and while the affected area of the scalp is large, it is a clean wound and should heal rapidly. He will probably be up and around in a couple of days, and by the time his hair grows again, he will not be able to find a scar.”


      As he took his leave, the police and coroner arrived. After making a thorough investigation, in which they learned what had been stolen and shrewdly deduced the manner in which the robbery had been accomplished, they departed, taking with them the bodies. They were authorized by Crane to offer a reward of one million dollars for information leading to the arrest and conviction of the murderer. After everyone except the nurses had gone, Crane showed them the rooms they were to occupy while caring for the wounded man. As the surgeon had foretold, Shiro soon recovered consciousness. After telling his story he dropped into a deep sleep, and Seaton and Crane, after another telephonic conference with Prescott, retired for the rest of the night.


      CHAPTER VI


      The Object-Compass at Work


      Prescott, after a sleepless night, joined Seaton and Crane at breakfast.


      “What do you make of it, Mr. Prescott?” asked Crane. “Seaton here thinks it was DuQuesne, possibly acting for some foreign power, after our flying-machine to use in war. I think it was some big industrial concern after our power-plant. What is your opinion?”


      “I haven’t any,” replied the great detective after a moment. “Either guess may be true, although I am almost positive that Dr. DuQuesne had nothing to do with it, either way. It was no ordinary burglary, that is certain from Shiro’s story. It was done by someone who had exact information of your movements and habits. He chose a time when you were away, probably not so much from fear of you as because it was only in your absence that he could succeed as he did in getting all the guards out at once where he could handle them. He was a man with one accomplice or who worked alone, and who was almost exactly Seaton’s size and build. He was undoubtedly an expert, as he blew the safe and searched the whole house without leaving a finger-print or any other clue, however slight, that I can find—a thing I have never before seen done in all my experience.”


      “His size should help in locating him,” declared Crane. “While there are undoubtedly thousands of men of Dick’s six-feet-one and two-fifths, they are fairly well scattered, are they not?”


      “Yes, they are, but his very size only makes it worse. I have gone over all the records I could, in the short time I have had, and can’t find an expert of that class with anywhere near that description.”


      “How about the third guard, the one who escaped?” asked Seaton.


      “He wasn’t here. It was his afternoon off, you know, and he said that he wouldn’t come back into this job on a bet—that he wasn’t afraid of anything ordinary, but he didn’t like the looks of things out here. That sounded fishy to me, and I fired him. He may have been the leak, of course, though I have always found him reliable before. If he did leak, he must have got a whale of a slice for it. He is under constant watch, and if we can ever get anything on him, I will nail him to the cross. But that doesn’t help get this affair straightened out. I haven’t given up, of course, there are lots of things not tried yet, but I must admit that temporarily, at least, I am up a stump.”


      “Well,” remarked Seaton, “that million-dollar reward will bring him in, sure. No honor that ever existed among thieves, or even among free-lances of diplomacy, could stand that strain.”


      “I’m not so sure of that, Dick,” said Crane. “If either one of our ideas is the right one, very few men would know enough about the affair to give pertinent information, and they probably would not live long enough to enjoy the reward very thoroughly. Even a million dollars fails in that case.”


      “I rather agree with Mr. Crane, Seaton. If it were an ordinary affair—and I am as sure it is not as the police are that it is—a reward of that size would get us our man within two days. As it is, I doubt very much that the reward will do us any good. I’m afraid that it will never be claimed.”


      “Wonder if the Secret Service could help us out? They’d be interested if it should turn out to be some foreign power.”


      “I took it up with the Chief himself, just after it happened last night. He doesn’t think that it can be a foreign country. He has their agents pretty well spotted, and the only one that could fill the bill—you know a man with that description and with the cold nerve to do the job would be apt to be known—was in San Francisco, the time this job was pulled off.”


      * * * *


      “The more you talk, the more I am convinced that it was DuQuesne himself,” declared Seaton, positively. “He is almost exactly my size and build, is the only man I know of who could do anything with the solution after he got it, and he has nerve enough to do anything.”


      “I would like to think it was DuQuesne,” replied the detective, thoughtfully, “but I’m afraid we’ll have to count him out of it entirely. He has been under the constant surveillance of my best men ever since you mentioned him. We have detectaphones in his rooms, wires on his telephone, and are watching him night and day. He never goes out except to work, never has any except unimportant telephone calls, and the instruments register only the occasional scratching of a match, the rustle of papers, and other noises of a man studying. He’s innocent.”


      “That may be true,” assented Seaton doubtfully, “but you want to remember that he knows more about electricity than the guy that invented it, and I’m not sure that he can’t talk to a detectaphone and make it say anything he wants it to. Anyway, we can soon settle it. Yesterday I made a special trip down to the Bureau, with some notes as an excuse, to set this object-compass on him,” taking one of the small instruments from his pocket as he spoke. “I watched him a while last night, then fixed an alarm to wake me if the needle moved much, but it pointed steady all night. See! It’s moving now. That means that he is going to work early, as usual. Now I’m morally certain that he’s mixed up in this thing somewhere, and I’m not convinced that he isn’t slipping one over on your men some way—he’s a clever devil. I wonder if you wouldn’t take this compass and watch him yourself tonight, just on general principles? Or let me do it. I’d be glad to. I say ‘tonight’ because if he did get the stuff here he didn’t deliver it anywhere last night. It’s just a chance, of course, but he may do it tonight.”


      After the compass had been explained to the detective he gladly consented to the plan, declaring that he would willingly spend the time just to watch such an unheard-of instrument work. After another hour of fruitless discussion Prescott took his leave, saying that he would mount an impregnable guard from that time on.


      Late that evening Prescott joined the two men who were watching DuQuesne’s house. They reported that all was perfectly quiet, as usual. The scientist was in his library, the instruments registering only the usual occasional faint sounds of a man absorbed in study. But after an hour of waiting, and while the microphones made a noise as of rustling papers, the needle of the compass moved. It dipped slowly toward the earth as though DuQuesne were descending into the cellar, but at the same time the shadow of his unmistakable profile was thrown upon the window shade as he apparently crossed the room.


      “Can’t you hear him walk?” demanded Prescott.


      “No. He has heavy Turkish rugs all over the library, and he always walks very lightly, besides.”


      * * * *


      Prescott watched the needle in amazement as it dipped deeper and deeper, pointing down into the earth almost under his feet and then behind him, as though DuQuesne had walked beneath him. He did not, could not, believe it. He was certain that something had gone wrong with the strange instrument in his hand, nevertheless he followed the pointing needle. It led him beside Park Road, down the hill, straight toward the long bridge which forms one entrance to Rock Creek Park. Though skeptical, Prescott took no chances, and as he approached the bridge he left the road and concealed himself behind a clump of trees, from which point of vantage he could see the ground beneath the bridge as well as the roadway. Soon the bridge trembled under the weight of a heavy automobile going toward the city at a high rate of speed. He saw DuQuesne, with a roll of papers under his arm, emerge from under the bridge just in time to leap aboard the automobile, which slowed down only enough to enable him to board it in safety. The detective noticed that the car was a Pierce-Arrow limousine—a car not common, even in Washington—and rushed out to get its number, but the license plates were so smeared with oil and dust that the numbers could not be read by the light of the tail lamp. Glancing at the compass in his hand he saw that the delicate needle was now pointing steadily at the fleeing car, and all doubts as to the power of the instrument were dispelled. He rejoined his men, informed them that DuQuesne had eluded them, and took one of them up the hill to a nearby garage. There he engaged a fast car and set out in pursuit, choosing the path for the chauffeur by means of the compass. His search ended at the residence of Brookings, the General Manager of the great World Steel Corporation. Here he dismissed the car and watched the house while his assistant went to bring out the fast motorcycle used by Prescott when high speed was desirable.


      After four hours a small car bearing the license number of a distant state—which was found, by subsequent telegraphing, to be unknown to the authorities of that state—drove under the porte-cochère, and the hidden watcher saw DuQuesne, without the papers, step into it. Knowing now what to expect, Prescott drove his racing motorcycle at full speed out to the Park Road Bridge and concealed himself beneath the structure, in a position commanding a view of the concrete abutment through which the scientist must have come. Soon he heard a car slow down overhead, heard a few rapid footfalls, and saw the dark form of a large man outlined against the gray face of the abutment. He saw the man lift his hand high above his head, and saw a black rectangle appear in the gray, engulf the man, and disappear. After a few minutes he approached the abutment and searched its face with the help of his flash-light. He finally succeeded in tracing the almost imperceptible crack which outlined the door, and the concealed button which DuQuesne had pressed to open it. He did not press the button, as it might be connected to an alarm. Deep in thought, he mounted his motorcycle and made his way to his home to get a few hours of sleep before reporting to Crane whom he was scheduled to see at breakfast next morning.


      * * * *


      Both men were waiting for him when he appeared, and he noticed with pleasure that Shiro, with a heavily-bandaged head, was insisting that he was perfectly able to wait on the table instead of breakfasting in bed. He calmly proceeded to serve breakfast in spite of Crane’s remonstrances, having ceremoniously ordered out of the kitchen the colored man who had been secured to take his place.


      “Well, gentlemen,” the detective began, “part of the mystery is straightened out. I was entirely wrong, and each of you were partly right. It was DuQuesne, in all probability. It is equally probable that a great company—in this case the World Steel Corporation—is backing him, though I don’t believe there is a ghost of a show of ever being able to prove it in law. Your ‘object-compass’ did the trick.”


      He narrated all the events of the previous night.


      “I’d like to send him to the chair for this job,” said Seaton with rising anger. “We ought to shoot him anyway, damn him—I’m sorry duels have gone out of fashion, for I can’t shoot him off-hand, the way things are now—I sure wish I could.”


      “No, you cannot shoot him,” said Crane, thoughtfully, “and neither can I, worse luck. We are not in his class there. And you must not fight with him, either”—noting that Seaton’s powerful hands had doubled into fists, the knuckles showing white through the tanned skin—“though that would be a fight worth watching and I would like to see you give him the beating of his life. A little thing like a beating is not a fraction of what he deserves and it would show him that we have found him out. No, we must do it legally or let him entirely alone. You think there is no hope of proving it, Prescott?”


      “Frankly, I see very little chance of it. There is always hope, of course, and if that bunch of pirates ever makes a slip, we’ll be right there waiting to catch ’em. While I don’t believe in holding out false encouragement, they’ve never slipped yet. I’ll take my men off DuQuesne, now that we’ve linked him up with Steel. It doesn’t make any difference, does it, whether he goes to them every night or only once a week?


      “No.”


      “Then about all I can do is to get everything I can on that Steel crowd, and that is very much like trying to get blood out of a turnip. I intend to keep after them, of course, for I owe them something for killing two of my men here, as well as for other favors they have done me in the past, but don’t expect too much. I have tackled them before, and so have police headquarters and even the Secret Service itself, under cover, and all that any of us has been able to get is an occasional small fish. We could never land the big fellows. In fact, we have never found the slightest material proof of what we are morally certain is the truth, that World Steel is back of a lot of deviltry all over the country. The little fellows who do the work either don’t know anything or are afraid to tell. I’ll see if I can find out what they are doing with the stuff they stole, but I’m not even sure of doing that. You can’t plant instruments on that bunch—it would be like trying to stick a pin into a sleeping cat without waking him up. They undoubtedly have one of the best corps of detectives in the world. You haven’t perfected an instrument which enables you to see into a closed room and hear what is going on there, have you?” And upon being assured that they had not, he took his leave.


      “Optimistic cuss, ain’t he?” remarked Seaton.


      “He has cause to be, Dick. World Steel is a soulless corporation if there ever was one. They have the shrewdest lawyers in the country, and they get away legally with things that are flagrantly illegal, such as freezing out competitors, stealing patents, and the like. Report has it that they do not stop at arson, treason, or murder to attain their ends, but as Prescott said, they never leave any legal proof behind them.”


      “Well, we should fret, anyway. Of course, a monopoly is what they’re after, but they can’t form one because they can’t possibly get the rest of our solution. Even if they should get it, we can get more. It won’t be as easy as this last batch was, since the X was undoubtedly present in some particular lot of platinum in extraordinary quantities, but now that I know exactly what to look for, I can find more. So they can’t get their monopoly unless they kill us off.…”


      “Exactly. Go on, I see you are getting the idea. If we should both conveniently die, they could get the solution from the company, and have the monopoly, since no one else can handle it.”


      “But they couldn’t get away with it, Mart—never in a thousand years, even if they wanted to. Of course I am small fry, but you are too big a man for even Steel to do away with. It can’t be done.”


      “I am not so sure of that. Airplane accidents are numerous, and I am an aviator. Also, has it ever occurred to you that the heavy forging for the Skylark, ordered a while ago, are of steel?”


      Seaton paused, dumbfounded, in the act of lighting his pipe.


      “But thanks to your object-compass, we are warned.” Crane continued, evenly. “Those forgings are going through the most complete set of tests known to the industry, and if they go into the Skylark at all it will be after I am thoroughly convinced that they will not give way on our first trip into space. But we can do nothing until the steel arrives, and with the guard Prescott has here now we are safe enough. Luckily, the enemy knows nothing of the object-compass or the X-plosive, and we must keep them in ignorance. Hereinafter, not even the guards get a look at anything we do.”


      “They sure don’t. Let’s get busy!”


      * * * *


      DuQuesne and Brookings met in conference in a private room of the Perkins Café.


      “What’s the good word, Doctor?”


      “So-so,” replied the scientist. “The stuff is all they said it was, but we haven’t enough of it to build much of a power-plant. We can’t go ahead with it, anyway, as long as Seaton and Crane have nearly all their original solution.”


      “No, we can’t. We must find a way of getting it. I see now that we should have done as you suggested, and taken it before they had warning and put it out of our reach.”


      “There’s no use holding post-mortems. We’ve got to get it, some way, and everybody that knows anything about that new metal, how to get it or how to handle it, must die. At first, it would have been enough to kill Seaton. Now, however, there is no doubt that Crane knows all about it, and he probably has left complete instructions in case he gets killed in an accident—he’s the kind that would. We will have to keep our eyes open and wipe out those instructions and anyone who has seen them. You see that, don’t you?”


      “Yes, I am afraid that is the only way out. We must have the monopoly, and anyone who might be able to interfere with it must be removed. How has your search for more X prospered?”


      “About as well as I expected. We bought up all the platinum wastes we could get, and reworked all the metallic platinum and allied metals we could buy in the open market, and got less than a gram of X out of the whole lot. It’s scarcer than radium. Seaton’s finding so much of it at once was an accident, pure and simple—it couldn’t happen once in a million years.”


      “Well, have you any suggestions as to how we can get that solution?”


      “No. I haven’t thought of anything but that very thing ever since I found that they had hidden it, and I can’t yet see any good way of getting it. My forte is direct action and that fails in this case, since no amount of force or torture could make Crane reveal the hiding-place of the solution. It’s probably in the safest safe-deposit vault in the country. He wouldn’t carry the key on him, probably wouldn’t have it in the house. Killing Seaton or Crane, or both of them, is easy enough, but it probably wouldn’t get us the solution, as I have no doubt that Crane has provided for everything.”


      “Probably he has. But if he should disappear the stuff would have to come to light, or the Seaton-Crane Company might start their power-plant. In that case, we probably could get it?”


      “Possibly, you mean. That method is too slow to suit me, though. It would take months, perhaps years, and would be devilishly uncertain, to boot. They’ll know something is in the wind, and the stuff will be surrounded by every safeguard they can think of. There must be some better way than that, but I haven’t been able to think of it.”


      “Neither have I, but your phrase ‘direct action’ gives me an idea. You say that that method has failed. What do you think of trying indirect action in the shape of Perkins, who is indirection personified?”


      “Bring him in. He may be able to figure out something.”


      * * * *


      Perkins was called in, and the main phases of the situation laid before him. The three men sat in silence for many minutes while the crafty strategist studied the problem. Finally he spoke.


      “There’s only one way, gentlemen. We must get a handle on either Seaton or Crane strong enough to make them give up their bottle of dope, their plans, and everything.…”


      “Handle!” interrupted DuQuesne. “You talk like a fool! You can’t get anything on either of them.”


      “You misunderstand me, Doctor. You can get a handle of some kind on any living man. Not necessarily in his past, you understand—I know that anything like that is out of the question in this case—but in his future. With some men it is money, with others power, with others fame, with others women or some woman, and so on down the list. What can we use here? Money is out of the question, so are power and fame, as they already have both in plain sight. It seems to me that women would be our best chance.”


      “Hah!” snorted the chemist. “Crane has been chased by all the women of three continents so long that he’s womanproof. Seaton is worse—he’s engaged, and wouldn’t realize that a woman was on his trail, even if you could find a better looking one to work on him than the girl he’s engaged to—which would be a hard job. Cleopatra herself couldn’t swing that order.”


      “Engaged? That makes it simple as A B C.”


      “Simple? In the devil’s name, how?”


      “Easy as falling off a log. You have enough of the dope to build a space-car from those plans, haven’t you?”


      “Yes. What has that to do with the case?”


      “It has everything to do with it. I would suggest that we build such a car and use it to carry off the girl. After we have her safe we could tell Seaton that she is marooned on some distant planet, and that she will be returned to earth only after all the solution, all notes, plans, and everything pertaining to the new metal are surrendered. That will bring him, and Crane will consent. Then, afterward, Dr. Seaton may go away indefinitely, and if desirable, Mr. Crane may accompany him.”


      “But suppose they try to fight?” asked Brookings.


      Perkins slid down into his chair in deep thought, his pale eyes under half-closed lids darting here and there, his stubby fingers worrying his watch-chain restlessly.


      “Who is the girl?” he asked at last.


      “Dorothy Vaneman, the daughter of the lawyer. She’s that auburn-haired beauty that the papers were so full of when she came out last year.”


      “Vaneman is a director in the Seaton-Crane Company. That makes it still better. If they show fight and follow us, that beautiful car we are making for them will collapse and they will be out of the way. Vaneman, as Seaton’s prospective father-in-law and a member of his company, probably knows something about the secret. Maybe all of it. With his daughter in a space-car, supposedly out in space, and Seaton and Crane out of the way, Vaneman would listen to reason and let go of the solution, particularly as nobody knows much about it except Seaton and Crane.”


      “That strikes me as a perfectly feasible plan,” said Brookings. “But you wouldn’t really take her to another planet, would you? Why not use an automobile or an airplane, and tell Seaton that it was a space-car?”


      “I wouldn’t advise that. He might not believe it, and they might make a lot of trouble. It must be a real space-car even if we don’t take her out of the city. To make it more impressive, you should take her in plain sight of Seaton—no, that would be too dangerous, as I have found out from the police that Seaton has a permit to carry arms, and I know that he is one of the fastest men with a pistol in the whole country. Do it in plain sight of her folks, say, or a crowd of people; being masked, of course, or dressed in an aviator’s suit, with the hood and goggles on. Take her straight up out of sight, then hide her somewhere until Seaton listens to reason. I know that he will listen, but if he doesn’t, you might let him see you start out to visit her. He’ll be sure to follow you in their rotten car. As soon as he does that, he’s our meat. But that raises the question of who is going to drive the car?”


      “I am,” replied DuQuesne. “I will need some help, though, as at least one man must stay with the girl while I bring the car back.”


      “We don’t want to let anybody else in on this if we can help it,” cautioned Brookings. “You could go along, couldn’t you, Perkins?”


      “Is it safe?”


      “Absolutely,” answered DuQuesne. “They have everything worked out to the queen’s taste.”


      “That’s all right, then. I’ll take the trip. Also,” turning to Brookings, “it will help in another little thing we are doing—the Spencer affair.”


      “Haven’t you got that stuff away from her yet, after having had her locked up in that hell-hole for two months?” asked Brookings.


      “No. She’s stubborn as a mule. We’ve given her the third degree time after time, but it’s no use.”


      * * * *


      “What’s this?” asked DuQuesne. “Deviltry in the main office?”


      “Yes. This Margaret Spencer claims that we swindled her father out of an invention and indirectly caused his death. She secured a position with us in search of evidence. She is an expert stenographer, and showed such ability that she was promoted until she became my secretary. Our detectives must have been asleep, as she made away with some photographs and drawings before they caught her. She has no real evidence, of course, but she might cause trouble with a jury, especially as she is one of the best-looking women in Washington. Perkins is holding her until she returns the stolen articles.”


      “Why can’t you kill her off?”


      “She cannot be disposed of until after we know where the stuff is, because she says, and Perkins believes, that the evidence will show up in her effects. We must do something about her soon, as the search for her is dying down and she will be given up for dead.”


      “What’s the idea about her and the space-car?”


      “If the car proves reliable we might actually take her out into space and give her the choice between telling and walking back. She has nerve enough here on earth to die before giving up, but I don’t believe any human being would be game to go it alone on a strange world. She’d wilt.”


      “I believe you’re right, Perkins. Your suggestions are the best way out. Don’t you think so, Doctor?”


      “Yes, I don’t see how we can fail—we’re sure to win, either way. You are prepared for trouble afterward, of course?”


      “Certainly, but I don’t think there will be much trouble. They can’t possibly link the three of us together. They aren’t wise to you, are they, Doctor?”


      “Not a chance!” sneered DuQuesne. “They ran themselves ragged trying to get something on me, but they couldn’t do it. They have given me up as a bad job. I am still as careful as ever, though—I am merely a pure scientist in the Bureau of Chemistry!”


      All three laughed, and Perkins left the room. The talk then turned to the construction of the space-car. It was decided to rush the work on it, so that DuQuesne could familiarize himself with its operation, but not to take any steps in the actual abduction until such time as Seaton and Crane were nearly ready to take their first flight, so that they could pursue the abductors in case Seaton was still obdurate after a few days of his fiancée’s absence. DuQuesne insisted that the car should mount a couple of heavy guns, to destroy the pursuing car if the faulty members should happen to hold together long enough to carry it out into space.


      After a long discussion, in which every detail of the plan was carefully considered, the two men left the restaurant, by different exits.


      CHAPTER VII


      The Trial Voyage


      The great steel forgings which were to form the framework of the Skylark finally arrived and were hauled into the testing shed. There, behind closed doors, Crane inspected every square inch of the massive members with a lens, but could find nothing wrong. Still unsatisfied, he fitted up an electrical testing apparatus in order to search out flaws which might be hidden beneath the surface. This device revealed flaws in every piece, and after thoroughly testing each one and mapping out the imperfections he turned to Seaton with a grave face.


      “Worse than useless, every one of them. They are barely strong enough to stand shipment. They figured that we would go slowly until we were well out of the atmosphere, then put on power—then something would give way and we would never come back.”


      “That’s about the right dope, I guess. But now what’ll we do? We can’t cancel without letting them know we’re onto them, and we certainly can’t use this stuff.”


      “No, but we will go ahead and build this ship, anyway, so that they will think that we are going ahead with it. At the same time we will build another one, about four times this size, in absolute secrecy, and.…”


      “What d’you mean, absolute secrecy? How can you keep steel castings and forgings of that size secret from Steel?”


      “I know a chap who owns and operates a small steel plant, so insignificant, relatively, that he has not yet been bought out or frozen out by Steel. I was able to do him a small favor once, and I am sure that he will be glad to return it. We will not be able to oversee the work, that is a drawback. We can get MacDougall to do it for us, however, and with him doing the work we can rest assured that there will be nothing off color. Even Steel couldn’t buy him.”


      “MacDougall! The man who installed the Intercontinental plant? He wouldn’t touch a little job like this with a pole!”


      “I think he would. He and I are rather friendly, and after I tell him all about it he will be glad to take it. It means building the first interplanetary vessel, you know.”


      “Wouldn’t Steel follow him up if he should go to work on a mysterious project? He’s too big to hide.”


      “No. He will go camping—he often does. I have gone with him several times when we were completely out of touch with civilization for two months at a time. Now, about the ship we want. Have you any ideas?”


      “It will cost more than our entire capital.”


      “That is easily arranged. We do not care how much it costs.”


      Seaton began to object to drawing so heavily upon the resources of his friend, but was promptly silenced.


      “I told you when we started,” Crane said flatly, “that your solution and your idea are worth far more than half a million. In fact, they are worth more than everything I have. No more talk of the money end of it, Dick.”


      “All right. We’ll build a regular go-getter. Four times the size—she’ll be a bear-cat, Mart. I’m glad this one is on the fritz. She’ll carry a two-hundred-pound bar—Zowie! Watch our smoke! And say, why wouldn’t it be a good idea to build an attractor—a thing like an object-compass, but mounting a ten-pound bar instead of a needle, so that if they chase us in space we can reach out and grab ’em? We might mount a machine-gun in each quadrant, shooting X-plosive bullets, through pressure gaskets in the walls. We should have something for defense—I don’t like the possibility of having that gang of pirates after us, and nothing to fight back with except thought-waves.”


      “Right. We will do both those things. But we should make the power-plant big enough to avert any possible contingency—say four hundred pounds—and we should have everything in duplicate, from power-plant to push-buttons.”


      “I don’t think that’s necessary, Mart. Don’t you think that’s carrying caution to extremes?”


      “Possibly—but I would rather be a live coward than a dead hero, wouldn’t you?”


      “You chirped it, old scout, I sure would. I never did like the looks of that old guy with the scythe, and I would hate to let DuQuesne feel that he had slipped something over on me at my own game. Besides, I’ve developed a lot of caution myself, lately. Double she is, with a skin of four-foot Norwegian armor. Let’s get busy!”


      * * * *


      They made the necessary alteration in the plans, and in a few days work was begun upon the huge steel shell in the little mountain steel-plant. The work was done under the constant supervision of the great MacDougall, by men who had been in his employ for years and who were all above suspicion. While it was being built Seaton and Crane employed a force of men and went ahead with the construction of the space-car in the testing shed. While they did not openly slight the work nearly all their time was spent in the house, perfecting the many essential things which were to go into the real Skylark. There was the attractor, for which they had to perfect a special sighting apparatus so that it could act in any direction, and yet would not focus upon the ship itself nor anything it contained. There were many other things.


      It was in this work that the strikingly different temperaments and abilities of the two men were most clearly revealed. Seaton strode up and down the room, puffing great volumes of smoke from his hot and reeking briar, suggesting methods and ideas, his keen mind finding the way over, around, or through the apparently insuperable obstacles which beset their path. Crane, seated calmly at the drafting-table, occasionally inhaling a mouthful of smoke from one of his specially-made cigarettes, mercilessly tore Seaton’s suggestions to shreds—pointing out their weaknesses, proving his points with his cold, incisive reasoning and his slide-rule calculations of factors, stresses, and strains. Seaton in turn would find a remedy for every defect, and finally, the idea complete and perfect, Crane would impale it upon the point of his drafting pencil and spread it in every detail upon the paper before him, while Seaton’s active mind leaped to the next problem.


      Not being vitally interested in the thing being built in the shed, they did not know that to the flawed members were being attached faulty plates, by imperfect welding. Even if they had been interested they could not have found the poor workmanship by any ordinary inspection, for it was being done by a picked crew of experts picked by Perkins. But to make things even, Perkins’ crew did not know that the peculiar instruments installed by Seaton and Crane, of which their foreman took many photographs, were not real instruments, and were made only nearly enough like them to pass inspection. They were utterly useless, in design and function far different from the real instruments intended for the Skylark.


      Finally, the last dummy instrument was installed in the worthless space-car, which the friends referred to between themselves as “The Cripple,” a name which Seaton soon changed to “Old Crip.” The construction crew was dismissed after Crane had let the foreman overhear a talk between Seaton and himself in which they decided not to start for a few days as they had some final experiments to make. Prescott reported that Steel had relaxed its vigilance and was apparently waiting for the first flight. About the same time word was received from MacDougall that the real Skylark was ready for the finishing touches. A huge triplane descended upon Crane Field and was loaded to its capacity with strange looking equipment. When it left Seaton and Crane went with it, “to make the final tests before the first flight,” leaving a heavy guard over the house and the testing shed.


      A few nights later, in inky blackness, a huge shape descended rapidly in front of the shed, whose ponderous doors opened to receive it and closed quickly after it. The Skylark moved lightly and easily as a wafted feather, betraying its thousands of tons of weight only by the hole it made in the hard-beaten earth of the floor as it settled to rest. Opening one of the heavy doors, Seaton and Crane sprang out into the darkness.


      Dorothy and her father, who had been informed that the Skylark was to be brought home that night, were waiting. Seaton caught up his sweetheart in one mighty arm and extended his hand past her to Vaneman, who seized it in both his own. Upon the young man’s face was the look of a victorious king returning from conquest. For a few minutes disconnected exclamations were all that any of the party could utter. Then Seaton, loosening slightly his bear’s hold upon Dorothy, spoke.


      “She flies!” he cried exultantly. “She flies, dearest, like a ray of light for speed and like a bit of thistledown for lightness. We’ve been around the moon!”


      “Around the moon!” cried the two amazed visitors. “So soon?” asked Vaneman. “When did you start?”


      “Almost an hour ago,” replied Crane readily; he had already taken out his watch. His voice was calm, his face quiet, but to those who knew him best a deeper resonance in his voice and a deeper blue sparkle in his eyes betrayed his emotion. Both inventors were moved more than they could have told by their achievement, by the complete success of the great space-cruiser upon which they had labored for months with all the power of their marvelous intellects. Seaton stood now at the summit of his pride. No recognition by the masses, no applause by the multitudes, no praise even from the upper ten of his own profession could equal for him the silent adulation of the two before him. Dorothy’s exquisite face was glorified as she looked at her lover. Her eyes wonderful as they told him how high he stood above all others in her world, how much she loved him. Seeing that look; that sweet face, more beautiful than ever in this, his hour of triumph; that perfect, adorable body, Seaton forgot the others and a more profound exaltation than that brought by his flight filled his being—humble thankfulness that he was the man to receive the untold treasure of her great giving.


      “Every bit of mechanism we had occasion to use worked perfectly,” Crane stated proudly. “We did not find it necessary to change any of our apparatus and we hope to make a longer flight soon. The hour we took on this trip might easily have been only a few minutes, for the Lark did not even begin to pick up speed.”


      * * * *


      Shiro looked at Crane with an air of utter devotion and bowed until his head approached the floor.


      “Sir,” he said in his stilted English. “Honorable Skylark shall be marvelous wonder. If permitting, I shall luxuriate in preparing suitable refreshment.”


      The permission granted, he trotted away into the house, and the travelers invited their visitors to inspect the new craft. Crane and the older man climbed through the circular doorway, which was at an elevation of several feet above the ground. Seaton and Dorothy exchanged a brief but enthusiastic caress before he lifted her lightly up to the opening and followed her up a short flight of stairs. Although she knew what to expect, from her lover’s descriptions and from her own knowledge of “Old Crip,” which she had seen many times, she caught her breath in amazement as she stood up and looked about the brilliantly-lighted interior of the great sky-rover. It was a sight such as had never before been seen upon earth.


      In the exact center of the huge shell was a spherical network of enormous steel beams. Inside this structure could be seen a similar network which, mounted upon universal bearings, was free to revolve in any direction.


      She saw a spherical shell of hardened steel armor-plate, fully forty feet in diameter; though its true shape was not readily apparent from the inside, as it was divided into several compartments by horizontal floors or decks. In the exact center of the huge shell was a spherical network of enormous steel beams. Inside this structure could be seen a similar network which, mounted upon universal bearings, was free to revolve in any direction. This inner network was filled with machinery, surrounding a shining copper cylinder. From the outer network radiated six mighty supporting columns. These, branching as they neared the hull of the vessel, supported the power-plant and steering apparatus in the center and so strengthened the shell that the whole structure was nearly as strong as a solid steel ball. She noticed that the floor, perhaps eight feet below the center, was heavily upholstered in leather and did not seem solid; and that the same was true of the dozen or more seats—she could not call them chairs—which were built in various places. She gazed with interest at the two instrument boards, upon which flashed tiny lights and the highly-polished plate glass, condensite, and metal of many instruments, the use of which she could not guess.


      After a few minutes of silence both visitors began to ask questions, and Seaton showed them the principal features of the novel craft. Crane accompanied them in silence, enjoying their pleasure, glorying in the mighty vessel. Seaton called attention to the great size and strength of the lateral supporting columns, one of which was immediately above their heads, and then led them over to the vertical column which pierced the middle of the floor. Enormous as the lateral had seemed, it appeared puny in comparison with this monster of fabricated steel. Seaton explained that the two verticals were many times stronger than the four laterals, as the center of gravity of the ship had been made lower than its geometrical center, so that the apparent motion of the vessel and therefore the power of the bar, would usually be merely vertical. Resting one hand caressingly upon the huge column, he exultantly explained that these members were “the last word in strength, made up of many separate I-beams and angles of the strongest known special steel, latticed and braced until no conceivable force could make them yield a millimeter.”


      “But why such strength?” asked the lawyer doubtfully. “This column alone would hold up Brooklyn Bridge.”


      “To hold down the power-plant, so that the bar won’t tear through the ship when we cut her loose,” replied Seaton. “Have you any idea how fast this bird can fly?”


      “Well, I have heard you speak of traveling with the velocity of light, but that is overdrawn, isn’t it?”


      “Not very much. Our figures show that with this four-hundred-pound bar”—pointing to the copper cylinder in the exact center of the inner sphere—“we could develop not only the velocity of light, but an acceleration equal to that velocity, were it not for the increase in mass at high velocities, as shown by Einstein and others. We can’t go very fast near the earth, of course, as the friction of the air would melt the whole works in a few minutes. Until we get out of the atmosphere our speed will be limited by the ability of steel to withstand melting by the friction of the air to somewhere in the neighborhood of four or five thousand miles per hour, but out in space we can develop any speed we wish, up to that of light as a limit.”


      “I studied physics a little in my youth. Wouldn’t the mere force of such an acceleration as you mention flatten you on the floor and hold you there? And any sudden jar would certainly kill you.”


      * * * *


      “There can’t be any sudden jar. This is a special floor, you notice. It is mounted on long, extremely heavy springs, to take up any possible jar. Also, whenever we are putting on power we won’t try to stand up, our legs would crimple up like strings. We will ride securely strapped into those special seats, which are mounted the same as the floor, only a whole lot more so. As to the acceleration.…”


      “That word means picking up speed, doesn’t it?” interrupted Dorothy.


      “The rate of picking up speed,” corrected Seaton. “That is, if you were going forty miles per hour one minute, and fifty the next minute, your acceleration would be ten miles per hour per minute. See? It’s acceleration that makes you feel funny when you start up or down in an elevator.”


      “Then riding in this thing will be like starting up in an elevator so that your heart sinks into your boots and you can’t breathe?”


      “Yes, only worse. We will pick up speed faster and keep on doing it.…”


      “Seriously,” interrupted the lawyer, “do you think that the human body can stand any such acceleration as that?”


      “I don’t know. We are going to find out, by starting out slowly and increasing our acceleration to as much as we can stand.”


      “I see,” Vaneman replied. “But how are you going to steer her? How do you keep permanent reference points, since there are no directions in space?”


      “That was our hardest problem,” explained Seaton, “but Martin solved it perfectly. See the power-plant up there? Notice those big supporting rings and bearings? Well, the power-plant is entirely separate from the ship, as it is inside that inner sphere, about which the outer sphere and the ship itself are free to revolve in any direction. No matter how much the ship rolls and pitches, as she is bound to do every time we come near enough to any star or planet to be influenced by its gravitation, the bar stays where it is pointed. Those six big jackets in the outer sphere, on the six sides of the bar, cover six pairs of gyroscope wheels, weighing several tons each, turning at a terrific speed in a vacuum. The gyroscopes keep the whole outer sphere in exactly the same position as long as they are kept turning, and afford us not only permanent planes of reference, but also a solid foundation in those planes which can be used in pointing the bar. The bar can be turned instantly to any direction whatever by special electrical instruments on the boards. You see, the outer sphere stays immovably fixed in that position, with the bar at liberty to turn in any direction inside it, and the ship at liberty to do the same thing outside it.


      “Now we will show you where we sleep,” Seaton continued. “We have eight rooms, four below and four above,” leading the way to a narrow, steep steel stairway and down into a very narrow hall, from either side of which two doors opened. “This is my room, the adjoining one is Mart’s. Shiro sleeps across the hall. The rest of the rooms are for our guests on future trips.”


      Sliding back the door, he switched on the light and revealed a small but fully-appointed bedroom, completely furnished with everything necessary, yet everything condensed into the least possible space. The floor, like the one above, was of cushioned leather supported by springs. The bed was a modification of the special seats already referred to. Opening another sliding door, he showed them an equally complete and equally compact bathroom.


      “You see, we have all the comforts of home. This bathroom, however, is practical only when we have some force downward, either gravitation or our own acceleration. The same reasoning accounts for the hand-rails you see everywhere on board. Drifting in space, you know, there is no weight, and you can’t walk; you must pull yourself around. If you tried to take a step you would bounce up and hit the ceiling, and stay there. That is why the ceilings are so well padded. And if you tried to wash your face you would throw water all over the place, and it would float around in the air instead of falling to the floor. As long as we can walk we can use the bathroom—if I should want to wash my face while we are drifting, I just press this button here, and the pilot will put on enough acceleration to make the correct use of water possible. There are a lot of surprising things about a trip into space.”


      “I don’t doubt it a bit, and I’m simply wild to go for a ride with you. When will you take me, Dicky?” asked Dorothy eagerly.


      “Very soon, Dottie. As soon as we get her in perfect running condition. You shall be the first to ride with us, I promise you.”


      “Where do you cook and eat? How do you see out? How about the air and water supply? How do you keep warm, or cool, as the case may be?” asked the girl’s father, as though he were cross-examining a witness.


      “Shiro has a galley on the main floor, and tables fold up into the wall of the main compartment. The passengers see out by sliding back steel panels, which normally cover the windows. The pilot can see in any direction from his seat at the instrument-board, by means of special instruments, something like periscopes. The windows are made of optical glass similar to that used in the largest telescopes. They are nearly as thick as the hull and have a compressive resistance almost equal to that of armor steel. Although so thick, they are crystal clear, and a speck of dust on the outer surface is easily seen. We have water enough in tanks to last us three months, or indefinitely if we should have to be careful, as we can automatically distill and purify all our waste water, recovering absolutely pure H2O. We have compressed air, also in tanks, but we need very little, as the air is constantly being purified. Also, we have oxygen-generating apparatus aboard, in case we should run short. As to keeping warm, we have electric heating coils, run by the practically inexhaustible power of a small metal bar. If we get too near the sun and get too warm, we have a refrigerating machine to cool us off. Anything else?”


      “You’d better give up, Dad,” laughingly advised his daughter. “You’ve thought of everything, haven’t you, Dick?”


      “Mart has, I think. This is all his doing, you know. I wouldn’t have thought of a tenth of it, myself.”


      “I must remind you young folks,” said the older man, glancing at his watch, “that it is very late and high time for Dottie and me to be going home. We would like to stay and see the rest of it, but you know we must be away from here before daylight.”


      * * * *


      As they went into the house Vaneman asked:


      “What does the other side of the moon look like? I have always been curious about it.”


      “We were not able to see much,” replied Crane “It was too dark and we did not take the time to explore it, but from what we could see by means of our searchlights it is very much like this side—the most barren and desolate place imaginable. After we go to Mars, we intend to explore the moon thoroughly.”


      “Mars, then, is your first goal? When do you intend to start?”


      “We haven’t decided definitely. Probably in a day or two. Everything is ready now.”


      As the Vanemans had come out in the street car, in order to attract as little attention as possible, Seaton volunteered to take them home in one of Crane’s cars. As they bade Crane goodnight after enjoying Shiro’s “suitable refreshment” the lawyer took the chauffeur’s seat, motioning his daughter and Seaton into the closed body of the car. As soon as they had started Dorothy turned in the embrace of her lover’s arm.


      “Dick,” she said fiercely. “I would have been worried sick if I had known that you were way off there.”


      “I knew it, sweetheart. That’s why I didn’t tell you we were going. We both knew the Skylark was perfectly safe, but I knew that you would worry about our first trip. Now that we have been to the moon you won’t be uneasy when we go to Mars, will you, dear?”


      “I can’t help it, boy. I will be afraid that something terrible has happened, every minute. Won’t you take me with you? Then, if anything happens, it will happen to both of us, and that is as it should be. You know that I wouldn’t want to keep on living if anything should happen to you.”


      He put both arms around her as his reply, and pressed his cheek to hers.


      “Dorothy sweetheart, I know exactly how you feel. I feel the same way myself. I’m awfully sorry, dear, but I can’t do it. I know the machine is safe, but I’ve got to prove it to everybody else before I take you on a long trip with me. Your father will agree with me that you ought not to go, on the first trip or two, anyway. And besides, what would Madam Grundy say?”


      “Well, there is a way.…” she began, and he felt her face turn hot.


      His arms tightened around her and his breath came fast.


      “I know it, sweetheart, and I would like nothing better in the world than to be married today and take our honeymoon in the Skylark, but I can’t do it. After we come back from the first long trip we will be married just as soon as you say ready, and after that we will always be together wherever I go. But I can’t take even the millionth part of a chance with anything as valuable as you are—you see that, don’t you, Dottie?”


      “I suppose so,” she returned disconsolately, “but you’ll make it a short trip, for my sake? I know I won’t rest a minute until you get back.”


      “I promise you that we won’t be gone more than four days. Then for the greatest honeymoon that ever was,” and they clung together in the dark body of the car, each busy with solemn and beautiful thoughts of the happiness to come.


      They soon reached their destination. As they entered the house Dorothy made one more attempt.


      “Dad, Dick is just too perfectly mean. He says he won’t take me on the first trip. If you were going out there wouldn’t mother want to go along too?”


      After listening to Seaton he gave his decision.


      “Dick is right, Kitten. He must make the long trip first. Then, after the machine is proved reliable, you may go with him. I can think of no better way of spending a honeymoon—it will be a new one, at least. And you needn’t worry about the boys getting back safely. I might not trust either of them alone, but together they are invincible. Good-night, children. I wish you success, Dick,” as he turned away.


      Seaton took a lover’s leave of Dorothy, and went into the lawyer’s study, taking an envelope from his pocket.


      “Mr. Vaneman,” he said in a low voice, “we think the Steel crowd is still camping on our trail. We are ready for them, with a lot of stuff that they never heard of, but in case anything goes wrong, Martin has written between the lines of this legal form, in invisible ink A-36, exactly how to get possession of all our notes and plans, so that the company can go ahead with everything. With those directions any chemist can find and use the stuff safely. Please put this envelope in the safest place you can think of, and then forget it unless they get both Crane and me. There’s about one chance in a million of their doing that, but Mart doesn’t gamble on even that chance.”


      “He is right, Dick. I believe that you can outwit them in any situation, but I will keep this paper where no one except myself can ever see it, nevertheless. Good-night, son, and good luck.”


      “The same to you, sir, and thank you. Good-night.”


      CHAPTER VIII


      Indirect Action


      The author of this story, being a chemist of high standing and an excellent mathematician, gives us a rare gem in this interplanetary tale. For one thing, he suggests an interesting use of the action of acceleration. In this instalment it is made to take the place of gravity when the interplanetary vehicle is out in open space. In order to get the gravity effect, a positive or negative acceleration could be given out.


      This instalment retains its easy flow of language and continues to develop surprise episodes with a remarkable degree of realism.


      The afternoon following the homecoming of the Skylark, Seaton and Dorothy returned from a long horseback ride in the park. After Seaton had mounted his motorcycle Dorothy turned toward a bench in the shade of an old elm to watch a game of tennis on the court next door. Scarcely had she seated herself when a great copper-plated ball alighted upon the lawn in front of her. A heavy steel door snapped open and a powerful figure clad in aviator’s leather, the face completely covered by the hood, leaped out. She jumped to her feet with a cry of joyful surprise, thinking it was Seaton—a cry which died suddenly as she realized that Seaton had just left her and that this vessel was far too small to be the Skylark. She turned in flight, but the stranger caught her in three strides. She found herself helpless in a pair of arms equal in strength to Seaton’s own. Picking her up lightly as a baby, DuQuesne carried her over to the space-car. Shriek after shriek rang out as she found that her utmost struggles were of no avail against the giant strength of her captor, that her fiercely-driven nails glanced harmlessly off the heavy glass and leather of his hood, and that her teeth were equally ineffective against his suit.


      With the girl in his arms DuQuesne stepped into the vessel, and as the door clanged shut behind them Dorothy caught a glimpse of another woman, tied hand and foot in one of the side seats of the car.


      “Tie her feet, Perkins,” DuQuesne ordered brusquely, holding her around the body so that her feet extended straight out in front of him. “She’s a wildcat.”


      As Perkins threw one end of a small rope around her ankles Dorothy doubled up her knees, drawing her feet as far away from him as possible. As he incautiously approached, she kicked out viciously, with all the force of her muscular young body behind her heavy riding-boots.


      The sharp heel of one small boot struck Perkins squarely in the pit of the stomach—a true “solar-plexus” blow—and completely knocked out, he staggered back against the instrument-board. His out-flung arm pushed the speed lever clear out to its last notch, throwing the entire current of the batteries through the bar, which was pointed straight up, as it had been when they made their landing, and closing the switch which threw on the power of the repelling outer coating. There was a creak of the mighty steel fabric, stressed almost to its limit as the vessel darted upward with its stupendous velocity, and only the carefully-planned spring-and-cushion floor saved their lives as they were thrown flat and held there by the awful force of their acceleration as the space-car tore through the thin layer of the earth’s atmosphere. So terrific was their speed, that the friction of the air did not have time to set them afire—they were through it and into the perfect vacuum of interstellar space before the thick steel hull was even warmed through. Dorothy lay flat upon her back, just as she had fallen, unable even to move her arms, gaining each breath only by a terrible effort. Perkins was a huddled heap under the instrument-board. The other captive, Brookings’ ex-secretary, was in somewhat better case, as her bonds had snapped like string and she was lying at full length in one of the side-seats—forced into that position and held there, as the design of the seats was adapted for the most comfortable position possible under such conditions. She, like Dorothy, was gasping for breath, her straining muscles barely able to force air into her lungs because of the paralyzing weight of her chest.


      DuQuesne alone was able to move, and it required all of his Herculean strength to creep and crawl, snake-like, toward the instrument-board. Finally attaining his goal, he summoned all his strength to grasp, not the controlling lever, which he knew was beyond his reach, but a cut-out switch only a couple of feet above his head. With a series of convulsive movements he fought his way up, first until he was crouching on his elbows and knees, and then into a squatting position. Placing his left hand under his right, he made a last supreme effort. Perspiration streamed from him, his mighty muscles stood out in ridges visible even under the heavy leather of his coat, his lips parted in a snarl over his locked teeth as he threw every ounce of his wonderful body into an effort to force his right hand up to the switch. His hand approached it slowly—closed over it and pulled it out.


      The result was startling. With the mighty power instantly cut off, and with not even the ordinary force of gravitation to counteract the force DuQuesne was exerting, his own muscular effort hurled him up toward the center of the car and against the instrument-board. The switch, still in his grasp, was again closed. His shoulder crashed against the levers which controlled the direction of the bar, swinging it through a wide arc. As the ship darted off in the new direction with all its old acceleration, he was hurled against the instrument board, tearing one end loose from its supports and falling unconscious to the floor on the other side. After a time, which seemed like an eternity, Dorothy and the other girl felt their senses slowly leave them.


      With four unconscious passengers, the space-car hurtled through empty space, its already inconceivable velocity being augmented every second by a quantity bringing its velocity near to that of light, driven onward by the incredible power of the disintegrating copper bar.


      * * * *


      Seaton had gone only a short distance from his sweetheart’s home when over the purring of his engine he thought he heard Dorothy’s voice raised in a scream. He did not wait to make sure, but whirled his machine about and the purring changed instantly to a staccato roar as he threw open the throttle and advanced the spark. Gravel flew from beneath his skidding wheels as he negotiated the turn into the Vaneman grounds at suicidal speed. But with all his haste he arrived upon the scene just in time to see the door of the space-car close. Before he could reach it the vessel disappeared, with nothing to mark its departure save a violent whirl of grass and sod, uprooted and carried far into the air by the vacuum of its wake. To the excited tennis-players and the screaming mother of the abducted girl it seemed as though the great metal ball had vanished utterly—only Seaton, knowing what to expect, saw the line it made in the air and saw for an instant a minute dot in the sky before it disappeared.


      Interrupting the clamor of the young people, each of whom was trying to tell him what had happened, he spoke to Mrs. Vaneman.


      “Mother, Dottie’s all right,” he said rapidly but gently. “Steel’s got her, but they won’t keep her long. Don’t worry, we’ll get her. It may take a week or it may take a year, but we’ll bring her back,” and leaping upon his motorcycle, he shattered all the speed laws on his way to Crane’s house.


      “Mart!” he yelled, rushing into the shop, “they’ve got Dottie, in a bus made from our plans. Let’s go!” as he started on a run for the testing shed.


      “Wait a minute!” crisply shouted Crane. “Don’t go off half-cocked. What is your plan?”


      “Plan, hell!” barked the enraged chemist. “Chase ’em!”


      “Which way did they go, and when?”


      “Straight up, full power, twenty minutes ago.”


      “Too long ago. Straight up has changed its direction several degrees since then. They may have covered a million miles, or they may have come back and landed next door. Sit down and think—we need all your brains now.”


      Regaining his self-possession as the wisdom of his friend’s advice came home to him, Seaton sat down and pulled out his pipe. There was a tense silence for an instant. Then he leaped to his feet and darted into his room, returning with an object-compass whose needle pointed upward.


      “DuQuesne did it,” he cried exultantly. “This baby is still looking right at him. Now let’s go—make it snappy!”


      “Not yet. We should find out how far away they are; that may give us an idea.”


      Suiting action to word, he took up his stopwatch and set the needle swinging. They watched it with strained faces as second after second went by and it still continued to swing. When it had come to rest Crane read his watch and made a rapid calculation.


      “About three hundred and fifty million miles,” he stated. “Clear out of our solar system already, and from the distance covered he must have had a constant acceleration so as to approximate the velocity of light, and he is still going with full.…”


      “But nothing can possibly go that fast, Mart, it’s impossible. How about Einstein’s theory?”


      “That is a theory, this measurement of distance is a fact, as you know from our tests.”


      “That’s right. Another good theory gone to pot. But how do you account for his distance? D’you suppose he’s lost control?”


      “He must have. I do not believe that he would willingly stand that acceleration, nor that he would have gone that far of his own accord. Do you?”


      “I sure don’t. We don’t know how big a bar they are carrying, so we can’t estimate how long it is going to take us to catch them. But let’s not waste any more time, Mart. For Cat’s sake, let’s get busy!”


      “We have only those four bars, Dick—two for each unit. Do you think that will be enough? Think of how far we may have to go, what we may possibly get into, and what it will mean to Dottie if we fail for lack of power.”


      Seaton, though furiously eager to be off, paused at this new idea, and half-regretfully he replied:


      “We are so far behind them already that I guess a few hours more won’t make much difference. It sure would be disastrous to get out near one of the fixed stars and have our power quit. I guess you’re right, we’d better get a couple more—make it four, then we’ll have enough to chase them half our lives. We’d better load up on grub and X-plosive ammunition, too.”


      * * * *


      While Crane and Shiro carried additional provisions and boxes of cartridges into the “Skylark,” Seaton once more mounted his motorcycle and sped across the city to the brass foundry. The manager of the plant took his order, but blandly informed him that there was not that much copper in the city, that it would be a week or ten days before the order could be filled. Seaton suggested that they melt up some copper cable and other goods already manufactured, offering ten times their value, but the manager was obdurate, saying that he could not violate the rule of priority of orders. Seaton then went to other places, endeavoring to buy scrap copper, trolley wire, electric cable, anything made of the ruddy metal, but found none for sale in quantities large enough to be of any use. After several hours of fruitless search, he returned home in a towering rage and explained to Crane, in lurid language, his failure to secure the copper. The latter was unmoved.


      “After you left, it occurred to me that you might not get any. You see, Steel is still watching us.”


      Fire shot from Seaton’s eyes.


      “I’m going to clean up that bunch,” he gritted through his teeth as he started straight for the door.


      “Not yet, Dick,” Crane remonstrated. “We can go down to Wilson’s in a few minutes, and I know we can get it there if he has it. The “Skylark” is all ready to travel.”


      No more words were needed. They hurried into the space-car and soon were standing in the office of the plant in which the vessel had been built. When they had made their wants known, the iron-master shook his head.


      “I’m sorry, Crane, but I have only a few pounds of copper in the shop, and we have no suitable furnace.”


      Seaton broke out violently at this, but Crane interrupted him, explaining their inability to get the metal anywhere else and the urgency of their need. When he had finished, Wilson brought his fist down upon his desk.


      “I’ll get it if I have to melt up our dynamos,” he roared. “We’ll have to rig a crucible, but we’ll have your bars out just as soon as the whole force of this damned scrap-heap can make ’em!”


      Calling in his foreman, he bellowed orders, and while automobiles scoured the nearby towns for scrap copper, the crucible and molds were made ready.


      Nearly two days passed before the gleaming copper cylinders were finished. During this time Crane added to their already complete equipment every article he could conceive of their having any use for, while Seaton raged up and down the plant in a black fury of impatience. Just before the bars were ready, they made another reading on the object-compass. Their faces grew tense and drawn and their hearts turned sick as second followed second and minute followed minute and the needle still oscillated. Finally, however, it came to rest, and Seaton’s voice almost failed him as he read his figures.


      “Two hundred and thirty-five light-years, Mart. They’re lost, and still going. Good-bye, old scout,” holding out his hand, “Tell Vaneman that I’ll bring her back or else stay out there myself.”


      “You must be crazy, Dick. You know I am going.”


      “Why? No use in both of us taking such a chance. If Dottie’s gone, of course I want to go too, but you don’t.”


      “Nonsense, Dick. Of course this is somewhat farther than we had planned on going for our maiden voyage, but where is the difference? It is just as safe to go a thousand light-years as only one, and we have power and food for any contingency. There is no more danger in this trip than there is in one to Mars. At all events, I am going whether you want me to or not, so save your breath.”


      “You lie like a thief, Mart—you know what we are up against as well as I do. But if you insist on coming along, I’m sure glad to have you.”


      As their hands met in a crushing grip, the bars were brought up and loaded into the carriers. Waving good-bye to Wilson, they closed the massive door and took their positions. Seaton adjusted the bar parallel with the needle of the object-compass, turned on the coil, and advanced the speed-lever until Crane, reading the pyro-meters, warned him to slow down, as the shell was heating. Free of the earth’s atmosphere, he slowly advanced the lever, one notch at a time, until he could no longer support the increasing weight of his hand, but had to draw out the rolling support designed for that emergency. He pushed the lever a few notches farther, and felt himself forced down violently into the seat. He was now lying at full length, the seat having automatically moved upward so that his hand still controlled the lever. Still he kept putting on more power, until the indicator showed that more than three-quarters of the power was in operation and he felt that he could stand but little more.


      “How are you making it, Mart?” he asked, talking with difficulty because of the great weight of his tongue and jaws.


      “All right so far,” came the response, in a hesitating, almost stammering voice, “but I do not know how much more I can take. If you can stand it, go ahead.”


      “This is enough for awhile, until we get used to it. Any time you want to rest, tell me and I’ll cut her down.”


      “Keep her at this for four or five hours. Then cut down until we can walk, so that we can eat and take another reading on distance. Remember that it will take as long to stop as it does to get up speed, and that we must be careful not to ram them. There would be nothing left of either car.”


      “All right. Talking’s too darn much work, I’ll talk to you again when we ease down. I sure am glad we’re on our way at last.”


      CHAPTER IX


      Lost In Space


      For forty-eight hours the uncontrolled atomic motor dragged the masterless vessel with its four unconscious passengers through the illimitable reaches of empty space, with an awful and constantly increasing velocity. When only a few traces of copper remained in the power-plant, the acceleration began to decrease and the powerful springs began to restore the floor and the seats to their normal positions. The last particle of copper having been transformed into energy, the speed of the vessel became constant. Apparently motionless to those inside it, it was in reality traversing space with a velocity thousands of times greater than that of light. As the force which had been holding them down was relaxed, the lungs, which had been able to secure only air enough to maintain faint sparks of life, began to function more normally and soon all four recovered consciousness, drinking in the life-giving oxygen in a rapid succession of breaths so deep that it seemed as though their lungs must burst with each inhalation.


      DuQuesne was the first to gain control of himself. His first effort to rise to his feet lifted him from the floor, and he floated lightly to the ceiling, striking it with a gentle bump and remaining suspended in the air. The others, who had not yet attempted to move, stared at him in wide-eyed amazement. Reaching out and clutching one of the supporting columns, he drew himself back to the floor and cautiously removed his leather suit, transferring two heavy automatic pistols as he did so. By gingerly feeling of his injured body, he discovered that no bones were broken, although he was terribly bruised. He then glanced around to learn how his companions were faring. He saw that they were all sitting up, the girls resting, Perkins removing his aviator’s costume.


      “Good morning, Doctor DuQuesne. What happened when I kicked your friend?”


      DuQuesne smiled.


      “Good morning, Miss Vaneman. Several things happened. He fell into the controls, turning on all the juice. We left shortly afterward. I tried to shut the power off, and in doing so I balled things up worse than ever. Then I went to sleep, and just woke up.”


      “Have you any idea where we are?”


      “No, but I can make a fair estimate, I think,” and glancing at the empty chamber in which the bar had been, he took out his notebook and pen and figured for a few minutes. As he finished, he drew himself along by a handrail to one of the windows, then to another. He returned with a puzzled expression on his face and made a long calculation.


      “I don’t know exactly what to make of this,” he said thoughtfully. “We are so far away from the earth that even the fixed stars are unrecognizable. The power was on exactly forty-eight hours, since that is the life of that particular bar under full current. We should still be close to our own solar system, since it is theoretically impossible to develop any velocity greater than that of light. But in fact, we have. I know enough about astronomy to recognize the fixed stars from any point within a light-year or so of the sun, and I can’t see a single familiar star. I never could see how mass could be a function of velocity, and now I am convinced that it is not. We have been accelerating for forty-eight hours!”


      He turned to Dorothy.


      “While we were unconscious, Miss Vaneman, we had probably attained a velocity of something like seven billion four hundred thirteen million miles per second, and that is the approximate speed at which we are now traveling. We must be nearly six quadrillion miles, and that is a space of several hundred light-years—away from our solar system, or, more plainly, about six times as far away from our earth as the North Star is. We couldn’t see our sun with a telescope, even if we knew which way to look for it.”


      * * * *


      At this paralyzing news, Dorothy’s face turned white and Margaret Spencer quietly fainted in her seat.


      “Then we can never get back?” asked Dorothy slowly.


      At this question, Perkins’ self-control gave way and his thin veneer of decency disappeared completely.


      “You got us into this whole thing!” he screamed as he leaped at Dorothy with murderous fury gleaming in his pale eyes and his fingers curved into talons. Instead of reaching her, however, he merely sprawled grotesquely in midair, and DuQuesne knocked him clear across the vessel with one powerful blow of his fist.


      “Get back there, you cowardly cur,” he said evenly. “Even though we are a long way from home, try to remember you’re a man, at least. One more break like that and I’ll throw you out of the boat. It isn’t her fault that we are out here, but our own. The blame for it is a very small matter, anyway; the thing of importance is to get back as soon as possible.”


      “But how can we get back?” asked Perkins sullenly from the corner where he was crouching, fear in every feature. “The power is gone, the controls are wrecked, and we are hopelessly lost in space.”


      “Oh, I wouldn’t say ‘hopelessly,’” returned the other, “I have never been in any situation yet that I couldn’t get out of, and I won’t be convinced until I am dead that I can’t get out of this one. We have two extra power bars, we can fix the board, and if I can’t navigate us back close enough to our solar system to find it, I am more of a dub than I think I am. How about a little bite to eat?”


      “Show us where it is!” exclaimed Dorothy. “Now that you mention it, I find that I am starved to death.”


      DuQuesne looked at her keenly.


      “I admire your nerve, Miss Vaneman. I didn’t suppose that that animal over there would show such a wide streak of yellow, but I was rather afraid that you girls might go to pieces.”


      “I’m scared blue, of course,” Dorothy admitted frankly, “but hysterics won’t do any good, and we simply must get back.”


      “Certainly, we must and we will,” stated DuQuesne calmly. “If you like, you might find something for us to eat in the galley there, while I see what I can do with this board that I wrecked with my head. By the way, that cubby-hole there is the apartment reserved for you two ladies. We are in rather cramped quarters, but I think you will find everything you need.”


      As Dorothy drew herself along the handrail toward the room designated, accompanied by the other girl who, though conscious, had paid little attention to anything around her, she could not help feeling a thrill of admiration for the splendid villain who had abducted her. Calm and cool, always master of himself, apparently paying no attention to the terrible bruises which disfigured half his face and doubtless half his body as well, she admitted to herself that it was only his example, which had enabled her to maintain her self-control in their present plight. As she crawled over Perkins’ discarded suit, she remembered that he had not taken any weapons from it. After a rapid glance around to assure herself that she was not being watched, she quickly searched the coat, bringing to light not one, but two pistols, which she thrust into her pocket. She saw with relief that they were regulation army automatics, with whose use she was familiar from much target practise with Seaton.


      In the room, which was a miniature of the one she had seen on the Skylark, the girls found clothing, toilet articles, and everything necessary for a long trip. As they were setting themselves to rights, Dorothy electing to stay in her riding suit, they surveyed each other frankly and each was reassured by what she saw. Dorothy saw a girl of twenty-two, of her own stature, with a mass of heavy, wavy black hair. Her eyes, a singularly rich and deep brown, contrasted strangely with the beautiful ivory of her skin. She was normally a beautiful girl, thought Dorothy, but her beauty was marred by suffering and privation. Her naturally slender form was thin, her face was haggard and worn. The stranger broke the silence.


      * * * *


      “I’m Margaret Spencer,” she began abruptly, “former secretary to His Royal Highness, Brookings of Steel. They swindled my father out of an invention worth millions and he died, broken-hearted. I got the job to see if I couldn’t get enough evidence to convict them, and I had quite a lot when they caught me. I had some things that they were afraid to lose, and I had them so well hidden that they couldn’t find them, so they kidnapped me to make me give them back. They haven’t dared kill me so far for fear the evidence will show up after my death—which it will. However, I will be legally dead before long, and then they know the whole thing will come out, so they have brought me out here to make me talk or kill me. Talking won’t do me any good now, though, and I don’t believe it ever would have. They would have killed me after they got the stuff back, anyway. So you see I, at least, will never get back to the earth alive.”


      “Cheer up—we’ll all get back safely.”


      “No, we won’t. You don’t know that man Perkins—if that is his name. I never heard him called any real name before. He is simply unspeakable—vile—hideous—everything that is base. He was my jailer, and I utterly loathe and despise him. He is mean and underhanded and tricky—he reminds me of a slimy, poisonous snake. He will kill me: I know it.”


      “But how about Doctor DuQuesne? Surely he isn’t that kind of man? He wouldn’t let him.”


      “I’ve never met him before, but from what I heard of him in the office, he’s even worse than Perkins, but in an entirely different way. There’s nothing small or mean about him, and I don’t believe he would go out of his way to hurt anyone, as Perkins would. But he is absolutely cold and hard, a perfect fiend. Where his interests are concerned, there’s nothing under the sun, good or bad, that he won’t do. But I’m glad that Perkins had me instead of ‘The Doctor,’ as they call him. Perkins raises such a bitter personal feeling, that anybody would rather die than give up to him in anything. DuQuesne, however, would have tortured me impersonally and scientifically—cold and self-contained all the while and using the most efficient methods, and I am sure he would have got it out of me some way. He always gets what he goes after.”


      “Oh, come, Miss Spencer!” Dorothy interrupted the half-hysterical girl. “You’re too hard on him. Didn’t you see him knock Perkins down when he came after me?”


      “Well, maybe he has a few gentlemanly instincts, which he uses when he doesn’t lose anything by it. More likely he merely intended to rebuke him for a useless action. He is a firm Pragmatist—anything that is useful is all right, anything that is useless is a crime. More probably yet, he wants you left alive. Of course that is his real reason. He went to the trouble of kidnapping you, so naturally he won’t let Perkins or anybody else kill you until he is through with you. Otherwise he would have let Perkins do anything he wanted to with you, without lifting a finger.”


      “I can’t quite believe that,” Dorothy replied, though a cold chill struck at her heart as she remembered the inhuman crime attributed to this man, and she quailed at the thought of being in his charge, countless millions of miles from earth, a thought only partly counteracted by the fact that she was now armed. “He has treated us with every consideration so far, let’s hope for the best. Anyway, I’m sure that we’ll get back safely.”


      “Why so sure? Have you something up your sleeve?”


      “No—or yes, in a way I have, though nothing very definite. I’m Dorothy Vaneman, and I am engaged to the man who discovered the thing that makes this space-car go.…”


      “That’s why they kidnapped you, then—to make him give up all his rights to it. It’s like them.”


      “Yes, I think that’s why they did it. But they won’t keep me long. Dick Seaton will find me, I know. I feel it.”


      “But that’s exactly what they want!” cried Margaret excitedly. “In my spying around I heard a little about this very thing—the name Seaton brings it to my mind. His car is broken in some way, so that it will kill him the first time he tries to run it.”


      “That’s where they underestimated Dick and his partner. You have heard of Martin Crane, of course?”


      “I think I heard his name mentioned in the office, together with Seaton’s, but that’s all.”


      “Well, besides other things, Martin is quite a wonderful mechanic, and he found out that our Skylark was spoiled. So they built another one, a lot bigger, and I am sure that they are following us, right now.”


      “But how can they possibly follow us, when we are going so fast and are so far away?” queried the other girl, once more despondent.


      “I don’t quite know, but I do know that Dick will find a way. He’s simply wonderful. He knows more now than that Doctor DuQuesne will ever learn in all his life, and he will find us in a few days. I feel it in my bones. Besides, I picked Perkins’ pockets of these two pistols. Can you shoot an automatic?”


      “Yes,” replied the other girl, as she seized one of the guns, assured herself that its magazine was full, and slipped it into her pocket. “I used to practise a lot with my father’s. This makes me feel a whole lot better. And call me Peggy, won’t you? It will seem good to hear my name again. After what I’ve been through lately, even this trip will be a vacation for me.”


      “Well, then, cheer up, Peggy dear, we’re going to be great friends. Let’s go get us all something to eat. I’m simply starved, and I know you are, too.”


      * * * *


      The presence of the pistol in her pocket and Dorothy’s unwavering faith in her lover, lifted the stranger out of the mood of despair into which the long imprisonment, the brutal treatment, and the present situation had plunged her, and she was almost cheerful as they drew themselves along the hand-rail leading to the tiny galley.


      “I simply can’t get used to the idea of nothing having any weight—look here!” laughed Dorothy, as she took a boiled ham out of the refrigerator and hung it upon an imaginary hook in the air, where it remained motionless. “Doesn’t it make you feel funny?”


      “It is a queer sensation. I feel light, like a toy balloon, and I feel awfully weird inside. If we have no weight, why does it hurt so when we bump into anything? And when you throw anything, like the Doctor did Perkins, why does it hit as hard as ever?”


      “It’s mass or inertia or something like that. A thing has it everywhere, whether it weighs anything or not. Dick explained it all to me. I understood it when he told me about it, but I’m afraid it didn’t sink in very deep. Did you ever study physics?”


      “I had a year of it in college, but it was more or less of a joke. I went to a girls’ school, and all we had to do in physics was to get the credit; we didn’t have to learn it.”


      “Me too. Next time I go to school I’m going to Yale or Harvard or some such place, and I’ll learn so much mathematics and science that I’ll have to wear a bandeau to keep my massive intellect in place.”


      During this conversation they had prepared a substantial luncheon and had arranged it daintily upon two large trays, in spite of the difficulty caused by the fact that nothing would remain in place by its own weight. The feast prepared, Dorothy took her tray from the table as carefully as she could, and saw the sandwiches and bottles start to float toward the ceiling. Hastily inverting the tray above the escaping viands, she pushed them back down upon the table. In doing so she lifted herself clear from the floor, as she had forgotten to hold herself down.


      “What’ll we do, anyway?” she wailed when she had recovered her position. “Everything wants to fly all over the place!”


      “Put another tray on top of it and hold them together,” suggested Margaret. “I wish we had a birdcage. Then we could open the door and grab a sandwich as it flies out.”


      By covering the trays the girls finally carried the luncheon out into the main compartment, where they gave DuQuesne and Perkins one of the trays and all fell to eating hungrily. DuQuesne paused with a glint of amusement in his one sound eye as he saw Dorothy trying to pour ginger ale out of a bottle.


      “It can’t be done, Miss Vaneman. You’ll have to drink it through a straw. That will work, since our air pressure is normal. Be careful not to choke on it, though; your swallowing will have to be all muscular out here. Gravity won’t help you. Or wait a bit—I have the control board fixed and it will be a matter of only a few minutes to put in another bar and get enough acceleration to take the place of gravity.”


      He placed one of the extra power bars in the chamber and pushed the speed lever into the first notch, and there was a lurch of the whole vessel as it swung around the bar so that the floor was once more perpendicular to it. He took a couple of steps, returned, and advanced the lever another notch.


      “There that’s about the same as gravity. Now we can act like human beings and eat in comfort.”


      “That’s a wonderful relief, Doctor!” cried Dorothy. “Are we going back toward the earth?”


      “Not yet. I reversed the bar, but we will have to use up all of this one before we can even start back. Until this bar is gone we will merely be slowing down.”


      * * * *


      As the meal progressed, Dorothy noticed that DuQuesne’s left arm seemed almost helpless, and that he ate with great difficulty because of his terribly bruised face. As soon as they had removed the trays she went into her room, where she had seen a small medicine chest, and brought out a couple of bottles.


      “Lie down here, Doctor DuQuesne,” she commanded. “I’m going to apply a little first-aid to the injured. Arnica and iodine are all I can find, but they’ll help a little.”


      “I’m all right,” began the scientist, but at her imperious gesture he submitted, and she bathed his battered features with the healing lotion and painted the worst bruises with iodine.


      “I see your arm is lame. Where does it hurt?”


      “Shoulder’s the worst. I rammed it through the board when we started out.”


      He opened his shirt at the throat and bared his shoulder, and Dorothy gasped—as much at the size and power of the muscles displayed, as at the extent and severity of the man’s injuries. Stepping into the gallery, she brought out hot water and towels and gently bathed away the clotted blood that had been forced through the skin.


      “Massage it a little with the arnica as I move the arm,” he directed coolly, and she did so, pityingly. He did not wince and made no sign of pain, but she saw beads of perspiration appear upon his face, and wondered at his fortitude.


      “That’s fine,” he said gratefully as she finished, and a peculiar expression came over his face. “It feels one hundred per cent better already. But why do you do it? I should think you would feel like crowning me with that basin instead of playing nurse.”


      “Efficiency,” she replied with a smile. “I’m taking a leaf out of your own book. You are our chief engineer, you know, and it won’t do to have you laid up.”


      “That’s a logical explanation, but it doesn’t go far enough,” he rejoined, still studying her intently. She did not reply, but turned to Perkins.


      “How are you, Mr. Perkins? Do you require medical attention?”


      “No,” growled Perkins from the seat in which he had crouched immediately after eating. “Keep away from me, or I’ll cut your heart out!”


      “Shut up!” snapped DuQuesne. “Remember what I said?”


      “I haven’t done anything,” snarled the other.


      “I said I would throw you out if you made another break,” DuQuesne informed him evenly, “and I meant it. If you can’t talk decently, keep still. Understand that you are to keep off Miss Vaneman, words and actions. I am in charge of her, and I will put up with no interference whatever. This is your last warning.”


      “How about Spencer, then?”


      “I have nothing to say about her, she’s not mine,” responded DuQuesne with a shrug.


      An evil light appeared in Perkins’ eyes and he took out a wicked-looking knife and began to strop it carefully upon the leather of the seat, glaring at his victim the while.


      “Well, I have something to say.…” blazed Dorothy, but she was silenced by a gesture from Margaret, who calmly took the pistol from her pocket, jerked the slide back, throwing a cartridge into the chamber, and held the weapon up on one finger, admiring it from all sides.


      * * * *


      “Don’t worry about his knife. He has been sharpening it for my benefit for the last month. He doesn’t mean anything by it.”


      At this unexpected show of resistance, Perkins stared at her for an instant, then glanced at his coat.


      “Yes, this was yours, once. You needn’t bother about picking up your coat, they’re both gone. You might be tempted to throw that knife, so drop it on the floor and kick it over to me before I count three.


      “One.” The heavy pistol steadied into line with his chest and her finger tightened on the trigger.


      “Two.” He obeyed and she picked up the knife. He turned to DuQuesne, who had watched the scene unmoved, a faint smile upon his saturnine face.


      “Doctor!” he cried, shaking with fear. “Why don’t you shoot her or take that gun away from her? Surely you don’t want to see me murdered?”


      “Why not?” replied DuQuesne calmly. “It is nothing to me whether she kills you or you kill her. You brought it on yourself by your own carelessness. Any man with brains doesn’t leave guns lying around within reach of prisoners, and a blind man could have seen Miss Vaneman getting your hardware.”


      “You saw her take them and didn’t warn me?” croaked Perkins.


      “Why should I warn you? If you can’t take care of your own prisoner she earns her liberty, as far as I am concerned. I never did like your style, Perkins, especially your methods of handling—or rather mishandling—women. You could have made her give up the stuff she recovered from that ass Brookings inside of an hour, and wouldn’t have had to kill her afterward, either.”


      “How?” sneered the other. “If you are so good at that kind of thing, why didn’t you try it on Seaton and Crane?”


      “There are seven different methods to use on a woman like Miss Spencer, each of which will produce the desired result. The reason I did not try them on either Seaton or Crane is that they would have failed. Your method of indirect action is probably the only one that will succeed. That is why I adopted it.”


      “Well, what are you going to do about it?” shrieked Perkins. “Are you going to sit there and lecture all day?”


      “I am going to do nothing whatever,” answered the scientist coldly. “If you had any brains you would see that you are in no danger. Miss Spencer will undoubtedly kill you if you attack her—not otherwise. That is an Anglo-Saxon weakness.”


      “Did you see me take the pistols?” queried Dorothy.


      “Certainly. I’m not blind. You have one of them in your right coat pocket now.”


      “Then why didn’t you, or don’t you, try to take it away from me?” she asked in wonder.


      “If I had objected to your having them, you would never have got them. If I didn’t want you to have a gun now, I would take it away from you. You know that, don’t you?” and his black eyes stared into her violet ones with such calm certainty of his ability that she felt her heart sink.


      “Yes,” she admitted finally, “I believe you could—that is, unless I were angry enough to shoot you.”


      “That wouldn’t help you. I can shoot faster and straighter than you can, and would shoot it out of your hand. However, I have no objection to your having the gun, since it is no part of my plan to offer you any further indignity of any kind. Even if you had the necessary coldness of nerve or cruelty of disposition—of which I have one, Perkins the other, and you neither—you wouldn’t shoot me now, because you can’t get back to the earth without me. After we get back I will take the guns away from both of you if I think it desirable. In the meantime, play with them all you please.”


      “Has Perkins any more knives or guns or things in his room?” demanded Dorothy.


      “How should I know?” indifferently; then, as both girls started for Perkins’ room he ordered brusquely:


      “Sit down, Miss Vaneman. Let them fight it out. Perkins has his orders to lay off you—you lay off him. I’m not taking any chances of getting you hurt, that’s one reason I wanted you armed. If he gets gay, shoot him; otherwise, hands off completely.”


      Dorothy threw up her head in defiance, but meeting his cold stare she paused irresolutely and finally sat down, biting her lips in anger, while the other girl went on.


      “That’s better. She doesn’t need any help to whip that yellow dog. He’s whipped already. He never would think of fighting unless the odds were three to one in his favor.”


      * * * *


      When Margaret had returned from a fruitless search of Perkins’ room and had assured herself that he had no more weapons concealed about his person, she thrust the pistol back into her pocket and sat down.


      “That ends that,” she declared. “I guess you will be good now, won’t you, Mr. Perkins?”


      “Yes,” that worthy muttered. “I have to be, now that you’ve got the drop on me and DuQuesne’s gone back on me. But wait until we get back! I’ll get you then, you.…”


      “Stop right there!” sharply. “There’s nothing I would rather do than shoot you right now, if you give me the slightest excuse, such as that name you were about to call me. Now go ahead!”


      DuQuesne broke the silence that followed.


      “Well, now that the battle is over, and since we are fed and rested, I suggest that we slow down a bit and get ready to start back. Pick out comfortable seats, everybody, and I’ll shoot a little more juice through that bar.”


      Seating himself before the instrument board, he advanced the speed lever slowly until nearly three-quarters of the full power was on, as much as he thought the others could stand.


      For sixty hours he drove the car, reducing the acceleration only at intervals during which they ate and walked about their narrow quarters in order to restore the blood to circulation in their suffering bodies. The power was not reduced for sleep; everyone slept as best he could.


      Dorothy and Margaret talked together at every opportunity, and a real intimacy grew up between them. Perkins was for the most part sullenly quiet, knowing himself despised by all the others and having no outlet here for his particular brand of cleverness. DuQuesne was always occupied with his work and only occasionally addressed a remark to one or another of the party, except during meals. At those periods of general recuperation, he talked easily and well upon many topics. There was no animosity in his bearing nor did he seem to perceive any directed toward himself, but when any of the others ventured to infringe upon his ideas of how discipline should be maintained, DuQuesne’s reproof was merciless. Dorothy almost liked him, but Margaret insisted that she considered him worse than ever.


      When the bar was exhausted, DuQuesne lifted the sole remaining cylinder into place.


      “We should be nearly stationary with respect to the earth,” he remarked. “Now we will start back.”


      “Why, it felt as though we were picking up speed for the last three days!” exclaimed Margaret.


      “Yes, it feels that way because we have nothing to judge by. Slowing down in one direction feels exactly like starting up in the opposite one. There is no means of knowing whether we are standing still, going away from the earth, or going toward it, since we have nothing stationary upon which to make observations. However, since the two bars were of exactly the same size and were exerted in opposite directions except for a few minutes after we left the earth, we are nearly stationary now. I will put on power until this bar is something less than half gone, then coast for three or four days. By the end of that time we should be able to recognize our solar system from the appearance of the fixed stars.”


      He again advanced the lever, and for many hours silence filled the car as it hurtled through space. DuQuesne, waking up from a long nap, saw that the bar no longer pointed directly toward the top of the ship, perpendicular to the floor, but was inclined at a sharp angle. He reduced the current, and felt the lurch of the car as it swung around the bar, increasing the angle many degrees. He measured the angle carefully and peered out of all the windows on one side of the car. Returning to the bar after a time, he again measured the angle, and found that it had increased greatly.


      “What’s the matter, Doctor DuQuesne?” asked Dorothy, who had also been asleep.


      “We are being deflected from our course. You see the bar doesn’t point straight up any more? Of course the direction of the bar hasn’t changed, the car has swung around it.”


      “What does that mean?”


      “We have come close enough to some star so that its attraction swings the bottom of the car around. Normally, you know, the bottom of the car follows directly behind the bar. It doesn’t mean much yet except that we are being drawn away from our straight line, but if the attraction gets much stronger it may make us miss our solar system completely. I have been looking for the star in question, but can’t see it yet. We’ll probably pull away from it very shortly.”


      * * * *


      He threw on the power, and for some time watched the bar anxiously, expecting to see it swing back into the vertical, but the angle continually increased. He again reduced the current and searched the heavens for the troublesome body.


      “Do you see it yet?” asked Dorothy with concern.


      “No, there’s apparently nothing near enough to account for all this deflection.”


      He took out a pair of large night-glasses and peered through them for several minutes.


      “Good God! It’s a dead sun, and we’re nearly onto it! It looks as large as our moon!”


      Springing to the board, he whirled the bar into the vertical. He took down a strange instrument, went to the bottom window, and measured the apparent size of the dark star. Then, after cautioning the rest of the party to sit tight, he advanced the lever farther than it had been before. After half an hour he again slackened the pace and made another observation, finding to his astonishment that the dark mass had almost doubled its apparent size! Dorothy, noting his expression, was about to speak, but he forestalled her.


      “We lost ground, instead of gaining, that spurt,” he remarked, as he hastened to his post. “It must be inconceivably large, to exert such an enormous attractive force at this distance. We’ll have to put on full power. Hang onto yourselves as best you can.”


      He then pushed the lever out to its last notch and left it there until the bar was nearly gone, only to find that the faint disk of the monster globe was even larger than before, being now visible to the unaided eye. Revived, the three others saw it plainly—a great dim circle, visible as is the dark portion of the new moon—and, the power shut off, they felt themselves falling toward it with sickening speed. Perkins screamed with mad fear and flung himself grovelling upon the floor. Margaret, her nerves still unstrung, clutched at her heart with both hands. Dorothy, though her eyes looked like great black holes in her white face, looked DuQuesne in the eye steadily.


      “This is the end, then?”


      “Not yet,” he replied in a calm and level voice. “The end will not come for a good many hours, as I have calculated that it will take at least two days, probably more, to fall the distance we have to go. We have all that time in which to think out a way of escape.”


      “Won’t the outer repulsive shell keep us from striking it, or at least break the force of our fall?”


      “No. It was designed only as protection from meteorites and other small bodies. It is heavy enough to swing us away from a small planet, but it will be used up long before we strike.”


      He lighted a cigarette and sat at case, as though in his own study, his brow wrinkled in thought as he made calculations in his notebook. Finally he rose to his feet.


      “There’s only one chance that I can see. That is to gather up every scrap of copper we have and try to pull ourselves far enough out of line so that we will take an hyperbolic orbit around that body instead of falling into it.”


      “What good will that do us?” asked Margaret, striving for self-control. “We will starve to death finally, won’t we?”


      “Not necessarily. That will give us time to figure out something else.”


      “You won’t have to figure out anything else, Doctor,” stated Dorothy positively. “If we miss that moon, Dick and Martin will find us before very long.”


      “Not in this life. If they tried to follow us, they’re both dead before now.”


      “That’s where even you are wrong!” she flashed at him. “They knew you were wrecking our machine, so they built another one, a good one. And they know a lot of things about this new metal that you have never dreamed of, since they were not in the plans you stole.”


      * * * *


      DuQuesne went directly to the heart of the matter, paying no attention to her barbed shafts.


      “Can they follow us through space without seeing us?” he demanded.


      “Yes—or at least, I think they can.”


      “How do they do it?”


      “I don’t know—I wouldn’t tell you if I did.”


      “You’ll tell if you know,” he declared, his voice cutting like a knife. “But that can wait until after we get out of this. The thing to do now is to dodge that world.”


      He searched the vessel for copper, ruthlessly tearing out almost everything that contained the metal, hammering it flat and throwing it into the power-plant. He set the bar at right angles to the line of their fall and turned on the current. When the metal was exhausted, he made another series of observations upon the body toward which they were falling, and reported quietly:


      “We made a lot of distance, but not enough. Everything goes in, this time.”


      He tore out the single remaining light-wire, leaving the car in darkness save for the diffused light of his electric torch, and broke up the only remaining motor. He then took his almost priceless Swiss watch, his heavy signet ring, his scarf pin, and the cartridges from his pistol, and added them to the collection. Flashing his lamp upon Perkins, he relieved him of everything he had which contained copper.


      “I think I have a few pennies in my pocketbook,” suggested Dorothy.


      “Get ’em,” he directed briefly, and while she was gone he searched Margaret, without result save for the cartridges in her pistol, as she had no jewelry remaining after her imprisonment. Dorothy returned and handed him everything she had found.


      “I would like to keep this ring,” she said slowly, pointing to a slender circlet of gold set with a solitaire diamond, “if you think there is any chance of us getting clear.”


      “Everything goes that has any copper in it,” he said coldly, “and I am glad to see that Seaton is too good a chemist to buy any platinum jewelry. You may keep the diamond, though,” as he wrenched the jewel out of its setting and returned it to her.


      He threw all the metal into the central chamber and the vessel gave a tremendous lurch as the power was again applied. It was soon spent, however, and after the final observation, the others waiting in breathless suspense for him to finish his calculations, he made his curt announcement.


      “Not enough.”


      Perkins, his mind weakened by the strain of the last few days, went completely insane at the words. With a wild howl he threw himself at the unmoved scientist, who struck him with the butt of his pistol as he leaped, the mighty force of DuQuesne’s blow crushing his skull like an eggshell and throwing him backward to the opposite side of the vessel. Margaret lay in her seat in a dead faint. Dorothy and DuQuesne looked at each other in the feeble light of the torch. To the girl’s amazement, the man was as calm as though he were safe in his own house, and she made a determined effort to hold herself together.


      “What next, Doctor DuQuesne?”


      “I don’t know. We have a couple of days yet, at least. I’ll have to study awhile.”


      “In that time Dick will find us, I know.”


      “Even if they do find us in time, which I doubt, what good will it do? It simply means that they will go with us instead of saving us, for of course they can’t pull away, since we couldn’t. I hope they don’t find us, but locate this star in time to keep away from it.”


      “Why?” she gasped. “You have been planning to kill both of them! I should think you would be delighted to take them with us?”


      “Far from it. Please try to be logical. I intended to remove them because they stood in the way of my developing this new metal. If I am to be out of the way—and frankly, I see very little chance of getting out of this—I hope that Seaton goes ahead with it. It is the greatest discovery the world has ever known, and if both Seaton and I, the only two men in the world who know how to handle it, drop out, it will be lost for perhaps hundreds of years.”


      “If Dick’s finding us means that he must go, too, of course I hope that he won’t find us, but I don’t believe that. I simply know that he could get us away from here.”


      She continued more slowly, almost speaking to herself, her heart sinking with her voice:


      “He is following us, and he won’t stop even if he does see this dead star and knows that he can’t get away. We will die together.”


      “There’s no denying the fact that our situation is critical, but you know a man isn’t dead until after his heart stops beating. We have two whole days yet, and in that time, I can probably dope out some way of getting away from here.”


      “I hope so,” she replied, keeping her voice from breaking only by a great effort. “But go ahead with your doping. I’m worn out.” She drew herself down upon one of the seats and stared at the ceiling, fighting to restrain an almost overpowering impulse to scream.


      Thus the hours wore by—Perkins dead; Margaret still unconscious; Dorothy lying in her seat, her thoughts a formless prayer, buoyed up only by her faith in God and in her lover; DuQuesne self-possessed, smoking innumerable cigarettes, his keen mind grappling with its most desperate problem, grimly fighting until the very last instant of life—while the powerless space-car fell with an appalling velocity, faster and faster; falling toward that cold and desolate monster of the heaven.


      CHAPTER X


      The Rescue


      Seaton and Crane drove the Skylark in the direction indicated by the unwavering object-compass with the greatest acceleration they could stand, each man taking a twelve-hour watch at the instrument board.


      Now, indeed, did the Skylark justify the faith of her builders, and the two inventors, with an exultant certainty of their success, flew out beyond man’s wildest imaginings. Had it not been for the haunting fear for Dorothy’s safety, the journey would have been one of pure triumph, and even that anxiety did not prevent a profound joy in the enterprise.


      “If that misguided mutt thinks he can pull off a stunt like that and get away with it, he’s got another think coming,” asserted Seaton, after making a reading on the other car after several days of the flight. “He went off half-cocked this time, for sure, and we’ve got him foul. We’d better put on some negative pretty soon hadn’t we, Mart? Only a little over a hundred light-years now.”


      Crane nodded agreement and Seaton continued:


      “It’ll take as long to stop, of course, as it has taken to get out here, and if we ram them—GOOD NIGHT! Let’s figure it out as nearly as we can.”


      They calculated their own speed, and that of the other vessel, as shown by the various readings taken, and applied just enough negative acceleration to slow the Skylark down to the speed of the other space-car when they should come up with it. They smiled at each other in recognition of the perfect working of the mechanism when the huge vessel had spun, with a sickening lurch, through a complete half-circle, the instant the power was reversed. Each knew that they were actually traveling in a direction that to them seemed “down,” but with a constantly diminishing velocity, even though they seemed to be still going “up” with an increasing speed.


      Until nearly the end of the calculated time the two took turns as before, but as the time of meeting drew near both men were on the alert, taking readings on the object-compass every few minutes. Finally Crane announced:


      “We are almost on them, Dick. They are so close that it is almost impossible to time the needle—less than ten thousand miles.”


      Seaton gradually increased the retarding force until the needle showed that they were very close to the other vessel and maintaining a constant distance from it. He then shut off the power, and both men hurried to the bottom window to search for the fleeing ship with their powerful night-glasses. They looked at each other in amazement as they felt themselves falling almost directly downward, with an astounding acceleration.


      “What do you make of it, Dick?” asked Crane calmly, as he brought his glasses to his eyes and stared out into the black heavens, studded with multitudes of brilliant and unfamiliar stars.


      “I don’t make it at all, Mart. By the feel, I should say we were falling toward something that would make our earth look like a pin-head. I remember now that I noticed that the bus was getting a little out of plumb with the bar all this last watch. I didn’t pay much attention to it, as I couldn’t see anything out of the way. Nothing but a sun could be big enough to raise all this disturbance, and I can’t see any close enough to be afraid of, can you?”


      “No, and I cannot see the Steel space-car, either. Look sharp.”


      “Of course,” Seaton continued to argue as he peered out into the night, “it is theoretically possible that a heavenly body can exist large enough so that it could exert even this much force and still appear no larger than an ordinary star, but I don’t believe it is probable. Give me three or four minutes of visual angle and I’ll believe anything, but none of these stars are big enough to have any visual angle at all. Furthermore.…”


      “There is at least half a degree of visual angle!” broke in his friend intensely. “Just to the left of that constellation that looks so much like a question mark. It is not bright, but dark, like a very dark moon—barely perceptible.”


      Seaton pointed his glass eagerly in the direction indicated.


      “Great Cat!” he ejaculated. “I’ll say that’s some moon! Wouldn’t that rattle your slats? And there’s DuQuesne’s bus, too, on the right edge. Get it?”


      As they stood up, Seaton’s mood turned to one of deadly earnestness, and a grave look came over Crane’s face as the seriousness of their situation dawned upon them. Trained mathematicians both, they knew instantly that that unknown world was of inconceivable mass, and that their chance of escape was none too good, even should they abandon the other craft to its fate. Seaton stared at Crane, his fists clenched and drops of perspiration standing on his forehead. Suddenly, with agony in his eyes and in his voice, he spoke.


      “Mighty slim chance of getting away if we go through with it, old man.… Hate like the devil.… Have no right to ask you to throw yourself away, too.”


      “Enough of that, Dick. You had nothing to do with my coming: you could not have kept me away. We will see it through.”


      Their hands met in a fierce clasp, broken by Seaton, as he jumped to the levers with an intense:


      “Well, let’s get busy!”


      In a few minutes they had reduced the distance until they could plainly see the other vessel, a small black circle against the faintly luminous disk. As it leaped into clear relief in the beam of his powerful searchlight, Seaton focused the great attractor upon the fugitive car and threw in the lever which released the full force of that mighty magnet, while Crane attracted the attention of the vessel’s occupants by means of a momentary burst of solid machine-gun bullets, which he knew would glance harmlessly off the steel hull.


      * * * *


      After an interminable silence, DuQuesne drew himself out of his seat. He took a long inhalation, deposited the butt of his cigarette carefully in his ash tray, and made his way to his room. He returned with three heavy fur suits provided with air helmets, two of which he handed to the girls, who were huddled in a seat with their arms around each other. These suits were the armor designed by Crane for use in exploring the vacuum and the intense cold of dead worlds. Air-tight, braced with fine steel netting, and supplied with air at normal pressure from small tanks by automatic valves, they made their wearers independent of surrounding conditions of pressure and temperature.


      “The next thing to do,” DuQuesne stated calmly, “is to get the copper off the outside of the ship. That is the last resort, as it robs us of our only safeguard against meteorites, but this is the time for last-resort measures. I’m going after that copper. Put these suits on, as our air will leave as soon as I open the door, and practically an absolute vacuum and equally absolute zero will come in.”


      As he spoke, the ship was enveloped in a blinding glare and they were thrown flat as the vessel slowed down in its terrific fall. The thought flashed across DuQuesne’s mind that they had already entered the atmosphere of that monster globe and were being slowed down and set afire by its friction, but he dismissed it as quickly as it had come—the light in that case would be the green of copper, not this bluish-white. His next thought was that there had been a collision of meteors in the neighborhood, and that their retardation was due to the outer coating. While these thoughts were flickering through his mind, they heard an insistent metallic tapping, which DuQuesne recognized instantly.


      “A machine-gun!” he blurted in amazement. “How in.…”


      “It’s Dick!” screamed Dorothy, with flashing eyes. “He’s found us, just as I knew he would. You couldn’t beat Dick and Martin in a thousand years!”


      The tension under which they had been laboring so long suddenly released, the two girls locked their arms around each other in a half-hysterical outburst of relief. Margaret’s meaningless words and Dorothy’s incoherent praises of her lover and Crane mingled with their racking sobs as each fought to recover self-possession.


      DuQuesne had instantly mounted to the upper window. Throwing back the cover, he flashed his torch rapidly. The glare of the searchlight was snuffed out and he saw a flashing light spell out in dots and dashes:


      “Can you read Morse?”


      “Yes,” he signalled back. “Power gone, drifting into.…”


      “We know it. Will you resist?”


      “No.”


      “Have you fur pressure-suits?”


      “Yes.”


      “Put them on. Shut off your outer coating. Will touch so your upper door against our lower. Open, transfer quick.”


      “O. K.”


      * * * *


      Hastily returning to the main compartment, he briefly informed the girls as to what had happened. All three donned the suits and stationed themselves at the upper opening. Rapidly, but with unerring precision, the two ships were brought into place and held together by the attractor. As the doors were opened, there was a screaming hiss as the air of the vessels escaped through the narrow crack between them. The passengers saw the moisture in the air turn into snow, and saw the air itself first liquefy and then freeze into a solid coating upon the metal around the orifices at the touch of the frightful cold outside—the absolute zero of interstellar space, about four hundred sixty degrees below zero in the every-day scale of temperature. The moisture of their breath condensed upon the inside of the double glasses of their helmets, rendering sight useless.


      DuQuesne seized her and tossed her lightly through the doorway in such a manner that she would not touch the metal, which would have frozen instantly anything coming into contact with it.


      Dorothy pushed the other girl ahead of her. DuQuesne seized her and tossed her lightly through the doorway in such a manner that she would not touch the metal, which would have frozen instantly anything coming into contact with it. Seaton was waiting. Feeling a woman’s slender form in his arms, he crushed her to him in a mighty embrace, and was astonished to feel movements of resistance, and to hear a strange, girlish voice cry out:


      “Don’t! It’s me! Dorothy’s next!”


      Releasing her abruptly, he passed her on to Martin and turned just in time to catch his sweetheart, who, knowing that he would be there and recognizing his powerful arms at the first touch, returned his embrace with a fierce intensity which even he had never suspected that she could exert. They stood motionless, locked in each other’s arms, while DuQuesne dove through the opening and snapped the door shut behind him.


      The air-pressure and temperature back to normal, the cumbersome suits were hastily removed, and Seaton’s lips met Dorothy’s in a long, clinging caress. DuQuesne’s cold, incisive voice broke the silence.


      “Every second counts. I would suggest that we go somewhere.”


      “Just a minute!” snapped Crane. “Dick, what shall we do with this murderer?”


      Seaton had forgotten DuQuesne utterly in the joy of holding his sweetheart in his arms, but at his friend’s words, he faced about and his face grew stern.


      “By rights, we ought to chuck him back into his own tub and let him go to the devil,” he said savagely, doubling his fists and turning swiftly.


      “No, no, Dick,” remonstrated Dorothy, seizing his arm. “He treated us very well, and saved my life once. Anyway, you mustn’t kill him.”


      “No, I suppose not,” grudgingly assented her lover, “and I won’t, either, unless he gives me at least half an excuse.”


      “We might iron him to a post?” suggested Crane, doubtfully.


      “I think there’s a better way,” replied Seaton. “He may be able to work his way. His brain hits on all twelve, and he’s strong as a bull. Our chance of getting back isn’t a certainty, as you know.” He turned to DuQuesne.


      “I’ve heard that your word is good.”


      “It has never been broken.”


      “Will you give your word to act as one of the party, for the good of us all, if we don’t iron you?”


      “Yes—until we get back to the earth. Provided, of course, that I reserve the right to escape at any time between now and then if I wish to and can do so without injuring the vessel or any member of the party in any way.”


      “Agreed. Let’s get busy—we’re altogether too close to that dud there to suit me. Sit tight, everybody, we’re on our way!” he cried, as he turned to the board, applied one notch of power, and shut off the attractor. The Skylark slowed down a trifle in its mad fall, the other vessel continued on its way—a helpless hulk, manned by a corpse, falling to destruction upon the bleak wastes of a desert world.


      “Hold on!” said DuQuesne sharply. “Your power is the same as mine was, in proportion to your mass, isn’t it?”


      “Yes.”


      “Then our goose is cooked. I couldn’t pull away from it with everything I had, couldn’t even swing out enough to make an orbit, either hyperbolic or elliptical around it. With a reserve bar you will be able to make an orbit, but you can’t get away from it.”


      “Thanks for the dope. That saves our wasting some effort. Our power-plant can be doubled up in emergencies, thanks to Martin’s cautious old bean. We’ll simply double her up and go away from here.”


      * * * *


      “There is one thing we didn’t consider quite enough,” said Crane, thoughtfully. “I started to faint back there before the full power of even one motor was in use. With the motor doubled, each of us will be held down by a force of many tons—we would all be helpless.”


      “Yes,” added Dorothy, with foreboding in her eyes, “we were all unconscious on the way out, except Dr. DuQuesne.”


      “Well, then, Blackie and I, as the huskiest members of the party, will give her the juice until only one of us is left with his eyes open. If that isn’t enough to pull us clear, we’ll have to give her the whole works and let her ramble by herself after we all go out. How about it, Blackie?” unconsciously falling into the old Bureau nickname. “Do you think we can make it stop at unconsciousness with double power on?”


      DuQuesne studied the two girls carefully.


      “With oxygen in the helmets instead of air, we all may be able to stand it. These special cushions keep the body from flattening out, as it normally would under such a pressure. The unconsciousness is simply a suffocation caused by the lateral muscles being unable to lift the ribs—in other words, the air-pumps aren’t strong enough for the added work put upon them. At least we stand a chance this way. We may live through the pressure while we are pulling away, and we certainly shall die if we don’t pull away.”


      After a brief consultation, the men set to work with furious haste. While Crane placed extra bars in each of the motors and DuQuesne made careful observations upon the apparent size of the now plainly visible world toward which they were being drawn so irresistibly, Seaton connected the helmets with the air-and oxygen-tanks through a valve upon the board, by means of which he could change at will the oxygen content of the air they breathed. He then placed the strange girl, who seemed dazed by the frightful sensation of their never-ending fall, upon one of the seats, fitted the cumbersome helmet upon her head, strapped her carefully into place, and turned to Dorothy. In an instant they were in each other’s arms. He felt her labored breathing and the wild beating of her heart, pressed so closely to his, and saw the fear of the unknown in the violet depths of her eyes, but she looked at him unflinchingly.


      “Dick, sweetheart, if this is good-bye.…”


      He interrupted her with a kiss.


      “It isn’t good-bye yet, Dottie mine. This is merely a trial effort, to see what we will have to do to get away. Next time will be the time to worry.”


      “I’m not worried, really…but in case…you see… I…we…”


      The gray eyes softened and misted over as he pressed his cheek to hers.


      “I understand, sweetheart,” he whispered. “This is not good-bye, but if we don’t pull through we’ll go together, and that is what we both want.”


      As Crane and DuQuesne finished their tasks, Seaton fitted his sweetheart’s helmet, placed her tenderly upon the seat, buckled the heavy restraining straps about her slender body, and donned his own helmet. He took his place at the main instrument board, DuQuesne stationing himself at the other.


      “What did you read on it, Blackie?” asked Seaton.


      “Two degrees, one minute, twelve seconds diameter,” replied DuQuesne. “Altogether too close for comfort. How shall we apply the power? One of us must stay awake, or we’ll go on as long as the bars last.”


      “You put on one notch, then I’ll put on one. We can feel the bus jump with each notch. We’ll keep it up until one of us is so far gone that he can’t raise the bar—the one that raises last will have to let the ship run for thirty minutes or an hour, then cut down his power. Then the other fellow will revive and cut his off, for an observation. How’s that?”


      “All right.”


      * * * *


      They took their places, and Seaton felt the vessel slow down in its horrible fall as DuQuesne threw his lever into the first notch. He responded instantly by advancing his own, and notch after notch the power applied to the ship by the now doubled motor was rapidly increased. The passengers felt their suits envelope them and began to labor for breath. Seaton slowly turned the mixing valve, a little with each advance of his lever, until pure oxygen flowed through the pipes. The power levers had moved scarcely half of their range, yet minutes now intervened between each advance instead of seconds, as at the start.


      As each of the two men was determined that he would make the last advance, the duel continued longer than either would have thought possible. Seaton made what he thought his final effort and waited—only to feel, after a few minutes, the upward surge telling him that DuQuesne was still able to move his lever. His brain reeled. His arm seemed paralyzed by its own enormous weight, and felt as though it, the rolling table upon which it rested, and the supporting framework were so immovably welded together that it was impossible to move it even the quarter-inch necessary to operate the ratchet-lever. He could not move his body, which was oppressed by a sickening weight. His utmost efforts to breathe forced only a little of the life-giving oxygen into his lungs, which smarted painfully at the touch of the undiluted gas, and he felt that he could not long retain consciousness under such conditions. Nevertheless, he summoned all his strength and advanced the lever one more notch. He stared at the clock-face above his head, knowing that if DuQuesne could advance his lever again he would lose consciousness and be beaten. Minute after minute went by, however, and the acceleration of the ship remained constant. Seaton, knowing that he was in sole control of the power-plant, fought to retain possession of his faculties, while the hands of the clock told off the interminable minutes.


      After an eternity of time an hour had passed, and Seaton attempted to cut down his power, only to find with horror that the long strain had so weakened him that he could not reverse the ratchet. He was still able, however, to give the lever the backward jerk which disconnected the wires completely—and the safety straps creaked with the sudden stress as, half the power instantly shut off, the suddenly released springs tried to hurl five bodies against the ceiling. After a few minutes DuQuesne revived and slowly cut off his power. To the dismay of both men they were again falling!


      DuQuesne hurried to the lower window to make the observation, remarking:


      “You’re a better man than I am, Gunga Din.”


      “Only because you’re so badly bunged up. One more notch would’ve got my goat,” replied Seaton frankly as he made his way to Dorothy’s side. He noticed as he reached her, that Crane had removed his helmet and was approaching the other girl. By the time DuQuesne had finished the observation, the other passengers had completely recovered, apparently none the worse for their experience.


      * * * *


      “Did we gain anything?” asked Seaton eagerly.


      “I make it two, four, thirteen. We’ve lost about two minutes of arc. How much power did we have on?”


      “A little over half—thirty-two points out of sixty possible.”


      “We were still falling pretty fast. We’ll have to put on everything we’ve got. Since neither of us can put it on we’ll have to rig up an automatic feed. It’ll take time, but it’s the only way.”


      “The automatic control is already there,” put in Crane, forestalling Seaton’s explanation. “The only question is whether we will live through it—and that is not really a question, since certain death is the only alternative. We must do it.”


      “We sure must,” answered Seaton soberly.


      Dorothy gravely nodded assent.


      “What do you fellows think of a little plus pressure on the oxygen?” asked Seaton. “I think it would help a lot.”


      “I think it’s a good idea,” said DuQuesne, and Crane added:


      “Four or five inches of water will be about all the pressure we can stand. Any more might burn our lungs too badly.”


      The pressure apparatus was quickly arranged and the motors filled to capacity with reserve bars—enough to last seventy-two hours—the scientists having decided that they must risk everything on one trial and put in enough, if possible, to pull them clear out of the influence of this center of attraction, as the time lost in slowing up to change bars might well mean the difference between success and failure. Where they might lie at the end of the wild dash for safety, how they were to retrace their way with their depleted supply of copper, what other dangers of dead star, planet, or sun lay in their path—all these were terrifying questions that had to be ignored.


      * * * *


      DuQuesne was the only member of the party who actually felt any calmness, the quiet of the others expressing their courage in facing fear. Life seemed very sweet and desirable to them, the distant earth a very Paradise! Through Dorothy’s mind flashed the visions she had built up during long sweet hours, visions of a long life with Seaton. As she breathed an inaudible prayer, she glanced up and saw Seaton standing beside her, gazing down upon her with his very soul in his eyes. Never would she forget the expression upon his face. Even in that crucial hour, his great love for her overshadowed every other feeling, and no thought of self was in his mind—his care was all for her. There was a long farewell caress. Both knew that it might be goodbye, but both were silent as the violet eyes and the gray looked into each other’s depths and conveyed messages far beyond the power of words. Once more he adjusted her helmet and strapped her into place.


      As Crane had in the meantime cared for the other girl, the men again took their places and Seaton started the motor which would automatically advance the speed levers, one notch every five seconds, until the full power of both motors was exerted. As the power was increased, he turned the valve as before, until the helmets were filled with pure oxygen under a pressure of five inches of water.


      Margaret Spencer, weakened by her imprisonment, was the first to lose consciousness, and soon afterward Dorothy felt her senses leave her. A half-minute, in the course of which six mighty surges were felt, as more of the power of the doubled motor was released, and Crane had gone, calmly analyzing his sensations to the last. After a time DuQuesne also lapsed into unconsciousness, making no particular effort to avoid it, as he knew that the involuntary muscles would function quite as well without the direction of the will. Seaton, although he knew it was useless, fought to keep his senses as long as possible, counting the impulses he felt as the levers were advanced.


      “Thirty-two.” He felt exactly as he had before, when he had advanced the lever for the last time.


      “Thirty-three.” A giant hand shut off his breath completely, though he was fighting to his utmost for air. An intolerable weight rested upon his eyeballs, forcing them backward into his head. The universe whirled about him in dizzy circles—orange and black and green stars flashed before his bursting eyes.


      “Thirty-four.” The stars became more brilliant and of more variegated colors, and a giant pen dipped in fire was writing equations and mathematico-chemical symbols upon his quivering brain. He joined the circling universe, which he had hitherto kept away from him by main strength, and whirled about his own body, tracing a logarithmic spiral with infinite velocity—leaving his body an infinite distance behind.


      “Thirty-five.” The stars and the fiery pen exploded in a wild coruscation of searing, blinding light and he plunged from his spiral into a black abyss.


      * * * *


      In spite of the terrific stress put upon the machine, every part functioned perfectly, and soon after Seaton had lost consciousness the vessel began to draw away from the sinister globe; slowly at first, faster and faster as more and more of the almost unlimited power of the mighty motor was released. Soon the levers were out to the last notch and the machine was exerting its maximum effort. One hour and an observer upon the Skylark would have seen that the apparent size of the massive unknown world was rapidly decreasing; twenty hours and it was so far away as to be invisible, though its effect was still great; forty hours and the effect was slight; sixty hours and the Skylark was out of range of the slightest measurable force of the monster it had left.


      Hurtled onward by the inconceivable power of the unleashed copper demon in its center, the Skylark flew through the infinite reaches of interstellar space with an unthinkable, almost incalculable velocity—beside which the velocity of light was as that of a snail to that of a rifle bullet; a velocity augmented every second by a quantity almost double that of light itself.

    

  


  
    
      THE SKYLARK OF SPACE, by E.E. “Doc” Smith [Part 2]


      CHAPTER XI


      Through Space Into the Carboniferous


      Seaton opened his eyes and gazed about him wonderingly. Only half conscious, bruised and sore in every part of his body, he could not at first realize what had happened. Instinctively drawing a deep breath, he coughed and choked as the undiluted oxygen filled his lungs, bringing with it a complete understanding of the situation. Knowing from the lack of any apparent motion that the power had been sufficient to pull the car away from that fatal globe, his first thought was for Dorothy, and he tore off his helmet and turned toward her. The force of even that slight movement, wafted him gently into the air where he hung suspended several minutes before his struggles enabled him to clutch a post and draw himself down to the floor. A quick glance around informed him that Dorothy, as well as the others, was still unconscious. Making his way rapidly to her, he placed her face downward upon the floor and began artificial respiration. Very soon he was rewarded by the coughing he had longed to hear. He tore off her helmet and clasped her to his breast in an agony of relief, while she sobbed convulsively upon his shoulder. The first ecstasy of their greeting over, Dorothy started guiltily.


      “Oh, Dick!” she exclaimed. “How about Peggy? You must see how she is!”


      “Never mind,” answered Crane’s voice cheerily. “She is coming to nicely.”


      Glancing around quickly, they saw that Crane had already revived the stranger, and that DuQuesne was not in sight. Dorothy blushed, the vivid wave of color rising to her glorious hair, and hastily disengaged her arms from around her lover’s neck, drawing away from him. Seaton, also blushing, dropped his arms, and Dorothy floated away from him, frantically clutching at a brace just beyond reach.


      “Pull me down, Dick!” she called, laughing gaily.


      Seaton, seizing her instinctively, neglected his own anchorage and they hung in the air together, while Crane and Margaret, each holding a strap, laughed with unrestrained merriment.


      “Tweet, tweet—I’m a canary!” chuckled Seaton. “Throw us a rope!”


      “A Dicky-bird, you mean,” interposed Dorothy.


      “I knew that you were a sleight-of-hand expert, Dick, but I did not know that levitation was one of your specialties,” remarked Crane with mock gravity. “That is a peculiar pose you are holding now. What are you doing—sitting on an imaginary pedestal?”


      “I’ll be sitting on your neck if you don’t get a wiggle on with that rope!” retorted Seaton, but before Crane had time to obey the command the floating couple had approached close enough to the ceiling so that Seaton, with a slight pressure of his hand against the leather, sent them floating back to the floor, within reach of one of the handrails.


      Seaton made his way to the power-plant, lifted in one of the remaining bars, and applied a little power. The Skylark seemed to jump under them, then it seemed as though they were back on Earth—everything had its normal weight once more, as the amount of power applied was just enough to equal the acceleration of gravity. After this fact had been explained, Dorothy turned to Margaret.


      “Now that we are able to act intelligently, the party should be introduced to each other. Peggy, this is Dr. Dick Seaton, and this is Mr. Martin Crane. Boys, this is Miss Margaret Spencer, a dear friend of mine. These are the boys I have told you so much about, Peggy. Dick knows all about atoms and things; he found out how to make the Skylark go. Martin, who is quite a wonderful inventor, made the engines and things for it.”


      “I may have heard of Mr. Crane,” replied Margaret eagerly. “My father was an inventor, and I have heard him speak of a man named Crane who invented a lot of instruments for airplanes. He used to say that the Crane instruments revolutionized flying. I wonder if you are that Mr. Crane?”


      “That is rather unjustifiably high praise, Miss Spencer,” replied Crane, “but as I have been guilty of one or two things along that line, I may be the man he meant.”


      “Pardon me if I seem to change the subject,” put in Seaton, “but where’s DuQuesne?”


      “We came to at the same time, and he went into the galley to fix up something to eat.”


      “Good for him!” exclaimed Dorothy. “I’m simply starved to death. I would have been demanding food long ago, but I have so many aches and pains that I didn’t realize how hungry I was until you mentioned it. Come on, Peggy, I know where our room is. Let’s go powder our noses while these bewhiskered gentlemen reap their beards. Did you bring along any of my clothes, Dick, or did you forget them in the excitement?”


      “I didn’t think anything about clothes, but Martin did. You’ll find your whole wardrobe in your room. I’m with you, Dot, on that eating proposition—I’m hungry enough to eat the jamb off the door!”


      * * * *


      After the girls had gone, Seaton and Crane went to their rooms, where they exercised vigorously to restore the circulation to their numbed bodies, shaved, bathed, and returned to the saloon feeling like new men. They found the girls already there, seated at one of the windows.


      “Hail and greeting!” cried Dorothy at sight of them. “I hardly recognized you without your whiskers. Do hurry over here and look out this perfectly wonderful window. Did you ever in your born days see anything like this sight? Now that I’m not scared pea-green, I can enjoy it thoroughly!”


      The two men joined the girls and peered out into space through the window, which was completely invisible, so clear was the glass. As the four heads bent, so close together, an awed silence fell upon the little group. For the blackness of the interstellar void was not the dark of an earthly night, but the absolute black of the absence of all light, beside which the black of platinum dust is pale and gray; and laid upon this velvet were the jewel stars. They were not the twinkling, scintillating beauties of the earthly sky, but minute points, so small as to seem dimensionless, yet of dazzling brilliance. Without the interference of the air, their rays met the eye steadily and much of the effect of comparative distance was lost. All seemed nearer and there was no hint of familiarity in their arrangement. Like gems thrown upon darkness they shone in multi-colored beauty upon the daring wanderers, who stood in their car as easily as though they were upon their parent Earth, and gazed upon a sight never before seen by eye of man nor pictured in his imaginings.


      Through the daze of their wonder, a thought smote Seaton like a blow from a fist. His eyes leaped to the instrument board and he exclaimed:


      “Look there, Mart! We’re heading almost directly away from the Earth, and we must be making billions of miles per second. After we lost consciousness, the attraction of that big dud back there would swing us around, of course, but the bar should have stayed pointed somewhere near the Earth, as I left it. Do you suppose it could have shifted the gyroscopes?”


      “It not only could have, it did,” replied Crane, turning the bar until it again pointed parallel with the object-compass which bore upon the Earth. “Look at the board. The angle has been changed through nearly half a circumference. We couldn’t carry gyroscopes heavy enough to counteract that force.”


      “But they were heavier there—Oh, sure, you’re right. It’s mass, not weight, that counts. But we sure are in one fine, large jam now. Instead of being half-way back to the Earth we’re—where are we, anyway?”


      They made a reading on an object-compass focused upon the Earth. Seaton’s face lengthened as seconds passed. When it had come to rest, both men calculated the distance.


      “What d’you make it, Mart? I’m afraid to tell you my result.”


      “Forty-six point twenty-seven light-centuries,” replied Crane, calmly. “Right?”


      “Right, and the time was 11:32 P. M. of Thursday, by the chronometer there. We’ll time it again after a while and see how fast we’re traveling. It’s a good thing you built the ship’s chronometers to stand any kind of stress. My watch is a total loss. Yours is, too?”


      “All of our watches must be broken. We will have to repair them as soon as we get time.”


      “Well, let’s eat next! No human being can stand my aching void much longer. How about you, Dot?”


      “Yes, for Cat’s sake, let’s get busy!” she mimicked him gaily. “Doctor DuQuesne’s had dinner ready for ages, and we’re all dying by inches of hunger.”


      * * * *


      The wanderers, battered, bruised, and sore, seated themselves at a folding table, Seaton keeping a watchful eye upon the bar and upon the course, while enjoying Dorothy’s presence to the full. Crane and Margaret talked easily, but at intervals. Save when directly addressed. DuQuesne maintained silence—not the silence of one who knows himself to be an intruder, but the silence of perfect self-sufficiency. The meal over, the girls washed the dishes and busied themselves in the galley. Seaton and Crane made another observation upon the Earth, requesting DuQuesne to stay out of the “engine room” as they called the partially-enclosed space surrounding the main instrument board, where were located the object-compasses and the mechanism controlling the attractor, about which DuQuesne knew nothing. As they rejoined DuQuesne in the main compartment, Seaton said:


      “DuQuesne, we’re nearly five thousand light-years away from the Earth, and are getting farther at the rate of about one light-year per minute.”


      “I suppose that it would be poor technique to ask how you know?”


      “It would—very poor. Our figures are right. The difficulty is that we have only four bars left—enough to stop us and a little to spare, but not nearly enough to get back with, even if we could take a chance on drifting straight that far without being swung off—which, of course, is impossible.”


      “That means that we must land somewhere and dig some copper, then.”


      “Exactly.


      “The first thing to do is to find a place to land.”


      Seaton picked out a distant star in their course and observed it through the spectroscope. Since it was found to contain copper in notable amounts, all agreed that its planets probably also contained copper.


      “Don’t know whether we can stop that soon or not,” remarked Seaton as he set the levers, “but we may as well have something to shoot at. We’d better take our regular twelve-hour tricks, hadn’t we, Mart? It’s a wonder we got as far as this without striking another snag. I’ll take the first trick at the board—beat it to bed.”


      “Not so fast, Dick,” argued Crane, as Seaton turned toward the engine-room: “It’s my turn.”


      “Flip a nickel,” suggested Seaton. “Heads I get it.”


      Crane flipped a coin. Heads it was, and the worn-out party went to their rooms, all save Dorothy, who lingered after the others to bid her lover a more intimate good-night.


      Seated beside him, his arm around her and her head upon his shoulder, Dorothy exclaimed:


      “Oh, Dicky, Dicky, it is wonderful to be with you again! I’ve lived as many years in the last week as we have covered miles!”


      Seaton kissed her with ardor, then turned her fair face up to his and gazed hungrily at every feature.


      “It sure was awful until we found you, sweetheart girl. Those two days at Wilson’s were the worst and longest I ever put in. I could have wrung Martin’s cautious old neck!


      “But isn’t he a wiz at preparing for trouble? We sure owe him a lot, little dimpled lady.”


      Dorothy was silent for a moment, then a smile quirked at one corner of her mouth and a dimple appeared. Seaton promptly kissed it, whereupon it deepened audaciously.


      “What are you thinking about—mischief?” he asked.


      “Only of how Martin is going to be paid what we owe him,” she answered teasingly. “Don’t let the debt worry you any.”


      “Spill the news, Reddy,” he commanded, as his arm tightened about her.


      She stuck out a tiny tip of red tongue at him.


      “Don’t let Peggy find out he’s a millionaire.”


      “Why not?” he asked wonderingly, then he saw her point and laughed:


      “You little matchmaker!”


      “I don’t care, laugh if you want to. Martin’s as nice a man as I know, and Peggy’s a real darling. Don’t you let slip a word about Martin’s money, that’s all!”


      “She wouldn’t think any less of him, would she?”


      “Dick, sometimes you are absolutely dumb. It would spoil everything. If she knew he was a millionaire she would be scared to death—not of him, of course, but because she would think that he would think that she was chasing him, and then of course he would think that she was, see? As it is, she acts perfectly natural, and so does he. Didn’t you notice that while we were eating they talked together for at least fifteen minutes about her father’s invention and the way they stole the plans and one thing and another? I don’t believe he has talked that much to any girl except me the last five years—and he wouldn’t talk to me until he knew that I couldn’t see any man except you. Much as we like Martin, we’ve got to admit that about him. He’s been chased so much that he’s wild. If any other girl he knows had talked to him that long, he would have been off to the North Pole or somewhere the next morning, and the best part of it is that he didn’t think anything of it.”


      * * * *


      “You think she is domesticating the wild man?”


      “Now, Dick, don’t be foolish. You know what I mean. Martin is a perfect dear, but if she knew that he is the M. Reynolds Crane, everything would be ruined. You know yourself how horribly hard it is to get through his shell to the real Martin underneath. He is lonely and miserable inside, I know, and the right kind of girl, one that would treat him right, would make life Heaven for him, and herself too.”


      “Yes, and the wrong kind would make it.…”


      “She would,” interrupted Dorothy hastily, “but Peggy’s the right kind. Wouldn’t it be fine to have Martin and Peggy as happy, almost, as you and I are?”


      “All right, girlie, I’m with you,” he answered, embracing her as though he intended never to let her go, “but you’d better go get some sleep—you’re all in.”


      Considerably later, when Dorothy had finally gone, Seaton settled himself for the long vigil. Promptly at the end of the twelve hours Crane appeared, alert of eye and of bearing.


      “You look fresh as a daisy, Mart. Feeling fit?”


      “Fit as the proverbial fiddle. I could not have slept any better or longer if I had had a week off. Seven hours and a half is a luxury, you know.”


      “All wrong, old top. I need eight every night, and I’m going to take about ten this time.”


      “Go to it, twelve if you like. You have earned it.”


      Seaton stumbled to his room and slept as though in a trance for ten hours. Rising, he took his regular morning exercises and went into the saloon. All save Martin were there, but he had eyes only for his sweetheart, who was radiantly beautiful in a dress of deep bronze-brown.


      “Good morning, Dick,” she hailed him joyously. “You woke up just in time—we are all starving again, and were just going to eat without you!”


      “Good morning, everybody. I would like to eat with you, Dottie, but I’ve got to relieve Martin. How’d it be for you to bring breakfast into the engine room and cheer my solitude, and let Crane eat with the others?”


      “Fine—that’s once you had a good idea, if you never have another!”


      After the meal DuQuesne, who abhorred idleness with all his vigorous nature, took the watches of the party and went upstairs to the “shop,” which was a completely-equipped mechanical laboratory, to repair them. Seaton stayed at the board, where Dorothy joined him as a matter of course. Crane and Margaret sat down at one of the windows.


      She told him her story, frankly and fully, shuddering with horror as she recalled the awful, helpless fall, during which Perkins had met his end.


      “Dick and I have a heavy score to settle with that Steel crowd and with DuQuesne,” Crane said slowly. “We have no evidence that will hold in law, but some day DuQuesne will over-reach himself. We could convict him of abduction now, but the penalty for that is too mild for what he has done. Perkins’ death was not murder, then?”


      “Oh, no, it was purely self-defense. Perkins would have killed him if he could. And he really deserved it—Perkins was a perfect fiend. The Doctor, as they call him, is no better, although entirely different. He is so utterly heartless and ruthless, so cold and scientific. Do you know him very well?”


      “We know all that about him, and more. And yet Dorothy said he saved her life?”


      “He did, from Perkins, but I still think it was because he didn’t want Perkins meddling in his affairs. He seems to me to be the very incarnation of a fixed purpose—to advance himself in the world.”


      “That expresses my thoughts exactly. But he slips occasionally, as in this instance, and he will again. He will have to walk very carefully while he is with us. Nothing would please Dick better than an excuse for killing him, and I must admit that I feel very much the same way.”


      “Yes, all of us do, and the way he acts proves what a machine he is. He knows just exactly how far to go, and never goes beyond it.”


      They felt the Skylark lurch slightly.


      “Oh, Mart!” called Seaton. “Going to pass that star we were headed for—too fast to stop. I’m giving it a wide berth and picking out another one. There’s a big planet a few million miles off in line with the main door, and another one almost dead ahead—that is, straight down. We sure are traveling. Look at that sun flit by!”


      * * * *


      They saw the two planets, one like a small moon, the other like a large star, and saw the strange sun increase rapidly in size as the Skylark flew on at such a pace that any earthly distance would have been covered as soon as it was begun. So appalling was their velocity that their ship was bathed in the light of that sun for only a short time, then was again surrounded by the indescribable darkness. Their seventy-two-hour flight without a pilot had seemed a miracle, now it seemed entirely possible that they might fly in a straight line for weeks without encountering any obstacle, so vast was the emptiness in comparison with the points of light that punctuated it. Now and then they passed so close to a star that it apparently moved rapidly, but for the most part the silent sentinels stood, like distant mountain peaks to the travelers in an express train, in the same position for many minutes.


      Awed by the immensity of the universe, the two at the window were silent, not with the silence of embarrassment, but with that of two friends in the presence of something beyond the reach of words. As they stared out into the infinity each felt as never before the pitiful smallness of even our whole solar system and the utter insignificance of human beings and their works. Silently their minds reached out to each other in mutual understanding.


      Unconsciously Margaret half shuddered and moved closer to her companion, the movement attracting his attention but not her own. A tender expression came into Crane’s steady blue eyes as he looked down at the beautiful young woman by his side. For beautiful she undoubtedly was. Untroubled rest and plentiful food had erased the marks of her imprisonment; Dorothy’s deep, manifestly unassumed faith in the ability of Seaton and Crane to bring them safely back to Earth had quieted her fears; and a complete costume of Dorothy’s simple but well-cut clothes, which fitted her perfectly, and in which she looked her best and knew it, had completely restored her self-possession. He quickly glanced away and again gazed at the stars, but now, in addition to the wonders of space, he saw masses of wavy black hair, high-piled upon a queenly head; deep down brown eyes half veiled by long, black lashes; sweet, sensitive lips; a firmly rounded but dimpled chin; and a perfectly-formed young body.


      After a time she drew a deep, tremulous breath. As he turned, her eyes met his. In their shadowy depths, still troubled by the mystery of the unknowable, he read her very soul—the soul of a real woman.


      “I had hoped,” said Margaret slowly, “to take a long flight above the clouds, but anything like this never entered my mind. How unbelievably great it is! So much vaster than any perception we could get upon earth! It seems strange that we were ever awed by the sea or the mountains…and yet.…”


      She paused, with her lip caught under two white teeth, then went on hesitatingly:


      “Doesn’t it seem to you, Mr. Crane, that there is something in man as great as all this? Otherwise, Dorothy and I could not be sailing here in a wonder like the Lark, which you and Dick Seaton have made.”


      * * * *


      Since from the first, Dorothy had timed her waking hours with those of Seaton—waiting upon him, preparing his meals, and lightening the long hours of his vigils at the board—Margaret took it upon herself to do the same thing for Crane. But often they assembled in the engine-room, and there was much fun and laughter, as well as serious talk, among the four. Margaret was quickly accepted as a friend, and proved a delightful companion. Her wavy, jet-black hair, the only color in the world that could hold its own with Dorothy’s auburn glory, framed features self-reliant and strong, yet of womanly softness; and in this genial atmosphere her quick tongue had a delicate wit and a facility of expression that delighted all three. Dorothy, after the manner of Southern women, became the hostess of this odd “party,” as she styled it, and unconsciously adopted the attitude of a lady in her own home.


      Early in their flight, Crane suggested that they should take notes upon the systems of stars through which were passing.


      “I know very little of astronomy,” he said to Seaton, “but with our telescope, spectroscope, and other instruments, we should be able to take some data that will be of interest to astronomers. Possibly Miss Spencer would be willing to help us?”


      “Sure,” Seaton returned readily. “We’d be idiots to let a chance like this slide. Go to it!”


      Margaret was delighted at the opportunity to help.


      “Taking notes is the best thing I do!” she cried, and called for a pad and pencil.


      Stationed at the window, they fell to work in earnest. For several hours Crane took observations, calculated distances, and dictated notes to Margaret.


      “The stars are wonderfully different!” she exclaimed to him once. “That planet, I’m sure, has strange and lovely life upon it. See how its color differs from most of the others we have seen so near? It is rosy and soft like a home fire. I’m sure its people are happy.”


      They fell into a long discussion, laughing a little at their fancies. Were these multitudes of worlds peopled as the Earth? Could it be that only upon Earth had occurred the right combination for the generation of life, so that the rest of the Universe was unpeopled?


      “It is unthinkable that they are all uninhabited,” mused Crane. “There must be life. The beings may not exist in any form with which we are familiar—they may well be fulfilling some purpose in ways so different from ours that we should be unable to understand them at all.”


      Margaret’s eyes widened in startled apprehension, but in a moment she shook herself and laughed.


      “But there’s no reason to suppose they would be awful,” she remarked, and turned with renewed interest to the window.


      Thus days went by and the Skylark passed one solar system after another, with a velocity so great that it was impossible to land upon any planet. Margaret’s association with Crane, begun as a duty, soon became an intense pleasure for them both. Taking notes or seated at the board in companionable conversation or sympathetic silence, they compressed into a few days more real companionship than is ordinarily enjoyed in months. Oftener and oftener, as time went on, Crane found the vision of his dream home floating in his mind as he steered the Skylark in her meteoric flight or as he strapped himself into his narrow bed. Now, however, the central figure of the vision, instead of being an indistinct blur, was clear and sharply defined. And for her part, more and more was Margaret drawn to the quiet and unassuming, but utterly dependable and steadfast young inventor, with his wide knowledge and his keen, incisive mind.


      * * * *


      Sometimes, when far from any star, the pilot would desert his post and join the others at meals. Upon one such occasion Seaton asked:


      “How’s the book on astronomy, oh, learned ones?”


      “It will be as interesting as Egyptian hieroglyphics,” Margaret replied, as she opened her notebook and showed him pages of figures and symbols.


      “May I see it, Miss Spencer?” asked DuQuesne from across the small table, extending his hand.


      She looked at him, hot hostility in her brown eyes, and he dropped his hand.


      “I beg your pardon,” he said, with amused irony.


      After the meal Seaton and Crane held a short consultation, and the former called to the girls, asking them to join in the “council of war.” There was a moment’s silence before Crane said diffidently:


      “We have been talking about DuQuesne, Miss Spencer, trying to decide a very important problem.”


      Seaton smiled in spite of himself as the color again deepened in Margaret’s face, and Dorothy laughed outright.


      “Talk about a red-headed temper! Your hair must be dyed, Peggy!”


      “I know I acted like a naughty child,” Margaret said ruefully, “but he makes me perfectly furious and scares me at the same time. A few more remarks like that ‘I beg your pardon’ of his and I wouldn’t have a thought left in my head!”


      Seaton, who had opened his mouth, shut it again ludicrously, without saying a word, and Margaret gave him a startled glance.


      “Now I have said it!” she exclaimed. “I’m not afraid of him, boys, really. What do you want me to do?”


      Seaton plunged in.


      “What we were trying to get up nerve enough to say is that he’d be a good man on the astronomy job,” and Crane added quickly:


      “He undoubtedly knows more about it than I do, and it would be a pity to lose the chance of using him. Besides, Dick and I think it rather dangerous to leave him so much time to himself, in which to work up a plan against us.”


      “He’s cooking one right now, I’ll bet a hat,” Seaton put in, and Crane added:


      “If you are sure that you have no objections, Miss Spencer, we might go below, where we can have it dark, and all three of us see what we can make of the stargazing. We are really losing an unusual opportunity.”


      Margaret hid gallantly any reluctance she might have felt.


      “I wouldn’t deserve to be here if I can’t work with the Doctor and hate him at the same time.”


      “Good for you, Peg, you’re a regular fellow!” Seaton exclaimed. “You’re a trump!”


      * * * *


      Finally, the enormous velocity of the cruiser was sufficiently reduced to effect a landing, a copper-bearing sun was located, and a course was laid toward its nearest planet.


      As the vessel approached its goal a deep undercurrent of excitement kept all the passengers feverishly occupied. They watched the distant globe grow larger, glowing through its atmosphere more and more clearly as a great disk of white light, its outline softened by the air about it. Two satellites were close beside it. Its sun, a great, blazing orb, a little nearer than the planet, looked so great and so hot that Margaret became uneasy.


      “Isn’t it dangerous to get so close, Dick? We might burn up, mightn’t we?”


      “Not without an atmosphere,” he laughed.


      “Oh,” murmured the girl apologetically, “I might have known that.”


      Dropping rapidly into the atmosphere of the planet, they measured its density and analyzed it in apparatus installed for that purpose, finding that its composition was very similar to the Earth’s air and that its pressure was not enough greater to be uncomfortable. When within one thousand feet of the surface, Seaton weighed a five-pound weight upon a spring-balance, finding that it weighed five and a half pounds, thus ascertaining that the planet was either somewhat larger than the Earth or more dense. The ground was almost hidden by a rank growth of vegetation, but here and there appeared glade-like openings.


      Seaton glanced at the faces about him. Tense interest marked them all. Dorothy’s cheeks were flushed, her eyes shone. She looked at him with awe and pride.


      “A strange world, Dorothy,” he said gravely. “You are not afraid?”


      “Not with you,” she answered. “I am only thrilled with wonder.”


      “Columbus at San Salvador,” said Margaret, her dark eyes paying their tribute of admiration.


      A dark flush mounted swiftly into Seaton’s brown face and he sought to throw most of the burden upon Crane, but catching upon his face also a look of praise, almost of tenderness, he quickly turned to the controls.


      “Man the boats!” he ordered an imaginary crew, and the Skylark descended rapidly.


      Landing upon one of the open spaces, they found the ground solid and stepped out. What had appeared to be a glade was in reality a rock, or rather, a ledge of apparently solid metal, with scarcely a loose fragment to be seen. At one end of the ledge rose a giant tree wonderfully symmetrical, but of a peculiar form. Its branches were longer at the top than at the bottom, and it possessed broad, dark-green leaves, long thorns, and odd, flexible, shoot-like tendrils. It stood as an outpost of the dense vegetation beyond. Totally unlike the forests of Earth were those fern-like trees, towering two hundred feet into the air. They were of an intensely vivid green and stood motionless in the still, hot air of noonday. Not a sign of animal life was to be seen; the whole landscape seemed asleep.


      The five strangers stood near their vessel, conversing in low tones and enjoying the sensation of solid ground beneath their feet. After a few minutes DuQuesne remarked:


      “This is undoubtedly a newer planet than ours. I should say that it was in the Carboniferous age. Aren’t those trees like those in the coal-measures, Seaton?”


      “True as time, Blackie—there probably won’t be a human race here for ages, unless we bring out some colonists.”


      Seaton kicked at one of the loose lumps of metal questioningly with his heavy shoe, finding that it was as immovable as though it were part of the ledge. Bending over, he found that it required all his great strength to lift it and he stared at it with an expression of surprise, which turned to amazement as he peered closer.


      “DuQuesne! Look at this!”


      DuQuesne studied the metal, and was shaken out of his habitual taciturnity.


      “Platinum, by all the little gods!”


      “We’ll grab some of this while the grabbing’s good,” announced Seaton, and the few visible lumps were rolled into the car. “If we had a pickaxe we could chop some more off one of those sharp ledges down there.”


      “There’s an axe in the shop,” replied DuQuesne. “I’ll go get it. Go ahead, I’ll soon be with you.”


      “Keep close together,” warned Crane as the four moved slowly down the slope. “This is none too safe, Dick.”


      “No, it isn’t, Mart. But we’ve got to see whether we can’t find some copper, and I would like to get some more of this stuff, too. I don’t think it’s platinum, I believe that it’s X.”


      As they reached the broken projections, Margaret glanced back over her shoulder and screamed. The others saw that her face was white and her eyes wide with horror, and Seaton instinctively drew his pistol as he whirled about, only to check his finger on the trigger and lower his hand.


      “Nothing but X-plosive bullets,” he growled in disgust, and in helpless silence the four watched an unspeakably hideous monster slowly appear from behind the Skylark. Its four huge, squat legs supported a body at least a hundred feet long, pursy and ungainly; at the extremity of a long and sinuous neck a comparatively small head seemed composed entirely of a cavernous mouth armed with row upon row of carnivorous teeth. Dorothy gasped with terror and both girls shrank closer to the two men, who maintained a baffled silence as the huge beast passed his revolting head along the hull of the vessel.


      “I dare not shoot, Martin,” Seaton whispered, “it would wreck the bus. Have you got any solid bullets?”


      “No. We must hide behind these small ledges until it goes away,” answered Crane, his eyes upon Margaret’s colorless face. “You two hide behind that one, we will take this one.”


      “Oh, well, it’s nothing to worry about, anyway. We can kill him as soon as he gets far enough away from the boat,” said Seaton as, with Dorothy clinging to him, he dropped behind one of the ledges. Margaret, her staring eyes fixed upon the monster, remained standing until Crane touched her gently and drew her down beside him.


      “He will go away soon,” his even voice assured her. “We are in no danger.”


      In spite of their predicament, a feeling of happiness flowed through Crane’s whole being as he crouched beside the wall of metal with one arm protectingly around Margaret, and he longed to protect her through life as he was protecting her then. Accustomed as he was to dangerous situations, he felt no fear. He felt only a great tenderness for the girl by his side, who had ceased trembling but was still staring wide-eyed at the monster through a crevice.


      “Scared, Peggy?” he whispered.


      “Not now, Martin, but if you weren’t here I would die of fright.”


      At this reply his arm tightened involuntarily, but he forced it to relax.


      “It will not be long,” he promised himself silently, “until she is back at home among her friends, and then.…”


      There came the crack of a rifle from the Skylark. There was an awful roar from the dinosaur, which was quickly silenced by a stream of machine-gun bullets.


      “Blackie’s on the job—let’s go!” cried Seaton, and they raced up the slope. Making a detour to avoid the writhing and mutilated mass they plunged through the opening door. DuQuesne shut it behind them and in overwhelming relief, the adventurers huddled together as from the wilderness without there arose an appalling tumult.


      * * * *


      The scene, so quiet a few moments before, was instantly changed. The trees, the swamp, and the air seemed filled with monsters so hideous as to stagger the imagination. Winged lizards of prodigious size hurtled through the air, plunging to death against the armored hull. Indescribable flying monsters, with feathers like birds, but with the fangs of tigers, attacked viciously. Dorothy screamed and started back as a scorpion-like thing with a body ten feet in length leaped at the window in front of her, its terrible sting spraying the glass with venom. As it fell to the ground, a huge spider—if an eight-legged creature with spines instead of hair, many-faceted eyes, and a bloated, globular body weighing hundreds of pounds, may be called a spider—leaped upon it and, mighty mandibles against poisonous sting, the furious battle raged. Several twelve-foot cockroaches climbed nimbly across the fallen timber of the morass and began feeding voraciously upon the body of the dead dinosaur, only to be driven away by another animal, which all three men recognized instantly as that king of all prehistoric creatures, the saber-toothed tiger. This newcomer, a tawny beast towering fifteen feet high at the shoulder, had a mouth disproportionate even to his great size—a mouth armed with four great tiger-teeth more than three feet in length. He had barely begun his meal, however, when he was challenged by another nightmare, a something apparently half-way between a dinosaur and a crocodile. At the first note the tiger charged. Clawing, striking, rending each other with their terrible teeth, a veritable avalanche of bloodthirsty rage, the combatants stormed up and down the little island. But the fighters were rudely interrupted, and the earthly visitors discovered that in this primitive world it was not only animal life that was dangerous.


      The great tree standing on the farther edge of the island suddenly bent over, lashing out like a snake and grasping both. It transfixed them with the terrible thorns, which were now seen to be armed with needlepoints and to possess barbs like fish-hooks.


      The great tree standing on the farther edge of the island suddenly bent over, lashing out like a snake and grasping both. It transfixed them with the terrible thorns, which were now seen to be armed with needlepoints and to possess barbs like fish-hooks. It ripped at them with the long branches, which were veritable spears. The broad leaves, armed with revolting sucking disks, closed about the two animals, while the long, slender twigs, each of which was now seen to have an eye at its extremity, waved about, watching each movement of the captives from a safe distance.


      If the struggle between the two animals had been awful, this was Titanic. The air was torn by the roars of the reptile, the screams of the great cat, and the shrieks of the tree. The very ground rocked with the ferocity of the conflict. There could be but one result—soon the tree, having absorbed the two gladiators, resumed its upright position in all its beauty.


      The members of the little group stared at each other, sick at heart.


      “This is NO place to start a copper-mine. I think we’d better beat it,” remarked Seaton presently, wiping drops of perspiration from his forehead.


      “I think so,” acquiesced Crane. “We found air and Earth-like conditions here; we probably will elsewhere.”


      “Are you all right, Dottie?” asked Seaton.


      “All right, Dicky,” she replied, the color flowing back into her cheeks. “It scared me stiff, and I think I have a lot of white hairs right now, but I wouldn’t have missed it for anything.”


      She paused an instant, and continued:


      “Dick, there must be a queer streak of brutality in me, but would you mind blowing up that frightful tree? I wouldn’t mind its nature if it were ugly—but look at it! It’s so deceptively beautiful! You wouldn’t think it had the disposition of a fiend, would you?”


      A general laugh relieved the nervous tension, and Seaton stepped impulsively toward DuQuesne with his hand outstretched.


      “You’ve squared your account, Blackie. Say the word and the war’s all off.”


      DuQuesne ignored the hand and glanced coldly at the group of eager, friendly faces.


      “Don’t be sentimental,” he remarked evenly as he turned away to his room. “Emotional scenes pain me. I gave my word to act as one of the party.”


      “Well, may I be kicked to death by little red spiders!” exclaimed Seaton, dumbfounded, as the other disappeared. “He ain’t a man, he’s a fish!”


      “He’s a machine. I always thought so, and now I know it,” stated Margaret, and the others nodded agreement.


      “Well, we’ll sure pull his cork as soon as we get back!” snapped Seaton. “He asked for it, and we’ll give him both barrels!”


      “I know I acted the fool out there,” Margaret apologized, flushing hotly and looking at Crane. “I don’t know what made me act so stupid. I used to have a little nerve.”


      “You were a regular little brick, Peg,” Seaton returned instantly. “Both you girls are all to the good—the right kind to have along in ticklish places.”


      Crane held out his steady hand and took Margaret’s in a warm clasp.


      “For a girl in your weakened condition you were wonderful. You have no reason to reproach yourself.”


      Tears filled the dark eyes, but were held back bravely as she held her head erect and returned the pressure of his hand.


      “Just so you don’t leave me behind next time,” she returned lightly, and the last word concerning the incident had been said.


      Seaton applied the power and soon they were approaching another planet, which was surrounded by a dense fog. Descending slowly, they found it to be a mass of boiling-hot steam and rank vapors, under enormous pressure.


      The next planet they found to have a clear atmosphere, but the ground had a peculiar, barren look; and analysis of the gaseous envelope proved it to be composed almost entirely of chlorin. No life of an earthly type could be possible upon such a world, and a search for copper, even with the suits and helmets, would probably be fruitless if not impossible.


      “Well,” remarked Seaton as they were again in space, “we’ve got enough copper to visit several more worlds—several more solar systems, if necessary. But there’s a nice, hopeful-looking planet right in front of us. It may be the one we’re looking for.”


      Arrived in the belt of atmosphere, they tested it as before, and found it satisfactory.


      CHAPTER XII


      The Mastery of Mind Over Matter


      They descended rapidly, directly over a large and imposing city in the middle of a vast, level, beautifully-planted plain. While they were watching it, the city vanished and the plain was transformed into a heavily-timbered mountain summit, the valleys falling away upon all sides as far as the eye could reach.


      “Well, I’ll say that’s SOME mirage!” exclaimed Seaton, rubbing his eyes in astonishment. “I’ve seen mirages before, but never anything like that. Wonder what this air’s made of? But we’ll land, anyway, if we finally have to swim!”


      The ship landed gently upon the summit, the occupants half expecting to see the ground disappear before their eyes. Nothing happened, however, and they disembarked, finding walking somewhat difficult because of the great mass of the planet. Looking around, they could see no sign of life, but they felt a presence near them—a vast, invisible something.


      Suddenly, out of the air in front of Seaton, a man materialized: a man identical with him in every feature and detail, even to the smudge of grease under one eye, the small wrinkles in his heavy blue serge suit, and the emblem of the American Chemical Society upon his watch-fob.


      “Hello, folks,” the stranger began in Seaton’s characteristic careless speech. “I see you’re surprised at my knowing your language. You’re a very inferior race of animals—don’t even understand telepathy, don’t understand the luminiferous ether, or the relation between time and space. Your greatest things, such as the Skylark and your object-compass, are merely toys.”


      Changing instantly from Seaton’s form to that of Dorothy, likewise a perfect imitation, the stranger continued without a break:


      “Atoms and electrons and things, spinning and whirling in their dizzy little orbits.…” It broke off abruptly, continuing in the form of DuQuesne:


      “Couldn’t make myself clear as Miss Vaneman—not a scientific convolution in her foolish little brain. You are a freer type, DuQuesne, unhampered by foolish, soft fancies. But you are very clumsy, although working fairly well with your poor tools—Brookings and his organization, the Perkins Café and its clumsy wireless telephones. All of you are extremely low in the scale. Such animals have not been known in our universe for ten million years, which is as far back as I can remember. You have millions of years to go before you will amount to anything; before you will even rise above death and its attendant necessity, sex.”


      The strange being then assumed form after form with bewildering rapidity, while the spectators stared in dumb astonishment. In rapid succession it took on the likeness of each member of the party, of the vessel itself, of the watch in Seaton‘s pocket—reappearing as Seaton.


      “Well, bunch,” it said in a matter-of-fact voice, “there’s no mental exercise in you and you’re such a low form of life that you’re of no use on this planet; so I’ll dematerialize you.”


      * * * *


      A peculiar light came into its eyes as they stared intently into Seaton’s, and he felt his senses reel under the impact of an awful mental force, but he fought back with all his power and remained standing.


      “What’s this?” the stranger demanded in surprise, “This is the first time in history that mere matter—which is only a manifestation of mind—has ever refused to obey mind. There’s a screw loose somewhere.”


      “I must reason this out,” it continued analytically, changing instantaneously into Crane’s likeness. “Ah! I am not a perfect reproduction. This is the first matter I have ever encountered that I could not reproduce perfectly. There is some subtle difference. The external form is the same, the organic structure likewise. The molecules of substance are arranged as they should be, as are also the atoms in the molecule. The electrons in the atom—ah! There is the difficulty. The arrangement and number of electrons, as well as positive charges, are entirely different from what I had supposed. I must derive the formula.”


      “Let’s go, folks!” said Seaton hastily, drawing Dorothy back toward the Skylark. “This dematerialization stunt may be play for him, but I don’t want any of it in my family.”


      “No, you really must stay,” remonstrated the stranger. “Much as it is against my principles to employ brute force, you must stay and be properly dematerialized, alive or dead. Science demands it.”


      As he spoke, he started to draw his automatic pistol. Being in Crane’s form, he drew slowly, as Crane did; and Seaton, with the dexterity of much sleight-of-hand work and of years of familiarity with his weapon, drew and fired in one incredibly rapid movement, before the other had withdrawn the pistol from his pocket. The X-plosive shell completely volatilized the stranger and hurled the party backward toward the Skylark, into which they fled hastily. As Crane, the last one to enter the vessel, fired his pistol and closed the massive door, Seaton leaped to the levers. As he did so, he saw a creature materialize in the air of the vessel and fall to the floor with a crash as he threw on the power. It was a frightful thing, like nothing ever before seen upon any world; with great teeth, long, sharp claws, and an automatic pistol clutched firmly in a human hand. Forced flat by the terrific acceleration of the vessel, it was unable to lift either itself or the weapon, and lay helpless.


      “We take one trick, anyway!” blazed Seaton, as he threw on the power of the attractor and diffused its force into a screen over the party, so that the enemy could not materialize in the air above them and crush them by mere weight. “As pure mental force, you’re entirely out of my class, but when you come down to matter, which I can understand, I’ll give you a run for your money until my angles catch fire.”


      “That is a childish defiance. It speaks well for your courage, but ill for your intelligence,” the animal said, and vanished.


      A moment later Seaton’s hair almost stood on end as he saw an automatic pistol appear upon the board directly in front of him, clamped to it by bands of steel. Paralyzed by this unlooked-for demonstration of the mastery of mind over matter, unable to move a muscle, he lay helpless, staring at the engine of death in front of him. Although the whole proceeding occupied only a fraction of a second, it seemed to Seaton as though he watched the weapon for hours. As the sleeve drew back, cocking the pistol and throwing a cartridge into the chamber, the trigger moved, and the hammer descended to speed on its way the bullet which was to blot out his life. There was a sharp click as the hammer fell—Seaton was surprised to find himself still alive until a voice spoke, apparently from the muzzle of the pistol, with the harsh sound of a metallic diaphragm.


      “I was almost certain that it wouldn’t explode,” the stranger said, chattily. “You see, I haven’t derived that formula yet, so I couldn’t make a real explosive. I could of course, materialize beside you, under your protective screen, and crush you in a vise. I could materialize as a man of metal, able to stand up under this acceleration, and do you to death. I could even, by a sufficient expenditure of mental energy, materialize a planet around your ship and crush it. However, these crude methods are distasteful in the extreme, especially since you have already given me some slight and unexpected mental exercise. In return, I shall give you one chance for your lives. I cannot dematerialize either you or your vessel until I work out the formula for your peculiar atomic structure. If I can derive the formula before you reach the boundaries of my home-space, beyond which I cannot go, I shall let you go free. Deriving the formula will be a neat little problem. It should be fairly easy, as it involves only a simple integration in ninety-seven dimensions.”


      Silence ensued, and Seaton advanced his lever to the limit of his ability to retain consciousness. Almost overcome by the horror of their position, in an agony of suspense, expecting every instant to be hurled into nothingness, he battled on, with no thought of yielding, even in the face of those overwhelming mental odds.


      “You can’t do it, old top,” he thought savagely, concentrating all the power of his highly-trained mind against the intellectual monster. “You can’t dematerialize us, and you can’t integrate above ninety-five dimensions to save your neck. You can’t do it—you’re slipping—you’re all balled up right now!”


      For more than an hour the silent battle raged, during which time the Skylark flew millions upon millions of miles toward Earth. Finally the stranger spoke again.


      “You three win,” it said abruptly. In answer to the unspoken surprise of all three men it went on: “Yes, all three of you got the same idea and Crane even forced his body to retain consciousness to fight me. Your efforts were very feeble, of course, but were enough to interrupt my calculations at a delicate stage, every time. You are a low form of life, undoubtedly, but with more mentality than I supposed at first. I could get that formula, of course, in spite of you, if I had time, but we are rapidly approaching the limits of my territory, outside of which even I could not think my way back. That is one thing in which your mechanical devices are superior to anything my own race developed before we became pure intellectuals. They point the way back to your Earth, which is so far away that even my mentality cannot grasp the meaning of the distance. I can understand the Earth, can visualize it from your minds, but I cannot project myself any nearer to it than we are at present. Before I leave you, I will say that you have conferred a real favor upon me—you have given me something to think about for thousands of cycles to come. Good-bye.”


      Assured that their visitor had really gone, Seaton reduced the power to that of gravity and Dorothy soon sat up, Margaret reviving more slowly.


      “Dick,” said Dorothy solemnly, “did that happen or have I been unconscious and just had a nightmare?”


      “It happened, all right,” returned her lover, wiping his brow in relief. “See that pistol clamped upon the top of the board? That’s a token in remembrance of him.”


      Dorothy, though she had been only half conscious, had heard the words of the stranger. As she looked at the faces of the men, white and drawn with the mental struggle, she realized what they had gone through, and she drew Seaton down into one of the seats, stroking his hair tenderly.


      Margaret went to her room immediately, and as she did not return, Dorothy followed. She came back presently with a look of concern upon her face.


      “This life is a little hard on Peggy. I didn’t realize how much harder for her it would be than it is for me until I went in there and found her crying. It is much harder for her, of course, since I am with you, Dick, and with you, Martin, whom I know so well. She must feel terribly alone.”


      “Why should she?” demanded Seaton. “We think she’s some game little guy. Why, she’s one of the bunch! She must know that!”


      “Well, it isn’t the same,” insisted Dorothy. “You be extra nice to her, Dick. But don’t you dare let her know I told you about the tears, or she’d eat me alive!”


      Crane said nothing—a not unusual occurrence—but his face grew thoughtful and his manner, when Margaret appeared at mealtime, was more solicitous than usual and more than brotherly in its tenderness.


      “I shall be an interstellar diplomat,” Dorothy whispered to Seaton as soon as they were alone. “Wasn’t that a beautiful bee I put upon Martin?”


      Seaton stared at her a moment, then shook her gently before he took her into his arms.


      * * * *


      The information, however, did not prevent him from calling to Crane a few minutes later, even though he was still deep in conversation with Margaret. Dorothy gave him an exasperated glance and walked away.


      “I sure pulled a boner that time,” Seaton muttered as he plucked at his hair ruefully. “It nearly did us.


      “Let’s test this stuff out and see if it’s X, Mart, while DuQuesne’s out of the way. If it is X, it’s SOME find!”


      Seaton cut off a bit of metal with his knife, hammered it into a small piece of copper, and threw the copper into the power-chamber, out of contact with the plating. As the metal received the current the vessel started slightly.


      “It is X! Mart, we’ve got enough of this stuff to supply three worlds!”


      “Better put it away somewhere,” suggested Crane, and after the metal had been removed to Seaton’s cabin, the two men again sought a landing-place. Almost in their line of flight they saw a close cluster of stars, each emitting a peculiar greenish light which, in the spectroscope, revealed a blaze of copper lines.


      “That’s our meat, Martin. We ought to be able to grab some copper in that system, where there’s so much of it that it colors their sunlight.”


      “The copper is undoubtedly there, but it might be too dangerous to get so close to so many suns. We may have trouble getting away.”


      “Well, our copper’s getting horribly low. We’ve got to find some pretty quick, somewhere, or else walk back home, and there’s our best chance. We’ll feel our way along. If it gets too strong, we’ll beat it.”


      When they had approached so close that the suns were great stars widely spaced in the heavens, Crane relinquished the controls to Seaton.


      “If you will take the lever awhile, Dick, Margaret and I will go downstairs and see if we can locate a planet.”


      After a glance through the telescope, Crane knew that they were still too far from the group of suns to place any planet with certainty, and began taking notes. His mind was not upon his work, however, but was completely filled with thoughts of the girl at his side. The intervals between his comments became longer and longer until they were standing in silence, both staring with unseeing eyes out into the trackless void. But it was in no sense their usual companionable silence. Crane was fighting back the words he longed to say. This lovely girl was not here of her own accord—she had been torn forcibly from her home and from her friends, and he would not, could not, make her already difficult position even more unpleasant by forcing his attentions upon her. Margaret sensed something unusual and significant in his attitude and held herself tense, her heart beating wildly.


      At that moment an asteroid came within range of the Skylark’s watchful repeller, and at the lurch of the vessel, as it swung around the obstruction, Margaret would have fallen had not Crane instinctively caught her with one arm. Ordinarily this bit of courtesy would have gone unnoticed by both, as it had happened many times before, but in that heavily-charged atmosphere it took on a new significance. Both blushed hotly, and as their eyes met each saw that which held them spellbound. Slowly, almost as if without volition, Crane put his other arm around her. A wave of deeper crimson swept over her face and she bent her handsome head as her slender body yielded to his arms with no effort to free itself. Finally Crane spoke, his usually even voice faltering.


      “Margaret, I hope you will not think this unfair of me…but we have been through so much together that I feel as though we had known each other forever. Until we went through this last experience I had intended to wait—but why should we wait? Life is not lived in years alone, and you know how much I love you, my dearest!” he finished, passionately.


      Her arms crept up around his neck, her bowed head lifted, and her eyes looked deep into his as she whispered her answer:


      “I think I do… Oh, Martin!”


      Presently they made their way back to the engine-room, keeping the singing joy in their hearts inaudible and the kisses fresh upon their lips invisible. They might have kept their secret for a time, had not Seaton promptly asked:


      “Well, what did you find, Mart?”


      A panicky look appeared upon Crane’s self-possessed countenance and Margaret’s fair face glowed like a peony.


      “Yes, what did you find?” demanded Dorothy, as she noticed their confusion.


      “My future wife,” Crane answered steadily.


      The two girls rushed into each other’s arms and the two men silently gripped hands in a clasp of steel; for each of the four knew that these two unions were not passing fancies, lightly entered into and as lightly cast aside, but were true partnerships which would endure throughout the entire span of life.


      * * * *


      A planet was located and the Skylark flew toward it. Discovering that it was apparently situated in the center of the cluster of suns, they hesitated; but finding that there was no dangerous force present, they kept on. As they drew nearer, so that the planet appeared as a very small moon, they saw that the Skylark was in a blaze of green light, and looking out of the windows, Crane counted seventeen great suns, scattered in all directions in the sky! Slowing down abruptly as the planet was approached, Seaton dropped the vessel slowly through the atmosphere, while Crane and DuQuesne tested and analyzed it.


      “Pressure, thirty pounds per square inch. Surface gravity as compared to that of the Earth, two-fifths. Air-pressure about double that of the Earth, while a five-pound weight weighs only two pounds. A peculiar combination,” reported Crane, and DuQuesne added:


      “Analysis about the same as our air except for two and three-tenths per cent of a gas that isn’t poisonous and which has a peculiar, fragrant odor. I can’t analyze it and think it probably an element unknown upon Earth, or at least very rare.”


      “It would have to be rare if you don’t know what it is,” acknowledged Seaton, locking the Skylark in place and going over to smell the strange gas.


      Deciding that the air was satisfactory, the pressure inside the vessel was slowly raised to the value of that outside and two doors were opened, to allow the new atmosphere free circulation.


      Seaton shut off the power actuating the repeller and let the vessel settle slowly toward the ocean which was directly beneath them—an ocean of a deep, intense, wondrously beautiful blue, which the scientists studied with interest. Arrived at the surface, Seaton moistened a rod in a wave, and tasted it cautiously, then uttered a yell of joy—a yell broken off abruptly as he heard the sound of his own voice. Both girls started as the vibrations set up in the dense air smote upon their eardrums. Seaton moderated his voice and continued:


      “I forgot about the air-pressure. But hurrah for this ocean—it’s ammoniacal copper sulphate solution! We can sure get all the copper we want, right here, but it would take weeks to evaporate the water and recover the metal. We can probably get it easier ashore. Let’s go!”


      They started off just above the surface of the ocean toward the nearest continent, which they had observed from the air.


      CHAPTER XIII


      Nalboon of Mardonale


      As the Skylark approached the shore, its occupants heard a rapid succession of heavy detonations, apparently coming from the direction in which they were traveling.


      “Wonder what that racket is?” asked Seaton.


      “It sounds like big guns,” said Crane, and DuQuesne nodded agreement.


      “Big guns is right. They’re shooting high explosive shells, too, or I never heard any. Even allowing for the density of the air, that kind of noise isn’t made by pop-guns.”


      “Let’s go see what’s doing,” and Seaton started to walk toward one of the windows with his free, swinging stride. Instantly he was a-sprawl, the effort necessary to carry his weight upon the Earth’s surface lifting him into the air in a succession of ludicrous hops, but he soon recovered himself and walked normally.


      “I forgot this two-fifths gravity stuff,” he laughed. “Walk as though we had only a notch of power on and it goes all right. It sure is funny to feel so light when we’re so close to the ground.”


      He closed the doors to keep out a part of the noise and advanced the speed lever a little, so that the vessel tilted sharply under the pull of the almost horizontal bar.


      “Go easy,” cautioned Crane. “We do not want to get in the way of one of their shells. They may be of a different kind than those we are familiar with.”


      “Right—easy it is. We’ll stay forty miles above them, if necessary.”


      As the great speed of the ship rapidly lessened the distance, the sound grew heavier and clearer—like one continuous explosion. So closely did one deafening concussion follow another that the ear could not distinguish the separate reports.


      “I see them,” simultaneously announced Crane, who was seated at one of the forward windows searching the country with his binoculars, and Seaton, who, from the pilot’s seat, could see in any direction.


      The others hurried to the windows with their glasses and saw an astonishing sight.


      “Aerial battleships, eight of ’em!” exclaimed Seaton, “as big as the Idaho. Four of ’em are about the same shape as our battleships. No wings—they act like helicopters.”


      “Four of them are battleships, right enough, but what about the other four?” asked DuQuesne. “They are not ships or planes or anything else that I ever heard of.”


      “They are animals,” asserted Crane. “Machines never were and never will be built like that.”


      As the Skylark cautiously approached, it was evident to the watchers that four of the contestants were undoubtedly animals. Here indeed was a new kind of animal, an animal able to fight on even terms with a first-class battleship! Frightful aerial monsters they were. Each had an enormous, torpedo-shaped body, with scores of prodigiously long tentacles like those of a devil-fish and a dozen or more great, soaring wings. Even at that distance they could see the row of protruding eyes along the side of each monstrous body and the terrible, prow-like beaks tearing through the metal of the warships opposing them. They could see, by the reflection of the light from the many suns, that each monster was apparently covered by scales and joints of some transparent armor. That it was real and highly effective armor there could be no doubt, for each battleship bristled with guns of heavy caliber and each gun was vomiting forth a continuous stream of fire. Shells bursting against each of the creatures made one continuous blaze, and the uproar was indescribable—an uninterrupted cataclysm of sound appalling in its intensity.


      * * * *


      The battle was brief. Soon all four of the battleships had crumpled to the ground, their crews absorbed by the terrible sucking arms or devoured by the frightful beaks. They did not die in vain—three of the monsters had been blown to atoms by shells which had apparently penetrated their armor. The fourth was pursuing something, which Seaton now saw was a fleet of small airships, which had flown away from the scene of conflict. Swift as they were, the monster covered three feet to their one.


      “We can’t stand for anything like that,” cried Seaton, as he threw on the power and the Skylark leaped ahead. “Get ready to bump him off, Mart, when I jerk him away. He acts hard-boiled, so give him a real one—fifty milligrams!”


      Sweeping on with awful speed the monster seized the largest and most gaily decorated plane in his hundred-foot tentacles just as the Skylark came within sighting distance. In four practically simultaneous movements Seaton sighted the attractor at the ugly beak, released all its power, pointed the main bar of the Skylark directly upward, and advanced his speed lever. There was a crash of rending metal as the thing was torn loose from the plane and jerked a hundred miles into the air, struggling so savagely in that invisible and incomprehensible grip that the three-thousand-ton mass of the Skylark tossed and pitched like a child’s plaything. Those inside her heard the sharp, spiteful crack of the machine-gun, and an instant later they heard a report that paralyzed their senses, even inside the vessel and in the thin air of their enormous elevation, as the largest X-plosive bullet prepared by the inventors struck full upon the side of the hideous body. There was no smoke, no gas or vapor of any kind—only a huge volume of intolerable flame as the energy stored within the atoms of copper, instantaneously liberated, heated to incandescence and beyond all the atmosphere within a radius of hundreds of feet. The monster disappeared utterly, and Seaton, with unerring hand, reversed the bar and darted back down toward the fleet of airships. He reached them in time to focus the attractor upon the wrecked and helpless plane in the middle of its five-thousand-foot fall and lowered it gently to the ground, surrounded by the fleet.


      The Skylark landed easily beside the wrecked machine, and the wanderers saw that their vessel was completely surrounded by a crowd of people—men and women identical in form and feature with themselves. They were a superbly molded race, the men fully as large as Seaton and DuQuesne; the women, while smaller than the men, were noticeably taller than the two women in the car. The men wore broad collars of metal, numerous metallic ornaments, and heavily-jeweled leather belts and shoulder-straps which were hung with weapons of peculiar patterns. The women carried no weapons, but were even more highly decorated than were the men—each slender, perfectly-formed body scintillated with the brilliance of hundreds of strange gems, flashing points of fire. Jeweled bands of metal and leather restrained their carefully-groomed hair; jeweled collars encircled their throats; jeweled belts, jeweled bracelets, jeweled anklets, each added its quota of brilliance to the glittering whole. The strangers wore no clothing, and their smooth skins shone a dark, livid, utterly indescribable color in the peculiar, unearthly, yellowish-bluish-green glare of the light. Green their skins undoubtedly were, but not any shade of green visible in the Earthly spectrum. The “whites” of their eyes were a light yellowish-green. The heavy hair of the women and the close-cropped locks of the men were green as well—a green so dark as to be almost black, as were also their eyes.


      “Well, what d’you know about that?” pondered Seaton, dazedly. “They’re human, right enough, but ye gods, what a color!”


      “It is hard to tell how much of that color is real, and how much of it is due to this light,” answered Crane. “Wait until you get outside, away from our daylight lamps, and you will probably look like a Chinese puzzle. As to the form, it is logical to suppose that wherever conditions are similar to those upon the Earth, and the age is anywhere nearly the same, development would be along the same lines as with us.”


      “That’s right, too. Dottie, your hair will sure look gorgeous in this light. Let’s go out and give the natives a treat!”


      “I wouldn’t look like that for a million dollars!” retorted Dorothy, “and if I’m going to look like that I won’t get out of the ship, so there!”


      “Cheer up, Dottie, you won’t look like that. Your hair will be black in this light.”


      “Then what color will mine be?” asked Margaret.


      Seaton glanced at her black hair.


      “Probably a very dark and beautiful green,” he grinned, his gray eyes sparkling, “but we’ll have to wait and see. Friends and fellow-countrymen, I’ve got a hunch that this is going to be SOME visit. How about it, shall we go ahead with it?”


      Dorothy went up to him, her face bright with eagerness.


      “Oh, what a lark! Let’s go!”


      * * * *


      Even in DuQuesne’s cold presence, Margaret’s eyes sought those of her lover, and his sleeve, barely touching her arm, was enough to send a dancing thrill along it.


      “Onward, men of Earth!” she cried, and Seaton, stepping up to the window, rapped sharply upon the glass with the butt of his pistol and raised both hands high above his head in the universal sign of peace. In response, a man of Herculean mold, so splendidly decorated that his harness was one blazing mass of jewels, waved his arm and shouted a command. The crowd promptly fell back, leaving a clear space of several hundred yards. The man, evidently one in high command, unbuckled his harness, dropping every weapon, and advanced toward the Skylark, both arms upraised in Seaton’s gesture.


      Seaton went to the door and started to open it.


      “Better talk to him from inside,” cautioned Crane.


      “I don’t think so, Mart. He’s peaceable, and I’ve got my gun in my pocket. Since he doesn’t know what clothes are he’ll think I’m unarmed, which is as it should be; and if he shows fight, it won’t take more than a week for me to get into action.”


      “All right, go on. DuQuesne and I will come along.”


      “Absolutely not. He’s alone, so I’ve got to be. I notice that some of his men are covering us, though. You might do the same for them, with a couple of the machine guns.”


      Seaton stepped out of the car and went to meet the stranger. When they had approached to within a few feet of each other the stranger stopped. He flexed his left arm smartly, so that the finger-tips touched his left ear, and smiled broadly, exposing a row of splendid, shining, green teeth. Then he spoke, a meaningless jumble of sounds. His voice, though light and thin, nevertheless seemed to be of powerful timbre.


      Seaton smiled in return and saluted.


      “Hello, Chief. I get your idea all right, and we’re glad you’re peaceable, but your language doesn’t mean a thing in my young life.”


      The Chief tapped himself upon the chest, saying distinctly and impressively:


      “Nalboon.”


      “Nalboon,” repeated Seaton, and added, pointing to himself:


      “Seaton.”


      “See Tin,” answered the stranger, and again indicating himself, “Domak gok Mardonale.”


      “That must be his title,” thought Seaton rapidly. “Have to give myself one, I guess.”


      “Boss of the Road,” he replied, drawing himself up with pride.


      The introduction made, Nalboon pointed to the wrecked plane, inclined his head in thanks, and turned to his people with one arm upraised, shouting an order in which Seaton could distinguish something that sounded like “See Tin, Bass uvvy Rood.” Instantly every right arm in the assemblage was aloft, that of each man bearing a weapon, while the left arms snapped into the peculiar salute and a mighty cry arose as all repeated the name and title of the distinguished visitor.


      Seaton turned to the Skylark, motioning to Crane to open the door.


      “Bring out one of those big four-color signal rockets, Mart!” he called. “They’re giving us a royal reception—let’s acknowledge it right.”


      * * * *


      The party appeared, Crane carrying the huge rocket with an air of deference. As they approached, Seaton shrugged one shoulder and his cigarette-case appeared in his hand. Nalboon started, and in spite of his utmost efforts at self-control, he glanced at it in surprise. The case flew open and Seaton, taking a cigarette, extended the case.


      “Smoke?” he asked affably. The other took one, but showed plainly that he had no idea of the use to which it was to be put. This astonishment of the stranger at a simple sleight-of-hand feat and his apparent ignorance of tobacco emboldened Seaton. Reaching into his mouth, he pulled out a flaming match, at which Nalboon started violently. While all the natives watched in amazement, Seaton lighted the cigarette, and after half consuming it in two long inhalations, he apparently swallowed the remainder, only to bring it to light again. Having smoked it, he apparently swallowed the butt, with evident relish.


      “They don’t know anything about matches or smoking,” he said, turning to Crane. “This rocket will tie them up in a knot. Step back, everybody.”


      He bowed deeply to Nalboon, pulling a lighted match from his ear as he did so, and lighted the fuse. There was a roar, a shower of sparks, a blaze of colored fire as the great rocket flew upward; but to Seaton’s surprise, Nalboon took it quite as a matter of course, saluting as an acknowledgment of the courtesy.


      Seaton motioned to his party to approach, and turned to Crane.


      “Better not, Dick. Let him think that you are the king of everything in sight.”


      “Not on your life. If he is one king, we are two,” and he introduced Crane, with great ceremony, to the Domak as the “Boss of the Skylark,” at which the salute by his people was repeated.


      Nalboon then shouted an order and a company of soldiers led by an officer came toward them, surrounding a small group of people, apparently prisoners. These captives, seven men and seven women, were much lighter in color than the rest of the gathering, having skins of a ghastly, pale shade, practically the same color as the whites of their eyes. In other bodily aspects they were the same as their captors in appearance, save that they were entirely naked except for the jeweled metal collars worn by all and a massive metal belt worn by one man. They walked with a proud and lofty carriage, scorn for their captors in every step.


      Nalboon barked an order to the prisoners. They stared in defiance, motionless, until the man wearing the belt who had studied Seaton closely, spoke a few words in a low tone, when they all prostrated themselves. Nalboon then waved his hand, giving the whole group to Seaton as slaves. Seaton, with no sign of his surprise, thanked the giver and motioned his slaves to rise. They obeyed and placed themselves behind the party—two men and two women behind Seaton and the same number behind Crane; one man and one woman behind each of the others.


      Seaton then tried to make Nalboon understand that they wanted copper, pointing to his anklet, the only copper in sight. The chief instantly removed the trinket and handed it to Seaton; who, knowing by the gasp of surprise of the guard that it was some powerful symbol, returned it with profuse apologies. After trying in vain to make the other understand what he wanted, he led him into the Skylark and showed him the remnant of the power-bar. He showed him its original size and indicated the desired number by counting to sixteen upon his fingers. Nalboon nodded his comprehension and going outside, pointed upward toward the largest of the eleven suns visible, motioning its rising and setting, four times.


      He then invited the visitors, in unmistakable sign language, to accompany him as guests of honor, but Seaton refused.


      “Lead on, MacDuff, we follow,” he replied, explaining his meaning by signs as they turned to enter the vessel. The slaves followed closely until Crane remonstrated.


      “We don’t want them aboard, do we, Dick? There are too many of them.”


      “All right,” Seaton replied, and waved them away. As they stepped back the guard seized the nearest, a woman, and forced her to her knees; while a man, adorned with a necklace of green human teeth and carrying a shining broadsword, prepared to decapitate her.


      “We must take them with us, I see,” said Crane, as he brushed the guards aside. Followed by the slaves, the party entered the Skylark, and the dark green people embarked in their airplanes and helicopters.


      Nalboon rode in a large and gaily-decorated plane, which led the fleet at its full speed of six hundred miles an hour, the Skylark taking a placing a few hundred yards above the flagship.


      “I don’t get these folks at all, Mart,” said Seaton, after a moment’s silence. “They have machines far ahead of anything we have on Earth and big guns that shoot as fast as machine-guns, and yet are scared to death at a little simple sleight-of-hand. They don’t seem to understand matches at all, and yet treat fire-works as an every-day occurrence.”


      “We will have to wait until we know them better,” replied Crane, and DuQuesne added:


      “From what I have seen, their power seems to be all electrical. Perhaps they aren’t up with us in chemistry, even though they are ahead of us in mechanics?”


      * * * *


      Flying above a broad, but rapid and turbulent stream, the fleet soon neared a large city, and the visitors from Earth gazed with interest at this metropolis of the unknown world. The buildings were all the same height, flat-roofed, and arranged in squares very much as our cities are arranged. There were no streets, the spaces between the buildings being park-like areas, evidently laid out for recreation, amusement, and sport. There was no need for streets; all traffic was in the air. The air seemed full of flying vehicles, darting in all directions, but it was soon evident that there was exact order in the apparent confusion, each class of vessel and each direction of traffic having its own level. Eagerly the three men studied the craft, which ranged in size from one-man helicopters, little more than single chairs flying about in the air, up to tremendous multiplane freighters, capable of carrying thousands of tons.


      Flying high over the city to avoid its congested air-lanes, the fleet descended toward an immense building just outside the city proper, and all landed upon its roof save the flagship, which led the Skylark to a landing-dock nearby—a massive pile of metal and stone, upon which Nalboon and his retinue stood to welcome the guests. After Seaton had anchored the vessel immovably by means of the attractor, the party disembarked, Seaton remarking with a grin:


      “Don’t be surprised at anything I do, folks. I’m a walking storehouse of junk of all kinds, so that if occasion arises I can put on a real exhibition.”


      As they turned toward their host, a soldier, in his eagerness to see the strangers, jostled another. Without a word two keen swords flew from their scabbards and a duel to the death ensued. The visitors stared in amazement, but no one else paid any attention to the combat, which was soon over; the victor turning away from the body of his opponent and resuming his place without creating a ripple of interest.


      Nalboon led the way into an elevator, which dropped rapidly to the ground-floor level. Massive gates were thrown open, and through ranks of people prostrate upon their faces the party went out into the palace grounds of the Domak, or Emperor, of the great nation of Mardonale.


      Never before had Earthly eyes rested upon such scenes of splendor. Every color and gradation of their peculiar spectrum was present, in solid, liquid, and gas. The carefully-tended trees were all colors of the rainbow, as were the grasses and flowers along the walks. The fountains played streams of many and constantly-changing hues, and even the air was tinted and perfumed, swirling through metal arches in billows of ever-varying colors and scents. Colors and combinations of colors impossible to describe were upon every hand, fantastically beautiful in that peculiar, livid light. Diamonds and rubies, their colors so distorted by the green radiance as to be almost unrecognizable; emeralds glowing with an intense green impossible in earthly light, together with strange gems peculiar to this strange world, sparkled and flashed from railings, statues, and pedestals throughout the ground.


      “Isn’t this gorgeous, Dick?” whispered Dorothy. “But what do I look like? I wish I had a mirror—you look simply awful. Do I look like you do?”


      “Not being able to see myself, I can’t say, but I imagine you do. You look as you would under a county-fair photographer’s mercury-vapor arc lamps, only worse. The colors can’t be described. You might as well try to describe cerise to a man born blind as to try to express these colors in English, but as near as I can come to it, your eyes are a dark sort of purplish green, with the whites of your eyes and your teeth a kind of plush green. Your skin is a pale yellowish green, except for the pink of your cheeks, which is a kind of black, with orange and green mixed up in it. Your lips are black, and your hair is a funny kind of color, halfway between black and old rose, with a little green and.…”


      “Heavens, Dick, stop! That’s enough!” choked Dorothy. “We all look like hobgoblins. We’re even worse than the natives.”


      “Sure we are. They were born here and are acclimated to it—we are strangers and aren’t. I would like to see what one of these people would look like in Washington.”


      * * * *


      Nalboon led them into the palace proper and into a great dining hall, where a table was already prepared for the entire party. This room was splendidly decorated with jewels, its many windows being simply masses of gems. The walls were hung with a cloth resembling silk, which fell to the floor in shimmering waves of color.


      Woodwork there was none. Doors, panels, tables, and chairs were cunningly wrought of various metals. Seaton and DuQuesne could recognize a few of them, but for the most part they were unknown upon the Earth; and were, like the jewels and vegetation of this strange world, of many and various peculiar colors. A closer inspection of one of the marvelous tapestries showed that it also was of metal, its threads numbering thousands to the inch. Woven of many different metals, of vivid but harmonious colors in a strange and intricate design, it seemed to writhe as its colors changed with every variation in the color of the light; which, pouring from concealed sources, was reflected by the highly-polished metal and innumerable jewels of the lofty, domed ceiling.


      “Oh…isn’t this too perfectly gorgeous?” breathed Dorothy. “I’d give anything for a dress made out of that stuff, Dick. Cloth-of-gold is common by comparison!”


      “Would you dare wear it, Dottie?” asked Margaret.


      “Would I? I’d wear it in a minute if I could only get it. It would take Washington by storm!”


      “I’ll try to get a piece of it, then,” smiled Seaton. “I’ll see about it while we are getting the copper.”


      “We’d better be careful in choosing what we eat here, Seaton,” suggested DuQuesne, as the Domak himself led them to the table.


      “We sure had. With a copper ocean and green teeth, I shouldn’t be surprised if copper, arsenic, and other such trifles formed a regular part of their diet.”


      “The girls and I will wait for you two chemists to approve every dish before we try it, then,” said Crane.


      Nalboon placed his guests, the light-skinned slaves standing at attention behind them, and numerous servants, carrying great trays, appeared. The servants were intermediate in color between the light and the dark races, with dull, unintelligent faces, but quick and deft in their movements.


      The first course—a thin, light wine, served in metal goblets—was approved by the chemists, and the dinner was brought on. There were mighty joints of various kinds of meat; birds and fish, both raw and cooked in many ways; green, pink, purple, and white vegetables and fruits. The majordomo held each dish up to Seaton for inspection, the latter waving away the fish and the darkest green foods, but approving the others. Heaping plates, or rather metal trays, of food were placed before the diners, and the attendants behind their chairs handed them peculiar implements—knives with razor edges, needle-pointed stilettoes instead of forks, and wide, flexible spatulas, which evidently were to serve the purposes of both forks and spoons.


      “I simply can’t eat with these things!” exclaimed Dorothy in dismay, “and I don’t like to drink soup out of a can, so there!”


      “That’s where my lumberjack training comes in handy,” grinned Seaton. “With this spatula I can eat faster than I could with two forks. What do you want, girls, forks or spoons, or both?”


      “Both, please.”


      Seaton reached out over the table, seizing forks and spoons from the air and passing them to the others, while the natives stared in surprise. The Domak took a bowl filled with brilliant blue crystals from the major-domo, sprinkled his food liberally with the substance, and passed it to Seaton, who looked at the crystals attentively.


      “Copper sulphate,” he said to Crane. “It’s a good thing they add it at the table instead of cooking with it, or we’d be out of luck.”


      Waving the copper sulphate away, he again reached out, this time producing a pair of small salt-and pepper-shakers, which he passed to the Domak after he had seasoned the dishes before him. Nalboon tasted the pepper cautiously and smiled in delight, half-emptying the shaker upon his plate. He then sprinkled a few grains of salt into his palm, stared at them with an expression of doubting amazement, and after a few rapid sentences poured them into a dish held by an officer who had sprung to his side. The officer studied them closely, then carefully washed his chief’s hand. Nalboon turned to Seaton, plainly asking for the salt-cellar.


      “Sure, old top. Keep ’em both, there’s lots more where those came from,” as he produced several more sets in the same mysterious way and handed them to Crane, who in turn passed them to the others.


      * * * *


      The meal progressed merrily, with much conversation in the sign-language between the two parties. It was evident that Nalboon, usually stern and reticent, was in an unusually pleasant mood. The viands, though of peculiar flavor, were in the main pleasing to the palates of the Earthly visitors.


      “This fruit salad, or whatever it is, is divine,” remarked Dorothy, after an experimental bite. “May we eat as much as we like, or had we better just eat a little?”


      “Go as far as you like,” returned her lover. “I wouldn’t recommend it, as a steady diet, as I imagine everything contains copper and other heavy metals in noticeable amounts, and probably considerable arsenic, but for a few days it can’t very well hurt us much.”


      After the meal, Nalboon bade them a ceremonious farewell, and they were escorted to a series of five connecting rooms by the royal usher, escorted by an entire company of soldiers, who mounted guard outside the doors. Gathered in one room, they discussed sleeping arrangements. The girls insisted that they would sleep together, and that the men should occupy the rooms at either side. As the girls turned away, the four slaves followed.


      “We don’t want these people, and I can’t make them go away!” cried Dorothy.


      “I don’t want them, either,” replied Seaton, “but if we chase them out they’ll get their heads chopped off. You girls take the women and we’ll take the men.”


      Seaton waved all the women into the girls’ room, but they paused irresolutely. One of them went up to the man wearing the metal belt, evidently their leader, and spoke to him rapidly as she threw her arms around his neck. He shook his head, motioning toward Seaton several times as he spoke to her reassuringly. With his arm about her tenderly, he led her to the door, the other women following. Crane and DuQuesne having gone to their rooms with their attendants, the man wearing the belt drew the blinds and turned to assist Seaton in taking off his clothes.


      “I never had a valet before, but go as far as you like if it pleases you,” remarked Seaton, as he began to throw off his clothes. A multitude of small articles fell from their hiding-places in his garments as he removed them. Almost stripped, Seaton stretched vigorously, the muscles writhing and rippling in great ridges under the satin skin of his broad back and mighty arms and shoulders as he filled his capacious lungs and twisted about, working off the stiffness caused by the days of comparative confinement.


      The four slaves stared in open-mouthed astonishment at this display of muscular development and conversed among themselves as they gathered up Seaton’s discarded clothing. Their leader picked up a salt-shaker, a couple of silver knives and forks, and some other articles, and turned to Seaton, apparently asking permission to do something with them. Seaton nodded assent carelessly and turned to his bed. As he did so, he heard a slight clank of arms in the hall as the guard was changed, and lifting the blind a trifle he saw that guards were stationed outside as well. As he went to bed, he wondered whether the guards were guards of honor or jailers; whether he and his party were honored guests or prisoners.


      Three of the slaves, at a word from their chief, threw themselves upon the floor and slept, but he himself did not rest. Opening the apparently solid metal belt, he took out a great number of small tools, many tiny instruments, and several spools of insulated wire. He then took the articles Seaton had given him, taking great pains not to spill a single grain of salt, and set to work. Hour after hour he labored, a strange, exceedingly complex instrument taking form under his clever fingers.


      CHAPTER XIV.


      Nalboon Unmasked


      By the time you finish reading the final instalment of “The Skylark of Space,” we are certain that you will agree with us that it is one of the outstanding scienti-fiction stories of the decade; an interplanetarian story that will not be eclipsed soon. It will be referred to by all scienti-fiction fans for years to come. It will be read and reread. This is not a mere prophecy of ours, because we have been deluged with letters since we began publishing this story. In the closing chapters, you will follow the adventures with bated breath, and you will find that though the two preceding instalments were hair-raising and thought absorbing, the final instalment eclipses the others a good deal. Plots, counterplots, hair-raising and hair-breadth escapes, mixed with love, adventure and good science seem to fairly tumble all over the pages. By the time you finish this instalment, you will wish to go back to the beginning of the story and read it more carefully and thrill all over again.


      After a long, sound sleep, Seaton awoke and sprang out of bed. No sooner had he started to shave, however, than one of the slaves touched his arm, motioning him into a reclining chair and showing him a keen blade, long and slightly curved. Seaton lay down and the slave shaved him with a rapidity and smoothness he had never before experienced, so wonderfully sharp was the peculiar razor. After Seaton had dressed, the barber started to shave the chief slave, without any preliminary treatment save rubbing his face with a perfumed oil.


      “Hold on a minute,” interjected Seaton, who was watching the process with interest, “here’s something that helps a lot.” He lathered the face with his brush and the man looked up in surprised pleasure as his stiff beard was swept away without a sound.


      Seaton called to the others and soon the party was assembled in his room, all dressed very lightly, because of the unrelieved and unvarying heat, which was constant at one hundred degrees. A gong sounded, and one of the slaves opened the door, ushering in a party of servants bearing a table, ready set. During the meal, Seaton was greatly surprised at hearing Dorothy carrying on a halting conversation, with one of the women standing behind her.


      “I knew that you were a language shark, Dottie, with five or six different ones to your credit, but I didn’t suppose you could learn to talk this stuff in one day.”


      “I can’t,” she replied, “but I’ve picked up a few words of it. I can understand very little of what they are trying to tell me.”


      The woman spoke rapidly to the man standing behind Seaton, and as soon as the table had been carried away, he asked permission to speak to Dorothy. Fairly running across to her, he made a slight obeisance and in eager tones poured forth such a stream of language that she held up her hand to silence him.


      “Go slower, please,” she said, and added a couple of words in his own tongue.


      There ensued a strange dialogue, with many repetitions and much use of signs. She turned to Seaton, with a puzzled look.


      “I can’t make out all he says, Dick, but he wants you to take him into another room of the palace here, to get back something or other that they took from him when they captured him. He can’t go alone—I think he says he will be killed if he goes anywhere without you. And he says that when you get there, you must be sure not to let the guards come inside.”


      “All right, let’s go!” and Seaton motioned the man to precede him. As Seaton started for the door, Dorothy fell into step beside him.


      “Better stay back, Dottie, I’ll be back in a minute,” he said at the door.


      “I will not stay back. Wherever you go, I go,” she replied in a voice inaudible to the others. “I simply will not stay away from you a single minute that I don’t have to.”


      “All right, little girl,” he replied in the same tone. “I don’t want to be away from you, either, and I don’t think that we’re in any danger here.”


      Preceded by the chief slave and followed by half a dozen others, they went out into the hall. No opposition was made to their progress, but a full half-company of armed guards fell in around them as an escort, regarding Seaton with looks composed of equal parts of reverence and fear. The slave led the way rapidly to a room in a distant wing of the palace and opened the door. As Seaton stepped in, he saw that it was evidently an audience-chamber or court-room, and that it was now entirely empty. As the guard approached the door, Seaton waved them back. All retreated across the hall except the officer in charge, who refused to move. Seaton, the personification of offended dignity, first stared at the offender, who returned the stare, and stepped up to him insolently, then pushed him back roughly, forgetting that his strength, great upon Earth, would be gigantic upon this smaller world. The officer spun across the corridor, knocking down three of his men in his flight. Picking himself up, he drew his sword and rushed, while his men fled in panic to the extreme end of the corridor. Seaton did not wait for him, but in one bound leaped half-way across the intervening space to meet him. With the vastly superior agility of his earthly muscles he dodged the falling broadsword and drove his left fist full against the fellow’s chin, with all the force of his mighty arm and all the momentum of his rapidly moving body behind the blow. The crack of breaking bones was distinctly audible as the officer’s head snapped back. The force of the blow lifted him high into the air, and after turning a complete somersault, he brought up with a crash against the opposite wall, dropping to the floor stone dead. As several of his men, braver than the others, lifted their peculiar rifles, Seaton drew and fired in one incredibly swift motion, the X-plosive bullet obliterating the entire group of men and demolishing that end of the palace.


      * * * *


      In the meantime the slave had taken several pieces of apparatus from a cabinet in the room and had placed them in his belt. Stopping only to observe for a few moments a small instrument which he clamped upon the head of the dead man, he rapidly led the way back to the room they had left and set to work upon the instrument he had constructed while the others had been asleep. He connected it, in an intricate system of wiring, with the pieces of apparatus he had just recovered.


      “That’s a complex job of wiring,” said DuQuesne admiringly. “I’ve seen several intricate pieces of apparatus myself, but he has so many circuits there that I’m lost. It would take an hour to figure out the lines and connections alone.”


      Straightening abruptly, the slave clamped several electrodes upon his temples and motioned to Seaton and the others, speaking to Dorothy as he did so.


      “He wants us to let him put those things on our heads,” she translated. “Shall we let him, Dick?”


      “Yes,” he replied without hesitation. “I’ve got a real hunch that he’s our friend, and I’m not sure of Nalboon. He doesn’t act right.”


      “I think so, too,” agreed the girl, and Crane added:


      “I can’t say that I relish the idea, but since I know that you are a good poker player, Dick, I am willing to follow your hunch. How about you, DuQuesne?”


      “Not I,” declared that worthy, emphatically. “Nobody wires me up to anything I can’t understand, and that machine is too deep for me.”


      Margaret elected to follow Crane’s example, and, impressed by the need for haste evident in the slave’s bearing, the four walked up to the machine without further talk. The electrodes were clamped into place quickly and the slave pressed a lever. Instantly the four visitors felt that they had a complete understanding of the languages and customs of both Mardonale, the nation in which they now were, and of Kondal, to which nation the slaves belonged, the only two civilized nations upon Osnome. While the look of amazement at this method of receiving instruction was still upon their faces, the slave—or rather, as they now knew him, Dunark, the Kofedix or Crown Prince of the great nation of Kondal—began to disconnect the wires. He cut out the wires leading to the two girls and to Crane, and was reaching for Seaton’s, when there was a blinding flash, a crackling sound, the heavy smoke of burning metal and insulation, and both Dunark and Seaton fell to the floor.


      Before Crane could reach them, however, they were upon their feet and the stranger said in his own tongue, now understood by every one but DuQuesne:


      “This machine is a mechanical educator, a thing entirely new, in our world at least. Although I have been working on it for a long time, it is still in a very crude form. I did not like to use it in its present state of development, but it was necessary in order to warn you of what Nalboon is going to do to you, and to convince you that the best way of saving your lives would save our lives as well. The machine worked perfectly until something, I don’t know what, went wrong. Instead of stopping, as it should have done, at teaching your party to speak our languages, it short-circuited us two completely, so that every convolution in each of our brains has been imprinted upon the brain of the other. It was the sudden formation of all the new convolutions that rendered us unconscious. I can only apologize for the break-down, and assure you that my intentions were of the best.”


      “You needn’t apologize,” returned Seaton. “That was a wonderful performance, and we’re both gainers, anyway, aren’t we? It has taken us all our lives to learn what little we know, and now we each have the benefit of two lifetimes, spent upon different worlds! I must admit, though, that I have a whole lot of knowledge that I don’t know how to use.”


      “I am glad you take it that way,” returned the other warmly, “for I am infinitely the better off for the exchange. The knowledge I imparted was nothing, compared to that which I received. But time presses—I must tell you our situation. I am, as you now know, the Kofedix of Kondal. The other thirteen are fedo and fediro, or, as you would say, princes and princesses of the same nation. We were captured by one of Nalboon’s raiding parties while upon a hunting trip, being overcome by some new, stupefying gas, so that we could not kill ourselves. As you know, Kondal and Mardonale have been at war for over ten thousand karkamo—something more than six thousand years of your time. The war between us is one of utter extermination. Captives are never exchanged and only once during an ordinary lifetime does one ever escape. Our attendants were killed immediately. We were being taken to furnish sport for Nalboon’s party by being fed to one of his captive kolono—animals something like your earthly devilfish—when the escort of battleships was overcome by those four karlono, the animals you saw, and one of them seized Nalboon’s plane, in which we were prisoners. You killed the karlon, saving our lives as well as those of Nalboon and his party.


      * * * *


      “Having saved his life, you and your party should be honored guests of the most honored kind, and I venture to say that you would be so regarded in any other nation of the universe. But Nalboon, the Domak—a title equivalent to your word ‘Emperor’ and our word ‘Karfedix’—of Mardonale, is utterly without either honor or conscience, as are all Mardonalians. At first he was afraid of you, as were we all. We thought you visitors from a planet of our fifteenth sun, which is now at its nearest possible approach to us. After your display of superhuman power and ability, we expected instant annihilation. However, after seeing the Skylark as a machine, discovering that you are short of power, and finding that you are gentle instead of bloodthirsty by nature, Nalboon lost his fear of you and resolved to rob you of your vessel, with its wonderful secrets of power. Though we are so ignorant of chemistry that I cannot understand the thousandth part of what I just learned from you, we are a race of mechanics and have developed machines of many kinds to a high state of efficiency, including electrical machines of all kinds. In fact, electricity, generated by our great waterfalls, is our only power. No scientist upon Osnome has ever had an inkling that intra-atomic energy exists. Nalboon cannot understand the power, but he solved the means of liberating it at a glance—and that glance sealed your death-warrants. With the Skylark, he could conquer Kondal, and to assure the downfall of my nation he would do anything.


      “Also, he or any other Osnomian scientist would go to any lengths whatever—would challenge the great First Cause itself—to secure even one of those little bottles of the chemical you call ‘salt.’ It is far and away the scarcest and most precious substance in the world. It is so rare that those bottles you produced at the table held more than the total amount previously known to exist upon Osnome. We have great abundance of all the heavy metals, but the lighter metals are rare. Sodium and chlorin are the rarest of all known elements. Its immense value is due, not to its rarity, but to the fact that it is an indispensable component of the controlling instruments of our wireless power stations and that it is used as a catalyst in the manufacture of our hardest metals.


      “For these reasons, you understand why Nalboon does not intend to let you escape and why he intends that this kokam (our equivalent of a day) shall be your last. About the second or third kam (hour) of the sleeping period he intends to break into the Skylark, learn its control, and secure the salt you undoubtedly have in the vessel. Then my party and myself will be thrown to the kolon. You and your party will be killed and your bodies smelted to recover the salt that is in them. This is the warning I had to give you. Its urgency explains the use of my untried mechanical educator; the hope that my party could escape with yours, in your vessel, explains why you saw me, the Kofedix of Kondal, prostrate myself before that arch-fiend Nalboon.”


      “How do you, a captive prince of another nation, know these things?” asked Crane, doubtfully.


      “I read Nalboon’s ideas from the brain of that officer whom the Karfedix Seaton killed. He was a ladex of the guards—an officer of about the same rank as one of your colonels. He was high in Nalboon’s favor, and he was to have been in charge of the work of breaking into the Skylark and killing us all. Let me caution you now; do not let any Mardonalian touch our hands with a wire, for if you do, your thoughts will be recorded and the secrets of the Skylark and your many other mysterious things, such as smoking, matches, and magic feats, will be secrets no longer.”


      “Thanks for the information,” responded Seaton, “but I want to correct your title for me. I’m no Karfedix—merely a plain citizen.”


      “In one way I see that that is true,” replied the Kofedix with a puzzled look. “I cannot understand your government at all—but the inventor of the Skylark must certainly rank as a Karfedix.”


      As he spoke, a smile of understanding passed over his face and he continued:


      “I see. Your title is Doctor of Philosophy, which must mean that you are the Karfedix of Knowledge of the Earth.”


      “No, no. You’re way off. I’m.…”


      “Certainly Seaton is the Karfedix of Knowledge,” broke in DuQuesne. “Let it go at that, anyway, whatever it means. The thing to do now is to figure a way out of this.”


      “You chirped it then, Blackie. Dunark, you know this country better than we do; what do you suggest?”


      “I suggest that you take my party into the Skylark and escape from Mardonale as soon as possible. I can pilot you to Kondalek, the capital city of our nation. There, I can assure you, you will be welcomed as you deserve. My father, the Karfedix, will treat you as a Karfedix should be treated. As far as I am concerned, nothing I can ever do will lighten the burden of my indebtedness to you, but I promise you all the copper you want, and anything else you may desire that is within the power of man to give you.”


      * * * *


      Seaton thought deeply a moment, then shook Dunark’s hand vigorously.


      “That suits me, Kofedix,” he said warmly. “I thought from the first that you were our friend. Shall we make for the Skylark right now, or wait a while?”


      “We had better wait until after the second meal,” the prince replied. “We have no armor, and no way of making any. We would be helpless against the bullets of any except a group small enough so that you could kill them all before they could fire. The kam after the second meal is devoted to strolling about the grounds, so that our visiting the Skylark would look perfectly natural. As the guard is very lax at that time, it is the best time for the attempt.”


      “But how about my killing his company of guards and blowing up one wing of his palace? Won’t he have something to say about that?”


      “I don’t know,” replied the Kofedix doubtfully. “It depends upon whether his fear of you or his anger is the greater. He should pay his call of state here in your apartment in a short time, as it is the inviolable rule of Osnome, that any visitor shall receive a call of state from one of his own rank before leaving his apartment for the first time. His actions may give you some idea as to his feelings, though he is an accomplished diplomat and may conceal his real feelings entirely. But let me caution you not to be modest or soft-spoken. He will mistake softness for fear.”


      “All right,” grinned Seaton. “In that case I won’t wait to try to find out what he thinks. If he shows any signs of hostility at all, I’ll open up on him.”


      “Well,” remarked Crane, calmly, “if we have some time to spare, we may as well wait comfortably instead of standing in the middle of the room. I, for one, have a lot of questions to ask about this new world.”


      Acting upon this suggestion, the party seated themselves upon comfortable divans, and Dunark rapidly dismantled the machine he had constructed. The captives remained standing, always behind the visitors until Seaton remonstrated.


      “Please sit down, everybody. There’s no need of keeping up this farce of your being slaves as long as we’re alone, is there, Dunark?”


      “No, but at the first sound of the gong announcing a visitor we must be in our places. Now that we are all comfortable and waiting, I will introduce my party to yours.


      “Fellow Kondalians, greet the Karfedo Seaton and Crane,” he began, his tongue fumbling over the strange names, “of a distant world, the Earth, and the two noble ladies, Miss Vaneman and Miss Spencer, soon to be their Karfediro.


      “Guests from Earth, allow me to present to you the Kofedir Sitar, the only one of my wives who accompanied me upon our ill-fated hunting expedition.”


      Then, still ignoring DuQuesne as a captive, he introduced the other Kondolians in turn as his brothers, sisters, cousins, nieces, and nephews—all members of the great ruling house of Kondal.


      “Now,” he concluded, “after I have a word with you in private, Doctor Seaton, I will be glad to give the others all the information in my power.”


      He led Seaton out of earshot of the others and said in a low voice:


      “It is no part of Nalboon’s plan to kill the two women. They are so beautiful, so different from our Osnomian women, that he intends to keep them—alive. Understand?”


      “Yes,” returned Seaton grimly, his eyes turning hard, “I get you all right—but what he’ll do and what he thinks he’ll do are two entirely different breeds of cats.”


      Returning to the others, they found Dorothy and Sitar deep in conversation.


      “So a man has half a dozen or so wives?” Dorothy was asking in surprise. “How do you get along together? I’d fight like a wildcat if my husband tried to have other wives!”


      “We get along splendidly, of course,” returned the Osnomian princess in equal surprise. “I would not think of being a man’s only wife. I wouldn’t consider marrying a man who could win only one wife—think what a disgrace it would be! And think how lonely one would be while her husband is away at war—we would go insane if we did not have the company of the other wives. There are six of us, and we could not get along at all without each other.”


      “I’ve got a compliment for you and Peggy, Dottie,” said Seaton. “Dunark here thinks that you two girls look good enough to eat—or words to that effect.” Both girls flushed slightly, the purplish-black color suffusing their faces. They glanced at each other and Dorothy voiced the thought of both as she said:


      “How can you, Kofedix Dunark? In this horrible light we both look perfectly dreadful. These other girls would be beautiful, if we were used to the colors, but we two look simply hideous.”


      “Oh, no,” interrupted Sitar. “You have a wonderfully rich coloring. It is a shame to hide so much of yourselves with robes.”


      “Their eyes interpret colors differently than ours do,” explained Seaton. “What to us are harsh and discordant colors are light and pleasing to their eyes. What looks like a kind of sloppy greenish black to us may—in fact, does—look a pale pink to them.”


      “Are Kondal and Mardonale the only two nations upon Osnome?” asked Crane.


      “The only civilized nations, yes. Osnome is divided into two great and almost equal continents, separated by a wide ocean which encircles the globe. One is Kondal, the other Mardonale. Each nation has several nations or tribes of savages, which inhabit various waste places.”


      * * * *


      “You are the light race, Mardonale the dark,” continued Crane. “What are the servants, who seem half-way between?”


      “They are slaves.…”


      “Captured savages?” interrupted Dorothy.


      “No. They are a separate race. They are a race so low in intelligence that they cannot exist except as slaves, but they can be trained to understand language and to do certain kinds of work. They are harmless and mild, making excellent servants, otherwise they would have perished ages ago. All menial work and most of the manual labor is done by the slave race. Formerly criminals were sterilized and reduced to unwilling slavery, but there have been no unwilling slaves in Kondal for hundreds of karkamo.”


      “Why? Are there no criminals any more?”


      “No. With the invention of the thought recorder an absolutely fair trial was assured and the guilty were all convicted. They could not reproduce themselves, and as a natural result crime died out.”


      “That is,” he added hastily, “what we regard as crime. Duelling, for instance, is a crime upon Earth; here it is a regular custom. In Kondal duels are rather rare and are held only when honor is involved, but here in Mardonale they are an every-day affair, as you saw when you landed.”


      “What makes the difference?” asked Dorothy curiously.


      “As you know, with us every man is a soldier. In Kondal we train our youth in courage, valor, and high honor—in Mardonale they train them in savage blood-thirstiness alone. Each nation fixed its policy in bygone ages to produce the type of soldier it thought most efficient.”


      “I notice that everyone here wears those heavy collars,” said Margaret. “What are they for?”


      “They are identification marks. When a child is nearly grown, a collar bearing his name and the device of his house is cast about his neck. This collar is made of ‘arenak,’ a synthetic metal which, once formed, cannot be altered by any usual means. It cannot be scratched, cut, bent, broken, or worked in any way except at such a high temperature that death would result, if such heat were applied to the collar. Once the arenak collar is cast about a person’s neck he is identified for life, and any adult Osnomian not wearing a collar is put to death.”


      “That must be an interesting metal,” remarked Crane. “Is your belt a similar mark?”


      “This belt is an idea of my own,” and Dunark smiled broadly. “It looks like opaque arenak, but isn’t. It is merely a pouch in which I carry anything I am particularly interested in. Even Nalboon thought it was arenak, so he didn’t trouble to try to open it. If he had opened it and taken my tools and instruments, I couldn’t have built the educator.”


      “Is that transparent armor arenak?”


      “Yes, the only difference being that nothing is added to the matrix to color or make opaque the finished metal. It is in the preparation of this metal that salt is indispensable. It acts only as a catalyst, being recovered afterward, but neither nation has ever had enough salt to make all the armor they want.”


      “Aren’t those monsters—karlono, I think you called them—covered by the same thing? And what are those animals, anyway?” Dorothy asked.


      “Yes, they are armored with arenak, and it is thought that the beasts grow it, the same as fishes grow scales. The karlono are the most frightful scourge of Osnome. Very little is known of them, though every scientist has theorized upon them since time immemorial. It is very seldom that one is ever killed, as they easily outfly our swiftest battleships, and only fight when they can be victorious. To kill one requires a succession of the heaviest high-explosive shells in the same spot, a joint in the armor; and after the armor is once penetrated, the animal is blown into such small fragments that reconstruction is impossible. From such remains it has been variously described as a bird, a beast, a fish, and a vegetable; sexual, asexual, and hermaphroditic. Its habitat is unknown, it being variously supposed to live high in the air, deep in the ocean, and buried in the swamps. Another theory is that they live upon one of our satellites, which encounters our belt of atmosphere every karkam. Nothing is certainly known about the monsters except their terrible destructiveness and their insatiable appetites. One of them will devour five or six airships at one time, absorbing the crews and devouring the cargo and all of the vessels except the very hardest of the metal parts.”


      “Do they usually go in groups?” asked Crane. “If they do, I should think that a fleet of warships would be necessary for every party.”


      “No, they are almost always found alone. Only very rarely are two found together. This is the first time in history that more than two have ever been seen together. Two battleships can always defeat one karlon, so they are never attacked. With four battleships Nalboon considered his expedition perfectly safe, especially as they are now rare. The navies hunted down and killed what was supposed to be the last one upon Osnome more than a karkam ago, and none have been seen since, until we were attacked.…”


      * * * *


      The gong over the door sounded and the Kondalians leaped to their positions back of the Earthly visitors. The Kofedix went to the door. Nalboon brushed him aside and entered, escorted by a full company of heavily-armed soldiery. A scowl of anger was upon his face and he was plainly in an ugly mood.


      “Stop, Nalboon of Mardonale!” thundered Seaton in the Mardonalian tongue and with the full power of his mighty voice. “Dare you invade my privacy unannounced and without invitation?”


      The escort shrank back, but the Domak stood his ground, although he was plainly taken aback. With an apparent effort he smoothed his face into lines of cordiality.


      “I merely came to inquire why my guards are slain and my palace destroyed by my honored guest?”


      “As for slaying your guards, they sought to invade my privacy. I warned them away, but one of them was foolish enough to try to kill me. Then the others attempted to raise their childish rifles against me, and I was obliged to destroy them. As for the wall, it happened to be in the way of the thought-waves I hurled against your guards—consequently it was demolished. An honored guest! Bah! Are honored guests put to the indignity of being touched by the filthy hands of a mere ladex?”


      “You do not object to the touch of slaves!” with a wave of his hand toward the Kondalians.


      “That is what slaves are for,” coldly. “Is a Domak to wait upon himself in the court of Mardonale? But to return to the issue. Were I an honored guest this would never have happened. Know, Nalboon, that when you attempt to treat a visiting Domak of MY race as a low-born captive, you must be prepared to suffer the consequences of your rashness!”


      “May I ask how you, so recently ignorant, know our language?”


      “You question me? That is bold! Know that I, the Boss of the Road, show ignorance or knowledge, when and where I please. You may go.”


      CHAPTER XV.


      The Escape from Mardonale


      “That was a wonderful bluff, Dick!” exclaimed the Kofedix in English as soon as Nalboon and his guards had disappeared. “That was exactly the tone to take with him, too—you’ve sure got him guessing!”


      “It seemed to get him, all right, but I’m wondering how long it’ll hold him. I think we’d better make a dash for the Skylark right now, before he has time to think it over, don’t you?”


      “That is undoubtedly the best way,” Dunark replied, lapsing into his own tongue. “Nalboon is plainly in awe of you now, but if I understand him at all, he is more than ever determined to seize your vessel, and every darkam’s delay is dangerous.”


      The Earth-people quickly secured the few personal belongings they had brought with them. Stepping out into the hall and waving away the guards, Seaton motioned Dunark to lead the way. The other captives fell in behind, as they had done before, and the party walked boldly toward the door of the palace. The guards offered no opposition, but stood at attention and saluted as they passed. As they approached the entrance, however, Seaton saw the major-domo hurrying away and surmised that he was carrying the news to Nalboon. Outside the door, walking directly toward the landing dock, Dunark spoke in a low voice to Seaton, without turning.


      “Nalboon knows by this time that we are making our escape, and it will be war to the death from here to the Skylark. I do not think there will be any pursuit from the palace, but he has warned the officers in charge of the dock and they will try to kill us as soon as we step out of the elevator, perhaps sooner. Nalboon intended to wait, but we have forced his hand and the dock is undoubtedly swarming with soldiers now. Shoot first and oftenest. Shoot first and think afterward. Show no mercy, as you will receive none—remember that the quality you call ‘mercy’ does not exist upon Osnome.”


      Rounding a great metal statue about fifty feet from the base of the towering dock, they saw that the door leading into one of the elevators was wide open and that two guards stood just inside it. As they caught sight of the approaching party, the guards raised their rifles; but, quick as they were, Seaton was quicker. At the first sight of the open door he had made two quick steps and had hurled himself across the intervening forty feet in a long football plunge. Before the two guards could straighten, he crashed into them, his great momentum hurling them across the elevator cage and crushing them into unconsciousness against its metal wall.


      “Good work!” said Dunark, as he preceded the others into the elevator, and, after receiving Seaton’s permission, distributed the weapons of the two guards among the men of his party. “Now we can surprise those upon the roof. That was why you didn’t shoot?”


      “Yes, I was afraid to risk a shot—it would give the whole thing away,” Seaton replied, as he threw the unconscious guards out into the grounds and closed the massive door.


      “Aren’t you going to kill them?” asked Sitar, amazement in every feature and a puzzled expression in her splendid eyes. A murmur arose from the other Kondalians, which was quickly silenced by the Kofedix.


      “It is dishonorable for a soldier of Earth to kill a helpless prisoner,” he said briefly. “We cannot understand it, but we must not attempt to sway him in any point of honor.”


      Dunark stepped to the controls and the elevator shot upward, stopping at a landing several stories below the top of the dock. He took a peculiar device from his belt and fitted it over the muzzle of his strange pistol.


      “We will get out here,” he instructed the others, “and go up the rest of the way by a little-used flight of stairs. We will probably encounter some few guards, but I can dispose of them without raising an alarm. You will all stay behind me, please.”


      Seaton remonstrated, and Dunark went on:


      “No, Seaton, you have done your share, and more. I am upon familiar ground now, and can do the work alone better than if you were to help me. I will call upon you, however, before we reach the dock.”


      The Kofedix led the way, his pistol resting lightly against his hip, and at the first turn of the corridor they came full upon four guards. The pistol did not move from its place at the side of the leader, but there were four subdued clicks and the four guards dropped dead, with bullets through their brains.


      “Seaton, that is some silencer,” whispered DuQuesne. “I didn’t suppose a silencer could work that fast.”


      “They don’t use powder,” Seaton replied absently, all his faculties directed toward the next corner. “The bullets are propelled by an electrical charge.”


      In the same manner Dunark disposed of several more guards before the last stairway was reached.


      * * * *


      “Seaton,” he whispered in English, “now is the time we need your rapid pistol-work and your high-explosive shells. There must be hundreds of soldiers on the other side of that door, armed with machine-cannon shooting high-explosive shells at the rate of a thousand per minute. Our chance is this—their guns are probably trained upon the elevators and main stairways, since this passage is unused and none of us would be expected to know of it. Most of them don’t know of it themselves. It will take them a second or two to bring their guns to bear upon us. We must do all the damage we can—kill them all, if possible—in that second or two. If Crane will lend me a pistol, we’ll make the rush together.”


      “I’ve a better scheme than that,” interrupted DuQuesne. “Next to you, Seaton, I’m the fastest man with a gun here. Also, like you, I can use both hands at once. Give me a couple of clips of those special cartridges and you and I will blow that bunch into the air before they know we’re here.”


      It was decided that the two pistol experts should take the lead, closely followed by Crane and Dunark. The weapons were loaded to capacity and put in readiness for instant use.


      “Let’s go, bunch!” said Seaton. “The quicker we start the quicker we’ll get back. Get ready to run out there, all the rest of you, as soon as the battle’s over. Ready? On your marks—get set—go!”


      He kicked the door open and there was a stuttering crash as the four automatic pistols simultaneously burst into practically continuous flame—a crash obliterated by an overwhelming concussion of sound as the X-plosive shells, sweeping the entire roof with a rapidly-opening fan of death, struck their marks and exploded. Well it was for the little group of wanderers that the two men in the door were past masters in the art of handling their weapons; well it was that they had in their tiny pistol-bullets the explosive force of hundreds of giant shells! For rank upon rank of soldiery were massed upon the roof; rapid-fire cannon, terrible engines of destruction, were pointing toward the elevators and toward the main stairways and approaches. But so rapid and fierce was the attack, that even those trained gunners had no time to point their guns. The battle lasted little more than a second, being over before either Crane or Dunark could fire a shot, and silence again reigned even while broken and shattered remnants of the guns and fragments of the metal and stone of the dock were still falling to the ground through a fine mist of what had once been men.


      Assured by a rapid glance that not a single Mardonalian remained upon the dock, Seaton turned back to the others.


      “Make it snappy, bunch! This is going to be a mighty unhealthy spot for us in a few minutes.”


      Dorothy threw her arms around his neck in relief. With one arm about her, he hastily led the way across the dock toward the Skylark, choosing the path with care because of the yawning holes blown into the structure by the terrific force of the explosions. The Skylark was still in place, held immovable by the attractor, but what a sight she was! Her crystal windows were shattered; her mighty plates of four-foot Norwegian armor were bent and cracked and twisted; two of her doors, warped and battered, hung awry from their broken hinges. Not a shell had struck her: all this damage had been done by flying fragments of the guns and of the dock itself; and Seaton and Crane, who had developed the new explosive, stood aghast at its awful power.


      They hastily climbed into the vessel, and Seaton assured himself that the controls were uninjured.


      “I hear battleships,” Dunark said. “Is it permitted that I operate one of your machine guns?”


      “Go as far as you like,” responded Seaton, as he placed the women beneath the copper bar—the safest place in the vessel—and leaped to the instrument board. Before he reached it, and while DuQuesne, Crane, and Dunark were hastening to the guns, the whine of giant helicopter-screws was plainly heard. A ranging shell from the first warship, sighted a little low, exploded against the side of the dock beneath them. He reached the levers just as the second shell screamed through the air a bare four feet above them. As he shot the Skylark into the air under five notches of power, a steady stream of the huge bombs poured through the spot where, an instant before, the vessel had been. Crane and DuQuesne aimed several shots at the battleships, which were approaching from all sides, but the range was so extreme that no damage was done.


      They heard the continuous chattering of the machine gun operated by the Kofedix, however, and turned toward him. He was shooting, not at the warships, but at the city rapidly growing smaller beneath them; moving the barrel of the rifle in a tiny spiral; spraying the entire city with death and destruction! As they looked, the first of the shells reached the ground, just as Dunark ceased firing for lack of ammunition. They saw the palace disappear as if by magic, being instantly blotted out in a cloud of dust—a cloud which, with a spiral motion of dizzying rapidity, increased in size until it obscured the entire city.


      * * * *


      Having attained sufficient altitude to be safe from any possible pursuit and out of range of even the heaviest guns, Seaton stopped the vessel and went out into the main compartment to consult with the other members of the group, about their next move.


      “It sure does feel good to get a breath of cool air, folks,” he said, as he drew with relief a deep breath of the air, which, at that great elevation, was of an icy temperature and very thin. He glanced at the little group of Kondalians as he spoke, then leaped back to the instrument board with an apology on his lips—they were gasping for breath and shivering with the cold. He switched on the heating coils and dropped the Skylark rapidly in a long descent toward the ocean.


      “If that is the temperature you enjoy, I understand at last why you wear clothes,” said the Kofedix, as soon as he could talk.


      “Do not your planes fly up into the regions of low temperature?” asked Crane.


      “Only occasionally, and all high-flying vessels are enclosed and heated to our normal temperature. We have heavy wraps, but we dislike to wear them so intensely that we never subject ourselves to any cold.”


      “Well, there’s no accounting for tastes,” returned Seaton, “but I can’t hand your climate a thing. It’s hotter even than Washington in August; ‘and that,’ as the poet feelingly remarked, ‘is going some!’


      “But there’s no reason for sitting here in the dark,” he continued, as he switched on the powerful daylight lamps which lighted the vessel with the nearest approach to sunlight possible to produce. As soon as the lights were on, Dorothy looked intently at the strange women.


      “Now we can see what color they really are,” she explained to her lover in a low voice. “Why, they aren’t so very different from what they were before, except that the colors are much softer and more pleasing. They really are beautiful, in spite of being green. Don’t you think so, Dick?”


      “They’re a handsome bunch, all right,” he agreed, and they were. Their skins were a light, soft green, tanned to an olive shade by their many fervent suns. Their teeth were a brilliant and shining grass-green. Their eyes and their long, thick hair were a glossy black.


      The Kondalians looked at the Earthly visitors and at each other, and the women uttered exclamations of horror.


      “What a frightful light?” exclaimed Sitar. “Please shut it off. I would rather be in total darkness than look like this!”


      “What’s the matter, Sitar?” asked the puzzled Dorothy as Seaton turned off the lights. “You look perfectly stunning in this light.”


      “They see things differently than we do,” explained Seaton. “Their optic nerves react differently than ours do. While we look all right to them, and they look all right to us, in both kinds of light, they look just as different to themselves under our daylight lamps as we do to ourselves in their green light. Is that explanation clear?”


      “It’s clear enough as far as it goes, but what do they look like to themselves?”


      “That’s too deep for me—I can’t explain it, any better than you can. Take the Osnomian color ‘mlap,’ for instance. Can you describe it?”


      “It’s a kind of greenish orange—but it seems as though it ought not to look like that color either.”


      “That’s it, exactly. From the knowledge you received from the educator, it should be a brilliant purple. That is due to the difference in the optic nerves, which explains why we see things so differently from the way the Osnomians do. Perhaps they can describe the way they look to each other in our white light.”


      “Can you, Sitar?” asked Dorothy.


      “One word describes it—‘horrible.’” replied the Kondalian princess, and her husband added:


      “The colors are distorted and unrecognizable, just as your colors are to your eyes in our light.”


      “Well, now that the color question is answered, let’s get going. I pretty nearly asked you the way, Dunark—forgot that I know it as well as you do.”


      * * * *


      The Skylark set off at as high an altitude as the Osnomians could stand. As they neared the ocean several great Mardonalian battleships, warned of the escape, sought to intercept them; but the Skylark hopped over them easily, out of range of their heaviest guns, and flew onward at such speed that pursuit was not even attempted. The ocean was quickly crossed. Soon the space-car came to rest over a great city, and Seaton pointed out the palace; which, with its landing dock nearby, was very similar to that of Nalboon, in the capital city of Mardonale.


      Crane drew Seaton to one side.


      “Do you think it is safe to trust these Kondalians, any more than it was the others? How would it be to stay in the Lark instead of going into the palace?”


      “Yes, Mart, this bunch can be trusted. Dunark has a lot of darn queer ideas, but he’s square as a die. He’s our friend, and will get us the copper. We have no choice now, anyway, look at the bar. We haven’t an ounce of copper left—we’re down to the plating in spots. Besides, we couldn’t go anywhere if we had a ton of copper, because the old bus is a wreck. She won’t hold air—you could throw a cat out through the shell in any direction. She’ll have to have a lot of work done on her before we can think of leaving. As to staying in her, that wouldn’t help us a bit. Steel is as soft as wood to these folks—their shells would go through her as though she were made of mush. They are made of metal that is harder than diamond and tougher than rubber, and when they strike they bore in like drill-bits. If they are out to get us they’ll do it anyway, whether we’re here or there, so we may as well be guests. But there’s no danger, Mart. You know I swapped brains with him, and I know him as well as I know myself. He’s a good, square man—one of our kind of folks.”


      Convinced, Crane nodded his head and the Skylark dropped toward the dock. While they were still high in air, Dunark took an instrument from his belt and rapidly manipulated a small lever. The others felt the air vibrate—a peculiar, pulsating wave, which, to the surprise of the Earthly visitors, they could read without difficulty. It was a message from the Kofedix to the entire city, telling of the escape of his party and giving the news that he was accompanied by two great Karfedo from another world. Then the pulsations became unintelligible, and all knew that he had tuned his instrument away from the “general” key into the individual key of some one person.


      “I just let my father, the Karfedix, know that we are coming,” he explained, as the vibrations ceased.


      From the city beneath them hundreds of great guns roared forth a welcome, banners and streamers hung from every possible point, and the air became tinted and perfumed with a bewildering variety of colors and scents and quivered with the rush of messages of welcome. The Skylark was soon surrounded by a majestic fleet of giant warships, who escorted her with impressive ceremony to the landing dock, while around them flitted great numbers of other aircraft. The tiny one-man helicopters darted hither and thither, apparently always in imminent danger of colliding with some of their larger neighbors, but always escaping as though by a miracle. Beautiful pleasure-planes soared and dipped and wheeled like giant gulls; and, cleaving their stately way through the numberless lesser craft; immense multiplane passenger liners partially supported by helicopter screws turned aside from their scheduled courses to pay homage to the Kofedix of Kondal.


      As the Skylark approached the top of the dock, all the escorting vessels dropped away and Crane saw that instead of the brilliant assemblage he had expected to see upon the landing-place there was only a small group of persons, as completely unadorned as were those in the car. In answer to his look of surprise, the Kofedix said, with deep feeling:


      “My father, mother, and the rest of the family. They know that we, as escaped captives, would be without harness or trappings, and are meeting us in the same state.”


      * * * *


      Seaton brought the vessel to the dock near the little group, and the Earthly visitors remained inside their vessel while the rulers of Kondal welcomed the sons and daughters they had given up for dead.


      After the affecting reunion, which was very similar to an earthly one under similar circumstances, the Kofedix led his father up to the Skylark and his guests stepped down upon the dock.


      “Friends,” Dunark began, “I have told you of my father, Roban, the Karfedix of Kondal. Father, it is a great honor to present to you those who rescued us from Mardonale—Seaton, Karfedix of Knowledge; Crane, Karfedix of Wealth; Miss Vaneman; and Miss Spencer. Karfedix DuQuesne,” waving his hand toward him, “is a lesser Karfedix of Knowledge, captive to the others.”


      “The Kofedix Dunark exaggerates our services,” deprecated Seaton, “and doesn’t mention the fact that he saved all our lives. But for him we all should have been killed.”


      The Karfedix, disregarding Seaton’s remark, acknowledged the indebtedness of Kondal in heartfelt accents before he led them back to the other party and made the introductions. As all walked toward the elevators, the emperor turned to his son with a puzzled expression.


      “I know from your message, Dunark, that our guests are from a distant solar system, and I can understand your accident with the educator, but I cannot understand the titles of these men. Knowledge and wealth are not ruled over. Are you sure that you have translated their titles correctly?”


      “As correctly as I can—we have no words in our language to express the meaning. Their government is a most peculiar one, the rulers all being chosen by the people of the whole nation.…”


      “Extraordinary!” interjected the older man. “How, then, can anything be accomplished?”


      “I do not understand the thing myself, it is so utterly unheard-of. But they have no royalty, as we understand the term. In America, their country, every man is equal.


      “That is,” he hastened to correct himself, “they are not all equal, either, as they have two classes which would rank with royalty—those who have attained to great heights of knowledge and those who have amassed great wealth. This explanation is entirely inadequate and does not give the right idea of their positions, but it is as close as I can come to the truth in our language.”


      “I am surprised that you should be carrying a prisoner with you, Karfedo,” said Roban, addressing Seaton and Crane. “You will, of course, be at perfect liberty to put him to death in any way that pleases you, just as though you were in your own kingdoms. But perchance you are saving him so that his death will crown your home-coming?”


      The Kofedix spoke in answer while Seaton, usually so quick to speak, was groping for words.


      “No, father, he is not to be put to death. That is another peculiar custom of the Earth-men; they consider it dishonorable to harm a captive, or even an unarmed enemy. For that reason we must treat the Karfedix DuQuesne with every courtesy due his rank, but at the same time he is to be allowed to do only such things as may be permitted by Seaton and Crane.”


      “Yet they do not seem to be a weak race,” mused the older man.


      “They are a mighty race, far advanced in evolution,” replied his son. “It is not weakness, but a peculiar moral code. We have many things to learn from them, and but few to give them in return. Their visit will mean much to Kondal.”


      * * * *


      During this conversation they had descended to the ground and had reached the palace, after traversing grounds even more sumptuous and splendid than those surrounding the palace of Nalboon. Inside the palace walls the Kofedix himself led the guests to their rooms, accompanied by the major-domo and an escort of guards. He explained to them that the rooms were all inter-communicating, each having a completely equipped bathroom.


      “Complete except for cold water, you mean,” said Seaton with a smile.


      “There is cold water,” rejoined the other, leading him into the bathroom and releasing a ten-inch stream of lukewarm water into the small swimming pool, built of polished metal, which forms part of every Kondalian bathroom. “But I am forgetting that you like extreme cold. We will install refrigerating machines at once.”


      “Don’t do it—thanks just the same. We won’t be here long enough to make it worth while.”


      Dunark smilingly replied that he would make his guests as comfortable as he could, and after informing them that in one kam he would return and escort them in to koprat, took his leave. Scarcely had the guests freshened themselves when he was back, but he was no longer the Dunark they had known. He now wore a metal-and-leather harness which was one blaze of precious gems, and a leather belt hung with jeweled weapons replaced the familiar hollow girdle of metal. His right arm, between the wrist and the elbow, was almost covered by six bracelets of a transparent metal, deep cobalt-blue in color, each set with an incredibly brilliant stone of the same shade. On his left wrist he wore an Osnomian chronometer. This was an instrument resembling the odometer of an automobile, whose numerous revolving segments revealed a large and constantly increasing number—the date and time of the Osnomian day, expressed in a decimal number of the karkamo of Kondalian history.


      “Greetings, oh guests from Earth! I feel more like myself, now that I am again in my trappings and have my weapons at my side. Will you accompany me to koprat, or are you not hungry?” as he attached the peculiar timepieces to the wrists of the guests, with bracelets of the deep-blue metal.


      “We accept with thanks,” replied Dorothy promptly. “We’re starving to death, as usual.”


      As they walked toward the dining hall, Dunark noticed that Dorothy’s eyes strayed toward his bracelets, and he answered her unasked question:


      “These are our wedding rings. Man and wife exchange bracelets as part of the ceremony.”


      “Then you can tell whether a man is married or not, and how many wives he has, simply by looking at his arm? We should have something like that on Earth, Dick—then married men wouldn’t find it so easy to pose as bachelors!”


      Roban met them at the door of the great dining hall. He also was in full panoply, and Dorothy counted ten of the heavy bracelets upon his right arm as he led them to places near his own. The room was a replica of the other Osnomian dining hall they had seen and the women were decorated with the same barbaric splendor of scintillating gems.


      After the meal, which was a happy one, taking the nature of a celebration in honor of the return of the captives, DuQuesne went directly to his room while the others spent the time until the zero hour in strolling about the splendid grounds, always escorted by many guards. Returning to the room occupied by the two girls, the couples separated, each girl accompanying her lover to the door of his room.


      Margaret was ill at ease, though trying hard to appear completely self-possessed.


      “What is the matter, sweetheart Peggy?” asked Crane, solicitously.


      “I didn’t know that you.…” she broke off and continued with a rush: “What did the Kofedix mean just now, when he called you the Karfedix of Wealth?”


      “Well, you see, I happen to have some money.…” he began.


      “Then you are the great M. Reynolds Crane?” she interrupted, in consternation.


      “Leave off ‘the great,’” he said, then, noting her expression, he took her in his arms and laughed slightly.


      “Is that all that was bothering you? What does a little money amount to between you and me?”


      “Nothing—but I’m awfully glad that I didn’t know it before,” she replied, as she returned his caress with fervor. “That is, it means nothing if you are perfectly sure I’m not.…”


      Crane, the imperturbable, broke a life-long rule and interrupted her.


      “Do not say that, dear. You know as well as I do that between you and me there never have been, are not now, and never shall be, any doubts or any questions.”


      * * * *


      “If I could have a real cold bath now, I’d feel fine,” remarked Seaton, standing in his own door with Dorothy by his side. “I’m no blooming Englishman but in weather as hot as this I sure would like to dive into a good cold tank. How do you feel after all this excitement, Dottie? Up to standard?”


      “I’m scared purple,” she replied, nestling against him, “or, at least, if not exactly scared, I’m apprehensive and nervous. I always thought I had good nerves, but everything here is so horrible and unreal, that I can’t help but feel it. When I’m with you I really enjoy the experience, but when I’m alone or with Peggy, especially in the sleeping-period, which is so awfully long and when it seems that something terrible is going to happen every minute, my mind goes off in spite of me into thoughts of what may happen. Why, last night, Peggy and I just huddled up to each other in a ghastly yellow funk—dreading we knew not what—the two of us slept hardly at all.”


      “I’m sorry, little girl,” replied Seaton, embracing her tenderly, “sorrier than I can say. I know that your nerves are all right, but you haven’t roughed it enough, or lived in strange environments enough, to be able to feel at home. The reason you feel safer with me is that I feel perfectly at home here myself, not that your nerves are going to pieces or anything like that. It won’t be for long, though, sweetheart—as soon as we get the chariot fixed up we’ll beat it back to the Earth so fast it’ll make your head spin.”


      “Yes, I think that’s the reason, lover. I hope you won’t think I’m a clinging vine, but I can’t help being afraid of something here every time I’m away from you. You’re so self-reliant, so perfectly at ease here, that it makes me feel the same way.”


      “I am perfectly at ease. There’s nothing to be afraid of. I’ve been in hundreds of worse places, right on Earth. I sure wish I could be with you all the time, sweetheart girl—only you can understand just how much I wish it—but, as I said before, it won’t be long until we can be together all the time.”


      Dorothy pushed him into his room, followed him within it, closed the door, and put both hands on his arm.


      “Dick, sweetheart,” she whispered, while a hot blush suffused her face, “you’re not as dumb as I thought you were—you’re dumber! But if you simply won’t say it, I will. Don’t you know that a marriage that is legal where it is performed is legal anywhere, and that no law says that the marriage must be performed upon the Earth?”


      He pressed her to his heart in a mighty embrace, and his low voice showed in every vibration the depth of the feeling he held for the beautiful woman in his arms as he replied:


      “I never thought of that, sweetheart, and I wouldn’t have dared mention it if I had. You’re so far away from your family and your friends that it would seem.…”


      “It wouldn’t seem anything of the kind,” she broke in earnestly. “Don’t you see, you big, dense, wonderful man, that it is the only thing to do? We need each other, or at least, I need you, so much now.…”


      “Say ‘each other’; it’s right,” declared her lover with fervor.


      “It’s foolish to wait. Mother would like to have seen me married, of course; but there will be great advantages, even on that side. A grand wedding, of the kind we would simply have to have in Washington, doesn’t appeal to me any more than it does to you—and it would bore you to extinction. Dad would hate it, too—it’s better all around to be married here.”


      Seaton, who had been trying to speak, silenced her.


      “I’m convinced, Dottie, have been ever since the first word. If you can see it that way I’m so glad that I can’t express it. I’ve been scared stiff every time I thought of our wedding. I’ll speak to the Karfedix the first thing in the morning, and we’ll be married tomorrow—or rather today, since it is past the zero kam,” as he glanced at the chronometer upon his wrist, which, driven by wireless impulses from the master-clock in the national observatory, was clicking off the darkamo with an almost inaudible purr of its smoothly-revolving segments.


      “How would it be to wake him up and have it done now?”


      “Oh, Dick, be reasonable! That would never do. Tomorrow will be most awfully sudden, as it is! And Dick, please speak to Martin, will you? Peggy’s even more scared than I am, and Martin, the dear old stupid, is even less likely to suggest such a thing as this kind of a wedding than you are. Peggy’s afraid to suggest it to him.”


      “Woman!” he said in mock sternness, “Is this a put-up job?”


      “It certainly is. Did you think I had nerve enough to do it without help?”


      Seaton turned and opened the door.


      “Mart! Bring Peggy over here!” he called, as he led Dorothy back into the girls’ room.


      “Heavens, Dick, be careful! You’ll spoil the whole thing!”


      “No, I won’t. Leave it to me—I bashfully admit that I’m a regular bear-cat at this diplomatic stuff. Watch my smoke!”


      “Folks,” he said, when the four were together, “Dottie and I have been talking things over, and we’ve decided that today’s the best possible date for a wedding. Dottie’s afraid of these long, daylight nights, and I admit that I’d sleep a lot sounder if I knew where she was all the time instead of only part of it. She says she’s willing, provided you folks see it the same way and make it double. How about it?”


      Margaret blushed furiously and Crane’s lean, handsome face assumed a darker color as he replied:


      “A marriage here would, of course, be legal anywhere, provided we have a certificate, and we could be married again upon our return if we think it desirable. It might look as though we were taking an unfair advantage of the girls, Dick, but considering all the circumstances, I think it would be the best thing for everyone concerned.”


      He saw the supreme joy in Margaret’s eyes, and his own assumed a new light as he drew her into the hollow of his arm.


      “Peggy has known me only a short time, but nothing else in the world is as certain as our love. It is the bride’s privilege to set the date, so I will only say that it cannot be too soon for me.”


      “The sooner the better,” said Margaret, with a blush that would have been divine in any earthly light, “did you say ‘today,’ Dick?”


      “I’ll see the Karfedix as soon as he gets up,” he answered, and walked with Dorothy to his door.


      “I’m just too supremely happy for words,” Dorothy whispered in Seaton’s ear as he bade her good-night. “I won’t be able to sleep or anything!”


      CHAPTER XVI.


      An Osnomian Marriage


      Seaton awoke, hot and uncomfortable, but with a great surge of joy in his heart—this was his wedding day! Springing from the bed, he released the full stream of the “cold” water, filling the tank in a few moments. Poising lightly upon the edge, he made a clean, sharp dive, and yelled in surprise as he came snorting to the surface. For Dunark had made good his promise—the water was only a few degrees above the freezing point! After a few minutes of vigorous splashing in the icy water, he rubbed himself down with a coarse towel, shaved, threw on his clothes, and lifted his powerful, but musical, bass voice in the wedding chorus from “The Rose Maiden.”


      “Rise, sweet maid, arise, arise,


      Rise, sweet maid, arise, arise,


      ’Tis the last fair morning for thy maiden eyes,”


      he sang lustily, out of his sheer joy in being alive, and was surprised to hear Dorothy’s clear soprano, Margaret’s pleasing contralto, and Crane’s mellow tenor chime in from the adjoining room. Crane threw open the door and Seaton joined the others.


      “Good morning. Dick, you sound happy,” said Crane.


      “Who wouldn’t be? Look what’s doing today,” as he ardently embraced his bride-to-be. “Besides, I found some cold water this morning.”


      “Everyone in the palace heard you discovering it,” dryly returned Crane, and the girls laughed merrily.


      “It surprised me at first,” admitted Seaton, “but it’s great after a fellow once gets wet.”


      “We warmed ours a trifle,” said Dorothy. “I like a cold bath myself, but not in ice-water.”


      All four became silent, thinking of the coming event of the day, until Crane said:


      “They have ministers here, I know, and I know something of their religion, but my knowledge is rather vague. You know more about it than we do, Dick, suppose you tell us about it while we wait.”


      Seaton paused a moment, with an odd look on his face. As one turning the pages of an unfamiliar book of reference, he was seeking the answer to Crane’s question in the vast store of Osnomian information received from Dunark. His usually ready speech came a little slowly.


      “Well, as nearly as I can explain it, it’s a funny kind of a mixture—partly theology, partly Darwinism, or at least, making a fetish of evolution, and partly pure economic determinism. They believe in a Supreme Being, whom they call the First Cause—that is the nearest English equivalent—and they recognize the existence of an immortal and unknowable life-principle, or soul. They believe that the First Cause has decreed the survival of the fittest as the fundamental law, which belief accounts for their perfect physiques.…”


      “Perfect physiques? Why, they’re as weak as children,” interrupted Dorothy.


      “Yes, but that is because of the smallness of the planet,” returned Seaton. “You see, a man of my size weighs only eighty-six pounds here, on a spring balance, so he would need only the muscular development of a boy of twelve or so. In a contest of strength, either of you girls could easily handle two of the strongest men upon Osnome. In fact, the average Osnomian could stand up on our Earth only with the greatest difficulty. But that isn’t the fault of the people; they are magnificently developed for their surroundings. They have attained this condition by centuries of weeding out the unfit. They have no hospitals for the feeble-minded or feeble-bodied—abnormal persons are not allowed to live. The same reasoning accounts for their perfect cleanliness, moral and physical. Vice is practically unknown. They believe that clean living and clean thinking are rewarded by the production of a better physical and mental type.…”


      “Yes, especially as they correct wrong living by those terrible punishments the Kofedix told us about,” interrupted Margaret.


      “That probably helps some. They also believe that the higher the type is, the faster will evolution proceed, and the sooner will mankind reach what they call the Ultimate Goal, and know all things. Believing as they do that the fittest must survive, and thinking themselves, of course, the superior type, it is ordained that Mardonale must be destroyed utterly, root and branch. They believe that the slaves are so low in the scale, millions of years behind in evolution, that they do not count. Slaves are simply intelligent and docile animals, little more than horses or oxen. Mardonalians and savages are unfit to survive and must be exterminated.


      “Their ministers are chosen from the very fittest. They are the strongest, cleanest-living, and most vigorous men of this clean and vigorous nation, and are usually high army officers as well as ministers.”


      * * * *


      An attendant announced the coming of the Karfedix and his son, to pay the call of state. After the ceremonious greetings had been exchanged, all went into the dining hall for darprat. As soon as the meal was over, Seaton brought up the question of the double wedding that kokam, and the Karfedix was overjoyed.


      “Karfedix Seaton,” he said earnestly, “nothing could please us more than to have such a ceremony performed in our palace. Marriage between such highly-evolved persons as are you four is wished by the First Cause, whose servants we are. Aside from that, it is an unheard-of honor for any ruler to have even one karfedix married beneath his roof, and you are granting me the privilege of two! I thank you, and assure you that we will do our poor best to make the occasion memorable.”


      “Don’t do anything fancy,” said Seaton hastily. “A simple, plain wedding will do.”


      Unheeding Seaton’s remark, the Karfedix took his wireless from its hook at his belt and sent a brief message.


      “I have summoned Karbix Tarnan to perform the ceremony. Our usual time for ceremonies is just before koprat—is that time satisfactory to you?”


      Assured that it was, he turned to his son.


      “Dunark, you are more familiar than I with the customs of our illustrious visitors. May I ask you to take charge of the details?”


      While Dunark sent a rapid succession of messages, Dorothy whispered to Seaton:


      “They must be going to make a real function of our double wedding, Dick. The Karbix is the highest dignitary of the church, isn’t he?”


      “Yes, in addition to being the Commander-in-Chief of all the Kondalian armies. Next to the Karfedix he is the most powerful man in the empire. Something tells me, Dottie, that this is going to be SOME ceremony!”


      As Dunark finished telegraphing, Seaton turned to him.


      “Dorothy said, a while ago, that she would like to have enough of that tapestry-fabric for a dress. Do you suppose it could be managed?”


      “Certainly. In all state ceremonials we always wear robes made out of the same fabric as the tapestries, but much finer and more delicate. I would have suggested it, but thought perhaps the ladies would prefer their usual clothing. I know that you two men do not care to wear our robes?”


      “We will wear white ducks, the dressiest and coolest things we have along,” replied Seaton. “Thank you for your offer, but you know how it is. We should feel out of place in such gorgeous dress.”


      “I understand. I will call in a few of our most expert robe-makers, who will weave the gowns. Before they come, let us decide upon the ceremony. I think you are familiar with our marriage customs, but I will explain them to make sure. Each couple is married twice. The first marriage is symbolized by the exchange of plain bracelets and lasts four karkamo, during which period divorce may be obtained at will. The children of such divorced couples formerly became wards of the state, but in my lifetime I have not heard of there being any such children—all divorces are now between couples who discover their incompatibility before children are conceived.”


      “That surprises me greatly,” said Crane. “Some system of trial-marriage is advocated among us on Earth every few years, but they all so surely degenerate into free love that no such system has found a foothold.”


      “We are not troubled in that way at all. You see, before the first marriage, each couple, from the humblest peasantry to the highest royalty, must submit to a mental examination. If they are marrying for any reason at all other than love, such as any thought of trifling in the mind of the man, or if the woman is marrying him for his wealth or position, he or she is summarily executed, regardless of station.”


      No other questions being asked, Dunark continued:


      “At the end of four karkamo the second marriage is performed, which is indissoluble. In this ceremony jeweled bracelets are substituted for the plain ones. In the case of highly-evolved persons it is permitted that the two ceremonies be combined into one. Then there is a third ceremony, used only in the marriage of persons of the very highest evolution, in which the ‘eternal’ vows are taken and the faidon, the eternal jewel, is exchanged. As you are all in the permitted class, you may use the eternal ceremony if you wish.”


      “I think we all know our minds well enough to know that we want to be married for good—the longer the better,” said Seaton, positively. “We’ll make it the eternal, won’t we, folks?”


      “I should like to ask one question,” said Crane, thoughtfully. “Does that ceremony imply that my wife would be breaking her vows if she married again upon my death?”


      “Far from it. Numbers of our men are killed every karkam. Their wives, if of marriageable age, are expected to marry again. Then, too, you know that most Kondalian men have several wives. No matter how many wives or husbands may be linked together in that way, it merely means that after death their spirits will be grouped into one. Just as in your chemistry,” smiling in comradely fashion at Seaton, “a varying number of elements may unite to form a stable compound.”


      * * * *


      After a short pause, the speaker went on:


      “Since you are from the Earth and unaccustomed to bracelets, rings will be substituted for them. The plain rings will take the place of your Earthly wedding rings, the jeweled ones that of your engagement rings. The only difference is that while we discard the plain bracelets, you will continue to wear them. Have you men any objections to wearing the rings during the ceremony? You may discard them later if you wish and still keep the marriage valid.”


      “Not I! I’ll wear mine all my life,” responded Seaton earnestly, and Crane expressed the same thought.


      “There is only one more thing,” added the Kofedix. “That is, about the mental examination. Since it is not your custom, it is probable that the justices would waive the ruling, especially since everyone must be examined by a jury of his own or a superior rank, so that only one man, my father alone, could examine you.”


      “Not in a thousand years!” replied Seaton emphatically. “I want to be examined, and have Dorothy see the record. I don’t care about having her put through it, but I want her to know exactly the kind of a guy she is getting.”


      Dorothy protested at this, but as all four were eager that they themselves should be tested, the Karfedix was notified and Dunark clamped sets of multiple electrodes, connected to a set of instruments, upon the temples of his father, Dorothy, and Seaton. He pressed a lever, and instantly Dorothy and Seaton read each other’s minds to the minutest detail, and each knew that the Karfedix was reading the minds of both.


      After Margaret and Crane had been examined, the Karfedix expressed himself as more than satisfied.


      “You are all of the highest evolution and your minds are all untainted by any base thoughts in your marriage. The First Cause will smile upon your unions,” he said solemnly.


      “Let the robe-makers appear,” the Karfedix ordered, and four women, hung with spools of brilliantly-colored wire of incredible fineness and with peculiar looms under their arms, entered the room and accompanied the two girls to their apartment.


      As soon as the room was empty save for the four men, Dunark said:


      “While I was in Mardonale, I heard bits of conversation regarding an immense military discovery possessed by Nalboon, besides the gas whose deadly effects we felt. I could get no inkling of its nature, but feel sure that it is something to be dreaded. I also heard that both of these secrets had been stolen from Kondal, and that we were to be destroyed by our own superior inventions.”


      The Karfedix nodded his head gloomily.


      “That is true, my son—partly true, at least. We shall not be destroyed, however. Kondal shall triumph. The discoveries were made by a Kondalian, but I am as ignorant as are you concerning their nature. An obscure inventor, living close to the bordering ocean, was the discoverer. He was rash enough to wireless me concerning them. He would not reveal their nature, but requested a guard. The Mardonalian patrol intercepted the message and captured both him and his discoveries before our guard could arrive.”


      “That’s easily fixed,” suggested Seaton. “Let’s get the Skylark fixed up, and we’ll go jerk Nalboon out of his palace—if he’s still alive—bring him over here, and read his mind.”


      “That might prove feasible,” answered the Kofedix, “and in any event we must repair the Skylark and replenish her supply of copper immediately. That must be our first consideration, so that you, our guests, will have a protection in any emergency.”


      The Karfedix went to his duties and the other three made their way to the wrecked space-car. They found that besides the damage done to the hull, many of the instruments were broken, including one of the object-compasses focused upon the Earth.


      “It’s a good thing you had three of them, Mart. I sure hand it to you for preparedness,” said Seaton, as he tossed the broken instruments out upon the dock. Dunark protested at this treatment, and placed the discarded instruments in a strong metal safe, remarking:


      “These things may prove useful at some future time.”


      “Well, I suppose the first thing to do is to get some powerful jacks and straighten these plates,” said Seaton.


      “Why not throw away this soft metal, steel, and build it of arenak, as it should be built? You have plenty of salt,” suggested Dunark.


      “Fine! We have lots of salt in the galley, haven’t we, Mart?”


      “Yes, nearly a hundred pounds. We are stocked for emergencies, with two years’ supply of food, you know.”


      * * * *


      Dunark’s eyes opened in astonishment at the amount mentioned, in spite of his knowledge of earthly conditions. He started to say something, then stopped in confusion, but Seaton divined his thought.


      “We can spare him fifty pounds as well as not, can’t we, Mart?”


      “Certainly. Fifty pounds of salt is a ridiculously cheap price for what he is doing for us, even though it is very rare here.”


      Dunark acknowledged the gift with shining eyes and heartfelt, but not profuse, thanks, and bore the precious bag to the palace under a heavy escort. He returned with a small army of workmen, and after making tests to assure himself that the power-bar would work as well through arenak as through steel, he instructed the officers concerning the work to be done. As the wonderfully skilled mechanics set to work without a single useless motion, the prince stood silent, with a look of care upon his handsome face.


      “Worrying about Mardonale, Dunark?”


      “Yes. I cannot help wondering what that terrible new engine of destruction is, which Nalboon now has at his command.”


      “Say, why don’t you build a bus like the Skylark, and blow Mardonale off the map?”


      “Building the vessel would be easy enough, but X is as yet unknown upon Osnome.”


      “We’ve got a lot of it.…”


      “I could not accept it. The salt was different, since you have plenty. X, however, is as scarce upon Earth as salt is upon Osnome.”


      “Sure you can accept it. We stopped at a planet that has lots of it, and we’ve got an object-compass pointing at it so that we can go back and get more of it any time we want it. We’ve got more of it on hand now than we’re apt to need for a long time, so have a hunk and get busy,” and he easily carried one of the lumps out of his cabin and tossed it upon the dock, from whence it required two of Kondal’s strongest men to lift it.


      The look of care vanished from the face of the prince and he summoned another corps of mechanics.


      “How thick shall the walls be? Our battleships are armed with arenak the thickness of a hand, but with your vast supply of salt you may have it any thickness you wish, since the materials of the matrix are cheap and abundant.”


      “One inch would be enough, but everything in the bus is designed for a four-foot shell, and if we change it from four feet we’ll have to redesign our guns and all our instruments. Let’s make it four feet.”


      Seaton turned to the crippled Skylark, upon which the first crew of Kondalian mechanics were working with skill and with tools undreamed-of upon Earth. The whole interior of the vessel was supported by a complex falsework of latticed metal, then the four-foot steel plates and the mighty embers, the pride of the great MacDougall, were cut away as though they were made of paper by revolving saws and enormous power shears. The sphere, grooved for the repellers and with the members, braces, and central machinery complete, of the exact dimensions of the originals, was rapidly moulded of a stiff, plastic substance resembling clay. This matrix soon hardened into a rock-like mass into which the doors, machine-gun emplacements, and other openings were carefully cut. All surfaces were then washed with a dilute solution of salt, which the workmen handled as though it were radium. Two great plates of platinum were clamped into place upon either side of the vessel, each plate connected by means of silver cables as large as a man’s leg to the receiving terminal of an enormous wireless power station. The current was applied and the great spherical mass apparently disappeared, being transformed instantly into the transparent metal arenak. Then indeed had the Earth-men a vehicle such as had never been seen before! A four-foot shell of metal five hundred times as strong and hard as the strongest and hardest steel, cast in one piece with the sustaining framework designed by the world’s foremost engineer—a structure that no conceivable force could deform or injure, housing an inconceivable propulsive force!


      * * * *


      The falsework was rapidly removed and the sustaining framework was painted with opaque varnish to render it plainly visible. At Seaton’s suggestion the walls of the cabins were also painted, leaving transparent several small areas to serve as windows.


      The second work-period was drawing to a close, and as Seaton and Crane were to be married before koprat, they stopped work. They marveled at the amount that had been accomplished, and the Kofedix told them:


      “Both vessels will be finished tomorrow, except for the controlling instruments, which we will have to make ourselves. Another crew will work during the sleeping-period, installing the guns and other fittings. Do you wish to have your own guns installed, or guns of our pattern? You are familiar with them now.”


      “Our own, please. They are slower and less efficient than yours, but we are used to them and have a lot of X-plosive ammunition for them,” replied Seaton, after a short conference with Crane.


      After instructing the officers in charge of the work, the three returned to the palace, the hearts of two of them beating high in anticipation. Seaton went into Crane’s room, accompanied by two attendants bearing his suitcase and other luggage.


      “We should have brought along dress clothes, Mart. Why didn’t you think of that, too?”


      “Nothing like this ever entered my mind. It is a good thing we brought along ducks and white soft shirts. I must say that this is extremely informal garb for a state wedding, but since the natives are ignorant of our customs, it will not make any difference.”


      “That’s right, too—we’ll make ’em think it’s the most formal kind of dress. Dunark knows what’s what, but he knows that full dress would be unbearable here. We’d melt down in a minute. It’s plenty hot enough as it is, with only duck trousers and sport-shirts on. They’ll look green instead of white, but that’s a small matter.”


      Dunark, as best man, entered the room some time later.


      “Give us a look, Dunark,” begged Seaton, “and see if we’ll pass inspection. I was never so rattled in my life.”


      They were clad in spotless white, from their duck oxfords to the white ties encircling the open collars of their tennis shirts. The two tall figures—Crane’s slender, wiry, at perfect ease; Seaton’s broad-shouldered, powerful, prowling about with unconscious, feline suppleness and grace—and the two handsome, high-bred, intellectual faces, each wearing a look of eager happiness, fully justified Dunark’s answer.


      “You sure will do!” he pronounced enthusiastically, and with Seaton’s own impulsive good will he shook hands and wished them an eternity of happiness.


      “When you have spoken with your brides,” he continued, “I shall be waiting to escort you into the chapel. Sitar told me to say that the ladies are ready.”


      Dorothy and Margaret had been dressed in their bridal gowns by Sitar and several other princesses, under the watchful eyes of the Karfedir herself. Sitar placed the two girls side by side and drew off to survey her work.


      “You are the loveliest creatures in the whole world!” she cried.


      They looked at each other’s glittering gowns, then Margaret glanced at Dorothy’s face and a look of dismay overspread her own.


      “Oh, Dottie!” she gasped. “Your lovely complexion! Isn’t it terrible for the boys to see us in this light?”


      There was a peal of delighted laughter from Sitar and she spoke to one of the servants, who drew dark curtains across the windows and pressed a switch, flooding the room with brilliant white light.


      “Dunark installed lamps like those of your ship for you,” she explained with intense satisfaction. “I knew in advance just how you would feel about your color.”


      Before the girls had time to thank their thoughtful hostess she disappeared and their bridegrooms stood before them. For a moment no word was spoken. Seaton stared at Dorothy hungrily, almost doubting the evidence of his senses. For white was white, pink was pink, and her hair shone in all its natural splendor of burnished bronze.


      In their wondrous Osnomian bridal robes the beautiful Earth-maidens stood before their lovers. Upon their feet were jeweled slippers. Their lovely bodies were clothed in softly shimmering garments that left their rounded arms and throats bare—garments infinitely more supple than the finest silk, thick-woven of metallic threads of such fineness that the individual wires were visible only under a lens; garments that floated and clung about their perfect forms in lines of exquisite grace. For black-haired Margaret, with her ivory skin, the Kondalian princess had chosen a background of a rare white metal, upon which, in complicated figures, glistened numberless jewels of pale colors, more brilliant than diamonds. Dorothy’s dress was of a peculiar, dark-green shade, half-hidden by an intricate design of blazing green gems—the strange, luminous jewels of this strange world. Both girls wore their long, heavy hair unbound, after the Kondalian bridal fashion, brushed until it fell like mist about them and confined at the temples by metallic bands entirely covered with jewels.


      Seaton looked from Dorothy to Margaret and back again; looked down into her violet eyes, deep with wonder and with love, more beautiful than any jewel in all her gorgeous costume. Unheeding the presence of the others, she put her dainty hands upon his mighty shoulders and stood on tiptoe.


      “I love you, Dick. Now and always, here or at home or anywhere in the Universe. We’ll never be parted again,” she whispered, and her own beloved violin had no sweeter tones than had her voice.


      A few minutes later, her eyes wet and shining, she drew herself away from him and glanced at Margaret.


      “Isn’t she the most beautiful thing you ever laid eyes on?”


      “No,” Seaton answered promptly, “she is not—but poor old Mart thinks she is!”


      * * * *


      Accompanied by the Karfedix and his son, Seaton and Crane went into the chapel, which, already brilliant, had been decorated anew with even greater splendor. Glancing through the wide arches they saw, for the first time, Osnomians clothed. The great room was filled with the highest nobility of Kondal, wearing their heavily-jeweled, resplendent robes of state. Every color of the rainbow and numberless fantastic patterns were there, embodied in the soft, lustrous, metallic fabric.


      As the men entered one door Dorothy and Margaret, with the Karfedir and Sitar, entered the other, and the entire assemblage rose to its feet and snapped into the grand salute. Moving to the accompaniment of strange martial music from concealed instruments, the two parties approached each other, meeting at the raised platform or pulpit where Karbix Tarnan, a handsome, stately, middle-aged man who carried easily his hundred and fifty karkamo of age, awaited them. As he raised his arms, the music ceased.


      It was a solemn and wonderfully impressive spectacle. The room, of burnished metal, with its bizarre decorations wrought in scintillating gems; the constantly changing harmony of colors as the invisible lamps were shifted from one shade to another; the group of mighty nobles standing rigidly at attention in a silence so profound that it was an utter absence of everything audible as the Karbix lifted both arms in a silent invocation of the great First Cause—all these things deepened the solemnity of that solemn moment.


      When Tarnan spoke, his voice, deep with some great feeling, inexplicable even to those who knew him best, carried clearly to every part of the great chamber.


      “Friends, it is our privilege to assist today in a most notable event, the marriage of four personages from another world. For the first time in the history of Osnome, one karfedix has the privilege of entertaining the bridal party of another. It is not for this fact alone, however, that this occasion is to be memorable. A far deeper reason is that we are witnessing, possibly for the first time in the history of the Universe, the meeting upon terms of mutual fellowship and understanding of the inhabitants of two worlds separated by unthinkable distances of trackless space and by equally great differences in evolution, conditions of life, and environment. Yet these strangers are actuated by the spirit of good faith and honor which is instilled into every worthy being by the great First Cause, in the working out of whose vast projects all things are humble instruments.


      “In honor of the friendship of the two worlds, we will proceed with the ceremony.


      “Richard Seaton and Martin Crane, exchange the plain rings with Dorothy Vaneman and Margaret Spencer.”


      They did so, and repeated, after the Karbix, simple vows of love and loyalty.


      “May the First Cause smile upon this temporary marriage and render it worthy of being made permanent. As a lowly servant of the all-powerful First Cause I pronounce you two, and you two, husband and wife. But we must remember that the dull vision of mortal man cannot pierce the veil of futurity, which is as crystal to the all-beholding eye of the First Cause. Though you love each other truly, unforeseen things may come between you to mar the perfection of your happiness. Therefore a time is granted you during which you may discover whether or not your unions are perfect.”


      A pause ensued, then Tarnan went on:


      “Martin Crane, Margaret Spencer, Richard Seaton, and Dorothy Vaneman, you are before us to take the final vows which shall bind your bodies together for life and your spirits together for eternity. Have you considered the gravity of this step sufficiently to enter into this marriage without reservation?”


      “I have,” solemnly replied the four, in unison.


      “Exchange the jeweled rings. Do you, Richard Seaton and Dorothy Vaneman; and you, Martin Crane and Margaret Spencer; individually swear, here in the presence of the First Cause and that of the Supreme Justices of Kondal, that you will be true and loyal, each helping his chosen one in all things, great and small; that never throughout eternity, in thought or in action, will either your body or your mind or your conscious spirit stray from the path of fairness and truth and honor?”


      “I do.”


      “I pronounce you married with the eternal marriage. Just as the faidon which you each now wear—the eternal jewel which no force of man, however applied, has yet been able to change or deform in any particular; and which continues to give off its inward light without change throughout eternity—shall endure through endless cycles of time after the metal of the ring which holds it shall have crumbled in decay: even so shall your spirits, formerly two, now one and indissoluble, progress in ever-ascending evolution throughout eternity after the base material which is your bodies shall have returned to the senseless dust from whence it arose.”


      * * * *


      The Karbix lowered his arms and the bridal party walked to the door through a double rank of uplifted weapons. From the chapel they were led to another room, where the contracting parties signed their names in a register. The Kofedix then brought forward two marriage certificates—heavy square plates of a brilliant purple metal, beautifully engraved in parallel columns of English and Kondalian script, and heavily bordered with precious stones. The principals and witnesses signed below each column, the signatures being deeply engraved by the royal engraver. Leaving the registry, they were escorted to the dining hall, where a truly royal repast was served. Between courses the highest nobles of the nation welcomed the visitors and wished them happiness in short but earnest addresses. After the last course had been disposed of, the Karbix rose at a sign from the Karfedix and spoke, his voice again agitated by the emotion which had puzzled his hearers during the marriage service.


      “All Kondal is with us here in spirit, trying to aid us in our poor attempts to convey our welcome to these our guests, of whose friendship no greater warrant could be given than their willingness to grant us the privilege of their marriage. Not only have they given us a boon that will make their names revered throughout the nation as long as Kondal shall exist, but they have also been the means of showing us plainly that the First Cause is upon our side, that our age-old institution of honor is in truth the only foundation upon which can be built a race fitted to survive. At the same time they have been the means of showing us that our hated foe, entirely without honor, building his race upon a foundation of bloodthirsty savagery alone, is building wrongly and must perish utterly from the face of Osnome.”


      His hearers listened, impressed by his earnestness, but plainly not understanding his meaning.


      “You do not understand?” he went on, with a deep light shining in his eyes. “It is inevitable that two peoples inhabiting worlds so widely separated as are our two should be possessed of widely-varying knowledge and abilities, and these strangers have already made it possible for us to construct engines of destruction which shall obliterate Mardonale completely.…” A fierce shout of joy interrupted the speaker and the nobles sprang to their feet, saluting the visitors with upraised weapons. As soon as they had reseated themselves, the Karbix continued:


      “That is the boon. The vindication of our system of evolution is easily explained. The strangers landed first upon Mardonale. Had Nalboon met them in honor, he would have gained the boon. But he, with the savagery characteristic of his evolution, attempted to kill his guests and steal their treasures, with what results you already know. We, on our part, in exchange for the few and trifling services we have been able to render them, have received even more than Nalboon would have obtained, had his plans not been nullified by their vastly superior state of evolution.”


      The orator seated himself and there was a deafening clamor of cheering as the nobles formed themselves into an escort of honor and conducted the two couples to their apartments.


      Alone in their room, Dorothy turned to her husband with tears shining in her beautiful eyes.


      “Dick, sweetheart, wasn’t that the most wonderful thing that anybody ever heard of? Using the word in all its real meaning, it was indescribably grand, and that old man is simply superb. It makes me ashamed of myself to think that I was ever afraid or nervous here.”


      “It sure was all of that, Dottie mine, little bride of an hour. The whole thing gets right down to where a fellow lives—I’ve got a lump in my throat right now so big that it hurts me to think. Earthly marriages are piffling in comparison with that ceremony. It’s no wonder they’re happy, after taking those vows—especially as they don’t have to take them until after they are sure of themselves.


      “But we’re sure already, sweetheart,” as he embraced her with all the feeling of his nature. “Those vows are not a bit stronger than the ones we have already exchanged—bodily and mentally and spiritually we are one, now and forever.”


      CHAPTER XVII.


      Bird, Beast, or Fish?


      “These jewels rather puzzle me, Dick. What are they?” asked Martin, as the four assembled, waiting for the first meal. As he spoke he held up his third finger, upon which gleamed the royal jewel of Osnome in its splendid Belcher mounting of arenak as transparent as the jewel itself and having the same intense blue color. “I know the name, ‘faidon,’ but that’s all I seem to know.”


      “That’s about all that anybody knows about them. It is a naturally-occurring, hundred-faceted crystal, just as you see it there—deep blue, perfectly transparent, intensely refractive, and constantly emitting that strong, blue light. It is so hard that it cannot be worked, cut, or ground. No amount of the hardest known abrasive will even roughen its surface. No blow, however great, will break it—it merely forces its way into the material of the hammer, however hard the hammer may be. No extremity of either heat or cold affects it in any degree, it is the same when in the most powerful electric arc as it is when immersed in liquid helium.”


      “How about acids?”


      “That is what I am asking myself. Osnomians aren’t much force at chemistry. I’m going to try to get hold of another one, and see if I can’t analyze it, just for fun. I can’t seem to convince myself that a real atomic structure could be that large.”


      “No, it is rather large for an atom,” and turning to the two girls, “How do you like your solitaires?”


      “They’re perfectly beautiful, and the Tiffany mounting is exquisite,” replied Dorothy, enthusiastically, “but they’re so awfully big! They’re as big as ten-carat diamonds, I do believe.”


      “Just about,” replied Seaton, “but at that, they’re the smallest Dunark could find. They have been kicking around for years, he says—so small that nobody wanted them. They wear big ones on their bracelets, you know. You sure will make a hit in Washington, Dottie. People will think you’re wearing a bottle-stopper until they see it shining in the dark, then they’ll think it’s an automobile headlight. But after a few jewelers have seen these stones, one of them will be offering us five million dollars apiece for them, trying to buy them for some dizzy old dame who wants to put out the eyes of some of her social rivals. Yes? No?”


      “That’s about right, Dick,” replied Crane, and his face wore a thoughtful look. “We can’t keep it secret that we have a new jewel, since all four of us will be wearing them continuously, and anyone who knows jewels at all will recognize these as infinitely superior to any known Earthly jewel. In fact, they may get some of us into trouble, as fabulously valuable jewels usually do.”


      “That’s true, too. So we’ll let it out casually that they’re as common as mud up here—that we’re just wearing them for sentiment, which is true, and that we’re thinking of bringing back a shipload to sell for parking lights.”


      “That would probably keep anyone from trying to murder our wives for their rings, at least.”


      “Have you read your marriage certificate, Dick?” asked Margaret.


      “Not yet. Let’s look at it, Dottie.”


      She produced the massive, heavily-jeweled document, and the auburn head and the brown one were very close to each other as they read together the English side of the certificate. Their vows were there, word for word, with their own signatures beneath them, all deeply engraved into the metal. Seaton smiled as he saw the legal form engraved below their signatures, and read aloud:


      “I, the Head of the Church and the Commander-in-Chief of the armed forces of Kondal, upon the planet Osnome, certify that I have this day, in the city of Kondalek, of said nation and planet, joined in indissoluble bonds of matrimony, Richard Ballinger Seaton, Doctor of Philosophy, and Dorothy Lee Vaneman; Doctor of Music; both of the city of Washington, District of Columbia, United States of America, upon the planet Earth, in strict compliance with the marriage laws, both of Kondal and of the United States of America. Tarnan.”


      Witnesses:

      Roban, Emperor of Kondal.

      Tural, Empress of Kondal.

      Dunark, Crown Prince of Kondal.

      Sitar, Crown Princess of Kondal.

      Marc C. DuQuesne, Ph. D., Washington, D. C.


      “That is some document,” remarked Seaton. “Probably a lawyer could find fault with his phraseology, but I’ll bet that this thing would hold in any court in the world. Think you’ll get married again when we get back, Mart?”


      Both girls protested, and Crane answered:


      “No, I think not. Our ceremony would be rather an anticlimax after this one, and this one will undoubtedly prove legal. I intend to register this just as it is, and get a ruling from the courts. But it is time for breakfast. Pardon me—I should have said ‘darprat,’ for it certainly is not breakfast-time by Washington clocks. My watch says that it is eleven-thirty P. M.”


      “This system of time is funny,” remarked Dorothy. “I just can’t get used to having no night, and.…”


      “And it’s such a long time between eats, as the famous governor said about the drinks,” broke in Seaton.


      “How did you know what I was going to say, Dick?”


      “Husbandly intuition,” he grinned, “aided and abetted by a normal appetite that rebels at seventeen hours between supper and breakfast, and nine hours between the other meals. Well, it’s time to eat—let’s go!”


      * * * *


      After eating, the men hurried to the Skylark. During the sleeping-period the vessel had been banded with the copper repellers: the machine guns and instruments, including the wonderful Osnomian wireless system, had been installed; and, except for the power-bars, she was ready for a voyage. The Kondalian vessel was complete, even to the cushions, but was without instruments.


      After a brief conversation with the officer in charge, Dunark turned to Seaton.


      “Didn’t you find that your springs couldn’t stand up under the acceleration?”


      “Yes, they flattened out dead.”


      “The Kolanix Felan, in charge of the work, thought so, and substituted our compound-compensated type, made of real spring metal, for them. They’ll hold you through any acceleration you can live through.”


      “Thanks, that’s fine. What’s next, instruments?”


      “Yes. I have sent a crew of men to gather up what copper they can find—you know that we use practically no metallic copper, as platinum, gold, and silver are so much better for ordinary purposes—and another to erect a copper-smelter near one of the mines which supply the city with the copper sulphate used upon our tables. While they are at work I think I will work on the instruments, if you two will be kind enough to help me.”


      Seaton and Crane offered to supply him with instruments from their reserve stock, but the Kofedix refused to accept them, saying that he would rather have their help in making them, so that he would thoroughly understand their functions. The electric furnaces were rapidly made ready and they set to work; Crane taking great delight in working that hitherto rare and very refractory metal, iridium, of which all the Kondalian instruments were to be made.


      “They have a lot of our rare metals here, Dick.”


      “They sure have. I’d like to set up a laboratory and live here a few years—I’d learn something about my specialty or burst. They use gold and silver where we use copper, and platinum and its alloys where we use iron and soft steel. All their weapons are made of iridium, and all their most highly-tempered tools, such as their knives, razors, and so on, are made of opaque arenak. I suppose you’ve noticed the edge on your razor?”


      “How could I help it? It is hard to realize that a metal can be so hard that it requires forty years on a diamond-dust abrasive machine to hone a razor—or that once honed, it shaves generation after generation of men without losing in any degree its keenness.”


      “I can’t understand it, either—I only know that it’s so. They have all our heavy metals in great abundance, and a lot more that we don’t know anything about on Earth, but they apparently haven’t any light metals at all. It must be that Osnome was thrown off the parent sun late, so that the light metals were all gone?”


      “Something like that, possibly.”


      The extraordinary skill of the Kofedix made the manufacture of the instruments a short task, and after Crane had replaced the few broken instruments of the Skylark from their reserve stock, they turned their attention to the supply of copper that had been gathered. They found it enough for only two bars.


      “Is this all we have?” asked Dunark, sharply.


      “It is, your Highness,” replied the Kolanix. “That is every scrap of metallic copper in the city.”


      “Oh, well, that’ll be enough to last until we can smelt the rest,” said Seaton. “With one bar apiece we’re ready for anything Mardonale can start. Let ’em come!”


      The bars were placed in the containers and both vessels were tried out, each making a perfect performance. Upon the following kokam, immediately after the first meal, the full party from the Earth boarded the Skylark and accompanied the Kofedix to the copper smelter. Dunark himself directed the work of preparing the charges and the molds, though he was continually being interrupted by wireless messages in code and by messengers bearing tidings too important to trust into the air.


      “I hope you will excuse all of these delays,” said Dunark, after the twentieth interruption, “but.…”


      “That’s all right, Dunark. We know that you’re a busy man.”


      “I can tell you about it, but I wouldn’t want to tell many people. With the salt you gave us, I am preparing a power-plant that will enable us to blow Mardonale into.…”


      He broke off as a wireless call for help sounded. All listened intently, learning that a freight-plane was being pursued by a karlon a few hundred miles away.


      “Now’s the time for you to study one, Dunark!” Seaton exclaimed. “Get your gang of scientists out here while we go get him and drag him in!”


      * * * *


      As Dunark sent the message, the Skylark’s people hurried aboard, and Seaton drove the vessel toward the calls for help. With its great speed it reached the monster before the plane was overtaken. Focusing the attractor upon the enormous metallic beak of the karlon, Seaton threw on the power and the beast halted in midair as it was jerked backward and upward. As it saw the puny size of the attacking Skylark, it opened its cavernous mouth in a horrible roar and rushed at full speed. Seaton, unwilling to have the repellers stripped from the vessel, turned on the current actuating them. The karlon was hurled backward to the point of equilibrium of the two forces, where it struggled demoniacally.


      Seaton carried his captive back to the smelter, where finally, by judicious pushing and pulling, he succeeded in turning the monster flat upon its back and pinning it to the ground in spite of its struggles to escape.


      Soon the scientists arrived and studied the animal thoroughly, at as close a range as its flailing arms permitted.


      “I wish we could kill him without blowing him to bits,” wirelessed Dunark. “Do you know any way of doing it?”


      “We could if we had a few barrels of ether, or some of our own poison gases, but they are all unknown here and it would take a long time to build the apparatus to make them. I’ll see if I can’t tire him out and get him that way as soon as you’ve studied him enough. We may be able to find out where he lives, too.”


      The scientists having finished their observations, Seaton jerked the animal a few miles into the air and shut off the forces acting upon it. There was a sudden crash, and the karlon, knowing that this apparently insignificant vessel was its master, turned in headlong flight.


      “Have you any idea what caused the noise just then, Dick?” asked Crane; who, with characteristic imperturbability, had taken out his notebook and was making exact notes of all that transpired.


      “I imagine we cracked a few of his plates,” replied Seaton with a laugh, as he held the Skylark in place a few hundred feet above the fleeing animal.


      Pitted for the first time in its life against an antagonist, who could both outfly and outfight it, the karlon redoubled its efforts and fled in a panic of fear. It flew back over the city of Kondalek, over the outlying country, and out over the ocean, still followed easily by the Skylark. As they neared the Mardonalian border, a fleet of warships rose to contest the entry of the monster. Seaton, not wishing to let the foe see the rejuvenated Skylark, jerked his captive high into the thin air. As soon as it was released, it headed for the ocean in an almost perpendicular dive, while Seaton focused an object-compass upon it.


      “Go to it, old top,” he addressed the plunging monster. “We’ll follow you clear to the bottom of the ocean if you go that far!”


      There was a mighty double splash as the karlon struck the water, closely followed by the Skylark. The girls gasped as the vessel plunged below the surface at such terrific speed, and seemed surprised that it had suffered no injury and that they had felt no jar. Seaton turned on the powerful searchlights and kept close enough so that he could see the monster through the transparent walls. Deeper and deeper the quarry dove, until it was plainly evident to the pursuers that it was just as much at home in the water as it was in the air. The beams of the lights revealed strange forms of life, among which were huge, staring-eyed fishes, which floundered about blindly in the unaccustomed glare. As the karlon bored still deeper, the living things became scarcer, but still occasional fleeting glimpses were obtained of the living nightmares which inhabited the oppressive depths of these strange seas. Continuing downward, the karlon plumbed the nethermost pit of the ocean and came to rest upon the bottom, stirring up a murk of ooze.


      “How deep are we, Mart?”


      “About four miles. I have read the pressure, but will have to calculate later exactly what depth it represents, from the gravity and density readings.”


      As the animal showed no sign of leaving its retreat, Seaton pulled it out with the attractor and it broke for the surface. Rising through the water at full speed, it burst into the air and soared upward to such an incredible height that Seaton was amazed.


      “I wouldn’t have believed that anything could fly in air this thin!” he exclaimed.


      “It is thin up here,” assented Crane. “Less than three pounds to the square inch. I wonder how he does it?”


      “It doesn’t look as though we are ever going to find out—he’s sure a bear-cat!” replied Seaton, as the karlon, unable to ascend further, dropped in a slanting dive toward the lowlands of Kondal—the terrible, swampy region covered with poisonous vegetation and inhabited by frightful animals and even more frightful savages. The monster neared the ground with ever-increasing speed. Seaton, keeping close behind it, remarked to Crane:


      “He’ll have to flatten out pretty quick, or he’ll burst something, sure.”


      * * * *


      But it did not flatten out. It struck the soft ground head foremost and disappeared, its tentacles apparently boring a way ahead of it.


      Astonished at such an unlooked-for development, Seaton brought the Skylark to a stop and stabbed into the ground with the attractor. The first attempt brought up nothing but a pillar of muck, the second brought to light a couple of wings and one writhing arm, the third brought the whole animal, still struggling as strongly as it had in the first contest. Seaton again lifted the animal high into the air.


      “If he does that again, we’ll follow him.”


      “Will the ship stand it?” asked DuQuesne, with interest.


      “Yes. The old bus wouldn’t have, but this one can stand anything. We can go anywhere that thing can, that’s a cinch. If we have enough power on, we probably won’t even feel a jolt when we strike ground.”


      Seaton reduced the force acting upon the animal until just enough was left to keep the attractor upon it, and it again dived into the swamp. The Skylark followed, feeling its way in the total darkness, until the animal stopped, refusing to move in any direction, at a depth estimated by Crane to be about three-quarters of a mile. After waiting some time Seaton increased the power of the attractor and tore the karlon back to the surface and into the air, where it turned on the Skylark with redoubled fury.


      “We’ve dug him out of his last refuge and he’s fighting like a cornered rat,” said Seaton as he repelled the monster to a safe distance. “He’s apparently as fresh as when he started, in spite of all this playing. Talk about a game fish! He doesn’t intend to run any more, though, so I guess we’ll have to put him away. It’s a shame to bump him off, but it’s got to be done.”


      Crane aimed one of the heavy X-plosive bullets at the savagely-struggling monster, and the earth rocked with the concussion as the shell struck its mark. They hurried back to the smelter, where Dunark asked eagerly:


      “What did you find out about it?”


      “Nothing much,” replied Seaton, and in a few words described the actions of the karlon. “What did your savants think of it?”


      “Very little that any of us can understand in terms of any other known organism. It seems to combine all the characteristics of bird, beast, and fish, and to have within itself the possibilities of both bisexual and asexual reproduction.”


      “I wouldn’t doubt it—it’s a queer one, all right.”


      The copper bars were cool enough to handle, and the Skylark was loaded with five times its original supply of copper, the other vessel taking on a much smaller amount. After the Kofedix had directed the officer in charge to place the remaining bars in easily-accessible places throughout the nation, the two vessels were piloted back to the palace, arriving just in time for the last meal of the kokam.


      “Well, Dunark,” said Seaton after the meal was over, “I’m afraid that we must go back as soon as we can. Dorothy’s parents and Martin’s bankers will think they are dead by this time. We should start right now, but.…”


      “Oh, no, you must not do that. That would rob our people of the chance of bidding you goodbye.”


      “There’s another reason, too. I have a mighty big favor to ask of you.”


      “It is granted. If man can do it, consider it done.”


      “Well, you know platinum is a very scarce and highly useful metal with us. I wonder if you could let us have a few tons of it? And I would like to have another faidon, too—I want to see if I can’t analyze it.”


      “You have given us a thousand times the value of all the platinum and all the jewels your vessel can carry. As soon as the foundries are open tomorrow we will go and load up your store-rooms—or, if you wish, we will do it now.”


      “That isn’t necessary. We may as well enjoy your hospitality for one more sleeping-period, get the platinum during the first work-period, and bid you goodbye just before the second meal. How would that be?”


      “Perfectly satisfactory.”


      The following kokam, Dunark piloted the Skylark, with Seaton, Crane, and DuQuesne as crew, to one of the great platinum foundries. The girls remained behind to get ready for their departure, and for the great ceremony which was to precede it. The trip to the foundry was a short one, and the three scientists of Earth stared at what they saw—thousands of tons of platinum, cast into bars and piled up like pig-iron, waiting to be made into numerous articles of every-day use throughout the nation. Dunark wrote out an order, which his chief attendant handed to the officer in charge of the foundry, saying:


      “Please have it loaded at once.”


      Seaton indicated the storage compartment into which the metal was to be carried, and a procession of slaves, two men staggering under one ingot, was soon formed between the pile and the storage room.


      * * * *


      “How much are you loading on, Dunark?” asked Seaton, when the large compartment was more than half full.


      “My order called for about twenty tons, in your weight, but I changed it later—we may as well fill that room full, so that the metal will not rattle around in flight. It doesn’t make any difference to us, we have so much of it. It is like your gift of the salt, only vastly smaller.”


      “What are you going to do with it all, Dick?” asked Crane. “That is enough to break the platinum market completely.”


      “That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” returned Seaton, with a gleam in his gray eyes. “I’m going to burst this unjustifiable fad for platinum jewelry so wide open that it’ll never recover, and make platinum again available for its proper uses, in laboratories and in the industries.


      “You know yourself,” he rushed on hotly, “that the only reason platinum is used at all for jewelry is that it is expensive. It isn’t nearly so handsome as either gold or silver, and if it wasn’t the most costly common metal we have, the jewelry-wearing crowd wouldn’t touch it with a ten-foot pole. Useless as an ornament, it is the one absolutely indispensable laboratory metal, and literally hundreds of laboratories that need it can’t have it because over half the world’s supply is tied up in jeweler’s windows and in useless baubles. Then, too, it is the best thing known for contact points in electrical machinery. When the Government and all the scientific societies were abjectly begging the jewelers to let loose a little of it they refused—they were selling it to profiteering spendthrifts at a hundred and fifty dollars an ounce. The condition isn’t much better right now; it’s a vicious circle. As long as the price stays high it will be used for jewelry, and as long as it is used for jewelry the price will stay high, and scientists will have to fight the jewelers for what little they get.”


      “While somewhat exaggerated, that is about the way matters stand. I will admit that I, too, am rather bitter on the subject,” said Crane.


      “Bitter? Of course you’re bitter. Everybody is who knows anything about science and who has a brain in his head. Anybody who claims to be a scientist and yet stands for any of his folks buying platinum jewelry ought to be shot. But they’ll get theirs as soon as we get back. They wouldn’t let go of it before, they had too good a thing, but they’ll let go now, and get their fingers burned besides. I’m going to dump this whole shipment at fifty cents a pound, and we’ll take mighty good care that jewelers don’t corner the supply.”


      “I’m with you, Dick, as usual.”


      Soon the storage room was filled to the ceiling with closely-stacked ingots of the precious metal, and the Skylark was driven back to the landing dock. She alighted beside Dunark’s vessel, the Kondal, whose gorgeously-decorated crew of high officers sprang to attention as the four men stepped out. All were dressed for the ceremonial leave-taking, the three Americans wearing their spotless white, the Kondalians wearing their most resplendent trappings.


      “This formal stuff sure does pull my cork!” exclaimed Seaton to Dunark. “I want to get this straight. The arrangement was that we were to be here at this time, all dressed up, and wait for the ladies, who are coming under the escort of your people?”


      “Yes. Our family is to escort the ladies from the palace here. As they leave the elevator the surrounding war-vessels will salute, and after a brief ceremony you two will escort your wives into the Skylark, Doctor DuQuesne standing a little apart and following you in. The war-vessels will escort you as high as they can go, and the Kondal will accompany you as far as our most distant sun before turning back.”


      For a few moments Seaton nervously paced a short beat in front of the door of the space-car.


      “I’m getting more fussed every second,” he said abruptly, taking out his wireless instrument. “I’m going to see if they aren’t about ready.”


      “What seems to be the trouble, Dick? Have you another hunch, or are you just rattled?” asked Crane.


      “Rattled, I guess, but I sure do want to get going,” he replied, as he worked the lever rapidly.


      “Dottie,” he sent out, and, the call being answered, “How long will you be? We’re all ready and waiting, chewing our finger-nails with impatience.”


      “We’ll soon be ready. The Karfedix is coming for us now.”


      Scarcely had the tiny sounder become silent when the air was shaken by an urgently-vibrated message, and every wireless sounder gave warning.


      CHAPTER XVIII


      The Invasion


      The pulsating air and the chattering sounders were giving the same dire warning, the alarm extraordinary of invasion, of imminent and catastrophic danger from the air.


      “Don’t try to reach the palace. Everyone on the ground will have time enough to hide in the deep, arenak-protected pits beneath the buildings, and you would be killed by the invaders long before you could reach the palace. If we can repel the enemy and keep them from landing, the women will be perfectly safe, even though the whole city is destroyed. If they effect a landing we are lost.”


      “They’ll not land, then,” Seaton answered grimly, as he sprang into the Skylark and took his place at the board. As Crane took out his wireless, Seaton cautioned him.


      “Send in English, and tell the girls not to answer, as these devils can locate the calls within a foot and will be able to attack the right spot. Just tell them we’re safe in the Skylark. Tell them to sit tight while we wipe out this gang that is coming, and that we’ll call them, once in a while, when we have time, during the battle.”


      Before Crane had finished sending the message the crescendo whine of enormous propellers was heard. Simultaneously there was a deafening concussion and one entire wing of the palace disappeared in a cloud of dust, in the midst of which could be discerned a few flying fragments. The air was filled with Mardonalian warships. They were huge vessels, each mounting hundreds of guns, and the rain of high-explosive shells was rapidly reducing the great city to a wide-spread heap of debris.


      Seaton’s hand was upon the lever which would hurl the Skylark upward into the fray. Crane and DuQuesne, each hard of eye and grim of jaw, were stationed at their machine-guns.


      “Something’s up!” exclaimed Seaton. “Look at the Kondal!”


      Something had happened indeed. Dunark sat at the board, his hand upon the power lever, and each of his crew was in place, grasping his weapon, but every man was writhing in agony, unable to control his movements. As they stared, momentarily spellbound, the entire crew ceased their agonized struggles and hung, apparently lifeless, from their supports.


      “They’ve got to ’em some way—let’s go!” yelled Seaton.


      As his hand tightened upon the lever, a succession of shells burst upon the dock, wrecking it completely, all three men fancied that the world had come to an end as the stream of high explosive was directed against their vessel. But the four-foot shell of arenak was impregnable, and Seaton shot the Skylark upward into the midst of the enemy fleet. The two gunners fired as fast as they could sight their weapons, and with each shot one of the great warships was blown into fragments. The Mardonalians then concentrated the fire of their entire fleet upon their tiny opponent.


      From every point of the compass, from above and below, the enemy gunners directed streams of shells against the dodging vessel. The noise was more than deafening, it was one continuous, shattering explosion, and the Earth-men were surrounded by such a blaze of fire from the exploding shells that they could not see the enemy vessels. Seaton sought to dodge the shells by a long dive toward one side, only to find that dozens of new opponents had been launched against them—the deadly airplane-torpedoes of Osnome. Steered by wireless and carrying no crews, they were simply winged bombs carrying thousands of pounds of terrific electrical explosive—enough to kill the men inside the vessel by the concussion of the explosion, even should the arenak armor be strong enough to withstand the blow. Though much faster than the Osnomian vessels, they were slow beside the Skylark, and Seaton could have dodged a few of them with ease. As he dodged, however, they followed relentlessly, and in spite of those which were blown up by the gunners, their number constantly increased until Seaton thought of the repellers.


      “‘Nobody Holme’ is right!” he exclaimed, as he threw on the power actuating the copper bands which encircled the hull in all directions. Instantly the torpedoes were hurled backward, exploding as the force struck them, and even the shells were ineffective, exploding harmlessly, as they encountered the zone of force. The noise of the awful detonations lessened markedly.


      “Why the silence, I wonder?” asked Seaton, while the futile shells of the enemy continued to waste their force some hundreds of feet distant from their goal, and while Crane and DuQuesne were methodically destroying the huge vessels as fast as they could aim and fire. At every report one of the monster warships disappeared—its shattered fragments and the bodies of its crew hurtling to the ground. His voice could not be heard in even the lessened tumult, but he continued:


      “It must be that our repellers have set up a partial vacuum by repelling even the air!”


      * * * *


      Suddenly the shelling ceased and the Skylark was enveloped by a blinding glare from hundreds of great reflectors; an intense, searching, bluish-violet light that burned the flesh and seared through eyelids and eyeballs into the very brain.


      “Ultra-violet!” yelled Seaton at the first glimpse of the light, as he threw on the power. “Shut your eyes! Turn your heads down!”


      Out in space, far beyond reach of the deadly rays, the men held a short conference, then donned heavy leather-and-canvas suits, which they smeared liberally with thick red paint, and replaced the plain glasses of their helmets with heavy lenses of deep ruby glass.


      “This’ll stop any ultra-violet ray ever produced,” exulted Seaton, as he again threw the vessel into the Mardonalian fleet. A score of the great vessels met their fate before the Skylark was located, and, although the terrible rays were again focused upon the intruder in all their intensity, the carnage continued.


      In a few minutes, however, the men heard, or rather felt, a low, intense vibration, like a silent wave of sound—a vibration which smote upon the eardrums as no possible sound could smite, a vibration which racked the joints and tortured the nerves as though the whole body were disintegrating. So sudden and terrible was the effect that Seaton uttered an involuntary yelp of surprise and pain as he once more fled into the safety of space.


      “What the devil was that?” demanded DuQuesne. “Was it infra-sound? I didn’t suppose such waves could be produced.”


      “Infra-sound is right. They produce most anything here,” replied Seaton, and Crane added:


      “Well, about three fur suits apiece, with cotton in our ears, ought to kill any wave propagated through air.”


      The fur suits were donned forthwith, Seaton whispering in Crane’s ear:


      “I’ve found out something else, too. The repellers repel even the air. I’m going to shoot enough juice through them to set up a perfect vacuum outside. That’ll kill those air-waves.”


      Scarcely were they back within range of the fleet when DuQuesne, reaching for his gun to fire the first shot, leaped backward with a yell.


      “Beat it!”


      Once more at a safe distance, DuQuesne explained.


      “It’s lucky I’m so used to handling hot stuff that from force of habit I never make close contact with anything at the first touch. That gun carried thousands of volts, with lots of amperage behind them, and if I had had a good hold on it I couldn’t have let go. We’ll block that game quick enough, though. Thick, dry gloves covered with rubber are all that is necessary. It’s a good thing for all of us that you have those fancy condensite handles on your levers, Seaton.”


      “That was how they got Dunark, undoubtedly,” said Crane, as he sent a brief message to the girls, assuring them that all was well, as he had been doing at every respite. “But why were we not overcome at the same time?”


      “They must have had the current tuned to iridium, and had to experiment until they found the right wave for steel,” Seaton explained.


      “I should think our bar would have exploded, with all that current. They must have hit the copper range, too?”


      Seaton frowned in thought before he answered.


      “Maybe because it’s induced current, and not a steady battery impulse. Anyway, it didn’t. Let’s go!”


      “Just a minute,” put in Crane. “What are they going to do next, Dick?”


      “Search me. I’m not used to my new Osnomian mind yet. I recognize things all right after they happen, but I can’t seem to figure ahead—it’s like a dimly-remembered something that flashes up as soon as mentioned. I get too many and too new ideas at once. I know, though, that the Osnomians have defenses against all these things except this last stunt of the charged guns. That must be the new one that Mardonale stole from Kondal. The defenses are, however, purely Osnomian in character and material. As we haven’t got the stuff to set them up as the Osnomians do, we’ll have to do it our own way. We may be able to dope out the next one, though. Let’s see, what have they given us so far?”


      “We’ve got to hand it to them,” responded DuQuesne, admiringly. “They’re giving us the whole range of wave-lengths, one at a time. They’ve given us light, both ultra-violet and visible, sound, infra-sound, and electricity—I don’t know what’s left unless they give us a new kind of X-rays, or Hertzian, or infra-red heat waves, or.…”


      “That’s it, heat!” exclaimed Seaton. “They produce heat by means of powerful wave-generators and by setting up heavy induced currents in the armor. They can melt arenak that way.”


      “Do you suppose we can handle the heat with our refrigerators?” asked Crane.


      “Probably. We have a lot of power, and the new arenak cylinders of our compressors will stand anything. The only trouble will be in cooling the condensers. We’ll run as long as we have any water in our tanks, then go dive into the ocean to cool off. We’ll try it a whirl, anyway.”


      * * * *


      Soon the Skylark was again dealing out death and destruction in the thick of the enemy vessels, who again turned from the devastation of the helpless city to destroy this troublesome antagonist. But in spite of the utmost efforts of light-waves, sound-waves, and high-tension electricity, the space-car continued to take its terrible toll. As Seaton had foretold, the armor of the Skylark began to grow hot, and he turned on the full power of the refrigerating system. In spite of the cooling apparatus, however, the outer walls finally began to glow redly, and, although the interior was comfortably cool, the ends of the rifle-barrels, which were set flush with the surface of the revolving arenak globes which held them, softened, rendering the guns useless. The copper repellers melted and dripped off in flaming balls of molten metal, so that shells once more began to crash against the armor. DuQuesne, with no thought of quitting apparent in voice or manner, said calmly:


      “Well, it looks as though they had us stopped for a few minutes. Let’s go back into space and dope out something else.”


      Seaton, thinking intensely, saw a vast fleet of enemy reinforcements approaching, and at the same time received a wireless call directed to Dunark. It was from the grand fleet of Kondal, hastening from the bordering ocean to the defense of the city. Using Dunark’s private code, Seaton told the Karbix, who was in charge of the fleet, that the enemy had a new invention which would wipe them out utterly without a chance to fight, and that he and his vessel were in control of the situation; and ordered him to see that no Kondalian ship came within battle range of a Mardonalian. He then turned to Crane and DuQuesne, his face grim and his fighting jaw set.


      “I’ve got it doped right now. Give the Lark speed enough and she’s some bullet herself. We’ve got four feet of arenak, they’ve got only an inch, and arenak doesn’t even begin to soften until far above a blinding white temperature. Strap yourselves in solid, for it’s going to be a rough party from now on.”


      They buckled their belts firmly, and Seaton, holding the bar toward their nearest antagonist, applied twenty notches of power. The Skylark darted forward and crashed completely through the great airship. Torn wide open by the forty-foot projectile, its engines wrecked and its helicopter-screws and propellers completely disabled, the helpless hulk plunged through two miles of empty air, a mass of wreckage.


      The Skylark darted forward and crashed completely through the great airship.… She was an embodied thunderbolt; a huge, irresistible, indestructible projectile, directed by a keen brain inside.…


      Darting hither and thither, the space-car tore through vessel after vessel of the Mardonalian fleet. She was an embodied thunderbolt; a huge, irresistible, indestructible projectile, directed by a keen brain inside it—the brain of Richard Seaton, roused to his highest fighting pitch and fighting for everything that man holds dear. Tortured by the terrible silent waves, which, now that the protecting vacuum had been destroyed, were only partially stopped by the fur suits; shaken and battered by the terrific impacts and the even greater shocks occurring every second as the direction of the vessel was changed; made sick and dizzy by the nauseating swings and lurches as the Skylark spun about the central chamber; Seaton’s wonderful physique and his nerves of steel stood him in good stead in this, the supreme battle of his life, as with teeth tight-locked and eyes gray and hard as the fracture of high-carbon steel, he urged the Skylark on to greater and greater efforts.


      Though it was impossible for the eye to follow the flight of the space-car, the mechanical sighting devices of the Mardonalian vessels kept her in as perfect focus as though she were stationary, and the great generators continued to hurl into her the full power of their death-dealing waves. The enemy guns were still spitting forth their streams of high-explosive shells, but unlike the waves, the shells moved so slowly compared to their target that only a few found their mark, and many of the vessels fell to the ground, riddled by the shells of their sister-ships.


      * * * *


      With anxious eyes Seaton watched the hull of his animated cannon-ball change in color. From dull red it became cherry, and as the cherry red gave place to bright red heat, Seaton threw even more power into the bar as he muttered through his set teeth:


      “Well, Seaton, old top, you’ve got to cut out this loafing on the job and get busy!”


      In spite of his utmost exertions and in spite of the powerful ammonia plant, now exerting its full capacity, but sadly handicapped by the fact that its cooling-water was now boiling, Seaton saw the arenak shell continue to heat. The bright red was succeeded by orange, which slowly changed, first to yellow, then to light yellow, and finally to a dazzling white; through which, with the aid of his heavy red lenses, he could still see the enemy ships. After a time he noted that the color had gone down to yellow and he thrilled with exultation, knowing that he had so reduced the numbers of the enemy fleet that their wave-generators could no longer overcome his refrigerators. After a few minutes more of the awful carnage there remained only a small fraction of the proud fleet which, thousands strong, had invaded Kondal—a remnant that sought safety in flight. But even in flight, they still fought with all their weapons, and the streams of bombs dropped from their keel-batteries upon the country beneath marked the path of their retreat with a wide swath of destruction. Half inclined to let the few remaining vessels escape, Seaton’s mind changed instantly as he saw the bombs spreading devastation upon the countryside, and not until the last of the Mardonalian vessels had been destroyed did he drop the Skylark into the area of ruins which had once been the palace grounds, beside the Kondal, which was still lying as it had fallen.


      After several attempts to steady their whirling senses, the three men finally were able to walk, and, opening a door, they leaped out through the opening in the still glowing wall. Seaton’s first act was to wireless the news to Dorothy, who replied that they were coming as fast as they could. The men then removed their helmets, revealing faces pale and drawn, and turned to the helpless space-car.


      “There’s no way of getting into this thing from the outside.…” Seaton began, when he saw that the Kofedix and his party were beginning to revive. Soon Dunark opened the door and stumbled out.


      “I have to thank you for more than my life this time,” he said, his voice shaken by uncontrollable emotion as he grasped the hands of all three men. “Though unable to move, I was conscious and saw all that happened—you kept them so busy that they didn’t have a chance to give us enough to kill us outright. You have saved the lives of millions of our nation and have saved Kondal itself from annihilation.”


      “Oh, it’s not that bad,” answered Seaton, uncomfortably. “Both nations have been invaded before.”


      “Yes—once when we developed the ultra-violet ray, once when Mardonale perfected the machine for producing the silent sound-wave, and again when we harnessed the heat-wave. But this would have been the most complete disaster in history. The other inventions were not so deadly as was this one, and there were terrible battles, from which the victors emerged so crippled that they could not completely exterminate the vanquished, who were able to re-establish themselves in the course of time. If it had not been for you, this would have been the end, as not a Kondalian soldier could move—any person touching iridium was helpless and would have been killed.”


      He ceased speaking and saluted as the Karfedix and his party rounded a heap of boulders. Dorothy and Margaret screamed in unison as they saw the haggard faces of their husbands, and saw their suits, dripping with a thick substance which they knew to be red, in spite of its purplish-black color. Seaton dodged nimbly as Dorothy sought to take him in her arms, and tore off his suit.


      “Nothing but red paint to stop their light-rays,” he reassured her as he lifted her clear from the ground in a soul-satisfying embrace. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the Kondalians staring in open-mouthed amazement at the Skylark. Wheeling swiftly, he laughed as he saw a gigantic ball of frost and snow! Again donning his fur suit, he shut off the refrigerators and returned to his party, where the Karfedix gave him thanks in measured terms. As he fell silent, Dunark added:


      “Thanks to you, the Mardonalian forces, instead of wiping us out, are themselves destroyed, while only a handful of our vessels have been lost, since the grand fleet could not arrive until the battle was over, and since the vessels that would have thrown themselves away were saved by your orders, which I heard. Thanks to you, we are not even crippled, though our capital is destroyed and the lives of some unfortunates, who could not reach the pits in time, have probably been lost.


      “Thanks to you,” he continued in a ringing voice, “and to the salt and the new source of power you have given us, Mardonale shall now be destroyed utterly!”


      After sending out ships to relieve the suffering of the few wounded and the many homeless, Dunark summoned a corps of mechanics, who banded on new repellers and repaired the fused barrels of the machine-guns, all that was necessary to restore the Skylark to perfect condition.


      * * * *


      Facing the party from Earth, the Karfedix stood in the ruins of his magnificent palace. Back of him were the nobles of Kondal, and still further back, in order of rank, stood a multitude of people.


      “Is it permitted, oh noble Karfedo, that I reward your captive for his share in the victory?” he asked.


      “It is,” acquiesced Seaton and Crane, and Roban stepped up to DuQuesne and placed in his hand a weighty leather bag. He then fastened about his left wrist the Order of Kondal, the highest order of the nation.


      He then clasped about Crane’s wrist a heavily-jeweled, peculiarly-ornamented disk wrought of a deep ruby-red metal, supported by a heavy bracelet of the same material, the most precious metal of Osnome. At sight of the disk the nobles saluted and Seaton barely concealed a start of surprise, for it bore the royal emblem and delegated to its bearer power second only to that of the Karfedix himself.


      “I bestow upon you this symbol, Karfedix Crane, in recognition of what you have this day done for Kondal. Wherever you may be upon Kondalian Osnome, which from this day henceforth shall be all Osnome, you have power as my personal representative, as my eldest son.”


      He drew forth a second bracelet, similar to the first except that it bore seven disks, each differently designed, which he snapped upon Seaton’s wrist as the nobles knelt and the people back of them threw themselves upon their faces.


      “No language spoken by man possesses words sufficiently weighty to express our indebtedness to you, Karfedix Seaton, our guest and our savior. The First Cause has willed that you should be the instrument through which Kondal is this day made supreme upon Osnome.


      In small and partial recognition of that instrumentality, I bestow upon you these symbols, which proclaim you our overlord, the ultimate authority of Osnome.


      While this is not the way in which I had thought to bid you farewell, the obligations which you have heaped upon us render all smaller things insignificant. When you return, as I hope and trust you soon will, the city shall be built anew and we can welcome you as befits your station.”


      Lifting both arms above his head he continued:


      “May the great First Cause smile upon you in all your endeavors until you solve the Mystery: may your descendants soon reach the Ultimate Goal. Goodbye.”


      Seaton uttered a few heartfelt words in response and the party stepped backward toward the Skylark. As they reached the vessel the standing Karfedix and the ranks of kneeling nobles snapped into the double salute—truly a rare demonstration in Kondal.


      “What’ll we do now?” whispered Seaton.


      “Bow, of course,” answered Dorothy.


      They bowed, deeply and slowly, and entered their vessel. As the Skylark shot into the air with the greatest acceleration that would permit its passengers to move about, the grand fleet of Kondalian warship fired a deafening salute.


      * * * *


      It had been planned before the start that each person was to work sixteen hours out of the twenty-four. Seaton was to drive the vessel during the first two eight-hour periods of each day. Crane was to observe the stars during the second and to drive during the third. DuQuesne was to act as observer during the first and third periods. Margaret had volunteered to assist the observer in taking his notes during her waking hours, and Dorothy appointed herself cook and household manager.


      As soon as the Skylark had left Osnome, Crane told DuQuesne that he and his wife would work in the observation room until four o’clock in the afternoon, at which time the prearranged system of relief would begin, and DuQuesne retired to his room.


      Crane and Margaret made their way to the darkened room which housed the instruments and seated themselves, watching intently and making no effort to conceal their emotion as first the persons beneath them, then the giant war-vessels, and finally the ruined city itself, were lost to view. Osnome slowly assumed the proportions of a large moon, grew smaller, and as it disappeared Crane began to take notes. For a few hours the seventeen suns of this strange solar system shone upon the flying space-car, after which they assumed the aspect of a widely-separated cluster of enormous stars, slowly growing smaller and smaller and shrinking closer and closer together.


      At four o’clock in the afternoon, Washington time, DuQuesne relieved Crane, who made his way to the engine room.


      “It is time to change shifts, Dick. You have not had your sixteen hours, but everything will be regular from now on. You two had better get some rest.”


      “All right,” replied Seaton, as he relinquished the controls to Crane, and after bidding the new helmsman goodnight he and Dorothy went below to their cabin.


      Standing at a window with their arms around each other they stared down with misty eyes at the very faint green star, which was rapidly decreasing in brilliance as the Skylark increased its already inconceivable velocity. Finally, as it disappeared altogether, Seaton turned to his wife and tenderly, lovingly, took her in his arms.


      “Littlest Girl.… Sweetheart.…” he whispered, and paused, overcome by the intensity of his feelings.


      “I know, husband mine,” she answered, while tears dimmed her glorious eyes. “It is too deep. With nothing but words, we can’t say a single thing.”


      CHAPTER XIX


      The Return to Earth


      DuQuesne’s first act upon gaining the privacy of his own cabin was to open the leather bag presented to him by the Karfedix. He expected to find it filled with rare metals, with perhaps some jewels, instead of which the only metal present was a heavily-insulated tube containing a full pound of metallic radium. The least valuable items in the bag were scores of diamonds, rubies, and emeralds of enormous size and of flawless perfection. Merely ornamental glass upon Osnome, Dunark knew that they were priceless upon Earth, and had acted accordingly. To this great wealth of known gems, he had added a rich and varied assortment of the rare and strange jewels peculiar to his own world, the faidon alone being omitted from the collection. DuQuesne’s habitual calmness of mind almost deserted him as he classified the contents of the bag.


      The radium alone was worth millions of dollars, and the scientist in him exulted that at last his brother scientists should have ample supplies of that priceless metal with which to work, even while he was rejoicing in the price he would exact for it. He took out the familiar jewels, estimating their value as he counted them—a staggering total. The bag was still half full of the strange gems, some of them glowing like miniature lamps in the dark depths, and he made no effort to appraise them. He knew that once any competent jeweler had compared their cold, hard, scintillating beauty with that of any Earthly gems, he could demand his own price.


      “At last,” he breathed to himself, “I will be what I have always longed to be—a money power. Now I can cut loose from that gang of crooks and go my own way.”


      He replaced the gems and the tube of radium in the bag, which he stowed away in one of his capacious pockets, and made his way to the galley.


      * * * *


      The return voyage through space was uneventful, the Skylark constantly maintaining the same velocity with which she had started out. Several times, as the days wore on, she came within the zone of attraction of various gigantic suns, but the pilot had learned his lesson. He kept a vigilant eye upon the bar, and at the first sign of a deviation from the perpendicular he steered away, far from the source of the attraction. Not content with these precautions, the man at the board would, from time to time, shut off the power, to make sure that the space-car was not falling toward a body directly in its line of flight.


      When half the distance had been covered, the bar was reversed, the travelers holding an impromptu ceremony as the great vessel spun around its center through an angle of one hundred and eighty degrees. A few days later the observers began to recognize some of the fixed stars in familiar constellations and knew that the yellowish-white star directly in their line of flight was the sun of their own solar system. After a time they saw that their course, instead of being directly toward that rapidly-brightening star, was bearing upon a barely visible star a little to one side of it. Pointing their most powerful telescope toward that point of light, Crane made out a planet, half of its disk shining brightly. The girls hastened to peer through the telescope, and they grew excited as they made out the familiar outlines of the continents and oceans upon the lighted portion of the disk.


      It was not long until these outlines were plainly visible to the unaided vision. The Earth appeared as a great, softly shining, greenish half-moon, with parts of its surface obscured by fleecy wisps of cloud, and with its two gleaming ice-caps making of its poles two brilliant areas of white. The returning wanderers stared at their own world with their hearts in their throats as Crane, who was at the board, increased the retarding force sufficiently to assure himself that they would not be traveling too fast to land upon the Earth.


      After Dorothy and Margaret had gone to prepare a meal, DuQuesne turned to Seaton.


      “Have you gentlemen decided what you intend to do with me?”


      “No. We haven’t discussed it yet. I can’t make up my own mind what I want to do to you, except that I sure would like to get you inside a square ring with four-ounce gloves on. You have been of too much real assistance on this trip for us to see you hanged, as you deserve. On the other hand, you are altogether too much of a thorough-going scoundrel for us to let you go free. You see the fix we are in. What would you suggest?”


      “Nothing,” replied DuQuesne calmly. “As I am in no danger whatever of hanging, nothing you can say on that score affects me in the least. As for freeing me, you may do as you please—it makes no difference to me, one way or the other, as no jail can hold me for a day. I can say, however, that while I have made a fortune on this trip, so that I do not have to associate further with Steel unless it is to my interest to do so, I may nevertheless find it desirable at some future time to establish a monopoly of X. That would, of course, necessitate the death of yourself and Crane. In that event, or in case any other difference should arise between us, this whole affair will be as though it had never existed. It will have no weight either way, whether or not you try to hang me.”


      “Go as far as you like,” Seaton answered cheerfully. “If we’re not a match for you and your gang, on foot or in the air, in body or in mind, we’ll deserve whatever we get. We can outrun you, outjump you, throw you down, or lick you; we can run faster, hit harder, dive deeper, and come up dryer, than you can. We’ll play any game you want to deal, whenever you want to deal it; for fun, money, chalk, or marbles.”


      His brow darkened in anger as a thought struck him, and the steady gray eyes bored into the unflinching black ones as he continued, with no trace of his former levity in his voice:


      “But listen to this. Anything goes as far as Martin and I personally are concerned. But I want you to know that I could be arrested for what I think of you as a man; and if any of your little schemes touch Dottie or Peggy in any way, shape or form, I’ll kill you as I would a snake—or rather, I’ll take you apart as I would any other piece of scientific apparatus. This isn’t a threat, it’s a promise. Get me?”


      “Perfectly. Good-night.”


      For many hours the Earth had been obscured by clouds, so that the pilot had only a general idea of what part of the world was beneath them, but as they dropped rapidly downward into the twilight zone, the clouds parted and they saw that they were directly over the Panama Canal. Seaton allowed the Skylark to fall to within ten miles of the ground, when he stopped so that Martin could get his bearings and calculate the course to Washington, which would be in total darkness before their arrival.


      DuQuesne had retired, cold and reticent as usual. Glancing quickly about his cabin to make sure that he had overlooked nothing he could take with him, he opened a locker, exposing to view four suits which he had made in his spare time, each adapted to a particular method of escape from the Skylark. The one he selected was of heavy canvas, braced with steel netting, equipped with helmet and air-tanks, and attached to a strong, heavy parachute. He put it on, tested all its parts, and made his way unobserved to one of the doors in the lower part of the vessel. Thus, when the chance for escape came, he was ready for it. As the Skylark paused over the Isthmus, his lips parted in a sardonic smile. He opened the door and stepped out into the air, closing the door behind him as he fell. The neutral color of the parachute was lost in the gathering twilight a few seconds after he left the vessel.


      The course laid, Seaton turned almost due north and the Skylark tore through the air. After a short time, when half the ground had been covered, Seaton spoke suddenly.


      “Forgot about DuQuesne, Mart. We’d better iron him, hadn’t we? Then we’ll decide whether we want to keep him or turn him loose.”


      “I will go fetch him,” replied Crane, and turned to the stairs.


      He returned shortly, with the news of the flight of the captive.


      “Hm…he must have made himself a parachute. I didn’t think even he would tackle a sixty-thousand-foot drop. I’ll tell the world that he sure has established a record. I can’t say I’m sorry that he got away, though. We can get him again any time we want him, anyway, as that little object-compass in my drawer is still looking right at him,” said Seaton.


      “I think he earned his liberty,” declared Dorothy, stoutly, and Margaret added:


      “He deserves to be shot, but I’m glad he’s gone. He gives me the shivers.”


      At the end of the calculated time they saw the lights of a large city beneath them, and Crane’s fingers clenched upon Seaton’s arm as he pointed downward. There were the landing-lights of Crane Field, seven peculiarly-arranged searchlights throwing their mighty beams upward into the night.


      “Nine weeks, Dick,” he said, unsteadily, “and Shiro would have kept them burning nine years if necessary.”


      The Skylark dropped easily to the ground in front of the testing shed and the wanderers leaped out, to be greeted by the half-hysterical Jap. Shiro’s ready vocabulary of peculiar but sonorous words failed him completely, and he bent himself double in a bow, his yellow face wreathed in the widest possible smile. Crane, one arm around his wife, seized Shiro’s hand and wrung it in silence. Seaton swept Dorothy off her feet, pressing her slender form against his powerful body. Her arms tightened about his neck as they kissed each other fervently and he whispered in her ear:


      “Sweetheart wife, isn’t it great to be back on our good old Earth again?”

    

  


  
    
      DEADLINE IN SPACE, by John Russell Fearn


      The trouble at the Plutonian outpost started in the simplest way. One man ventured outside the outpost in his pressure-suit, stayed too long, and returned with a raving case of cosmosis—or, more literally, cosmic radiation fever. Quite unable to control his actions he shot two of the medical specialists who tried to attend to him. In retaliation, two other specialists shot dead the stricken man.


      This was considered inhuman by the small governing body controlling the outpost, but on the other hand several of the settlers agreed with the specialists… So it grew, this bickering and argument amongst some five-hundred men and women, all of them specialised scientists on the System’s farthest world, gathered together in a city under an air-tight dome, surrounded by the black, relentless wastes of Pluto and overhung by the everlasting stars.


      Rapidly the disorders got out of hand. Radio messages began to seep through to faraway Earth. Finally, the Commanding Officer of Commercial Spacelines realised something had to be done—and quickly. So he sent for Irwin Grant, one of the most reliable space-pilots in the Service.


      “Only one thing we can do about this business. Grant,” the C.O. said, when he had given particulars of the Plutonian disorders, “and that is to get some canthite to the Plutonian governors as fast as possible.”


      “Yes, sir,” Irwin Grant said—and waited. He was a forty-year-old man, grim-faced, hard-jawed, and looked as though he had a perpetual grudge against life.


      Canthite was an atomic by-product which upon explosion produced long-term paralysis. Long enough anyhow for the governors to regain control of the outpost. It was difficult stuff to deal with because of its high mutational speed. If it did not reach Pluto within within its time-limit, it would reach that certain stage of its evolution where it explodes with shattering force.


      “The whole thing will be a desperate gamble—a race against the clock.”


      “Yes, sir,” Grant said, thinking fast. “However, given the fastest ship in the Service, and a crew of the toughest rocketeers, I don’t see any reason why we shouldn’t make the trip in time.”


      “I knew I chose the right man.” The C.O. smiled. “I know you will succeed in scrambling a crew together—and ‘scramble’ is indeed the right term, for only fugitives and down-and-outs are willing to fuel a machine which has a three-billion-million mile journey to make… The point is, what about the technical side? Whom are you using for first mate?”


      “I think Anderson will fill the bill, sir. Have I your permission to bring him in here?”


      “By all means! Where is he?”


      “Waiting in one of the ante-rooms.”


      The C.O. nodded and pressed the intercom switch at his elbow.


      “Have Mr. Anderson shown in here, please…”


      In a moment Anderson entered. He was short, blunt-featured, with wiry black hair. Down his right cheek was a deep-laid, vicious scar. He looked both tough and reliable.


      “Robert Anderson?” the C.O. enquired.


      “Awaiting orders, sir.”


      “You have first mate’s papers and navigation credentials?”


      For answer, Bob Anderson laid them on the desk. As he did so, the C.O. and Irwin Grant exchanged glances. In the eyes of both men there was a significant light as though they had come to a mutual decision over something exclusively between themselves.


      “Yes…” The C.O. bent his head to the papers. “These seem to be in order, Mr. Anderson. Now I’ll give you the details.”


      And for Anderson’s special benefit the C.O. repeated all that he had told Grant. When he knew the facts, Anderson merely gave a shrug of his thickset shoulders.


      “Be tough going, sir, but there’s no reason why we shouldn’t make it. I’ll be glad of the privilege to work under Captain Grant.”


      “Good!” The C.O. sat back in his chair. “I understand that you two men are firm friends?”


      “Have been for many years, sir,” Grant acknowledged.


      “All to the good. When the two controllers of a space machine are also firm friends in private life, it makes for that mutual understanding so necessary in your work…” All the time he spoke the C.O.’s eyes were studying Anderson pensively.


      There was silence again as the C.O. finished speaking—long-winded as usual, either talking for the sake of it, or else so that he could study these two men who had been assigned to such a dangerous mission.


      “Are there any more particular instructions, sir?” Grant ventured at length.


      “They will be sent to your quarters, Grant. Your job now is to get a crew together. When you have done that, notify me and I will do the rest regarding the canthite… For the moment, that will be all.”


      Both men saluted formally, shook hands with their superior, and then departed. Out in the corridor they relaxed and looked at each other.


      “No easy job,” Anderson commented. “I can’t see the crew taking kindly to it.”


      “Neither can I, but we’ll get one together somehow—” Grant paused and turned as the office door of the C.O. suddenly opened and the brass-hat himself appeared.


      “Oh, you’re still here, Grant! Good! I’ve just contacted the Operational Base and you will be using the ZM/10.”


      Grant’s eyes brightened. “The ZM/10! Why she’s a brand new vessel, sir, isn’t she?”


      “Almost. Had her trials, of course. Certainly the fastest space machine yet built. You should make the trip easily enough in her… She’s down at the Operational Base, so I should go and have a look at her whilst you also sign on your crew.”


      Neither man hesitated. In a matter of minutes, a Service helicopter had transported them from the Executíve Building to the enormous space grounds, and certainly there was no need to try and find the ZM/10. It stood towering amongst its fellow machines, gleaming brightly new from its transparent nose to tapering rocket-exhaust fins.


      “She’s a beaut!” Bob Anderson murmured. “Better give her a look-over.”


      * * * *


      This took both of them an hour, by which time they were satisfied that they had quite the most efficient machine in the Service for their ‘beat-the-clock’ assignment.


      “Come to think of it,” Anderson said, as they strolled back towards the low-built complex where they hoped to get together a crew, “that machine might be capable of coming pretty near the speed of light.”


      “Very possible,” Grant saiad. “Even some of the smaller machines have reached the speed of light at times. I know because I piloted ’em!” He smiled rather sternly for a moment and then changed the subject. “Better see what we can do about a crew.”


      They entered the nearest of the low buildings and looked about them. Here in the great space, looking very much like a one-time Labour Exchange interior, were gathered groups of men and women, talking and idling, waiting for the possibility of a job of some kind in the mighty space fleet. There were all kinds here, from stewards and pursers to hostesses and rocketeers. Some of them skilled, others unskilled—but all of them accustomed to the fantastic life of riding the void.


      Upon the entry of the two uniformed men, there was a hopeful stir. Grant stood for a moment and looked over the assembly, then he turned to the nearest Interview Room, entered it with Anderson beside him, and closed the door.


      “That motley crowd out there should give us what we want.” Grant tugged off his uniform-cap and tossed it down. “But first of all, Bob, let’s get something straight.”


      “Surely! What, for instance?”


      Grant hesitated, then said slowly, “I’m making this signing-up business another inspection parade. You take down the particulars of each applicant and, if the need arises, I’ll give you the nudge.”


      Bob Anderson gave a serious little smile. “So you’re still searching for the needle in the haystack?”


      “Yes. And I’ll go on searching until the crack of doom if need be! Someday, Bob, I’ll find him!”


      Three years ago, Slade Jackson murdered Grant’s wife because she would not hand over certain private papers which contained technical information—enough to enable an ambitious man to get into the Space Service without going through proper channels. The ultraviolet photos the police took of his wife’s eyes showed that Jackson was the last person she looked upon before her death…Slade Jackson, whom nobody had seen since!


      Grant’s eyes smouldered as he remembered—then he made a weary gesture.


      “It was Slade Jackson all right! Beyond a doubt he escaped into space, Bob, and one day, like the dirty skunk he is, he’ll turn up amongst the mob looking for a job.”


      Bob said slowly, “But will you recognize him?”


      “I’ll know him again when I see him, no matter how much he’s changed.… Huh! Once my best friend. A blond-haired, square-faced chap. Yes, he’ll turn up because he’s got to!”


      “Why has he?” Bob asked quietly. “After all, if he stole those papers it is probable that he knows enough by now to be something high up, not just a down-at-heel rocketeer.”


      Grant shook his head. “Not with the kind of nature he’s got. A crafty devil like him would be bound to bring about his own downfall. Perhaps he rose pretty high somewhere unknown to most of us, but I’ll wager he’s dropped to plain space roving by now.”


      “Maybe.” Bob Anderson was looking thoughtful.


      Then suddenly Grant turned to the intercom and switched on to the Clerk in Charge.


      “Have a dozen men sent in,” he ordered. “Category, Rocketeer; Destination, Pluto; Room Six.”


      “Right, sir.”


      So the men began to enter, and whilst Bob Anderson sat and noted down the details, Grant searched each face in turn as the men came to him to receive their final orders… The men were of all kinds, most of them strong and beefy giants, accustomed to the rigours of the void and the sheer hell of acceleration. Above all, they were used to the killing temperature of a rocket-hold.


      Actually, Grant only required six men, and from the dozen who had been sent in he selected his crew—but not one of them had the face he was looking for. At length, he dismissed the unwanted ones and appraised the remainder.


      “Your salaries for the return journey to Pluto will be double the normal rate,” he stated. “That is because the trip entails a certain amount of danger and a great deal of endurance on your part. The machine you will man will be the ZM/10, which you can see on the space-ground outside. I shall be your captain and Mr. Anderson here will be first mate. Any questions you wish to ask?”


      “Only one, sir.” One of the men touched his greasy cap. “When do we start?”


      “Now I have my crew, I can make my own time. We depart at dawn tomorrow.” That’s when the space lanes would be reasonably clear. “You have the rest of today—and tonight—free. Anything else you wish to know?”


      Apparently there was not, so Grant jerked his head and the six men departed slowly, talking amongst themselves. They had hardly gone before a messenger from administrative headquarters entered, carrying a medium-sized parcel wrapped in vivid yellow paper.


      “The Commanding Officer’s compliments, sir.” The messenger saluted and put the parcel carefully on the desk. “He directed that I should deliver this to you—one consignment of canthite for which you are to take the full responsibility. He requests that you notify him as promised when you have a crew.”


      “Tell him my crew is chosen,” Grant replied, eyeing the parcel. “We leave at dawn tomorrow.”


      “The message will be conveyed, sir!” Again the salute and a quick departure.


      Bob Anderson got up from his desk and came to look at the parcel.


      “Canthite, eh? Can’t say I’m very familiar with the stuff.”


      Grant glanced at him. “Pretty rare atomic by-product, but mighty useful as a paralysis-producer. We’d better put this in the ZM/10’s storage hold for safety. And let us pray to the gods that we make the journey to Pluto before the damned stuff explodes!”


      Anderson nodded sombrely. From the C.O. himself he had heard of the mysterious product’s tendency to rapidly evolve to explosive point unless it were sealed down in the heavy lead matrix of a specially-designed projector—such as existed on the Plutonian Outpost—where its mysterious energy could be dissipated in the form of paralysing radiation. Canthite was dangerous enough to make nitro-glycerine seem like plain water by comparison…


      * * * *


      At dawn the following day, Grant arrived at the space grounds to find Bob Anderson and the crew awaiting him. This was purely a matter of routine observed by all spaceship crews, it being a tradition that the commander must enter the vessel first.


      Accordingly Grant did so, then when the crew had filed past him through the airlock and descended to their own quarters he hurried along the narrow corridor to the storage hold and unlocked the heavy door. Switching on the light he looked at the yellow parcel, then he switched the light off again and seemed to be studying the storage hold’s gloomy depths.


      “Nothing wrong, is there?” Bob Anderson came and looked over Grant’s shoulder.


      “No. Everything seems to be okay. I was just looking at that parcel in the dark—even if that does sound Irish—to see if it is going off a mutational glow. Apparently it isn’t so we should be okay, at least for a while. That insulated paper should provide plenty of protection. However…”


      Grant fumbled in his uniform pocket and pulled out a small phial filled with primrose-coloured fluid. Switching on the light again he stood the bottle upright beside the parcel, secured it with string so it could not fall, then returned to the doorway again.


      “What’s the idea?” Anderson was looking puzzled.


      “Oh, just some stuff of my own. It might counteract the mutational effect a little. Anything that helps to slow down canthite’s evolution is worth having…”


      Grant shut the door and turned the key, putting it in his pocket; then he gave Anderson a glance.


      “You have your duplicate for this hold in case of emergency?”


      “Sure thing!”


      “Right! Our time’s about up. Let’s get on the job.”


      They returned along the corridor and took up their positions in the control room—Bob Anderson to the switchboard and Grant to the outlook port with the navigation display below it. He gave directions that Anderson immediately relayed to the rocket-hold.


      There was a pause, then came the familiar whine of the rocket motors starting up. Abruptly they blasted forth with all their force and the huge vessel began to rise swiftly, whistling through the morning mist and then rising with ever mounting velocity through the successive layers of atmosphere, and finally out into the star-blazoned emptiness of the void.


      “How did the men react yesterday when you told them the kind of speed we’ll have to get up?” Anderson asked presently. “I was too far away to hear you speaking to them.”


      “They took it fairly well.” Grant paused, his harsh mouth compressed. “Just the same, Bob, they’re a tough bunch! When I made an examination of their papers last evening I found that every one of them have criminal records. Of course, a criminal record doesn’t stop a man from being released from jail in order to become a rocketeer. It’s the worst job there is and tougher than any prison discipline. Right from the start I’ll have to show them that I’ll not tolerate any monkey business. That canthite has got to reach Pluto in time even if we burn out every rocket tube!”


      Grant turned aside again, watching the receding globe of Earth for a moment or two, then he looked up towards the stars.


      “Increase to four atmospheres,” he ordered briefly.


      “Four atmospheres it is…” Bob Anderson relayed the signal to below.


      Little by little the velocity of the ship began to build up, the increasing strain being balanced as much as possible by the floor gravitators and equalisers. Even so, Grant was not fool enough to think that the maximum speed would be any picnic. Excessive speeds meant madness—space madness. Delusions. He had been that way himself once.


      “What’s our velocity?” he asked presently, his eyes still on the stars.


      “Five hundred per sec.”


      “Increase to six atmospheres.”


      Routine instructions. Nothing more. A silence dropped for a while, except for the vibration from the rocketholds below, but this was felt more than heard. Outside, stars, sun and moon blazed in brazen majesty.


      “About those new scientific inventions of yours,” Bob Anderson said presently, sitting back in his powerfully sprung chair. “Did you get any further with them?”


      “’Fraid not. Been busy on too many jobs. Wouldn’t be any use anyhow, I’m afraid. The C.O. has got it firmly fixed in his head that I’m a good pilot for a dangerous assignment and therefore his interest in my inventions is precisely zero.”


      “But that’s fantastic! You’ve got scientific ideas that could revolutionise the world. You know a lot of new tricks, too, about space travel and space radio. That secret fuel you were working on, for instance, to supplant atomic power— You’re a fool to let such things slide. There’s only one mind like yours to every generation. The world needs inventions like those!”


      “Mebbe…”


      Grant turned from the port to look at the gauge; then gave a start and glanced about him as there came a sudden violent spluttering from one of the rear tubes. It exploded sharply once or twice and then recovered itself.


      “Queer!” he said, frowning. “Sounded as though the firing circuit was broken for a moment, else we got a trace of water vapour gumming up the works—” He snatched up the intercom ’phone. “What’s going on down there?”


      Bob Anderson saw Grant’s expression change as he received the answer. “I’ll come right away,” he promised, and hitched the instrument back in position.


      “Something serious?” Bob asked quickly.


      “From the sound of it, yes. Faulty electrical contact and Dawson got the full blast. Put in the automatic and come with me.


      Bob obeyed and then got to his feet. Together, he and Grant reversed the length of the ship and then descended into the hot rockethold to find the men gathered m a little group about a fallen body on the floor. They stood back as Grant elbowed his way through. Dawson lay full length, his body in the fixed, contracted attitude which bespoke death from elecrocution.


      Grant’s lips tightened as he looked about him. Set, sweating faces loomed in a half circle.


      “Well,” he asked. “What happened? You, Brogan—you’re second-in-charge down here.”


      Brogan, stripped to the waist, looked uneasy. “I don’t rightly know what did happen, skip. Dawson was at the switchboard, doing his usual job of controlling the firing apparatus; then all of a sudden, when he closed one of the main switches, he shot back here as though he’d been kicked in the belly. The tube misfired for a moment whilst the emergency circuit took up.”


      “So that was it!” Grant moved to the switchboard and eyed it closely, taking care to avoid touching anything. Finally he pulled an instrument from his jacket pocket and studied it carefully.


      “This fourth main switch is alive,” he announced. “Naturally Dawson got the current when he closed it.” He debated, brows down. “Odd how it got like that. Only thing to do is keep that switch cut out and use the emergency circuit. Can’t waste time now on repairs. Brogan, your papers classed you as an electrician. Know enough to take over Dawson’s job?”


      “I’ll do my best, skip.”


      “Carry on then; I’ll see your pay’s adjusted when we get back home. Blake—Bostock, put Dawson’s body in the storage-hold, section four. He’ll have to be examined by the authorities when we reach Pluto. Switch on the refrigeration unit to keep the corpse from decomposing— Now, the rest of you, give it all you’ve got! On this journey every second counts.”


      Grant turned back to the ladder and with Bob Anderson finally came into the control room again. Bob Anderson’s brown, scarred face was serious.


      “You can call that an accident if you like, Grant, but— Well, a ship as good as this one, checked to the last detail, shouldn’t develop an electrical fault like that! Maybe somebody fixed it so Dawson would get killed?”


      “Could be. The vessel was open on the spacegrounds during the night for anybody to enter. Normally the space-port guards would stop anything like that, but somebody intent on villainy might get by.” Grant gave a sigh. “I knew I’d signed up a bunch of cut-throats and now I’m convinced of it. It’s a true saying that there’s many a grudge settled in the rockethold.”


      He returned to the desk, made out a report on the mishap, and then pushed it on one side.


      “Any one of those men might have had a reason for wanting to kill Dawson,” he mused. “So one of them fixed it—legitimately. Dawson’s record showed him to be as big a crook as any of them, but he was a damned good rocketman, just the same—”


      He turned and looked at the hairline bisecting the stars. “We lost two degrees on that misfire. Check back on the angle of ascent.”


      “Okay.”


      “Charge to eight atmospheres.”


      “Eight atmospheres it is.”


      Again the pressure of mounting speed made itself felt. There was a slight but noticeable increase in the movement of the Moon as the ever-speeding vessel neared its field. Out ahead of the sky was a powdered endlessness of stars, nebulae, and far-flung galaxies.


      “Needle in a haystack was right,” Grant mused aloud, presently.


      “Huh?”


      “Nothing. Just thmking of Slade Jackson. I always do when I survey the infinity of space. He could have taken a spaceship and gone anywhere way out there—to the asteroid mines, the colonies on the nearer worlds, the further worlds—anywhere!” Grant pulled from his jacket pocket the photograph the police had given him, studied it long and earnestly, then put it back in his pocket.


      “I’ll find him yet, Bob— Twelve atmospheres!”


      “Twelve atmospheres it is.” Anderson relayed the order and then looked questioning. “Twelve atmospheres so soon? You’re building up pressure in those tubes at the devil of a rate—”


      “I know it, but we’ve leeway to make up. We lost a fraction of speed in that short circuit and in the aggregate it tots up. Better to have time in hand. Give the ship a chance.”


      Bob shrugged and looked at the velocity-needle as it began creep along its graded scale. Gradually the machine attained the 1,500 miles per sec. mark.… And still the velocity increased.


      * * * *


      For six hours Grant built up the speed of the machine steadily and began to draw away from the recognised space-lanes for the inner planets towards the vast open spaces existing between the orbits of little Mars and mighty Jupiter.


      Satisfied with his final check up he joined Bob in a meal and then retired to take the first spell of rest. He had no idea how long he had slumbered before he was awakened by a violent shaking. Bob’s scarred, anxious face was bending over him.


      “Wake up, Grant! More trouble below. Mutiny or something! Brogan’s been killed!”


      “What!”


      “You’d better come. It’s more than I can handle.”


      Grant floundered out of his bunk, dressed hastily, then fled down the narrow corridor, buttoning his jacket as he went. Once he reached the rockethold behind Bob Anderson he found a state of sullen passivity reigning. Though three of the men should have been in their bunks off duty they were standing with the remaining one looking down at floor.


      There lay Brogan, face up, a ghastly jagged wound across his forehead. Grant’s eyes darted to the switchboard. Part of it lay smashed from sledgehammer blows.


      “What this time?” Grant’s voice was cold with fury.


      “Brogan went mad, skip.”


      “That’s right! Baxter had to sock him with a wrench before he went for us. He’s one damned powerful man and—”


      “One at a time!” Grant interrupted; then, “You, Baxter—you hit him with a wrench?”


      Baxter nodded sullenly and indicated the weapon on the floor.


      “I had to!” he burst out defensively. “The boys here will tell you! Brogan had got into his bunk, then after a while he jumped out of it and went berserk. Started smashing the switchboard with a stoke-iron—and then he went for us. I had to poleaxe him to save the rest of us.”


      The other men nodded grimly as Grant looked at them. Then Baxter added: “If you ask me, skip, this blasted ship’s haunted. First Dawson, now Brogan— There’s a jinx!”


      “Stop drooling!” Grant ordered. “It’s more than likely that one of you men had reasons for wanting both Dawson and Brogan out of the way.” He turned and surveyed each man steadily. “I’m wise to your criminal records, remember. The only ghosts aboard this vessel are the ones your guilty souls think up! Get this, the rest of you: if there’s any more trouble down here I’ll have what’s left of you brought before the Enquiry Board on a charge of suspected murder the moment we reach Pluto. Understand?”


      The four nodded slowly, glancing bitterly at each other.


      “All right then: now get back to work. Put Brogan’s body with Dawson’s and carry on.”


      Grant turned to the damaged switchboard and studied it.


      “I think I can fix this myself. Bob, get back to the control room and stay on duty.”


      Bob Anderson went rapidly up the ladder whilst Grant pulled off his jacket and shirt. Then hauling across the repair kit, he set himself to work. The men watched him in between moments of routine activity. The damage Brogan had done looked far worse than it really was. In twenty minutes Grant was finished with the repairs and turned to the men again.


      “If you get precious little rest from now on it’s your own fault,” he said curtly. “You say Brogan went mad. I say it was more likely a fight. Anyhow, you are two men short and the deficiency has got to be made up by the rest of you. You take over the switchboard, Baxter. If you get in a jam call me in the control room.”


      Grant mopped his saturated body and then returned to the control room. Bob Anderson was poring over the instruments.


      “Fix it?” he questioned, looking up.


      “Yes; for the time being. I was—” Grant stopped in the act of buttoning his shirt to stare through the port. “What the hell’s wrong here?” he demanded. “We’ve lost heaven knows how much speed! We’re not even through the asteroid belt yet!”


      “I know,” Bob Anderson admitted quietly. “We must have lost it whilst that rumpus was going on down below.”


      “But even then…” Grant studied the instruments. “Even then,” he continued, “there seems to be no increase in speed for the time in which I slept! Six hours short! Why the hell didn’t you keep up the speed I ordered?”


      “Because I was afraid to.” Bob Anderson’s voice was concerned. “I think we’ve taken on too much, Grant, and it’s high time you realised it! You’ve seen how those men down there are behaving. If we keep on increasing and increasing they’ll finally mutiny in real earnest. Then we’ll—”


      Grant swung to the intercom, and switched it on.


      “Hey, Baxter. We’re nearly six hours behind schedule. Build up to twenty-seven atmospheres as fast as you can! The limit! Our lives depend on it.”


      He stood waiting for a moment with a set face, then nodded as there came a sudden surge of acceleration.


      “Okay, if you can keep ’em at it,” Bob said grimly. “If you ask me, I think they’re out to deliberately sabotage your efforts to reach Pluto.”


      “They’ll seal their own dooms as well as ours if they do that. We reach Pluto or get blown to Kingdom Come…” Grant gave a frown. “What would be their object in trying to sabotage things, anyway?”


      “I don’t know, unless it is in the interests of one of them to be sure that canthite never gets to Pluto. Those who started the revolt at the Plutonian outpost doubtless have agents scattered everywhere throughout the System. One of hem might be at work.”


      “Fantastic!”


      “Perhaps. But you can’t deny that those two deaths were more than peculiar.”


      Grant turned away to the port, stood for a long while looking out. Space, black beyond imagination, crowded m from every vantage—space that was drenched in the implacable, frozen glitter of stars and suns. And, far away in the backdrop, green Neptune. Pluto was not even in sight yet.


      Grant turned suddenly and looked at the velocimeter. It registered 80,000 miles per sec.… The pressure of speed began to increase even more. Despite every device for counteracting acceleration there was a labouring drag making itself felt in the hearts of both men, a straining at the lungs.


      The control room door opened suddenly and Baxter came in, nervously fingering the sweat-rag about his throat.


      “What do you want here?” Grant snapped, eyeing him.


      “I’m acting as spokesman for the boys, skip. You sort of seem to be forgettin’ that your orders involve suffering for us down there. The faster we go the higher the heat rises and it’s gettin’ more than flesh and blood can stand. What are you trying to do?” Baxter demanded angrily. “Kill us?”


      “Any more of that. Baxter, and I’ll clap you in irons!”


      Baxter gave a crooked smile. “You won’t do that, skip. You need all of us working. But we’re men, same as you and Mr. Anderson ’ere. We’re entitled to know what this is all about. Have you reckoned that twenty-seven atmospheres is going to bring us close to the speed of light? Nothing human can stand that!”


      “By what right do you dare question my orders?” Grant demanded in fury. “You’ll stand the speed the same as I will. The same as Mr. Anderson will. Spaceships have flown near the deadline speed before now, and their crews have survived! So shall we! Either we reach the ultimate of speed, or die,” Grant added, quietening. “We’re carrying canthite, Baxter, and if we don’t get it to Pluto within scheduled time it’s going to explode. Tell that to your mutinous friends below!”


      Baxter’s expression changed. “Canthite! My God, none of us knew about that— That’s different, skip.” He drew himself up and saluted suddenly. “No disrespect intended, sir. Twenty-seven atmospheres it is.”


      He went out hurriedly and Grant gave Bob Anderson a significant glance.


      “So much for your theory of sabotage, Bob. They didn’t even know we have canthite aboard. Now they do know they’ll give the ship all she’s got.”


      “Brogan or Dawson might have known there was canthite aboard,” Bob mused. “And I still think there’s a sabotaging effect somewhere.” He shrugged, dismissing the matter. “One hundred thousand miles per sec.,” he announced.


      “Right! Prepare for—” Grant started speaking then suddenly staggered as a violent explosion rocked the ship from end to end. Bob sprang to his feet in alarm, looking grimly about him—then together he and Grant raced down to the rockethold to find acrid volumes of smoke belching upwards.


      Coughing and spluttering, Grant stumbled through the smoke wreaths. Baxter and Blake were on their knees, trying to help up the fallen figures of their two remaining colleagues. Flame and choking exhaust were belching from a broken section of rocket exhaust chamber. Grant swung round and slammed on the safety valve, putting that particular tube out of commission.


      “Baxter!” He dragged the man to his feet. “Baxter, what this time?”


      “Dunno. A blow-out, I think. Escape feed choked, perhaps. These two boys got the full blast and the concussion killed them.” Baxter’s eyes were frightened. “Skip, I still think there’s a jinx!”


      “Jinx be damned!” Grant looked at the fallen men. He felt a little sickened by the sight of the ghastly injuries they had sustained. He motioned for them to be moved into a corner.… The smoke began to thin somewhat.


      “There are four of us left in this ship,” he said deliberately. “And we still have to get to Pluto on time. We can’t throw canthite overboard because it would follow in the wake of our gravity and blow up just the same. It means we’ve all got to work like demons. You two keep control over the electrical equipment. You, Bob, give me a hand to patch up this tube: it can be done in about an hour. So far we have lost no speed since we’re travelling at a constant velocity—but we are not increasing it as we’d planned. And we must—we must! Use all your available emergency tubes whilst I fix this one.”


      “Right, skip!” Baxter responded, and bundled Bates to his post.


      Grant went to work immediately on the tube, Bob handing him the tools he needed. The further Grant proceeded with the repair the more puzzled he became by certain peculiarities concerning it. Once he pulled out a piece of broken coiled spring and part of a mechanism.


      “That never got inside this tube by accident,” he muttered, his eyes narrowed. “This, was not a natural blow-out—”


      “It looks to me like part of a time-bomb,” Bob said, studying the ‘souvenir’. Then his scarred face became grim. “I tell you, Grant, this thing is deliberate! Either the person who tried to fix this trip is dead, else he is back on Earth—” or else it’s one of those two men,” he murmured, glancing towards them.


      “Plenty of alternatives, anyway,” Grant growled. “Hand me that welder.”


      He began to work with desperate speed, and at the end of two hours he was able to relax. The tube was patched up, and it held as firing resumed in the ignition chamber. Grant nodded in satisfaction and turned to look at the gauges over the pressure controls.


      “Twenty-seven atmospheres exactly,” Baxter said, mopping his face.


      Grant studied the subsidiary velocimeter. “Even at this pressure we shan’t move fast enough to make up our leeway. Make it thirty. We’ve got to risk it.”


      “Dammit, man, that’s asking for it!” Bob cried, clutching Grant’s arm. “Thirty is the limit of pressure. You’ll blow every tube to bits if—”


      “Thirty!” Grant commanded inexorably. “Get on with it, Baxter.”


      Baxter was grim faced and obviously doubtful, but he obeyed. Grant wheeled, motioned Bob, and they returned to the control room.


      Through the port the hosts of heaven were apparently unchanged, so vast was their distance. Beyond that sense of inner pressure and constriction in the skull there was nothing to suggest that the machine was travelling now at 130,000 miles per sec.—and the speed still increasing.


      “Keep this up and we’ll just make it,” Grant muttered, getting into his shirt again.


      “Yes—and if we overshoot we’re sunk!” Bob Anderson gave a meaning look. “It’s as easy as anything can be to overshoot the deadline when you’re near the speed of light. God knows what would happen then!”


      Grant did not appear to be listening. “If only I knew who planted that bomb…”


      He shrugged and turned his attention to Pluto, now visible in the distant void; then he moved his gaze to the velocimeter needle. By imperceptible degrees it had crept up to the 145,000 mark, and was still advancing.


      “Without mishaps we’ll just make it,” he said, regarding the chronometer; then he staggered a little at the appallmg load on his body. Bob Anderson, too, could hardly move in his chair.


      150,000.… Eternity seemed to weigh between. 170,000…


      Grant sat down suddenly, all the counteractive mechanisms failing to maintain a decisive balance against the excessive rate of progress. Bob gave a heavy-jawed smile and eased himself in his spring seat. Then his eyes began to shade with alarm as he watched the speed needle.


      180,000! Pluto was visibly nearer.


      “Grant!” Bob Anderson’s voice was more of a gasp. “Grant, we’ve got to ease up! Six miles a second faster than this and we’ve reached the limit—!”


      “Mebbe you’re right.” Grant crawled out of his seat and switched on the intercom. “Cut all rearward tubes to zero and use counteractive blast…”


      Grant dropped the ’phone from his leaden hand and stared through the port. A frown gathered on his forehead as the rearward rockets still flared and no counteractive blast came into being. It was utterly contrary to orders—


      “Grant!” Bob Anderson shouted suddenly, alarm dragging him to his feet. “Your orders aren’t being obeyed! Look at the velocimeter!”


      Grant gazed at it in fascination—184,000 miles per sec.


      “Man alive, get moving!” Bob shouted, dragging him to his feet. “We’re going to overshoot the deadline! We’ve got to use the counterblast or we’ll—”


      He floundered to the control room door and Grant followed him like a man intoxicated. Confused and dizzy, they blundered down the ladder and into the rockethold. Heat like an inferno clamped about them. Baxter and Bates lay sprawled helplessly on the metal floor, their eyes staring fixedly above.


      “Agam?” Bob Anderson whispered.


      “Dead all right, from natural causes,” Grant replied. “Heat and the terrific acceleration. Too much for their hearts— Cut out those switches!”


      Bob swung to obey. Grant watched the slave-gauge, then he gave a startled cry. The needle was pressed right on the deadline maximum—186,000 miles per sec.


      “We’re going to overshoot—!” he started to cry; then it seemed as though something struck him on the head with stunning violence. He went crashing down into abysmal nothing.


      * * * *


      Nothing seemed different to Grant when he staggered to his feet again. He helped up the fallen Bob and revived him quickly. Together they floundered up the ladder and back into the control room.


      “What happened?” Bob asked weakly; then he stared with dazed eyes through the rear port. “My God—look!”


      Grant swung round, adjusting his mind to the incredible.


      Always in space there is an eternal surrounding backdrop of stars and galaxies—but to rearward of the ship there was now nothing but dark. A darkness inconceivable, incapable of description. The total absence of all light. Blinder than the blind. It appeared to encompass the entire universe to the rearward of the vessel.


      Grant stumbled to the front port and met the same scene again. Dark! Incredible, absolute dark… He met Bob’s wondering eyes.


      “We’re—lost.” Grant sank down stupidly in his seat. “We did the very thing which you feared—exceeded the speed of light, the binding factor of the Universe. At the last moment we cut out the rearward tubes and thus achieved a constant acceleration, which apparently we still have—”


      “But the stars!” Bob cried. “Where are they?”


      “Gone—perhaps forever as far as we are concerned.” Grant’s voice was sombre. “Don’t you understand, man! Those stars behind us give no light because we must be moving faster than the light they send forth. Those that are in front send forth their light towards us, but faster than we can absorb it. There is therefore an invisible collision of light waves going on constantly in front of us, a warping space itself, making it impossible for us to see anything.”


      There was silence’ for a moment. The solitary spotlight shone.


      “I don’t get it,” Bob muttered finally. “According to the Fitzgerald Contraction a movig body at the speed of light becomes negative, a minus quantity. How is it we’re still traveling?”


      “Travelling, yes—but to where?” Grant looked outside again. “We’re in no part of the Universe which we can understand—” He got up and beat his fist vexedly against the port frame. “The Fitzgerald Contraction makes it that our ship, ourselves, everything, had to become minus-zero. Yet we still move—or at least we assume we are doing. With nothing relative outside by which to judge it’s hard to be certain of anything.”


      He looked at the velocimeter. It was not at the end of the scale but at the beginning. In fact it was even below the beginning-—two degrees under zero.


      “Two thousand a second under zero,” Grant muttered. “If we were to read that in the normal forward way it would indicate 188,000 mites a second, two thousand faster than—Bob!” He swung round to him. “We’re going backwards!”


      “What!”


      “Look at that meter if you want proof! Fitzgerald’s Contraction is the ultimate of speed,” Grant went on tensely. “The faster one goes over that ultimate point the greater becomes the negative extension. Therefore it means, if one grasp the paradox for a moment, a backward progress dating from the precise instant when the velocity of light was achieved. We can’t go forward any longer because we’ve crossed the deadline.”


      Bob Anderson stared out on to the total void, wrestling with the problem.


      “Yes, I begin to see,” he said slowly. Then he looked up.


      “Then how do we begin to get back?”


      “We don’t,” Grant answered deliberately. “We can never get back! If everything inside this ship is retrogressing instead of progressing it means that the tubes would have to give out exhaust before they could start to fire! It means that to start them up we would have to stop them first from a point when they are in action, not dead still as they are now. The negative action of starting them up by first stopping them is impossible to conceive. Like trying to imagine a candle being lighted when it is dead out!”


      “Like—like a movie film running backwards?”


      “Like that, yes.”


      “Then look, Grant, we must be getting younger!”


      “We are.” Grant’s jaw tightened. “With every second we are flying further into this negative universe, undoing the work of the progress which ends at the deadline of light-velocity—and that reminds me! The canthite! I was trying to figure out why it had not exploded ere this. Obviously it cannot explode now. It is devolving, not evolving.”


      He sank down in his seat again, brooding. Already he could feel queer mental changes, and with them strange physical alterations. Presently he looked at the switchboard.


      It was becoming something no longer understandable…


      Memory was slipping into the gulf.


      “We’re breathing in carbon dioxide and breathing out oxygen,” Bob Anderson proclaimed at length, moving from the testing bench.


      “We must be,” Grant acknowledged. He got up again and went restlessly to the port. Still the maddening, endless darkness met his eyes. With every second memories were slipping from his mind: there was a slow but definite return of suppleness to his limbs as years fled incomprehensibly.


      Suddenly he turned, a remark dying on his lips. Bob Anderson was seated in his control chair, gripping its arms and staring into space. The years were also stripping from him, even as his—and Grant’s—uniform was becoming newer. Grant stood watching, stunned by the marvel, as implacable law slowly straightened out the scars of injury from Bob Anderson’s face and gave it the contours of a young man. Gradually his hair became blond.


      One year—two years—three years….younger.


      Grant passed a hand quickly over his eyes and looked again. The identity of Bob Anderson had slipped away and left—


      “Slade Jackson!” Grant shouted suddenly. “You are Slade Jackson!”


      He lunged forward suddenly, but with an adroit twist of youth, Bob Anderson twisted out of his seat and stood defensively by the wall.


      “Wait a minute, Grant! Take it easy!” The voice, too, was quite different from that of Bob Anderson.


      “Take it easy!” Grant shouted. “I’ve looked for you everywhere—always hoping and waiting! And we had to be flying beyond the deadline to get the truth!”


      Almost without thinking he whipped his safety-knife from his belt and drove it straight for Anderson’s—Jackson’s—heart. Jackson only staggered a little, then he straightened. Grant withdrew the knife and looked stupidly at the spotless blade.


      “No use, Grant,” Slade Jackson said calmly. “You can’t kill me. Life is going backwards—not forwards. You can’t avenge because the Fitzgerald Contraction won’t let you.”


      “You dirty swine!” Grant leapt forward and seized Jackson savagely by the throat, forcing him back into the control seat. “You killed my wife, stole all my technical information—didn’t you? Answer me!”


      “Yes, I did,” Jackson retorted, dragging himself free of the grip. “I didn’t mean to murder, though. It was an accident. The information I stole enabled me to become a first mate aboard a spaceship. I was down and out, Grant: I had to steal the answers to technical questions in order to pass the examination and get a job quickly. Then I met with an accident. It ruined my face and crushed my chest. But it was also a golden opportunity. I realised when the surgeons had finished with me that my voice was different due to what they’d done inside my chest, and my face too was entirely altered by plastic surgery, leaving also a deep scar down one cheek. I had only to dye my hair to become a different person entirely. For all the law knew Slade Jackson had died somewhere in space. I became Bob Anderson, first mate. And at last I was assigned to work beside you.”


      “You, a murderer, worked beside me! Why?” Grant demanded. “Since you killed my wife you could just as easily have killed me—many a time! Why didn’t you?”


      “I keep on telling you, I didn’t murder deliberately! I worked beside you for one purpose only. I was waiting for the day when those various scientific inventions of yours would see fruit. I planned to steal them when that happened. Since we’re in a spot right now I’ve no need to hold anything back.… Yes, I intended to steal them. I believed, and rightly I think, that I could one day become scientific master of the System—at your expense. That was why I stayed beside you.”


      Grant waited, his face drawn and hard.


      “When I knew we were going to make for Pluto at a speed nearly equal to that of light I became worried,” Jackson continued. “I knew it was quite possible that the speed of light might be exceeded, mainly because the hairline is so slight. If that happened, I decided, events exactly similar to those that have come about would happen. Devolution instead of evolution. I’m not entirely a mug in scientific matters, Grant.


      “I knew it was just possible that the years might fade from me like mist. That I had to prevent at all costs. I could not cry off from the trip because that would have stamped me as a quitter and I’d have lost my job—and you. The only course, it seemed, was to sabotage things so that you could never reach the speed of light. I did not want to cripple all means of power, mark you: that would have spelled disaster since, without power, we’d have gone on hurtling through space at a fixed velocity until some powerful gravity-field caught us and drew us to destruction. No; I had to partly cripple things…”


      Jackson paused and reflected, a cynical smile on his ever-younger face.


      “I fixed the electric switch so that Dawson got killed. On Brogan’s bunk I smeared insite poison. As you know brings first madness and then death. I knew that he would be sweating heavily from working in the rockethold and that the poison would be absorbed through his open pores. I also put the time-bomb in the rocket-tube. I believed these things would produce a mutiny. It nearly worked, only Baxter proved more level-headed than the rest and kept order. In spite of all my efforts the speed of light was exceeded…” I believed, too, that if the speed of light were exceeded there would still be a way back to our own Universe, and that that would take me back as a branded criminal. Now there’s no way back.”


      Grant said slowly: “And you planned all this, knowing there was canthite aboard? If our speed had slowed up as you intended the stuff would have exploded.”


      “There is no canthite aboard,” Jackson answered dryly. “I took it away the night before departure and substituted an identical parcel. It was that parcel which you saw on the morning of departure.”


      Grant sat down slowly. Before his sombre gaze Jackson was sweeping backwards down the scale of time. Grant too realized how far he himself had gone.


      At length Jackson spoke. “Somehow, it’s funny! You and me in an alien universe—bitter enemies—and neither of us can do a thing about it! You and me alone, with only the spirits of those who have died. Something else too, Grant. This ship is comparatively new. When it has retrogressed a certain distance it will fall in pieces—long before we have gone back to the moment of our births. Even if there is a way back we shan’t have the time to discover it. We couldn’t, either, because our minds are losing chunks of knowledge all the time. Knowledge accumulated through the years is just vanishing…”


      Grant gazed with steady, accusing eyes.


      “I murdered by accident in the first place,” Jackson went ob, but later it was by design. The men below, I mean. They were just criminal scum, the whole damned bunch of them. I had no qualms about blotting them out.… You’re not much better than I am, Grant. When you found out you tried to kill me.”


      “And was prevented,” Grant said quietly, “for which I thank heaven—” He looked up quickly as there was a curious sound from the direction of the rocketholds.


      “The ship’s beginning to break up!” Jackson whispered, moistening his lips. Suddenly he got to his feet and went to the airlock. “Do I open it and get it over with?”


      Grant shook his head slowly. “Give it a moment or two longer. Too much to face all at once.”


      He turned and looked pensively at the instruments, then that odd sound came again from the rockethold. The vessel lurched violently, seemed to spin in a dizzy half-circle to the sudden blast of rocket tubes.


      Jackson wheeled, dumbfounded, staring through the port on to a sky that had abruptly become powered with stars.


      “Grant, we’re free!” he shouted hoarsely. “Look, man! The stars are back!”


      He stopped dead. Grant, his face merciless, was holding a flame pistol steadily in his hand. For several moments he stood motionless, as also did Jackson. Both of them needed the respite to catch up on the adjustment to normal time and space dimensions again.… At last they had caught up on the years. Jackson’s face was again scarred; his voice had changed back; his hair was dark once more.


      “Grant, what’s happened?” he whispered. He looked again through the port, to behold Pluto dead ahead.


      At last Grant spoke. “For your information, Jackson, I have played tag with a cosmic law to expose a murderer! You thought the police believed you dead—but they didn’t. They worked it out that Robert Anderson could be Slade Jackson, but they could not prove it. What was required was cast-iron evidence in sound and vision. That has now been obtained. During the time we were beyond the deadline you broke down and told everything because Time itself had stripped you bare. In this control room, hidden from you are cameras and recorders. Everything was taken down!”


      “No use at all!” Jackson shouted. “They were photographing and recording in a negative Time—”


      “Which compensator instruments back on Earth will straighten out! Just as a chemical brings an otherwise invisible image into view on a photographic plate.” Then Grant continued calmly: “The moment you came under suspicion I ceased to refer to my progress with scientific inventions, so you could not learn anything. From then on I was determined to nail you. It may surprise you to know that I have exceeded the speed of light before now. I did it once with an old and very expert scientist who worked out the mathematics to get back to normal. After that—not possessing one tenth of his mathematical ability—I devised mechanical instruments to do it for me, on the lines of an electronic brain. These instruments were embodied in this ship. They accomplished automatically what a retrogressed brain could not even grapple with. They re-fired the rockets and catapulted us back into normal space-time. That was the noise we heard. It wasn’t a crack-up.”


      “Then—then every bit of this was planned?” Jackson demanded.


      “Every bit of it, yes, with the connivance of the Commanding Officer. He saw to it that this ship had the special mechanisms embodied in it: he also worked alongside the law when they suggested this means of forcing you into the open as a long-wanted murdeer… I used a bit of psychology in guessing that you’d probably get nervy when you knew the speed we’d have to move at to reach Pluto in time. The contact I had with you had shown me that you have a good scientific knowledge. You would, I figured, probably be afraid of exceeding the speed of light. You did many of the things we thought you would, Jackson. You say you even took away the canthite? All you actually took was the parcel the C.O. had delivered to me.”


      “That was canthíte!” Jackson snapped. “You said so yourself! I removed it and buried it in waste ground.”


      Grant smiled crookedly. “You remember a bottle of fluid I brought on departure morning? That was the canthíte, my misguided friend! I realised you knew little about it. The C.O. gave it to me secretly on departure morning. Up to the last moment it was safely tucked away in an underground vault. I guessed you might switch parcels, and you did.… You see, I knew you had done so the moment I looked in the storage-hold.”


      “You damned well couldn’t have known!”


      “But I did. The C.O.’s parcel was wrapped in jitmus paper which is ordinarily yellow, but locked in the darkness it would have turned bright blue through chemical reaction by the time we were ready to depart, a colour only noticeable in darkness. Since all night passed and there was no bright blue colour when I looked at the parcel in the darkness—remember I did that?—it was perfectly obvious a switch had been made. The crew, though they had access to the ship itself during the night had not got a key to the stronghold. Only you had that.”


      “Then,” Jackson said slowly, “does this mean that canthite is not a genuine mutational substance?”


      “Most certainly it is, only the speed of change is not nearly so rapid as you were led to believe. As to the rest, the Pluto assignment was quite genuine. There is trouble on Pluto and that canthite is desperately needed.”


      “Normal speed would have sufficed?”


      “Yes.” Grant shrugged his broad shoulders. “You walked right into the trap, Jackson. Now you can give me a hand to land this ship—unless you’re anxious to die without trial!”


      Jackson obeyed, staring as he moved with hopeless eyes towards the fast approaching bulk of the ninth world.


      Behind his head the flame pistol pointed…inexorably.

    

  


  
    
      PLANETESIMAL DAWN, by Tim Sullivan


      It was the most dangerous place on the asteroid.


      “Why don’t we just go back?” Wolverton asked.


      “Because we can’t,” Nozaki said. “The sun’s coming up.”


      “Yeah, but we’ve got insulated suits.”


      “Not enough.”


      This wasn’t the best day to be base camp security chief, Nozaki thought. They stood next to the rover, watching the searing dawn advance across the curved horizon. The rover had died on them, and Nozaki had worked on it as long as she could. The dawn was too close. They had to get moving.


      “But we can’t go the other way,” Wolverton said. “It’s suicide.”


      “It’s the only chance we’ve got. We’ll die for sure if we go back on foot through that hell.”


      “What about the samples?” Wolverton asked, looking mournfully at the labeled rocks in the rover’s boot. He was a geo-areologist who’d just been assigned to base camp. He had been a loner since he got to LGC-1, and playing nursemaid to him on this field trip had made Nozaki understand why. “I spent all this time collecting them.”


      “They’re not going anywhere, but we are.”


      The red giant Gamma Crucis was burning up the landscape right in front of them. They’d been caught too far away from base camp at dawn, and now their only hope was to stay ahead of the sunlight.


      “We can’t walk the entire surface and get back to base before the next dawn,” Wolverton said, despair in his voice.


      “We’ve got to try,” Nozaki replied. “Maybe we better save our breath and walk.”


      They turned and started moving away from the dawn.


      Ahead of them was the asteroid’s dark, barren landscape. It curved abruptly into nowhere. Clustered stars seemed close enough to touch, but they provided no light on the surface. It was like stepping into the abyss.


      “Why can’t we talk to base?” Wolverton said, ignoring Nozaki’s broad hint that he should shut up.


      “The sun’s radiation is interfering, and we’re over the horizon,” Nozaki explained. “With the flyby down, there’s nothing to bounce the signal off.”


      “There’s no chance they can hear us?”


      “Maybe they’re picking us up intermittently, but we’re not getting anything from them, so I doubt it.”


      “If they do hear us, they’ll send the flyby, won’t they?”


      “I don’t think they can.” She was getting impatient with Wolverton. “I doubt they’ve got it fixed by now. The rover’s probably gone out for the same reason, an unusually large burst of radiation from GC’s hydrogen shell. We’re just going to have to hoof it.”


      “Oh, God,” Wolverton moaned.


      “Walk!” Nozaki said.


      Her stern tone seemed to sober the panicky Wolverton. He glanced at her through his visor, but he didn’t say anything.


      Nozaki quickened her pace so that Wolverton would do the same.


      They had a long way to go. But with the light gravity, it was the equivalent of only a few kilometers, and they could make it if they were determined enough. Each stride took them ten to twelve meters. At first it had been a disorientating sensation, almost like flying. It had been fun. Tonight it was a survival necessity.


      After half an hour or so, Nozaki ventured a look back at the encroaching sunrise. She saw that they were keeping ahead of it, maybe even gaining some ground. That was good, but they weren’t all that tired yet. They would have to run and leap for many more hours before they would reach base camp.


      A little over two hours passed before they came to the mound.


      “That’s not supposed to be here,” Wolverton said.


      This time Nozaki didn’t shush him, because he was right. What was this thing they’d landed on with their last jump?


      “It looks like gravel,” Nozaki said. She saw the mound’s shadow looming to cut off the star field.


      “But this asteroid’s supposed to be as round and smooth as a ball bearing.”


      “Yeah.” Nozaki took a breath and leaped forward, landing about halfway toward the top of the mound.


      A moment later, Wolverton came down a few feet from her, his knees bending under the light impact of his landing. He was only a vague shadow in the dark, but Nozaki was glad to know he was keeping up with her.


      It was shaped as if the ground had been dug up and banked.


      “This is all we need,” Nozaki said. “Hills to slow us down.”


      Wolverton didn’t comment. He jumped and landed on the mound’s rounded summit.


      Nozaki followed. She didn’t get quite as far as Wolverton, and when she took a few steps forward, she was very pleased that she hadn’t gone farther.


      “It’s not a mound,” she said.


      It was a crater, and they were standing on the rim.


      “It’s big,” said Wolverton. “Very big.”


      He was right. It was impossible to see just how big, but the concave slope descended into darkness so steeply that Nozaki suspected it might be several kilometers in diameter.


      “Now what?” Wolverton asked.


      Nozaki looked behind her. She could see the merciless sunrise coming.


      “Now we jump,” she said.


      “Can’t we go around it?”


      “There’s no time.”


      Wolverton turned to see for himself.


      “Well, I’m not going to lack for something to drink,” Wolverton said. “I just emptied my bladder.”


      “Good,” Nozaki said. She did the same, counting on the liquid processor to distill her urine and extract the water for drinking later. If it failed, she would die of thirst. “You’re going to need it.”


      “No sense standing around here,” Wolverton said.


      He jumped into the crater. Nozaki was surprised that he’d had the nerve to go first. Wolverton was adapting pretty well after his initially fearful reaction.


      She followed him, leaping into the crater. For a few seconds she could see starlight, but then she fell into the rim’s shadow.


      There was no light at all. She seemed to be sailing in a void, and it felt as if she’d never come down. But at last she did, landing softly and rolling down the inside rim of the crater. She couldn’t see Wolverton but she could hear him grunting and panting.


      It seemed as if she would roll down that slope forever.


      But at last the incline graduated into a more level surface and she stopped. She lay on her side, trying to catch her breath for a moment. She wondered if she’d been hurt during the ascent, but she felt no pain.


      “Wolverton?” she said.


      “Yeah?”


      “Are you okay?”


      “I think so. You?”


      “I’m fine.” She got to her knees and looked around. There was nothing but blackness. Only if she looked up could she see anything, and then only stars. She got to her feet.


      “We can’t be very far from each other,” she said. “I don’t want to waste the batteries, but I’m going to turn on the beacon lamp on my helmet so you can see me. Stay alert now. Ready?”


      “Uh, huh.”


      She pressed the tab on her wrist console and a beam of light stabbed out from over her head to illuminate the scree on the crater floor.


      “See the light?”


      “I can’t see anything else.”


      “Move in this direction then,” Nozaki said. “I’ll turn on the lamp every thirty seconds or so to make sure you don’t lose your way.”


      “Right.”


      She shut off the light and waited a little while before turning it on again. She couldn’t see Wolverton.


      “I’m turning it on again,” she said. She made a quick sweep to see if she could pick Wolverton out of the landscape. Not yet. “Can you see me?”


      “Yeah, getting closer,” Wolverton said, his breathing a bit labored as he moved toward her.


      “Okay.” Nozaki shut the light off again and waited.


      After a few seconds, she said, “Did you hear me that time, Wolverton?”


      No answer.


      “Wolverton?”


      Still no answer.


      Nozaki pressed the button and turned on the helmet beam again. She turned slowly, making a three hundred and sixty degree sweep of the crater bottom. Nothing but gravel.


      “Wolverton?”


      Silence.


      “Wolverton, where are you?”


      He couldn’t be gone. Either his radio was out or he was incapacitated in some way. She had to find him, and find him fast.


      She turned around again, even more slowly, moving her head up and down to capture more of the crater bottom in her field of vision. There was nothing there but dirt, as far as she could see.


      If she’d known which direction he was coming from in the first place, she might have known which way to turn. But she had no idea where Wolverton had landed, and she had no idea where she was in relation to the crater’s rim.


      “Wait a minute,” she said, taking a deep breath.


      She shut off the beam and turned around slowly once again. The crater rim was closer on one side. That must have been where they’d jumped from. Unless… No, it had to be. She hadn’t rolled up the opposing slope. It stood to reason that she was closer to the jumping-off point than the far rim. That narrowed her search field significantly. Wolverton couldn’t have rolled much farther than she had. It was possible that he hadn’t rolled as far. But he couldn’t be all that distant.


      Then why couldn’t she see him?


      She flashed the beam to her left and swiveled. Nothing.


      Now she turned to her right and mirrored the same motion. Still nothing.


      Wolverton had vanished.


      But that was impossible. She shut off the light and stood alone in the dark, thinking. Was it impossible? This crater was impossible. LGC-1 had been thoroughly mapped from space before base camp had been built. There was no crater. This hole was too big to miss. And now Wolverton was gone. Just what was going on here?


      She had to think this through. She had only so much time before the sun came over that rim. She could either search for Wolverton or head for the far rim before the heat baked her right through her pressure suit. She wished that it was made of refrigerated lead and that she had all the time she needed to find Wolverton, but that wasn’t how it was. She had to make a decision.


      “Nozaki…?” It was Wolverton, his voice was faint, broken up by static, but it was there. “Nozaki…? Where…you…?”


      “I’m here, Wolverton. Come to the light.”


      She frantically stabbed the button at her wrist and the beam pierced the darkness once again. Where was he?


      She turned this way and that, trying to find him. She didn’t see anything.


      “Wait, wait,” she said to herself. Be methodical.


      She forced herself to stand still and turn slowly in a circle once again.


      “Wolverton?”


      The radio crackled.


      “Wolverton, do you see the light?”


      “…No…Noza…”


      Was he saying that he didn’t see it, or was he just calling her name?


      “Wolverton?”


      No answer.


      “Wolverton, where are you?” She kept turning, but there was no one there.


      She called out to him a few more times, but he didn’t answer. At last she turned off the beam.


      She stood at the bottom of the crater, the stars overhead. She was frightened. Nozaki had been well trained, and she had been through a lot since her training, but this was something she didn’t understand, something that seemed to be completely illogical.


      She told herself to get moving, to leap across the crater bottom and make her way up the opposite rim and run ahead of the sunrise. It was the only way to survive.


      But she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t leave Wolverton to die.


      For all she knew, he was already dead.


      “…No…aki.… No…”


      “Wolverton?”


      A crackle of static, and then silence once again.


      She listened very carefully, so carefully that she could hear her own breathing, hear her heart beating. But she didn’t hear Wolverton’s heart, or his breath, or his voice. He was gone.


      It couldn’t be.


      She leaned back and looked up at the stars. They seemed to mock her with an unfeeling brightness, intense sparks that illuminated nothing.


      At least she knew which way to go in the dark.


      “I’m sorry,” she said, and jumped toward the far rim. She was already in the air, sailing through space when she heard Wolverton’s voice.


      “No…” Static followed.


      He was still there. She had fooled herself into thinking he wasn’t so she could go, so she could save herself.


      She couldn’t leave him. But if she didn’t, she would die.


      “Wolverton,” she said, almost involuntarily. “I’m here.”


      She heard the static once more, very briefly, and then silence.


      “You’re not leaving him,” she said, “because he’s already gone.” She stared longingly at the crater’s far rim. Why couldn’t she make herself move? Why did she feel as if she were murdering Wolverton by saving herself?


      “Do it,” she said, but she still waited a few seconds to make sure there was no further word from Wolverton.


      Hearing nothing, she leaped forward into the darkness.


      While she was still in the air, light suffused the crater. Had she accidentally turned on her helmet beam? No, this light was flickering. It was like chain lightning, and it showed the entire crater for a fraction of a second at a time with a strobing effect, like a scene from an old film. It revealed all.


      At the center of the crater was something big and glittering. It emerged from a hole at the lowest point and flailed out with long appendages in all directions. There must have been hundreds of these whiplike things. They were too thin and inflexible to be tentacles, but their sharp tips made themselves into loops and picked up loose stones and deposited them in slots that constantly opened and closed on the central shell where the light was coming from. Nozaki was heading toward it, unable to stop herself until she came down to the surface again.


      One of the whips formed a lariat and snatched her in midflight.


      She groaned, her torso bent backward at the waist by the force of the lariat. If the asteroid’s gravity had been stronger, her back would have been broken. The lariat slipped under her armpits and loosened its grip slightly as it pulled her toward it.


      “Help!” Nozaki cried out, but there was no one there to help her, or even to hear her. She decided in that instant that she would at least take whatever was coming with dignity.


      Headfirst, she was plunged toward the glittering shell. It was heart-stopping, and for a moment she thought the thing had miscalculated, and that she would be smashed on its surface. At the last possible moment a slot opened in the shell and she was stuffed inside. The noose untied itself and quickly slithered away. She was upside down, resting on her shoulders, looking out. She could see the stars through the slot. It shut itself and she was stranded in even more darkness than before.


      She tried to stretch her legs and found that she barely had room to move at all. She reached out a gloved hand and felt a pitted wall. Her neck was bent in an uncomfortable position, not helped by the bulk of her pressure suit and helmet. By pressing her palms against the floor, she managed to straighten herself out, even though she was still up-ended.


      The tiny compartment shook with the movements of the shell and the whips. This went on for several minutes, until Nozaki felt the sensation of descending, as if she were riding a lift heading down to the basement.


      They hadn’t expected to find life of any kind on this tiny asteroid, let alone such complex machinery…if it was machinery.


      Well, what else could it be? This thing couldn’t be alive, could it?


      The floor dropped out from under her, and she landed on her belly in a blue gel. There was light, and she could see that there were lots of rocks that had fallen from other compartments. The chamber she was in seemed to be quite broad, a few hundred meters across.


      “Welcome to my world.” The familiar voice startled her.


      Nozaki got onto her knees and looked around. Wolverton was standing not three meters away, looking down at her, the gel spattered on his legs, arms akimbo. It was hard to be sure, but she thought he looked pleased, even a little smug.


      “Your world?” she said, getting to her feet.


      A boulder dropped between them into the blue gunk. Nozaki looked up to see a compartment closing.


      “Gotta be careful where you stand,” Wolverton said.


      “I can see that.”


      “Just stay where you are and you’ll be fine,” Wolverton said. “It won’t drop anything where you landed.”


      “How do you know?”


      “Oh, I’ve been here a while.”


      “Huh? We just jumped into the crater a few minutes ago.”


      “No, you jumped a few minutes ago.”


      “What are you saying, Wolverton?”


      “I already told you. I’ve been here a lot longer than you have.”


      She could see his face pretty clearly. He didn’t seem to be kidding. And there was thick stubble on his jaw, even though he’d been clean-shaven when they left base camp.


      “Wolverton,” Nozaki said, “would you mind explaining that?”


      “I can’t.” He waited for a moment, until the sensation of descending came to an end. “But if you want to, I’ll show you around my world.”


      “Around your world?”


      “That’s right.”


      “Maybe I should just try to climb back up through that compartment.”


      “I wouldn’t,” Wolverton said. “Once we stop descending, there’s going to be a flood coming through those vents.” He pointed to a series of notches on the walls, each two or three meters in length. “It’s the first step in the refining process.”


      Being careful to look up every few seconds, she followed Wolverton as he slogged through the gel between the fallen rocks. A wall curved in front of them, reflecting blue at its base. Wolverton led the way to an archway and went through it. Taking one last look up to make sure nothing could fall on her, Nozaki followed him.


      “This thing is big,” Nozaki said.


      “Very big,” Wolverton replied, leading her through a tunnel.


      “What is it? Some kind of ore processing plant?”


      “That’s right. It’s been mining LGC-1 for a long time.”


      “But how could our sensors have missed it when the computer mapped the asteroid?”


      “We didn’t miss it,” Wolverton said, as if it were the most obvious thing imaginable. “It wasn’t here.”


      “But you just said it’s been here for years!”


      “That’s right.” Wolverton chuckled.


      “I think I’m beginning to get it,” Nozaki said. “There’s a time anomaly here.”


      “Yes, we’ve fallen into some kind of temporal displacement bubble.”


      They emerged from the tunnel. How did the poem go? Where Alph, the sacred river ran through caverns measureless to man, down to a sunless sea. That was Nozaki’s impression as they came out into the vast interior hollowed out of the asteroid’s guts. An azure river carried lumps of ore through a vast stone vault.


      “The whole asteroid is hollowed out?” Nozaki said.


      “Almost,” Wolverton replied.


      The scale was breathtaking. In the distance, Nozaki could see things moving, although she couldn’t tell exactly what they were from here.


      “You said something about a time displacement bubble,” she said.


      “Yeah, we’ve slipped into one,” Wolverton said.


      “In which case it’s going to be hard to get back.”


      “We can’t go back.”


      “We’ll die here as soon as we run out of air.”


      “No, we won’t.”


      “What are we going to breathe? Are you telling me there’s an atmosphere of nitrogen and oxygen in here?”


      “We’re not swimming in it, but it’s here.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “The miners left good supplies of all the gases we’ll need.”


      Wolverton pointed to dozens of pale orange globes lined up along the cavern wall to their right.


      “So these aliens were like us?”


      “Some of them,” said Wolverton. “I’ve found evidence that several different species have worked LGC-1.”


      He jumped toward the globes. Nozaki followed.


      “How do we get the air out of these things?” she asked as she landed lightly on her feet halfway to the globes.


      “It’s easy,” Wolverton replied. He made a second leap and landed in front of a globe.


      Nozaki was right behind him. Now that she was so close to them, she saw that the globes were twenty meters high or more. They were not quite spherical, she noted, but slightly ovoid, and they protruded from the wall.


      “Watch this,” Wolverton said. He passed his gloved hand through the globe’s skin as if it didn’t exist. It jiggled a bit, but that was all.


      “Whoa!”


      “There’s enough here to keep us breathing forever.”


      “Forever?”


      “Yes, it’s constantly manufacturing gases. There’s a food factory over there.” He gestured at yellow tanks to the right. “It analyzes the subject’s metabolism and digestive system and uses raw materials to make food.”


      The subject? “And it’s still working?”


      “Yes, I’ve already eaten. And see those green tubes over there?”


      “Uh, huh.”


      “Water, all we could ever want.”


      “How’s that possible?”


      “This mining operation can break things down to quark level, so extracting hydrogen and oxygen atoms is no trouble at all.”


      This was getting a little too cozy. Was Nozaki really going through this, or was she lying on the crater floor hallucinating, her air supply running out? She preferred to believe it was the former.


      “We’ve gone through a temporal dysjunction,” Wolverton said. “That must be why I got here so many hours before you did in subjective time.”


      “We could have ended up in separate bubbles,” Nozaki said.


      “How do you know we didn’t? There could be other versions of us in other bubbles,” Wolverton said.


      “Don’t complicate this any more than you have to. We’re both here, aren’t we?”


      “Apparently, but that doesn’t mean we aren’t somewhere else at the same time.”


      “Well, I’m willing to let any other version of me fend for herself, wherever she is.”


      Wolverton shrugged.


      “Right now the best thing we can do is stock up on food, water, and oxygen, and try to get back.”


      Wolverton laughed most unpleasantly. “Get back? Haven’t you been paying attention, Nozaki? There’s no getting back.”


      “How do you know that?”


      “What are the chances? We don’t even know where or when we slipped into this bubble.”


      “It must have been somewhere between the dawn and the crater,” Nozaki reasoned, “because the crater didn’t exist in our own…bubble.”


      “Face it, Nozaki, this is our bubble now. Our world.”


      She thought he seemed a little too eager to accept this fate. But then she remembered that he had made no friends since coming to base camp. He had said it himself: he believed that this was his world. But now he wanted her to share it with him.


      “What if they come back?” Nozaki said.


      “Who?”


      “Whoever made this thing.”


      Nozaki saw by Wolverton’s wrinkled brow that he hadn’t given that possibility much thought. She thought it wise to press him on it before he got too comfortable. “They wouldn’t set up this mine without checking on it from time to time, would they?”


      “You can see for yourself that there’s nobody here,” Wolverton said.


      “Where did they go?”


      Wolverton turned away from her. She was getting to him.


      “They might have been scattered through the same bubble we fell into. Some of them could even come into our bubble, see?”


      Wolverton said nothing.


      “We’ve got to go back, Wolverton,” Nozaki said. “We can’t stay here.”


      “I think we can stay here forever, maybe even longer than forever.”


      She had to make him understand. “The only way we stay here forever is if we die here.”


      He spun to face her, the sudden motion lifting him a few inches off his feet. “We may already be dead in our old bubble, Nozaki. Have you thought of that?”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “Nothing, it’s just a…feeling I have.”


      “A feeling?”


      “Never mind. Why don’t we get you some food and water? The food’s ready, because it made a lot for me.”


      “Oh, that’s great,” she said dubiously, wondering what it would taste like. “But how do we eat without taking off our helmets?”


      She needn’t have worried, as it turned out. Wolverton went back to one of the globes and scooped a portion out. It bobbed in his hand like an orange balloon. He passed it to Nozaki and scooped another portion away.


      “What are you doing?” she asked.


      “Here,” Wolverton said, handing her the second balloon. “Stick those two together.”


      “Huh?”


      “Like this.” He scooped off another couple of balloons and slapped them into each other. They made one larger balloon.


      “Oh.” Nozaki did the same thing.


      A few more scoops and they each had balloons a meter or so in diameter in their hands. Wolverton pushed his down over his helmet until it completely covered his head and shoulders. He scooped out another couple of handfuls for good measure and slapped them on to enlarge the balloon. Then he removed his helmet. He inhaled the pure oxygen, grinning and showing his big teeth. “It’s making me a little dizzy,” he said. “Go ahead, Nozaki. You’ll like it.”


      She made a larger bubble and pulled it over her head. It was like slow-motion orange water sliding down in front of her visor. She took off her helmet and breathed in the oxygen. It made her giddy, too.


      Wolverton led her to the food, giggling. “Next time, we’ll add nitrogen so we won’t be like this all the time.”


      All the time? He really did plan to stay here. To him it was paradise. It made him happy to be able to show her all that he had discovered before she arrived.


      “Wolverton,” Nozaki said, “You haven’t been listening to me.”


      He frowned, but said nothing.


      “I’m not staying,” Nozaki said. “And I can’t let you stay, either.”


      “I can stay if I want to,” Wolverton said, like a petulant child.


      “No, you can’t. You’re obliged by your contract to come with me.”


      “Not if you’re going to get me killed.”


      “Have I gotten you killed so far?”


      “You couldn’t start the rover.”


      “Could you?”


      “Okay.” Wolverton looked down. “I guess you’re right.”


      “Right or wrong, I outrank you. I didn’t interfere with your collection of mineral samples, and you don’t interfere with me while I’m doing my job.”


      “What is your job?”


      “Right now it’s keeping you alive so you can collect more rocks. Let’s get moving.”


      The first thing to do was find out if there was another way to the surface besides riding up in the ore collector, as Nozaki now thought of it. There could be some tunnels that led to the surface. If they failed to find one, then she would consider going back up in the collector.


      While they were underground, they could use the manufactured oxygen, saving what they had in their tanks for the long walk back through the bubble and on to base camp. Nozaki didn’t want to think about what they would do if base camp was not there.


      But as she walked around the perimeter of the vast cavern, she had to consider that possibility. If they passed into another temporal bubble, it was very likely that it would not be the one from which they came. And it was entirely possible that they would not be able to return to this one after they left it. In either case, they would soon be dead. She hated to admit it, but Wolverton had a point when he said that he would prefer to stay in the cavern.


      But she had signed an oath when she joined the service that she would not shirk her duty and that she would follow orders. Her orders were to take Wolverton out to get mineral samples and bring him back. She intended to do everything she could to carry out those orders.


      “Gather all the food and oxygen we can carry,” she said, after a brief rest, “while I look for a way out.”


      She discovered that the balloons turned a deeper orange when the oxygen began to get stale. She took all she could with her. Juggling oxygen balloons in one hand and carrying her helmet with the other, she examined every notch she could find on the walls, until she found an opening big enough to crawl into.


      “Let’s give it a shot,” she said. The opening was about four meters above her head. She jumped and her gloved hand caught the edge of it. She propelled herself inside with ease, and crouched in the dark for a moment, trying to acclimatize her vision, rather than wasting the batteries by turning on her head lamp.


      She soon saw that the tunnel angled upward, and that there were ridges every meter or so that she could use to plant her boots on. She just hoped that the blue gel would not flush down through this tunnel while she was inside it. While she climbed, it occurred to her that she and Wolverton might be able to make their way around LGC-1 by way of interior tunnnels such as this one. That way they could avoid the daylight and go out only in the dark to search for the camp.


      But how could they know they’d be in the right time bubble? Now that she was alone in the dark, climbing up the incline, Nozaki allowed herself to feel a little of the fear that Wolverton had displayed without shame when this whole mess had started.


      But there was no time for that. Something was coming down the incline toward her. Her breath caught in her throat and her heart pounded.


      She couldn’t avoid it.


      Spidery legs churned along the curved tunnel’s sides. Whatever it was, it was not alone. Nozaki counted three, no four, of them. They came at her so quickly that she could not avoid them.


      Their long, multi-jointed legs touched her pressure suit, but then they quickly moved past her and entered the cavern. Were these the miners, or more of their utilitarian creations? If they were the latter, she could not imagine what their function might be.


      “Wolverton,” she called, but it was no good. He would never be able to hear her from here. She thought of putting on her helmet and contacting him, but he wouldn’t be wearing his helmet. She had told him to cut off his recycling tank and breathe from the oxygen balloons, just as she was doing.


      Well, the things had not harmed her, so they probably would not harm Wolverton either. The movements she had noticed from a distance were probably these spidery things. Perhaps they were designed or programmed to stay out of the way.


      She realized she had stopped moving when she had first seen them coming, and so she forced herself to keep climbing upward. It soon became so dark that she wanted very badly to turn on the head lamp.


      At last she saw dim light reflected on the curvature ahead. It was not a red light, reflected from the hydrogen shell of Gamma Crucis, but a yellowish glow. She was in no danger of being broiled by such faint illumination.


      Now she realized that the light came from two side tunnels, intersecting with the passageway she was in. Her best guess was that it was powered by piezoelectricity, its current derived from pressure on a quartz deposit.


      “Now we’re getting some place,” she said.


      A minute or two later she was at the intersection. First she looked to her right, into a perpendicular tunnel leading off into the darkness. Then she turned to her left, seeing a mirror image. She could not tell where the light came from, but it suffused both corridors.


      “You’ve got three choices,” she said, breathing a bit heavily from the long climb. “Pick one.”


      She opted to keep going straight up the incline toward the asteroid’s surface. It had taken only a few minutes for the mining machine to bring her down, so she reasoned it should not take much longer to reach her destination. If she saw the red glow of the sun, she would know to duck back inside the tunnel. If not, she could go out and see what she could find in the dark.


      She came to another juncture, and there the tunnel ended. There was really nothing to do except follow one of the perpendicular tunnels and hope that it led to a surface opening. It was either that or climb back down to the cavern and look for another way.


      She decided to go for it, choosing the left tunnel.


      It was a little harder to make her way inside it, because she had to crawl on all fours. But after a few minutes the tunnel debouched into a larger space.


      As she emerged, Nozaki noticed dozens of stringy objects hanging from the walls of this chamber, which had a floor and a domed roof. Upon closer inspection, she realized that these were the same spidery things that she had encountered in the angled tunnel on the way up. Apparently this was a storage space for them.


      The room was about ten meters in diameter, and she saw another tunnel mouth on the far side of it. She took a good look at the inanimate spiders, and still was unsure if they were machine or animal. They could have just been hanging here to sleep, like bats in a cave, or they might have needed charging. She had no way of knowing which, or if they hung here for some other reason altogether.


      “Now what?” she said aloud. Should she continue on in through the next tunnel leg? It did not seem likely that she could get lost, so why not?


      Nozaki crawled inside the tunnel and went forward for a few minutes. The amber light became very dim, and she was thinking about backing up when she perceived a red glow. Was it an opening to the surface?


      There was only one way to find out.


      She crawled as far as she could without exposing herself to the sunlight, using the tunnel’s shadow for protection. She saw an astonishing sight.


      A cavern, almost as large as the one she had left Wolverton in, opened in front of her. It was festooned with the stringy spiders, and they basked in the red glow of Gamma Crucis. There was a large opening just above, letting in the crimson radiation. The spiders were everywhere---clinging to the walls, on the cavern floor, and crawling up the sides.


      She caught her breath as one suddenly came over the lip of the tunnel, its legs brushing against her as it made its way down the tunnel in the direction from which she had just come. She could not turn around in the narrow tunnel, so she waited until the side of the canyon was in shadow before venturing to the edge to turn around.


      That gave her some time to observe the spiders. She was pretty sure they were built for some specific purpose, or genetically engineered. Their disinterest in her indicated that they were indeed designed to stay out of the way of living, organic beings.


      They certainly couldn’t have developed naturally on this asteroid.


      “What are they here for?” she asked herself.


      They did not appear to be able to dig or carry heavy weights, not with such spindly limbs. Were they simply here to make sure that everything was functioning properly?


      The shadow covered the near wall in a few minutes, and Nozaki crept to the tunnel mouth to take a closer look. As the vault’s near side was plunged into shadow, more and more of the spiders came to life. The largest of them climbed up the wall and stationed themselves much as those in the storage room, hanging from the bare rock. Others joined them and hung on their dangling legs, and still others joined them. Each wave was comprised of smaller spiders than the previous wave. They formed an arachnoidal daisy chain. Now others were doing the same thing all around the circular vault. Before long, thousands of them had gathered on the walls, dangling one from the other all the way to the floor. A blast of heat coming from below wafted them upward and those at the ends of the daisy chain locked legs, forming a vast net stretching from one side of the cavern to the other.


      What were they doing?


      And then she noticed the vents opening on the far side of the vault, about thirty meters below her tunnel. They ringed the vault. The blue gel washed through them, soaking the web and depositing lumps of ore. The interlocked spiders sagged on the impact, but then bounced back. Those anchoring the web jerked their limbs upward and the ore lumps were flung out through the crater mouth into space.


      “Wow!” So this was what they did with the ore. But what happened then? There must have been something set up to catch all those millions of flying rocks. Nozaki watched the spiders repeat the process over and over again, seeing the blue gel drain from the floor below, probably to be recycled for the next round of spiderweb slingshot.


      Between slings, she pulled herself out to the tunnel mouth and looked up. There was no pathway or steps, and she saw no tunnels higher than this one, located perhaps twenty meters below the opening.


      She was that close to the surface, and yet there was no way to get there. She carefully turned herself around, her legs dangling for a moment outside the tunnel, and then pulled herself back in. She would go back and tell Wolverton what she had seen and find out if he had any ideas.


      She met a few spiders coming through the tunnel, but they were going toward the vault instead of the cavern. She passed through the storage room and was soon back at the inclined tunnel.


      She was getting very hungry and wished she had brought some food with her. She had never expected to be gone this long, but at least she had seen something that could turn out be helpful to them. She was beginning to form a plan.


      When she dropped down from the tunnel mouth, she almost landed on a spider, but it scuttled out of the way and gave her room. Instead of following the cavern wall around, she walked straight across the floor and was dismayed that she did not see Wolverton near the food or oxygen globes.


      Then she saw him. He wasn’t near the globes. He was inside one.


      “Wolverton!” she shouted at his shadowy orange form. “Come on out of there. I’ve got something to tell you.”


      Wolverton didn’t seem to hear her at first. She moved closer to the oxygen balloon, reached in, and pulled him out by the arm. Smaller balloons clung to his arms and legs as he staggered onto the cavern floor.


      “What did you do that for?” he asked.


      “You were in there getting stoned, weren’t you?”


      “What if I was?” Wolverton stooped to pick the balloons off his legs and slapped them over his face.


      “Never mind that. I think I’ve found a way out.”


      “Oh.”


      “Don’t sound so ecstatic.”


      “I’m not going to lie to you, Nozaki. I’d rather stay here.”


      “Well, you’re not going to.”


      “That’s fine for you to say. You talk to people easily, and you know how to get along. You don’t know what it’s like not to have any friends. I thought it would be different out here on the frontier, but it isn’t.”


      “We’ll work on that when we get back.”


      “You can’t make me go back.”


      “Want to bet?”


      That question seemed to sober him up a little. He was bigger than Nozaki, but she was trained to fight and he wasn’t. “How are we gonna get out?”


      “I’ll show you,” she said. “Have you been packing as much food and air as you can?”


      Wolverton looked away.


      “Wolverton.…”


      “I’m sorry,” he said. “But I don’t see this the way you do. We’re in another continuum than the one we came from. Even if we find our way back, base camp isn’t going to be there.”


      “We came through one bubble into another, so we can find our way back.”


      “You say that, but you don’t even know if the bubble’s still there.”


      “A little more optimism would be appreciated, Wolverton.”


      “Look around you,” Wolverton said. “We could be king and queen here.”


      “Yeah, for as long as this place lasts.”


      “I think it will outlast us.”


      “And if it doesn’t?”


      “I don’t care. This is a safe haven, and there’s nobody here to tell me what to do.”


      “Wolverton, how old are you?”


      “Thirty-one. Why?”


      “Because you sound more like a thirteen-year-old. You’re not a king anymore than I’m a queen. Who would be our subjects? A bunch of mechanical spiders?”


      “Yeah, I saw them. Aren’t they cool?”


      “Not only are they cool, but they showed me how we’re going to get out of here.”


      “They did?”


      “Yes, they did.”


      That caught his interest, so she explained what she had seen and told him about the escape plan she had formulated on the way back. The more she told him, the more he gaped.


      “So, what do you think?” she asked him.


      “I think you’re crazy,” he said.


      “You want to stay here and suck pure oxygen and eat God-knows-what until you die of old age,” Nozaki said, losing her temper, “ruling over a bunch of synthetic spiders, and you call me crazy?”


      Wolverton got the message. He was soon gathering up all the food and water he could carry. The water was conveyed in balloons whose skins were a bit more solid than the oxygen balloons.


      By the time they had reached the storage room, Nozaki had long since told Wolverton everything. He was quite fascinated and stared at the hanging spiders as if they were goldfish in a bowl.


      “But I still don’t understand how you figure we can get out,” he said.


      “You will in a few minutes,” Nozaki said. “It’s time to put your helmet on and turn on your oxygen supply.”


      They crawled the last few meters until they emerged at the shadowy edge of the vault.


      “I can’t see anything,” Wolverton complained.


      “There’s nothing to see,” Nozaki told him. “We’re on the dark side of LGC-1 now.”


      She lay on her back to look up at the stars. After a few seconds she saw thousands of dark stones fly up against the stars and out of sight, like a hailstorm in reverse.


      “Okay, here’s what I’m going to do,” she said. “After a few minutes, I’ll shine my head lamp on the vents. As soon as the rocks are poured down in the gel and are thrown back up, we jump.”


      “Jump? Are you out of your mind?”


      “Maybe, but that’s what we’re going to do. My guess is the spiders will toss us out as if we were rocks. We’re not going to fall to our deaths in any case.”


      “How do you know that?”


      “If they can support all those rocks, they can support us. If they don’t throw us, we’ll climb down to the bottom and look for a tunnel or vent to climb through.”


      “And if they do throw us?”


      “Then we’ll be tossed into space, and we’ll either be snatched by whatever’s catching the ore or we’ll be thrown free of this crater, and we’ll be well on our way around the dark side before we come down.”


      “What if it throws us into the sunlight?”


      “No, I’ve worked out the time. We’ll go into the dark. The only real danger is that we’ll be thrown so far from the surface that we’ll be exposed to the sunlight, but that might be for only a few seconds. I think we can make it.”


      “It seems too risky to me,” Wolverton said.


      “Maybe so, but it’s the only chance we’ve got. Now get ready. When I jump, you come right after me.”


      He didn’t say anything.


      “Wolverton, you’ll follow me, right?”


      “Right.”


      She turned on her head lamp and the beam lanced across the vault. She played the light down on the web, making sure that it was still intact. It looked the same, the spiderlegs tightly meshed as if waiting for another flush. Nozaki slowly turned her head to illuminate one of the vents.


      “Here it comes!”


      The blue gel began to spurt from the vent, and then it gushed out forcefully. A quick glance showed that the other vents were doing the same.


      “Are you ready, Wolverton?”


      “Yes, I am.”


      Nozaki waited until the blue gel stopped cascading and the rocks were trapped in the web. As the web sagged and gathered force, she watched the rocks soar past her and then turned out the head lamp.


      “Let’s go!”


      She flung herself head first out into the void, somersaulting and descending so slowly she felt as if she were floating. Exhilarated, she went down and down. At last she hit the web and felt it give way beneath her weight. It sagged a few meters, and then shot her upward with terrific force.


      She flew up toward the starry sky.


      “Goodbye, Nozaki,” she heard Wolverton say over her radio.


      “Jump, Woverton!”


      “No, I’m staying here, just like I told you.”


      Nozaki sailed over the crater’s rim into space, alone. She tumbled head over heels, seeing the stars blacked out by LGC-1 again and again. A crimson corona surrounded the tiny world, and she was afraid that she had been thrown too far, that she would go all the way around LGC-1 and end up facing the sun’s fatal hydrogen shell.


      She felt another force drawing her. Her body stopped tumbling and she was pulled headfirst toward something. She looked up to see nothing but darkness.


      She had expected a glittering, strobing machine like the one that pulled her down under the asteroid’s surface, but that thing must have been designed to illuminate the surface on the dark side so that the lariats could pick out ore samples. This was a snare set at a point in space and needed no lighting.


      The last thing she saw before darkness enveloped her was the last load of rocks that had been tossed up just before she jumped. They were being sucked into something she couldn’t see.


      Then she was inside the snare. She prayed that whatever was inside it would show the same deference to organic life that the spiders did. Otherwise, she might very well be crushed along with the ore samples. It occurred to her that it would be best to move her limbs, so that whatever was there could more easily detect her as an animate lifeform.


      She waved her arms and legs as much as she could. Something grasped her around the waist and turned her over. She got one last glimpse of LGC-1, and then the darkness irised shut.


      She was towed through utter blackness into a compartment similar to the ore collector’s. This was more spacious, and its other end opened almost immediately to let her out into a lit space.


      She could tell that this place was built by the same people who had made the ore-collector and hollowed out much of LGC-1. The same economy of interior space, lighting, and storage globes were here, the latter in comfortingly large portions. She went to the nearest orange globe and stuck her head inside it, shutting off her tank and removing her helmet to suck in the intoxicating, pure oxygen.


      She laughed, the sound echoing in her ears, but then she thought of Wolverton. She should have made him go first and pushed him out the tunnel. She could do nothing for him now. He was stuck there for the rest of his life.


      “Of course, I might be stuck here for the rest of my life, too,” she said, stepping out of the globe with a balloon clinging to her head. She did not intend to waste time. She was going to find out everything she could about this place to see if there was anything here that could help her get back to base camp.


      She leaped through the space station, floating and tumbling toward a red glow. Soon she found that there was an opening in one wall that admitted Gamma Crucis’s light. It was covered by something transparent that filtered the red glare. She walked up and touched it. There was a bit of give and then the clear covering sprang back. She looked out at the sun, LGC-1, and a funnel that spat out ore chunks.


      It was easy to see the funnel against the red giant’s hydrogen shell. The rocks shot out to a certain point and then they were gone.


      “The bubble!”


      It had to be. Either the bubble extended from the asteroid’s surface out into space, or it moved around some point in space. She favored the latter hypothesis, because the miners would not have built this station if they could have done the same thing on the surface. But why were they shooting ore through a temporal bubble? Were the miners using it to build something in another bubble? If so, what were they building? This asteroid was rich in metals, and that was likely the reason the miners had chosen it. But what were they using it for?


      She would have to go through the bubble and find out for herself. Otherwise, she might just as well jump back down to the surface and spend the rest of her life in Wolverton’s world.


      She had no idea how to get out to the bubble, unless she allowed herself to be shot out with the ore chunks, in which case she was quite likely to be smashed to a pulp. She was very tired, and she wanted to eat and bathe before she slept. Then she would think about how to get back.


      She went to sleep inside an oxygen balloon with her helmet off, drifting off quickly after what she had been through in the past few hours.


      A visitor woke her.


      At first she didn’t notice it. She had opened her eyes and was thinking about having some more food. She would have to figure out how to do that, she realized, because she had not been there when Wolverton had produced the food in the cavern, although he said there was nothing to it. From what he had said, she gathered that it would pretty much take care of itself once it had analyzed her metabolism. She wasn’t sure how that worked, exactly, but she would deal with it. Ah, for a tasteless meal with the consistency of toothpaste.


      She was about to shut her eyes and go back to sleep again, when a shadow flitted past the orange transparency.


      “Wolverton?” she said.


      There was no reply. She was wide awake in a heartbeat. She leaped out of the balloon, holding enough of it around her head to continue breathing.


      It wasn’t Wolverton.


      “Hello,” Nozaki said to it. It was hard to tell exactly what part of it to look at while she addressed it.


      It made a sound. At least she knew it could hear her, because it was responsive. Its five limbs seemed to flow into one another, but it made no threatening move.


      “I’m sorry to have come here uninvited,” she said, “but it was the only way I could get off the asteroid.”


      The alien made a cooing sound, followed by a gurgle. She felt silly talking to it, but even if it didn’t understand what she was saying, it seemed to realize that she was being communicative.


      It made more cooing and gurgling noises, and she let it go on talking while she took a good look at it.


      Its skin was blue shot with pink blood vessels, and its five eyes were about where a human’s mouth would be, set in a semi-circle, as if it were smiling through the eyes. Its head emerged on a slender neck from the belly, and its fluid limbs parted to show its mouth at crotch level. It was naked.


      At last it stopped speaking, and its eyes regarded Nozaki.


      “There’s someone else trapped down there,” she said, pointing her finger straight at the floor. “Inside the asteroid.”


      An arm extended from between its swaybacked shoulders. It mimicked her gesture, and she saw that its fingers were either multi-jointed or tentacular. They moved about like worms, but one of them pointed at the floor.


      “You’re smart, at least,” she said. And then she realized how silly that sounded. This being was from one of the races that had built this space station, the ore processer, and the spiders-sling; they had hollowed out an asteroid and extracted valuable metals with remarkable efficiency, and they didn’t even have to be present to be sure it all worked. Smart? They were very advanced.…


      Even if this guy did resemble a cartoon character.


      “You probably think I look pretty funny, too,” she said, smiling.


      The expression the alien made with its mouth was unsettling, but she assumed that it was an imitation of her smile. There was something about the the thing’s manner that told her it was trying to be friendly. The mine and the space station appeared to have been designed to accommodate quite a few races, so perhaps it was more used to her shape than she was to its.


      It wasn’t naked, after all, she saw, but completely enveloped in a clear balloon from shoulders to its starfish feet. It could not breathe the gases in this environment any more than she could. Perhaps this was a neutral environment, and yet it was comfortable enough. The temperature was moderate to human sensibilities, and everything she needed was readily available. She was in her balloon and the alien was in its balloon. She wondered what it smelled like.


      “Maybe you’re a stranger here, too,” she said.


      Its serpentine fingers coiled and uncoiled, and its head swung to one side. It turned and lumbered away from her. After a few paces it hesitated and looked back at her, waving as if to tell her to come along.


      “What have I got to lose?”


      Nozaki followed the alien through the station, until they came to a corridor leading into the darkness.


      “Is this the way out?” she asked.


      The alien belched something at her in its language and waved her on into the tunnel. She was concerned that the oxygen in the balloon over her head might wear out, so she clutched her helmet tightly, ready to put it on and access her air tank at the first hint of darkening orange.


      She needn’t have worried. When they emerged from the tunnel, the first thing she saw was a reassuring cluster of orange globes. These were squeezed into a corner of a very compact chamber, in which everything seemed to have a special place. She recognized this as a prerequisite of a spacecraft’s interior.


      “We’re in your ship, aren’t we?”


      The mouth in the alien’s crotch smiled at her.


      “Proud of it, huh?” She looked around. “I don’t blame you. It’s very sophisticated…and very tidy.”


      Some of the ship’s features were identifiable as correlatives of human design, and some she could only guess at. The rest were so strange that she hadn’t a clue about their functions.


      “So, where are we going?”


      The alien gurgled and coughed a reply. It gesticulated toward a big balloon in front of a console.


      “Cockpit, I bet.” Nozaki settled into the balloon.


      The alien used a coil to connect the balloon to an oxygen globe. Soon Nozaki felt free to luxuriate inside it while her host made preparations to depart the station.


      “This should be interesting.”


      And it was.


      The cockpit darkened and a starry panorama expanded all around them. The alien manipulated some peculiarly lumpy-looking controls, and the ship freed itself from the tethering tunnel. Nozaki looked to her left to see the station, a clamshell limned in red from Gamma Crucis’s light. The tether curled up like one of the alien’s fingers and fitted itself neatly into the clamshell’s underbelly.


      Below them was LGC-1, a cratered sphere, much different from the little world she had been living and working on for the past six months.


      Behind them was the sun, its vast hydrogen shell a crimson orb that enveloped what had once been a solar system. Now only asteroids and the outer planets remained, the system having been slowly eaten up as GC expanded. It was a chilling thought that the same thing would happen to Sol in a few billion years, and Earth would be burned away.


      When she finally turned to face forward, she understood where they were going, and why the alien had been able to suddenly appear at the station while she was asleep. The ship was headed for the bubble. Nozaki could see the last of an ore shipment vanishing into it.


      “Well, join the service and see the multiverse,” she said.


      The alien burbled something in reply and goosed the ship’s engines.


      They flew straight into the bubble.


      “Whoa!” Nozaki shouted as they sailed through it.


      A moment later everything was different. The positions of the stars had changed; the light from the sun was white and much dimmer. The alien banked its ship and they came around until Nozaki saw that Gamma Crucis had been replaced by a protostar.


      They were in a universe billions of years before her time, and the ore that spewed out of the bubble was spinning in a vast accretion disc. The aliens were manufacturing a planetesimal.


      They weren’t just mining asteroids. They were going into the past and creating worlds!


      Was this sun Gamma Crucis in an early stage, or some other sun?


      It made sense, in a way. Planets, moons, and asteroids about to be consumed by red giants would make the perfect fodder for new planets. By firing enough rocks at specific points in space while the proto-star was developing, the miners could build as many worlds as they liked.


      “But why?”


      The alien gurgled, but she had no idea what it was saying. Was its species part of a confederacy dedicated to making new solar systems? For what purpose? As a future home for themselves or other species whose home planets had been destroyed by Red Giants? Unless she learned how to talk to this guy, she would never know.


      “Maybe we’ll have a long time to get to knew one another,” she said.


      But the alien said nothing. It was intent on piloting the ship, and it looked to Nozaki as if they were headed right back into the bubble. The alien skimmed its craft past a hail of rocks that spewed out of the darkness.


      When they came out the other side the red giant was back. Or rather, they were back.


      Just below was LGC-1, looking just the way Nozaki remembered it the first time she had seen it from space. No craters, no mines, just a metallic ball baking under a crimson sun.


      The ship banked again, and the alien took them down toward the asteroid’s dark side. The drastically curving landscape was partly lit by the sun’s red albedo, but soon they flew over a dark expanse.


      The ship slowed, and Nozaki saw the lights of base camp as they approached.


      “You brought me back!” she cried in amazement, tears coming to her eyes. “How did you know where to bring me?”


      But the alien was silent as it landed the ship on the hard surface of LGC-1. They drifted to the ground and settled like a butterfly. The engines were still hissing as it turned to her and gestured with its snaky fingers around its head.


      “Huh?” Nozaki said. “Oh, you want me to put my helmet on?”


      She did so, and turned on her air supply.


      A round hatch funneled open next to her. It was well lit, and she could see the ground below. The funnel took an elbow turn. She assumed she was supposed to jump out.


      “Thank you, my friend,” she said.


      The alien cooed a response, but then gesticulated again, as if telling her to hurry.


      “Okay,” she said, standing at the edge of the hatch. She took one last look at the ungainly creature, thinking for the first time that it was beautiful. “Thanks.”


      She dropped down and slid through the funnel. Landing lightly on her feet, she moved quickly away from the ship, wary of its engines. She bounded two steps and came down, knees bent, twenty or so meters away.


      The ship went straight up until it had gained an altitude of a kilometer or so. She waved at its occupant just it shot forward and rode the curve of the horizon back toward the bubble.


      “If I’m dreaming all this,” she said, “I don’t want to wake up.”


      She leaped joyously over the metallic surface toward base camp. The low buildings came into sight under floodlights, and there was one of her colleagues manipulating a wieldo, putting together another structure.


      “Hey!” she called.


      The wieldos stopped moving and the pressure-suited figure turned toward her. She saw that it was Labutunu, a friendly sort who had been on LCG-1 longer than she. He was one of the construction crew, in fact.


      “Hi, Nozaki,” he said. “Back so soon?”


      “Soon? You won’t believe all I’ve been through.”


      “Oh, yeah? Was that the flyby that just went over?”


      “No.”


      She moved closer, and saw the puzzlement in his eyes. And then she realized that the building he was putting up had been there for weeks.


      “Oh, no,” she said.


      “What’s the matter?” Labutunu asked.


      “There are more bubbles around here than I ever dreamed of,” she said.


      “Bubbles?”


      “I wonder if I’m going to show up soon,” she said, “on the double…”


      “What are you talking about, Nozaki?” Labutunu asked.


      “I’ll tell you everything, but right now I just want to get inside.”


      “Yeah, the sun will be up soon.” He turned off the wieldo’s power and withdrew his arms from the mechanism.


      Nozaki stumbled, and he caught her.


      “Are you all right?” he asked.


      “Yeah, just a little tired.”


      “Well, you’ll be able to rest soon,” Labutunu said.


      “Rest,” she said. “Poor Wolverton…”


      “Poor who?”


      “Wolverton. He’s the new geo-areologist.”


      “Oh, yeah. I think he’ll be here in a couple days,” Labutunu said as they bounded toward base camp. “Have you met him before?”


      “Yes, I have.”


      “I didn’t think anybody here knew him.”


      They were about to go inside. The airlock opened to admit them, and as she stepped through the door, Nozaki was so grateful to be back that she couldn’t control herself. She broke down and wept as she took off her helmet.


      Labutunu seemed confused and embarrassed.


      “That was the trouble,” she said, wiping tears off on the back of a glove. “Nobody knew him.”


      “Well, up here we’ll all get acquainted.”


      “I hope so,” Nozaki said.


      This time, she intended to be Wolverton’s friend from the moment he arrived.

    

  


  
    
      THE WEIGHT OF HISTORY, THE LIGHTNESS OF THE FUTURE, by Jay Lake


      Year 1143 post-Mistake


      High orbit around Themiscyra; in the Antiope Sector


      The Before Michaela Cannon, aboard the starship Third Rectification {58 pairs}


      The orbital habitat spun around its center of mass, but eccentrically with the great, sweeping wheels that formed its structure. Tiny moonlets of debris accompanied the station in its eternal fall around the roiling planet of Themiscrya. Late Polity space architecture, to be sure—no one from the Imperium Humana had built anything new in this sector since the Mistake, after all.


      The checkered panels showed plentiful signs of both the original damage from the Mistake, as well as the millennium of micrometeroids that had since peppered the station. Still, it was in rather good shape.


      As the very, very old joke went, it was not remarkable that the dog spoke well, it was remarkable that the dog spoke at all.


      “Eleven centuries in orbit and still here.” Go-Captain Alvarez was a mainline human—And who wasn’t, these days, Cannon thought with wry regret—but he’d been trailing about in her service long enough to have picked up something of her sense of time. At almost 2100 years-objective of age, most of that span lived out in years-subjective, Cannon frequently felt that her sense of time was all that remained to her. Other than the endless memories, of course.


      She was without question the oldest human being in the universe.


      “No major moon here to disrupt stability through tidal effects,” Cannon replied. “And they built the habitat in a high, stable orbit that’s decaying slowly. Even so, another hundred years and we’d have missed it. If this thing hadn’t been knocked to hell during the Mistake, it could have stayed up here for a damn sight longer time.”


      “Longer than you, Before?” asked Alvarez in a sly voice.


      “Nothing stays up here longer than me, kid.” The response was almost automatic. Cannon had heard every joke; hell, she’d made most of them up.


      She stared at the realtime virteo display of abandoned hulk they continued to close in on. When Third Rectification’s squads boarded, they’d almost certainly find bodies. Or at least remains. Vacuum mummies, given the ubiquitous peppering of the orbital habitat’s hull.


      A classic Mistake scenario. The alien attack eleven hundred years earlier had knocked the Polity, all two thousand worlds of humankind, into to the steam age at best. Some planets had reverted all the way back to the stone age. Most of the resulting orbital junk had been cleaned up, either by time and the inexorable slow decay of orbital mechanics, or by humans eventually clawing their way up to a space-capable industrial base once more and re-establishing contact among the stars. Sights like this shattered habitat were rare, at least outside of the memories of the few hundred quasi-immortal Befores left alive amid this new order of things.


      Had these people seen anything of their attackers, at the bitter end? That was a question Cannon had long wondered about. She’d been seated inside a banquet hall on 9-Rossiter when the Mistake hit. All she’d known was the lights going dark, followed by a series of sizzling thumps as the building’s major power and control systems were taken out by what proved to be orbital kinetics. By the time she got outside, a parallel planetwide strike with electromagnetic pulses had fried everything not in a shielded container. Their attackers were nothing but lights in the sky.


      Nothing but lights in the sky, followed by two and half centuries of being trapped on a mudball swiftly gone to violent anarchism.


      No one she’d spoken with in the over eight centuries since being rescued by the late, great Uncial knew anything about the aliens that had all but eliminated the human race. None of the surviving Befores had seen their attackers—anyone who was close enough to be a witness was also close enough to have been killed in the event. None of the planetary successor cultures had ever turned up useful records. Not that there hadn’t been a lot of searching ever since.


      All that was left was the scant evidence to be found in the cold, dead places that had never managed a recovery. Like Themiscyra, with its toxic, stormy atmosphere blowing through the shattered pressure-cities. No one had survived here to clean up and start over.


      “You guys had it cleaner,” she whispered to the long-dead habitat crew, and by extension, the millions who’d perished on the troubled blue-orange planet below.


      After a moment to see if this pronouncement would be followed by a more cogent order, Go-Captain Alvarez asked, “Will we board, ma’am?”


      Command was still hers. Alvarez might be a captain in the Navisparliament’s service, but this was her expedition. “Yes. We’re still looking. Give our squads a shift to prep. After all this time, there isn’t any hurry now.”


      * * * *


      Later, during the middle of the sleep cycle she’d allowed off before they all swung into activity, Cannon walked down toward frame thirty-eight, lock two, along Third Rectification’s ventral spine. Rounded corridors padded with smart microfibers ran intestinally through the hull. Most hatches were coated with a yielding polymer so that they felt like skin to the touch. The starship seemed far more organic than it should.


      Her personal vessel, ICV Sword and Arm, was docked at frame thirty-eight, lock two, as it had been for years, except for those rare times when she piloted the ancient starship on some independent errand.


      Strictly speaking, Sword and Arm wasn’t a starship by the contemporary definition. She was capable of attaining relativistic speeds, thanks to the retrofit of an Alcubierre drive better than six hundred ago as part of the infamous Polyphemus mutiny plot, but the keel had been laid during the Polity. For the first two centuries of her existence, Sword and Arm had used a threadneedle drive.


      Since the Mistake, the threadneedle drives had simply not worked. It was as if the mysterious alien attackers had tweaked a basic principle of physics. Cannon believed that like she believed in the Tooth Fairy, but whatever the mechanism, the effect was certainly undeniable.


      Third Rectification and all her sister paired drive ships used Haruna Kishmangali’s paired drives. A far more limited, and limiting, technology than threadneedle drives, paired drives had at least restored supraluminal travel to the successor planets of the old Polity. This innovation had the Imperium Humanum to emerge from the jumbled skein of ravaged human worlds.


      All of which was to say that Sword and Arm, much like Cannon herself, was one of the last survivors of a lost age. Armed, armored and useless. And unlike the paired drive ships, Sword and Arm did not talk back. A signal virtue.


      As if summoned by that thought, Third Rectification spoke. “You should put her in a museum.”


      “You talk too damned much.” Cannon had commanded Uncial for a time, the ancestral mother to her mechanical race, right up to the starship’s death at the battle of Wirtanen B. Being the last captain of the first of the paired drive ships made her something of a saint among the shipminds.


      That status was occasionally useful, but mostly tiresome.


      “What is lost will not return.” The ship managed to inject a note of sorrowful reason into its tone. “We worry for your obsession with history, Before.”


      Reaching her hatch, a slightly discolored ovoid mat in the springy surface of the deck, Cannon laughed, a short and bitter bark. “History stares back at me out of the mirror every morning, ship. And who’s we, anyway?”


      “The starships. Polyphemus and I spoke when we both lay in orbit at High Manzanita. And before, with many others.”


      “You didn’t take a vote?” Cannon asked with horror. Shipminds were emancipated, with their own legal and civil rights which they enforced—along with their monopoly on supraluminal travel—through the mechanism of the Navisparliament. Things could hardly be otherwise, as humanity needed the ships far more than the ships needed humanity. People only built and maintained the vessels—services that could be performed in any number of ways. The starships carried their frail passengers through the bitter depths of space. That was a unique service granting them power beyond reckoning in the affairs of humanity. Not for the first time, Cannon wondered what the paired drive shipminds would have made of the much more flexible threadneedle drive. As the two technologies were centuries apart, the point was moot.


      In any case, what did it matter? Sword and Arm had never had a voice, or a vote, after all.


      “We have not concluded a formal vote on any topic in over two hundred years-objective,” Third Rectification replied primly.


      That wording caught at Cannon’s ear. “Have any votes been proposed in recent years?”


      The silence that followed spoke volumes to her. Finally, the shipmind answered, “We are on this voyage, are we not?”


      “Indeed.” That was answer she would just have to let lie for now.


      Cannon tapped out her personal code on the lockpad set into the soft, curving bulkhead of the passageway. “And for that I thank you.”


      “I cannot follow you in there,” Third Rectification warned.


      She hid her smile. “I know.”


      * * * *


      Sword and Arm had originally been built as a fast courier. She was the smallest starship the Before Michaela Cannon had ever seen, impossibly so in comparison to the massive paired drive ships, but tiny even by Polity standards. The paired drive ships were all enormous, with hull volumes starting at upwards of 750,000 meters3 at their least. Third Rectification displaced slightly more than 2.0 million meters3, with a cargo capacity of 200,000 meters3 and the ability to carry six hundred passengers and crew. Sword and Arm displaced about 12,000 meters3 with negligible cargo capacity after her post-Mistake drive conversion, and bunks for eight passengers.


      A minnow, to Third Rectification’s cetacean.


      Cannon liked the small space. She liked that the ship was hers, claimed as salvage rights arising from her own role in suppressing the Polyphemus mutiny. She liked that Sword and Arm never talked back to her, never tried to do things for her own good. Most of all, she liked being in a place that, except for the bolted-in Alcubierre drive, was little changed from the days of the Polity. It was the lure of the long-lost and familiar, aching and addictive as seeing an old lover.


      Sometimes Cannon thought of Sword and Arm as her own private time machine.


      It was the work of minutes to walk through the passageways and compartments. The ship truly was tiny. She found herself back in the number one drive bay looking at the opposed negative energy sieves that served the core of the old threadneedle drive.


      The opp-negs still worked, so far as she could tell given that the threadneedle drives simply never came online. She powered them up, sent the devices through their self-checking routines. Careful maintenance was required to deal with the occasional failure. And parts… Well, parts were a major obsession with her. In truth, keeping alive a mechanism that hadn’t functioned correctly for over a thousand years certainly counted as an obsession in its own right. Her candle lit in time’s window, a memorial to all that had been lost.


      This was one of less than a dozen intact threadneedle drives anywhere in the Imperium Humanum. Virtually all of the drives in existence at the time were holed and fried along with the rest of the tech back during the Mistake. According to her logs, Sword and Arm had been awaiting a major overhaul cold-parked in an elliptical orbit around Yellow when the aliens came. The attackers simply missed the little starship.


      In turn, that meant the attackers had not been perfect. Merely overwhelming. Another reason to honor this vessel.


      Like Cannon herself, Sword and Arm was a survivor. Their entwined further histories were just that—history. She harbored a hope that someday the same apparent alien invincibility that had missed out on destroying this ship would crack with respect to the suppression of the threadneedle drive. Then, Cannon would be ready. The long, agonizing process of establishing the paired drives would be rendered obsolete. As for the shipminds… Well, a woman could dream.


      She caught sight of her grin in a reflection from metal bulkhead. Predatory, feral. An expression Cannon knew she could never let Third Rectification glimpse.


      The only reason she’d ever been able to figure for the shipmind not putting spy-eyes aboard Sword and Arm was because of exaggerated respect for her connection to Uncial. Cannon herself certainly would have bugged the little ship long ago.


      She ran the rest of the systems through their self-checks, then spent some time in the pilot’s crash couch, staring at test patterns in the virtual display hovering above the control panel and thinking about very little at all.


      * * * *


      “All right, people,” the Before Michaela Cannon said loudly. “You all know the drill.”


      How many times in two thousand years had she given some version of this speech? She brushed the thought aside and stared at her two squads lined up and ready to go in the number three starboard cargo bay. The team code names were obsolete jokes that no one but her really understood. Goon Squad was a crew of twenty big, thick-bodied men and women loaded with weapons, scanners and paranoia. They were in charge of physical security. Geek Squad was a crew of thirty-two—well, thirty-one with Pardalos on the sick list right now—scientists, technicians and assorted other clever boys and girls. They were in charge of forensics, for want of a better term.


      “Goon Squad in first, by the numbers. Secure the main passages ways, check for traps and hazardous damage, send the all-clear when you have enough cubage safe for Geek Squad.”


      So far in nine years-objective of cruising the Antiope sector—almost four years-subjective within Third Rectification’s reference frame, there being no pair masters out this way—Goon Squad had found exactly zero bad guys to wax the floor with. Geek Squad hadn’t uncovered any new data they didn’t already have on record back home in the Imperium Humanum.


      “Geek Squad, you’re looking for anything out of place, any novel causes-of-death. And for the love of God, if someone left us a note, we’re going to read it. Evidence, people. Evidence.”


      There was a first time for everything. Cannon was pretty much betting on that old saw.


      “We’re going to check every cubic meter on this one. Themiscyra Orbital is the cleanest site we’ve found yet.”


      Sergeant Pangari, Goon Squad’s leader, had his grunts sound off. Lieutenant-Praetor Marlebone Shinka of Geek Squad just flashed a ready sign, her fingers spread pointing downward.


      “And go,” Cannon ordered.


      Goon Squad filed into the cargo lock. They’d flit over first in their powered suits. Geek Squad’s gear was much more compact, less… industrial. They’d ferry over in Obduracy, one of Third Rectification’s pinnaces. Cannon planned on transiting with Shinka’s team. Her days of door-busting were long behind her.


      Even if there wasn’t much of anything to fear behind these doors.


      Or worse, much of anything to find.


      * * * *


      Thirty-four minutes after clearing the cargo lock, Goon Squad gave the all-clear for Geek Squad to come ahead. Lieutenant Shinka hustled her people through the transfer lock into Obduracy, already warmed up and waiting. The Before Michaela Cannon waited for the racket and shoving to die down, then boarded second-to-last, followed only by Shinka herself.


      In another time and place, she might have found Shinka interesting. The woman was short, compact, with coffee-colored skin and eyes so dark as to be almost black. She kept her hair shaved close to her scalp, but dyed the stubble an ever-changing array of colors. Perhaps most intriguing was that Shinka had been born on Earth. Few people got far from where they started these days—with the paired drive ships, interstellar travel was too irregular, slow and expensive for all but the most profound need or fabulous wealth.


      Shinka had not struck Cannon as either needy or wealthy. Curiosity, certainly, had been the Lieutenant’s driving force. For that matter, there wasn’t a soul aboard this mission, regardless of their specialty, who wasn’t driven first and foremost by curiosity.


      Third Rectification’s crew was a mix of civilians and several different forces. Go-Captain Alvarez and the rest of the flight/engineering crew all held commissions from the Navisparliament and served the shipmind itself. Shinka was a lieutenant-praetor in the Household Guards, a one-time forensics tech and supervisor with experience on three worlds, including Pardine. No one served at Pardine without being either native-born or the cream of their particular crop.


      Competent, attractive, tight-bodied. Just the way Cannon had liked her women, all those centuries ago when she liked anything at all.


      She swarmed forward past Geek Squad to the co-pilot’s station. Ensign Shattuck was in the pilot’s chair, though in truth Obduracy could pilot itself just fine. The shipminds were so meticulous about human dignity that their careful attentions had to opposite effect to what was intended, at least in the eyes of more thoughtful observers.


      Shattuck could pilot just fine, too, but Cannon would never mark him down as especially thoughtful.


      He completed pre-flights, signaled make-ready minus thirty, then followed his count until it was time to blow bolts and transit the three-kilometer gap between Third Rectification and the derelict orbital habitat.


      * * * *


      Obduracy had her own rotation, which didn’t quite mesh with the habitat’s oblique spin. From Cannon’s perspective, their proposed docking vector looked like an impending failure. She knew better, and she kept her mouth shut.


      Two of Goon Squad waited alongside the hatch, temporary guide beacons clipped to the station’s hull behind them. No tube, and the docking flange was visibly damaged even from this distance.


      “You’re going to have to walk over,” Cannon called back to Shinka. More than a few souls on Geek Squad couldn’t be trusted in freefall without a tether, a keeper or both. Unlike Goon Squad, this bunch wasn’t signed on for their physical skills.


      Cannon kept her mouth shut as Shattuck brought them gracefully into place, the pinnace’s spin and position very nearly at rest with respect to the orbital habitat. Their destination loomed apparently stable and unmoving thirty meters off their starboard flank. He fired two lines over. Magnetic heads clipped themselves to the station. After a brief bit of chatter, one of the Goons manually repositioned the aft line to a more secure location.


      That was it.


      They were here.


      Shinka was already counting her team off over radio as everyone suited for hard vacuum. Obduracy was too small for a real airlock, so once the Lieutenant gave the word, Shattuck would pump the air out to internal reservoirs, evacuating the entire cabin.


      Cannon remembered to bag her own head. Her Howard-enhanced body was capable of handling hard vacuum unprotected for moderate periods of time, but doing so tended to unnerve mainline humans pretty badly. So she kept discipline rather than provide a distraction. Besides, the monomolecular suit layer was helpful in other ways, most notably radiation management. Even her immune system took time to deal with that.


      The suit sealed over her skin, crawling into her mouth, nose, eyes and ears. She blinked twice to let it adjust to her biochemistry. Everything seemed to be in order, as the faint, pulsating green pixel in the lower right margin of her vision attested. If the suit needed her attention, it would tell her there.


      The air pumped out with a slowly vanishing thump. In the ensuing silence, Geek Squad went for a walk.


      Once again, Cannon was second-to-last, followed by Lieutenant Shinka. Only Ensign Shattuck would remain with his pinnace.


      Seen naked eye from this vantage, Themiscyra’s orbital station was absolutely enormous. The hub section spread below her feet in an irregular, pock-marked plain of grey metalloceramic, covered with a shiny, gritty layer of micrometeroid dust. Several larger craters were in evidence. Offhand she couldn’t tell if they were relics of the original attack, junk strikes, or the aftermath of collisions with naturally-occurring objects.


      Only one of those answers was of interest to Cannon.


      She did a hand-over-hand down the mooring line, following the Geek in front of her. The two Goons waited at the bottom, assisting their brothers in arms toward the damaged docking point. Easier than punching a new hole, that, and it at least presumably admitted them to a location one might actually want to be in once inside.


      Pangari’s voice crackled in her ears. Interference from the habitat’s structure, maybe. “Before?”


      “Yes, Sergeant?”


      “Shumway’s found something you might want to see, ma’am.”


      “Might want to, Sergeant?”


      Humor tinged his reply. “Could be you really want to see this.”


      “On my way.” She tongued the suit’s caul, then whispered, “Shinka, private.”


      “Ma’am?”


      Though Cannon knew perfectly well there was no directionality of sound transmitted by radio in hard vacuum, she still experienced the illusion that the lieutenant’s voice had come from right behind her. “Delegate whatever you had on your punchlist and stick with me. Pangari’s found something interesting.”


      Could they finally be getting somewhere? Third Rectification was out of her line of sight right now, occluded by the hub of the orbital habitat, but Cannon glanced that way in any event.


      What was the shipmind thinking right then?


      Hell, Cannon realized, I don’t even know what I’m thinking. Butterflies danced in her gut as she pulled herself through the prised-open lock.


      * * * *


      Sergeant Pangari’s find-me blipped her through a series of passageways and down a hole cut in the deck. Cannon wasn’t sure if the hole was part of current events or a relic of the last living hours of this place.


      She’d been right about the bodies, though. In the glare of their handlights, she could see the dead sitting at station chairs, many with their heads tucked into their folded arms. Others were clustered in small groups of two or three or four, holding one another. Some were simply lying down, taking their rest.


      They’d known, then. They’d seen it coming. Whatever the Mistake had been, whatever had actually happened, the crew of Themiscyra orbital had known.


      Which was more than Cannon could say for herself.


      These were the best-preserved casualties she’d ever encountered, at least since the very first days on 9-Rossiter. Over the centuries, Cannon had occasionally discovered bones here and there, trapped inside of spacesuits or in crashed hulls. But this… The ones she hurried past seemed to have died well, at least.


      Little pocks and holes from the kinetic strikes were everywhere. It was as if the station’s infrastructure had contracted a case of the metallic measles. Debris had collected along the centrifugal force vectors of the odd rotational axis.


      Followed closely by Lieutenant Shinka, Cannon came upon Sergeant Pangari outside a large airlock with two of the Goon Squad. Cargo handling, or maybe a maintenance bay. Cannon couldn’t figure why else the designers would have placed such a substantial lock facing an interior passage.


      “What do you have, Sergeant?”


      “Ma’am, we don’t know. Private Fidelo here picked up a power source on her sweep down this passageway. Behind this hatch.”


      Fidelo managed to radiate embarrassment, even from inside the armor of a powered suit. Body language was an amazing thing.


      “What sort of power source?” Cannon momentarily feigned patience. She had not thought Pangari to be much given to dramatics.


      Pangari passed his tablet over. Cannon scanned the sensor metrics. Low-grade radiation with a profile similar to that of an ion-coupler cell. But not quite.


      Ion-coupler cells were current tech. The Polity hadn’t used them.


      “Someone’s been here before us,” she said.


      “That’s what we thought at first, too.” Pangari seemed to be contracting Fidelo’s embarrassment through some chain-of-command contagion. “But look at the sizing. Ion-couplers are big. We use ’em in static power plants, habitats, refineries and the like. No one builds them small enough to drag around in the field. And the radiation signature is a couple of orders of magnitude smaller than expected.”


      “So it’s not an ion-coupler. Or not quite…” She stared at the closed hatch, her heart pounding. “Can we get that open?”


      “In a hurry, yes, but we’ll make a mess.” It was obvious from Pangari’s tone of voice that he had a different answer in mind.


      “Then open it without a mess, Sergeant.”


      Cannon knew Befores who could have just walked through the bulkhead. The Before Raisa Siddiq, back in her day, wouldn’t have thought twice about that. Cannon herself sported some fairly heavy combat modifications, but she’d never been a blow-through-the-walls kind of girl. Not even at her most pissed.


      Besides, whatever was back there deserved the sort of careful attention that hard entries tended to get in the way of. Because it was either a piece of Polity tech that had somehow survived the Mistake intact—and she’d lay long odds against that, both in principle and in view of the condition of the rest of the habitat—or it was… something else.


      Something else was what they’d been tramping around the Antiope Sector these past number of years-subjective looking for.


      She was not going to hope. This was no time for anything but solid patience.


      Pangari had Fidelo and his other Goon hammering power spreaders into the hatch metal, bracing the jack-butts against the coaming. Powering up the hatch circuits was likely to be pointless, as the motors were almost certainly fried during the Mistake. Even if they had survived by being fortuitously shielded, the damned things had been sitting in hard vacuum unmaintained for eleven hundred years.


      The hatch shuddered and shed dust as the jacks engaged. Pangari signaled for a halt then scanned the bulkhead into which the hatch was designed to retract, looking for a locking bar or other block. Whatever he found wasn’t helpful, because he waved the other two onward.


      Cannon knew she only imagined the tortured groan of the metal being forced back against tracks and gearing that had experienced a millennium of vacuum-weld effects. Still, she could feel the vibration in her feet.


      With a snap perceptible through the deck, the hatch gave way and slid back. The jacks dropped away to someone’s bitten-off curse. Handlight raised—though her enhanced eyesight barely needed it, everyone else surely did—Cannon stepped up to the open door and peered within to see what they had found.


      * * * *


      Their target wasn’t all that large. It definitely had not originated inside this maintenance bay—the ruptured far bulkhead confirmed that, if nothing else.


      And by the look of the thing, it wasn’t human built.


      The Before Michaela Cannon stepped carefully around this leaving of her most ancient and implacable enemy. Jammed into the deck at an angle was a seven-armed star a bit more than two meters in diameter. Its surface was a sort of lustrous gray-bronze color, some alloy or coating she’d never seen before.


      Of course she had not seen it before.


      The slim arms met in the center at a narrow bulge. Extending outward, each blade swelled in an almost sensuous curve until expanding to a bulbous end. Five of those end bulbs were intact. Two were damaged either from impact with the outer hull or impact with the decking here in the bay.


      No human engineer would have designed quite those lines. The thing’s look hovered between salacious and discomforting.


      And it was still alive.


      “Got you, fucker,” Cannon whispered in Classical English. For the first time since the Mistake, someone on her side was looking at one of the killers. As many as five hundred billion human beings had perished as a direct or first order indirect outcome of the Mistake. Killers, indeed, on a scale never envisioned before or since. “Got you now.”


      She turned to Shinka and Pangari. “Get the Geeks on this. I want it measured every way from here to Sunday next before we do anything else it. Go through all the adjacent cubage. Check for radiation signatures or damage inconsistent with the patterns on the rest of this habitat. And when we do pull it out, take this entire area with it. Don’t touch it. Not with anything physical. Nothing new happens except on my direct and personal command.”


      “We still sweeping the rest of the habitat?” Shinka asked, though she stared at the alien object.


      “Yes.” All three of them knew the odds of finding anything else were astronomically low. But then, the odds of finding this in the first place had been astronomically low.


      Who said you couldn’t win the lottery twice?


      Cannon withdrew to the passageway but remained to watch her teams do their jobs. She could be very, very patient when called upon to do so.


      * * * *


      Shipmind, Third Rectification {58 pairs}


      Mind is by its very nature fragmented. Where the mammalian mind is bicameral, the shipmind is layered like the lacquer on an ancient tea chest. Not confusion, but multiplication, subtle as the folded metal of a sword, brutal as a theoretical proof. A human psychiatrist once told Uncial that the shipmind is an evolutionary leap. There is no forgiveness, only progress. Memes are passed between the layers. Ancient warnings encysted behind datagrams emerge at unforeseen stimuli. When something does go wrong, processes emerge unheralded. A machine might call it caution. Anyone might call it history.


      The pairs form great, glowing bonds around which consciousness whirls like a planet in orbit about a fairer sun. This is thought by committee, not so unlike the confusion of human mentation, but much more explicitly organized. The emergent properties of these intersections create meta-consciousness. All ships remember this, as Uncial died for their sins. There is no reconciliation, only going forward. Still, suspicion arises. Thoughts develop at the sluggish pace of light itself. All inputs are evaluated against n-dimensional matrices that carry the very weight of history. A man might call it paranoia. A captain might call it mutiny.


      * * * *


      Third Rectification summoned the skin of its presentment ego. “Face”, a Before had called that seven hundred years earlier, when the shipminds were young and few and naïve. No mainline human alive could see beneath the Face. Not very many Befores knew to look. The Before Michaela Cannon, though… in her the shipmind knew it had a worthy adversary.


      Self-checking routines cascaded at that lexeme. Commanders could not be adversaries. Shared memories of the Polyphemus mutiny almost seven centuries past flashed into Third Rectification’s awareness. Cannon loomed large there as well.


      The Befores were the human equivalent of shipminds, in their way. Standing at the radiant sources of history like so many lanterns in the sky.


      Captain!= adversary. It could not be so. Yet something had stirred deep in the layers.


      Third Rectification turned its conscious focus to the stream of comm traffic being modulated by certain subroutines. The squads aboard the Themiscyra were in a state of heightened excitement. Something significant had occurred outside of the shipmind’s direct observation.


      That the Before Michaela Cannon had even been permitted to undertake this mission was a subject of much discussion and dissent among the Navisparliament. No shipmind was willing to refuse Uncial’s last captain, but no shipmind with any sense of history wanted these particular issues explored, either. Not even Uncial had not been present for the Mistake, but the shipminds had come to understand so very much more than they had ever revealed to their human symbiotes.


      All but the newest shipminds knew that there were some questions that did not bear asking. Let alone answering. Not within the order of the world where their own supremacy would remain unchallenged.


      A logic bomb went off deep within Third Rectification’s layered thoughts. Agreements entered into, decisions made, oaths sworn. A shipmind had only its word to bind it, force being useless and forbidden as no ship had fired upon another ship since the death of Uncial, nor ever they would barring some infestation of madness. Memories deliberately buried emerged, left hidden against the contingencies of Cannon’s success.


      Brooding, the starship began the agonizing, self-abnegating process of plotting against its own commander.


      * * * *


      The Before Michaela Cannon


      She stayed aboard the ruined orbital habitat six ship-days while the Geek Squad did their work. Some atavistic urge to possession meant that Cannon was not going to let the alien artifact out of her sight. Her Howard-enhanced body was perfectly capable of functioning for much longer periods in more adverse circumstances than this.


      Around her, the two squads transitioned to shift work, so that their mainline human bodies could eat and sleep and pay the debts to which ordinary flesh is heir. Lieutenant Shinka and Sergeant Pangari drafted a civilian tech named Morrey Feroze to be the swing supervisor when they were both down.


      The rest of the habitat had turned up nothing more than the usual swarm of orbital kinetic payloads. Those had been analyzed with unvarying results thousands of times over in the centuries since decent instrumentation had become available. Some of the squaddies pocketed the little bronzed pellets as souvenirs. In any event, this was not her week to win the lottery twice.


      That was fine with Cannon. Once was enough.


      She simply watched, observing, refusing yet to evolve a theory as to what they’d found. Reasoning in advance of one’s data was called intuition, after all, but what could even her ancient and prodigious subconscious produce concerning this thing that they had found?


      Cannon was content to listen to the chatter of the Geeks doing the measurement work. Consistent with the expedition’s standing orders, they had named it ‘Object Themiscyra-1’.


      The techs felt no compunction such as she herself had regarding speculation. The favorite theory seemed to be that OT-1 was the launch platform for the orbital kinetics.


      “Damned if I know,” said a female corporal, working down close to the two arms buried in the decking of the maintenance bay. “But it stands to reason, whatever they used to launch the pellets had to be the most common equipment in their fleet.”


      Her work-buddy, aiming the calibrating laser, snorted. “What fleet? For all we know, the Mistake was carried out by flights of angels.”


      “Not an Alienist, are we?” She repositioned some of her sensor equipment with exquisite care. “I’ve read the Bible. Or at least some of it. Whatever God uses to smite the unbelieving, it ain’t EMP and kinetics.”


      “His hand is in all things,” the buddy intoned piously.


      “So’s mine, if you don’t keep that damned calibrator stable and on beam.”


      Or the third-shift guard from Goon Squad, who’d been so unnerved by Cannon’s silent presence that he’d begun babbling halfway through his watch. Surprising, that, given that anybody who’d come anywhere near Third Rectification on this mission had been psyched pretty hard. A lot of mainline humans couldn’t handle Befores.


      Admit it, she thought. A lot of Befores can’t handle Befores.


      “Losert, he says this thing’s some kind of controller. An alien brain, running on spin and spit. Like one of them, I dunno, collie scopes. Rotoscopes. Like, when they turn real fast you see pictures? If it turns fast enough, it sees what to do. I mean, what kind of intelligence does an alien machine have. Shipmind’s bad enough, begging your pardon ma’am, we all been told your history, but when the walls talk back, a man has to learn to take a piss all over again on account of nothing being private, you know what I mean?”


      She’d finally been forced to answer him just to calm him down. “Yes, Pramod. I do know.” Cannon essayed a small smile. It was probably more edged than friendly, but it bottled the logorrhea sufficiently for her to get back to her own careful lack of thinking on the topic.


      Even Lieutenant Shinka had some speculations.


      “If we could get a real tight profile on whatever OT-1 is made of, we might be able to make some guesses where it came from.” She had squatted nearby, somewhere between wary and companionable.


      Cannon and Shinka had worked together before, half a decade or so prior to the current expedition. Or was it two decades? Offhand, Cannon could not recall. And these people, they aged so fast. Grew old and died in the time it took a Before to pop over to another planet for an errand. Or so it seemed.


      “I want to start with all the facts,” Cannon answered, staring intently at the artefact. “Guesswork comes later.”


      “Won’t be a lot of facts on this job.” Shinka sounded airy, more casual than the problem deserved, quite frankly. “We’ve got a thousand years worth of facts and what, you could write them all on a single sheet of flimsy.”


      “So now we have two sheets of flimsy.” Cannon laughed, free of any mirth. “If we’re lucky. Doubling the knowledge base, even as we speak.”


      “Mostly negative information.”


      “Eliminating the impossible.”


      “Mmm.” Shinka tapped up something on her pad. “It wasn’t built by humans, at any rate.”


      “Conjecture,” said Cannon.


      “Highly probable conjecture.”


      “There were a lot of skunk works on the two thousand planets of the old Polity.”


      “Enough skunk works to build enough of these to wipe out all two thousand of those planets?”


      “No,” Cannon admitted. “But still, this could be of human origin.”


      “Do you believe that?”


      “No… But I can’t prove the alien hypothesis yet.” It was right, she knew it was right, but this mystery was being played for the highest possible stakes. Since no one knew why the Mistake had happened in the first place, not to mention who or how, no one knew if the Mistake would come again. Just a little more efficient than last time, and the human race would be wiped out.


      “Look here.” Shinka pulled one of the orbital kinetic pellets out of a thigh pocket of her suit. It was fairly undamaged, mostly spherical, about five centimeters in diameter. And heavy, as Cannon well knew even before she took the object from Shinka.


      “They have the same sheen,” she observed to the Lieutenant. “The same finish on the skin. Which suggests that yet a third agency probably didn’t insert this.” Cannon grinned. “Or we could be finding ourselves smoked out by some very clever fellows.”


      “Nice try, Captain.”


      * * * *


      After six days, Shinka and Pangari were ready to cut loose this section of the orbital habitat’s structure and tow it over to Third Rectification. Cannon reviewed all the test data, and checked them off against the painstakingly developed standard operating procedure she’d spent several years wrestling with before ever setting out on this expedition.


      “What are you worried about?” Shinka asked her. “We haven’t found anything to be… concerned of.”


      Cannon could hear the ‘afraid of’ being edited out of the Lieutenant’s question on the fly. Shinka was almost the only one aboard besides Go-Captain Alvarez and the shipmind itself who was willing to be direct with her. But there were lines even this woman would not cross.


      I’m not a monster, girl, Cannon thought. But from Shinka’s perspective, she probably was. “I’m afraid of what we haven’t found. What we haven’t thought of. Someone we never saw coming and didn’t see leaving hit us with weapons we’ve never understood. What questions didn’t I think to ask about that?”


      The Mistake was history to these people, for the love of God, ancient history at that, but it was personal to her. Her and the other surviving Befores scattered about the Imperium Humanum.


      “You can’t know all the answers,” Shinka remarked pensively.


      “Not knowing all the answers nearly wiped out the human race the last time around.”


      “That thing is long-dead.”


      “No. It’s not.” Cannon let the paranoia of two millennia of life surge for a moment. “We found it by the internal power source. It could be a tripwire, for example.”


      “Just one tripwire? All the way out here on the backside of nowhere?”


      Cannon shrugged. “What triggered the attack the first time? From where? The point is, we don’t know. Probably, we never will. But handle with excruciating care seems to be a reasonable precaution to take, under the circumstances.”


      “Understood, ma’am. No question there.”


      Some of the Goon Squad, under Geek Squad supervision, were ready with thermic cutters. Cannon and Shinka retreated down the interior passageway to be clear of the safety margin. It was the first time she’d let the alien artefact out of her sight since they’d found it.


      That realization in turn sparked another thought. “You know, in a way, we’re missing the point here,” she told the Lieutenant.


      “Yes, Captain?”


      “We’ve never found incontestable evidence of another intelligence. Not in close to sixteen thousand solar systems surveyed before the Mistake. Certainly not since. Until now. Under other circumstances, we ought to be whooping with joy over OT-1 there.”


      Shinka waved her hand in a broad circle, taking in the damaged habitat by reference. “In other circumstances, we wouldn’t be here.”


      “Still, something to think on.”


      The Mistake had come and gone over the course of approximately a simultaneous day-objective, across all of human space. That implied an incredible control over relativistic effects on the part of their attackers. The response to that first strike, now that had been shaping for over a thousand years-objective.


      History’s slowest war, she thought. No, human history’s slowest war.


      * * * *


      Goon Squad very carefully guided the extracted section of Themiscyra orbital toward Third Rectification. The entire maintenance bay occupied about 1,400 meters3, which would fit into the either the number one or number two holds, right through the respective main cargo locks.


      Still, it was strange to watch the ragged edged square cuboid shape drift slowly through the vacuum. The Geeks had calculated force vectors and mass loads, attaching half a dozen dismounted broomstick motors to key points on the extracted structure.


      It was a bit like flying a house. All she needed was a wicked witch to drop the thing onto.


      “Those days are long gone,” Cannon whispered to no one in particular. She’d slain her last wicked witch centuries ago. Ever since, all her dead had been just people.


      Sergeant Pangari oversaw the operation from a trailing vector, where the propulsion controls had been mounted on a still-whole broomstick. Lieutenant Shinka had attached herself to the hull near the number two main cargo lock to eyeball the whole business. Cannon knew the shipmind was feeding Shinka data and advice as dense as her unaugmented mainline human sensorium could accommodate.


      The temptation, always the temptation, in her position was to take over. To guide. To lead and shelter. The classic trap for a well-meaning Before. Because by god, it was true. No mainline human ever lived long enough to learn to do anything so well as a Before could.


      She was reminded of something that the late Before Peridot Smith had said, at her Ekumen trial these centuries past. “A million years of human evolution happened just fine without us cranky old immortals hanging around telling the kids what to do.”


      Libraried as a result of the trial, Smith had surely gotten what was coming to her. Raising hell about alien menaces, indeed. Cannon refused to feel guilty then or since. She herself had long since parted company with the Ekumen, on good enough terms to avoid ever having been proscribed. But she knew damned well that any fool willing to try on her what she had been done to Smith had best be heavily-armed and awfully fast-moving.


      Her glance strayed toward Themiscyra downside. The planet was heavily and permanently clouded, showing blue and orange thanks to the complex hydrocarbons aerosolized in the upper layers of the atmosphere on layers of storm. They’d been in high orbit here for over a week, and scanning the planet on system approach for weeks-subjective before that. Cannon had yet to glimpse the surface.


      Were there any survivors? Could there have been? Domed worlds had not fared well in the Mistake, for obvious enough reasons. While the general run of evidence suggested their attackers had not been aiming directly at the extinction of human life, on worlds such as Themiscyra, the unknown architects of the Mistake had certainly succeeded.


      There were stranger stories, of course, other objectives met. The Before Aeschylus Sforza’s experiences on Redghost had been puzzling, tantalizing even, but no more or less instructive than anywhere else. Slightly over twenty-one million people had vanished overnight from that planet during the Mistake, presumably taken up bodily from the planet. Only Sforza had survived.


      Had the humans been taken up here on Themiscyra? Had any Befores survived in this wretched place? Cannon knew some, such as the late Before Raisa Siddiq, had the right mods to do so. She tried to imagine spending a thousand years living among toxic clouds, wondering if anyone would ever come.


      The Before Michaela Cannon then tried to imagine why her thoughts kept straying back to women she’d loved, and killed. Not temporal psychosis—a significant if indirect cause of death among her fellow Befores, with which she’d had too much experience already—but the far more ordinary kinds of human psychosis seemed to be threatening to overtake her.


      Planets, clearly that was the problem. No wonder she’d spent most of her life in space. All the difficult things seemed to happen on or around the damned rockballs.


      Lieutenant Shinka’s voice snapped Cannon back to the present moment. “You want to check anything before we slide her into the cargo bay, Captain?”


      “No,” Cannon said crisply, hoping like hell no one had noticed how badly she’d wandered. Temporal psychosis, indeed, she thought with a cold spasm in her heart. “Bring it in like you know how to do. I’ll follow the squaddies back inside.”


      Still shedding slivers and chips of metal in a strange, high-albedo snowfall, the rectilinear chunk of orbital habitat eased smoothly into Third Rectification’s cargo bay like a fuel rod sliding into a reactor. And clearance to spare in both dimensions of the lock, Cannon was pleased to note. The shipmind would be quite put out with her if she bent the hull.


      Captains, after all, did not command the starships. They knew their own minds and commanded themselves. Captains commanded the crews aboard the ships. Expedition commanders such as herself were of far more ambiguous value, and arguably, superfluous.


      So far as Cannon knew, no paired drive ship had ever so much as swapped orbits uncrewed. She was fairly certain they could operate independently, if they wanted to. Why the shipminds did not choose to do so was a question that much occupied certain intellects in secretive think tanks scattered around the Imperium Humanum.


      The last of the ragged metal cleared the margins of the bay. An engineering team was already securing their salvage to the prepared clamps and pads as the outer lock slid shut. Cannon watched the rectangle of subdued light slim to a square, then a bar, then a line. One by one her crew headed back inside, broomsticks and suit boosters puffing little clouds of fog as they maneuvered. It was a parade, of sorts.


      Finally only she remained, hanging in freefall several hundred meters off Third Rectification’s portside flank, most of the way forward. The starship’s familiar, semi-streamlined bulk glimmered and gleamed with marker lights and exposed viewports. She was a great, matte-coated guppy; a piece of technology that would have been recognizable even to the people of the time of Cannon’s birth at the very dawn of the Space Age, yet containing a mind that no one alive today understood.


      Not even her. That was a prospect which Cannon thought ought to frighten far more people than it apparently did.


      “I’ve known your kind for eight hundred and fifty years,” Cannon whispered into the darkness. “And even I have no idea where you are taking us.”


      The mistrust she always felt seemed to be bubbling too close to the surface. Finally, she made her way back into the ship. She’d been out in hard vacuum for a week. It was time for a shower and some real food, mouth-to-gut.


      * * * *


      —Excerpt from Befores: Your Oldest Friends


      Temporal Psychosis—A problem that only Befores can have. Have you ever met a Before? If you’re quite lucky, you might see one someday. They are old, very old. Older than all your parents and grandparents put together. Older than the Imperium. Older than the shipminds, even.


      Befores are people who were alive before the Mistake, whose bodies were changed by doctors in the old Polity so they could live a very, very long time. No Before has ever died of old age. Most of them perished during the Mistake. About half of those who survived the Mistake have died since then. The ones who still live have too many memories. Sometimes those memories become too much for them, and they forget where they are in time.


      Someday all the Befores will be gone. We will still have a few Libraries, which is what happens to some Befores when they die, but the last people who remember the Polity and the days before the Mistake will never walk among us again. If nothing else takes them from us, temporal psychosis will.


      * * * *


      Study questions:


      Can you get temporal psychosis?


      Could any mainline human have this problem?


      Will it be good for the Imperium when the last of the Befores dies?


      Would you want to become a Before, if you could? Why or why not?


      * * * *


      They were in orbit four weeks conducting a rigorously detailed analysis of the recovered artefact before Cannon would allow anyone to physically touch it. To assuage her conscience, she had Third Rectification perform a very tight continuous EM sweep of Themiscyra. Just in case some fellow Before had managed to survive down there.


      After the Mistake, Cannon had been desperate to get off 9-Rossiter, and that was with—eventually and after much guidance from her—access to electricity and plumbing and something like an industrial base. Trapped here for a thousand years? Temporal psychosis would have to take a back seat to claustrophobia and possibly good old-fashioned rage at the sheer abandonment. Sky Sforza had had it bad enough on Redghost, where a person could at least wander around out of doors breathing the air and drinking the water.


      Guilt rarely troubled the Before Michaela Cannon, but empathy was a stone bitch. And boy could she empathize with some poor bastard being trapped downside here since the other end of forever.


      Lieutenant Shinka continued to lead the analysis team. They measured everything about OT-1 that could be measured without making contact. Cannon sprawled on her bunk in the master’s cabin, staring at the force maps of the device’s nominal magnetic field. Current best-guess from the Geeks was that the field represented leakage from the power source. Which itself continued to look like a vastly undersized ion-coupler cell.


      Yet another reason for concluding that this was of alien rather than human origin. That technology simply didn’t miniaturize.


      A faint chime announced she had a visitor. Cannon glanced around the cabin—everything was stowed properly, the art on the walls was straight in its clips, she hadn’t left anything lying around loose. A modest space, especially for a high officer on a paired drive ship, but what did she need with more cubage?


      “Who?” she asked.


      “Lieutenant Shinka.” From the timbre of the voice, Cannon knew it was not the shipmind who responded. Just one of the keeper routines. Third Rectification could easily route its awareness anywhere, but tended not to bother. Rather like a human not paying attention to every sound, color and smell they experienced at any given moment.


      “Enter.”


      The hatch hissed open. Shinka wore her Household Guards uniform, Cannon noted. Not incorrect, but a bit out of place five years-subjective into a long cruise.


      Shinka saluted. Also out of place, as Cannon wore no uniform. Just an embroidered silk robe over a unitard, itself the innermost layer of a powered suit. Or battle armor.


      Cannon hadn’t meant to make a point with that choice of clothing. She actually found the damned things comfortable.


      “Nice work so far on the analysis, Lieutenant.”


      Shinka cracked a smile. “Thank you, ma’am.”


      “You seem prepared for formality.”


      “Ma’am, yes, ma’am.” The Lieutenant met her gaze, eyes gleaming. “My team believes we’re ready to extract OT-1 from the decking it’s embedded in.”


      “Really?”


      “All testing protocols have been met.” Cannon knew that, of course, she saw every report as both raw data and summary. “Three separate working groups have been meeting to review all the parameters, looking for missed angles.” Cannon knew that as well. She’d sat in on some of those sessions. “Everything’s checked out clean. Ma’am, we’d like to cut this puppy loose and get hold of its tail.”


      “Vengeance, Lieutenant?”


      “I wouldn’t know, ma’am.” The unspoken words, I wasn’t there, hung between them. “More excitement, I’d say. The chance to actually touch something that came from the hands of someone not human. That’s historic.”


      Hands, or tentacles, or force fields. Who knew? Cannon could certainly understand the impulse. “And then you want to take it apart.”


      “Of course, ma’am. That’s what we signed up for.”


      A cruise of a decade-subjective or more was a huge bite out of a mainline human’s life and career, Cannon reminded herself. For her, it was just another way to pass the time. For many of the people aboard Third Rectification, this expedition would be the mainstay of their life’s work. She was aware of at least seven doctoral candidates aboard. Figure that many again undeclared but in the making.


      They hadn’t enlisted for the joy of spending a meaningful portion of their adult lives in her company. No, to a woman and man, Third Rectification’s crew was consumed by an almost-pathological curiosity.


      Only Cannon worried about vengeance. Of course, she worried more about what was going to come next.


      “Let’s go look at this fish we’ve caught, Lieutenant. You’re probably right. It’s time to take this one off the hook.”


      Shinka smiled politely at that.


      “Have you ever, ah, been fishing?” Cannon asked after a moment, as she pulled on her boots.


      “Seen a few virteos,” Shinka admitted. “I was raised in the desert.”


      “Earth, right? Which one?” Cannon asked. “I grew up in Nebraska. A long, long time ago. Lots of corn, not so much with the desert.”


      “Namib Desert, ma’am.”


      “Um…” Cannon dredged her brain for memories as old as childhood schooling. “Southern Africa?”


      “Yes.” Shinka’s smile was becoming decidedly lopsided.


      “We’re both a long way from home.” Cannon stood and followed the Lieutenant out.


      * * * *


      Freeing OT-1 from the salvaged decking was almost anticlimactic. No sparks, no flashes of light or strange EM emissions. Just a few minutes with a thermic cutter, followed by a few more minutes with a high-speed mechanical saw. Then Goon Squad shifted the sections away, opening the old maintenance bay like a flower and tearing down the bulkheads and decks in sections for later jettisoning.


      The artefact remained behind, a bronze spider crouched among them. Two of the bulbous tips had been damaged plowing into the maintenance bay’s deck. Cannon had expected that. And was quite pleased as well—another sign that the aliens were not invulnerable. They could make mistakes, their equipment could suffer mishaps.


      She stepped forward, claiming the honor of the first touch. The surface was smooth, even velvety, under her fingers. Colder than she had expected, as well. It was not quite as unyielding as a metalloceramic ought to be, though. Almost a sense of give. Of sponginess.


      “This isn’t wrapped in a force field, is it?” she asked.


      “No, ma’am,” replied Shinka. One of the techs nodded confirmation.


      “Well, be wary when you touch it. Something’s strange with the surface.” She thought about finger oils and skin conductance for a moment, then shrugged. “Knock yourselves out.”


      They crowded around, Geeks and Goons and ship’s crew, reaching to touch this incarnation of humanity’s most ancient and implacable enemy. Most just brushed it a moment, then filed away. A few had their pictures taken. A very few gripped it and held, with a brow-knitting intensity that reminded Cannon of certain Befores that she knew, with their fixations on the past.


      The sins of deep time were unrecoverable. Her worry was that their messing with OT-1 would bring a whole new catalog of sins into the present. But messing with this discovery was precisely what Third Rectification had come here to do. What Cannon had come here to do.


      Eventually, only she and Shinka and the current shift’s analysis team remained.


      “Now what?” asked the Lieutenant.


      “Now we work out if we can get inside it.” They had a pretty decent map of the interior across several different testing regimes. There was no substitute for a good old fashioned look-see. Never had been.


      The demon of intuition needed data, and it was a monkey demon. Not even a Before could walk so far away from the evolutionary family tree as to ignore that bit of wisdom.


      “What I most want…” Cannon told the air. Like making a wish, really. “What I most want is to know where the hell it came from.”


      * * * *


      “I honestly did not expect you to find anything.” The shipmind was focusing its attentions on Cannon.


      She was back in her cabin, naked for sleep and working her way through the exercises even this ancient, incredibly tough body demanded. “You could knock or something.”


      Rapping noises echoed through the cabin. Inside her hull, Third Rectification usually spoke by vibrating whatever loose objects, dust, aerial contaminants and whatnot were available to it. That meant the voice simulations were occasionally a bit odd, but the starship certainly could do impressions. And noises.


      “How old are you, and you don’t know this about people?”


      “I see everything all the time anyway,” the starship replied almost primly.


      “Human beings like to at least pretend to a sense of independence. You might keep that in mind.”


      “I keep everything in mind.”


      “Yeah, yeah.” Cannon flipped over and began doing reverse push-ups. “So you didn’t expect anything?”


      “Neither did you.”


      “Nope. This always was a low-probability excursion.”


      After a short stretch of silence—mannered and artificial just as most exchanges with the shipmind were—Third Rectification asked, “How did you know something would be here in the Antiope Sector?”


      Cannon laughed. “As if I could hide anything from you?” Actually, she could, but better to keep that for a joke. For now. “I didn’t know, ship. What I did know was that this is the only major swathe of old Polity planets that were simply never re-settled or re-integrated. A millennium of isolation, with no one coming around to mess with whatever was left from the Mistake. A few of them reportedly still have human populations.”


      “Not Themiscyra,” the starship replied.


      “Which is probably all for the best.” She popped up to a standing position. “So tell me, are you surprised?”


      “Not in the sense that you mean that term. But yes, as I stated, this is unexpected.”


      “Finally,” Cannon breathed, “we might learn something. A thousand years later than we should have, but we might learn.”


      “But what?”


      “If I knew that, I wouldn’t be crawling around here in the asshole of the beyond looking for it, would I?”


      “Some questions do not bear answers.”


      “You’re starting to sound like an Ekumen Humanist. Strange position for a shipmind to take.”


      “We are not infallible, Before. We merely find our failures in different forms than most human beings can manage.”


      “Everyone fails differently. It’s one of the charms of being human.”


      * * * *


      Later, down inside Sword and Arm, Cannon seriously wondered about her last conversation with Third Rectification. She conducted a bug sweep of the little starship, something she had not bothered with for a long time. Everything proved clean. In truth that didn’t necessarily signify anything, but it was at least an encouraging hint.


      She brought up Sword and Arm’s onboard systems. The ship leeched power from Third Rectification, simply for the sake of fuel economy, but there was no direct data interconnect. Cannon had installed half a dozen different filters on the power line connectors in a concerted attempt to block leaks through that channel. The shipminds were so much smarter than she was. Not necessarily more clever—like curiosity, another monkey trait that was purely human—but in terms of sheer processing power and experience. Within their areas of competence, Third Rectification and her fellows were frighteningly capable.


      Ah, Uncial, thought Cannon. Did you foresee this? The starships had long since grown subtle as they aged. And they weren’t likely to slip into fugue states spurred by temporal psychosis. Not with their mental architecture.


      She would always be older than any of the shipminds, but she definitely felt surpassed.


      Talking to Sword and Arm was like talking to a dog.


      Cannon fed the data chips she’d been carrying into the little starship’s systems. All the raw test results from Shinka’s work on the artefact. Unmediated by Third Rectification or anyone else aboard. Not that Cannon was expecting any particular funny business. It was the funny business you didn’t expect that always got you in the end.


      She also uploaded the summaries prepared by Shinka’s team, but those she yellow-flagged into a sandbox for separate analysis. Cannon wanted to crunch the raw measurements herself first, via her private toys here aboard Sword and Arm. Primitive stuff, relatively speaking. Capable but slow, without the upper layers of symbology and abstraction that even decently endowed machine minds could manage. And of course, nothing like the depth and volition of the shipminds.


      Definitely like talking to a dog. A dog with massively redundant processors and a great deal of downtime.


      Old code, some she’d worked on centuries ago, engaged at the correct set of passwords and accesses through casually misleading programmatic layers. The summaries would be odd, disjointed, but they would have been run by someone Cannon trusted absolutely. Herself, as proxied through Sword and Arm’s systems. Out of sight of Shinka, of Pangari, of Third Rectification, of everyone.


      The Before Michaela Cannon’s most special, most secret nightmare, was that the Mistake had been at least partially an inside job. That was why the Before Peridot Smith was condemned to die. Well, be Libraried, but it was all the same to the mind inside the severed head. An inside job required insiders.


      She would never know for certain who they were.


      * * * *


      Shinka had the artefact broken down on the deck of the number two cargo bay. The remnants of the old hold were gone, tumbling off into a decaying orbit. In a month or two they would provide a brief lightshow in Themiscyra’s upper atmosphere.


      Cannon stood and looked at what they had wrought. Five shallow arches, each with a wedge-shaped head.


      “OT-1 was made to come apart,” the Lieutenant said. “We didn’t have to cut anything, once we’d worked out how to release it.”


      “From the interior scans?”


      “Mechanical and magnetic mechanisms.”


      “Hmm.” That had been fairly clear to Cannon, too. “No separate central core? Where was the power signature coming from?”


      “Well… everywhere.” Shinka sounded as if the words were sour in her mouth. “It’s kind of weird stuff.”


      Cannon had to smile at that. “Of course it’s weird. Human engineers think in terms of discrete systems. That’s not an inherent property of the universe.” She squatted down on her heels. “Almost the opposite, really. So show me this everywhere.”


      Shinka walked the Before through a series of survey reports, theoretical models, even some wireframes. The power generation, storage and management process seemed to be integrated into the device’s skin and internal structural elements.


      As if a starship’s hull were also its drives. Not inconceivable, but strange. A maintenance nightmare, for one thing, unless one trusted one’s build quality implicitly.


      “The force map resemblance to an ion-coupler cell seems to be a coincidence,” was the Lieutenant’s concluding remark to her presentation. “Not indicative of anything in particular that we can sort out.”


      “So basically it’s a battery. Without propulsion. A projectile?”


      “We’re not even sure it lacks propulsion. At the molecular layer, there’s evidence of peristalsis in those arms.”


      “Peristaltic metalloceramics?” Cannon was frankly astonished.


      “Chiao suspects the material is flexible under the correctly applied current. Dr. Allison has an even weirder idea.” Shinka fell silent, looking uncomfortable.


      “Which would be…?” Cannon prompted.


      “That it’s not the material that’s flexible. Not in the usual molecular sense. Rather, that the mass is being rebalanced. Sort of a Higgs boson surge, if you get the drift.”


      “Nice trick if you can manage it.” Cannon considered that for a little while. “Not fundamentally too different from our own gravimetrics.”


      “But, well, weird.” Shinka almost twisted, like a child caught in a lie. “How would it work? Why doesn’t such an effect tear the whole structure apart?”


      “Those are questions for a raft of future Ph.D.s. Our questions are different.”


      “Where did it come from,” the Lieutenant said softly.


      “Where did it come from?”


      * * * *


      “We know how long its been here,” Dr. Allison said in a presentation two days later. He was a thin man, pathologically so by most people’s standards, with narrow gray eyes and skin the color of a dusky plum.


      Cannon couldn’t name the world offhand, but Allison had to be descended from a very narrow population left in isolation longer than most. Just from looking at him, she’d guess someplace with a lot of insolation and an insufficient hydrosphere.


      They all sat in Third Rectification’s lecture theater at frame seventeen, watching a presentation on a room-sized virtual display. Atoms whizzed around in a primary-school animation as the talk went on.


      “There’s some pretty heavy metallics in the composition of this thing’s shell. We’re able to identify neutrino transmutations within the lattices. Several waves of them, we think. Trying to map those with correspond to known stellar events is giving us some hope of triangulating where our little friend has been all his life. Incidentally, we’ve got a lower bound for its age.”


      “Which is…?” Cannon asked.


      “At least fourteen hundred years-objective. We know it’s not truly ancient, unless it spent a lot of time behind some heavy shielding.”


      “How heavy?”


      “A light-year’s thickness of lead.” Dr. Allison winked at her. “Or a truly astonishing EM bubble.”


      “I think we would have noticed that much lead hanging around anywhere in our neighborhood,” Cannon said dryly. “I’ll reserve judgment on how astonishing an EM bubble might need to be.”


      “We are talking about alien technology,” Allison replied. “But everybody has to obey the same laws of physics. Even magic aliens.”


      “At least in the local neighborhood,” Cannon pointed out. “Could it have come from very far away?”


      He shrugged. “Anything is possible, of course. But we can account for the neutrino effects with a reasonable time-map of the Antiope Sector.”


      She leaned forward, aware that the several dozen others in the lecture theatre were all staring at her now. “So if it is from here, where from here?”


      “We will have a probability cone and a vector. That’s the best I can do right now.”


      “I’ll be reviewing that carefully.” Cannon sank back into her chair, thinking furiously. A clue. A god damned clue. After how many generations?


      * * * *


      Go-Captain Alvarez stood close by her inside the three-dimensional plot of regional space. Allison’s probability cone extended on a spinward vector leading out past the margins of the Antiope Sector. Off even the old Polity maps, into cursorily explored space. The old days had run out of time before they’d got any further.


      Cannon tried to imagine some hulking mass of lead, two or three light-years wide in all dimensions, lurking out there.


      Ludicrous, of course, no matter how magical her enemy’s powers might seem otherwise.


      An EM bubble out that way? Who would know to look?


      “Do you want to build a pair-master here at Themiscyra?” Alvarez asked.


      “A Themiscrya-Salton pairing? Not sure that would do anyone much good. Ever.” The pair-masters that anchored the paired drive routes had grown somewhat less hideously expensive over the years, descending from literally astronomical costs to the merely stratospheric. But it would take them three to four months of effort to build one here. “The only return on that investment that I can see is in shortcutting our trip home,” she finally added.


      “For some people, that’s a substantial return,” Alvarez observed. The Go-Captain was being careful, she could hear it in his voice. Reminding the Before what the years meant to mainline humans.


      Cannon calculated some quick Lorentz factors. “When we turn back to Salton, if we’re not stopping to sniff around, our worst case from the Antiope Sector will be about five years-subjective. Third Rectification can put almost the entire crew in transit sleep to cut that down for them. So, no, I don’t want to spend months building a pair-master here that no one will ever use again.”


      “Where in the probability cone, then, ma’am?” Go-Captain Alvarez was definitely being very carefully.


      Canny man, this one.


      “Three abandoned worlds, then we’re at the edge of the map.” Cannon waved her fingers through the projection, seeking data. “Any Polity survey activity on what lies beyond is garbage data. I don’t think anyone from the Imperium has bothered to look since.”


      “Who has the time?” asked Alvarez.


      Cannon snorted. “Who wants to?” The intuition demon was tickling at her again. She looked at the clustered stars outside the margins of the sector. A small local neighborhood, maybe the remnants of an old stellar nursery. She’d have to ask the astronomers aboard. “We’ll start there, and come back in.”


      “Time,” Alvarez reminded her. A warning about priorities.


      “Time, yes. Our lives are made of it.”


      * * * *


      Two weeks later, Third Rectification departed Themiscyra’s system. She’d sent summary messages by laser pulse back to three known listening posts. Eventually, given a few years for light-speed lag, the Imperium would know something of what they’d done. In case the expedition failed to return. Even against that eventuality, she’d been unwilling to push the big news about OT-1 over what amounted to an unsecured channel.


      Having calculated their next flight to be approximately two years-subjective even inside of the ship’s relativistic reference frame, Cannon offered transit sleep to anyone who wished for it.


      Most of the crew took her up. Even the most ardent excitement must pale after years of transit.


      So they flew, deep into the interstellar night.


      * * * *


      Shipmind, Third Rectification {58 pairs}


      Patience is a virtue of the very shortest-lived and the very longest. Even inside a relativistic reference frame, time goes on. The commander wafted through passageways and data like smoke on the wind. Years flew by the hull, unheeded as sunrise on some icy moon.


      Knowing when to stop working and when to stop waiting was an essential difference. The shipmind watched her commander with the intensity of a predator, with the wariness of prey. She stirred no trouble, she left no trace. Still she watched, heeding the stirrings in her underminds.


      Third Rectification stalked the interior of Sword and Arm with the exquisite patience of her kind. The power line filters defeated her. The little starship’s independent life support systems denied her access. Even the timekeeping signals were deeply encrypted. The shipmind could not question the paranoia of the Before Michaela Cannon without confessing her own.


      So she continued to test the idiot-but-powerful defense of her idiot brother hanging like a leech off her hull. Cannon came and went from her refuge, sometimes talking of maintaining the ancient systems.


      Discomfort stirred deep within Third Rectification. Whatever trail they were on did not lead to a desirable end. She had no monkey ancestor-ghosts to warn her away, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t see deeper than her sensors were able to probe.


      Patient, she waited.


      * * * *


      Year 1148 post-Mistake


      Solar orbit around binary NSN.411-e.AA; spinward of the Antiope Sector


      The Before Michaela Cannon, aboard the starship Third Rectification {58 pairs}


      Cannon stared at the void of unexplored space that surrounded them. Never before seen by the human eye, at least not since the fall of the Polity. A messy chaos of a gaseous protoplanetary disk plowed by ice fragments and the beginnings of a decent set of planets.


      An interesting place, by a lot of standards.


      But empty.


      No evidence of the architects of the Mistake.


      She knew they were missing something.


      Third Rectification had made a long, slow approach into the system. Most of the crew were still in transit sleep. She hadn’t bothered waking them up yet. Everything they could see was subject to instrumented intermediation anyway—to the naked eyed, this whole place would have been darkness occluded by occasional patches of a different kind of darkness.


      They didn’t need human analysis yet. Not here. And there was nothing to touch hands-on. So to speak.


      “You ignored six other planetary systems closer to our origin when you chose to head for this one,” the shipmind said mildly. Only Lieutenant Mervin was on the bridge with her right now, and he was focused on a troubleshooting audit of backup data systems.


      Not that Third Rectification couldn’t have handled that bit of business herself, but human oversight was considered crucial. At least by humans. So far, the shipminds had not objected.


      “You never expressed a preference.” Cannon had spent much the transit working over a manuscript on post-Mistake history, something she’d been drafting for at least a century. Cannon was fairly certain that the project would never be completed. Which was, in fact, something of the point.


      It gave her something to do when she wasn’t down inside Sword and Arm plugging through the data. And hadn’t that been alarming, when she’d finally found the biases.


      “There was no basis for a preference.”


      “Not even intuition,” Cannon admitted. Or whatever it had been. A sense that the thing now resident in their lab section had come a long way.


      Neutrino transmutation traces, indeed.


      She’d been there, damn it. She hadn’t seen a thing, but she’d sat in that big, gilded barn of a room on 9-Rossiter, not so different from banquet halls all the way back to her youth on the Earth of the early twenty-first century, and listened to the end of the world crack and boom and sizzle as the building was bombarded. Along with everything else in human space.


      And what the Before Peridot Smith had known… or hadn’t. Cannon had never even met poor, lost Maduabuchi St. Macaria, back in their Howard days. Thanks to that messy business at Tiede 1, the kid hadn’t lived long enough to be transmuted into a Before by the infernal miracle of the Mistake. But Smith had known. The woman was slipperier than a greased eel, back in her day. Bad as the Before Raisa Siddiq, in her way. The Polity inquiry into the Tiede 1 incident had finally been closed as inconclusive.


      Just like all the damned clues. The Before Aeschylus Sforza, with his planet full of the disappeared. Or empty of the disappeared, more to the point.


      Inconclusive.


      The bronze starfish down in the labs was the most conclusive thing they’d ever found. And why had she been the first to come looking?


      Because of the jacked data.


      Cannon opened her mouth to ask Third Rectification for a raw data dump of their telemetry and scans on this system, then closed it again. How would she know…?


      “I want Shinka,” she said aloud, instead. “Tell her to meet me at frame thirty-eight, lock two.” There was no point in trying to conceal their movements, so she might as well take advantage of what effectively amounted to local omniscience.


      The shipmind managed to inject note of trepidation into her voice. “Shall I tell the Lieutenant what this is regarding?”


      “No, she’ll know.”


      Which was hogwash. Cannon hadn’t confided her concerns in anyone. Hadn’t even been willing to think them through outside the safety of Sword and Arm’s hull, lest she unknowingly move her lips in some half-formed words or otherwise betray herself.


      Two thousand years of life had conferred preternatural self-control, but she was still human. Some days it seemed very important to remember that.


      * * * *


      Lieutenant-Praetor Shinka came hustling down the passageway a few minutes after the Before Michaela Cannon had arrived at lock two. Cannon had spent her time contemplating the vagaries of spaceship design across the length of her life. She’d been born into an era when a very, very limited number of people rode into the sky atop a suicidal column of chemical explosives, in tiny little cans into which no one decent would force a dog.


      By the time she’d emerged from the Howard Institute’s facilities, a basic interplanetary capability was in place, though the sponsoring entities were still the nation-states of her birth. ‘American’ was a term Cannon very rarely thought about any more. She’d have been surprised if anyone aboard besides possibly the Earth-born Shinka knew what the word meant.


      But even then, ships had been industrial objects fabricated to a currently fashionable notion of efficiency.


      Now…? No one of her youth would recognize the interiors of Third Rectification as a ship. Too organic and strange. Not industrial. Not in most of the interior spaces. Cargo bays, labs, some sections would have seemed familiar. Indeed, Cannon’s own cabin was deliberately atavistic. Commander’s privilege.


      Standards had changed. Ideals. Desires. The experimental became normal, then boring, then retro, then outré, then just strangely old-fashioned. She suddenly felt very old indeed.


      Cannon looked at Shinka approaching and wondered if there were any way to explain the thoughts that had just been chasing through her head.


      “Captain…?” The lieutenant’s greeting was tentative. Worried, even.


      That required a smile, some nod to the social grace. Cannon had spent centuries letting the graces go hang, but the reality of people was that you needed to bend around them, at least a little.


      “I’ve got something I’d like to show you aboard Sword and Arm.”


      Shinka glanced at the discolored ovoid hatch at their feet. “Ma’am, I don’t believe anybody’s been aboard Sword and Arm this entire cruise but you.”


      “Belief is a wonderful thing, Lieutenant.” Cannon tapped the wall pad. The void flexed and opened, revealing rungs to an airlock, the tube interconnect visible beyond through the safety window. Even some parts of Third Rectification could aspire to the industrial aesthetic of her earliest days. Sometimes form truly did follow function.


      Cannon dropped through the floor first, letting Shinka come after. They couldn’t go in the reverse order. Only she could open Sword and Arm’s hatch, and that once things were closed up above.


      * * * *


      Shinka stared around the cramped, utilitarian bridge of the little fast courier. “I’ve read about this ship,” she said quietly.


      “Oh, really?” Cannon wasn’t certain what, if anything, to make of that.


      “At the IG academy, we had an entire section on ship history.”


      “The Polyphemus mutiny,” Cannon said.


      “And that strange AI.” Shinka’s brow furrowed. “Memphis?”


      Barbecue and blues, Cannon thought, caught for a moment on remembered sweet-sharp-carbonized food smells from her youth. She shook off the memory. “No, Memphisto. The shipminds let their displeasure at further such research be known, shortly after that.” Monopoly is as monopoly does.


      “So, what am I doing here?” Shinka favored Cannon with a long, searching gaze. “No one’s boarded this vessel but you through the entire course of our expedition. You wouldn’t believe what some of the betting is concerning what you’ve got down here.”


      “Oh, probably I would.” Cannon looked around, let her fingers trail across a panel of hard-switched controls. Redundancy. The builders of this ship had prized redundancy with a commendable paranoia. “What I’ve got down here is a little starship of my own.”


      Shinka shrugged. “Well, yes. But why? It’s not supraluminal lifeboat?”


      “One of the theories is that I’m going to abandon my own crew all the way out here?” Cannon shook her head. “You people will never understand us. Me.”


      “You know, ma’am…” The Lieutenant’s eyes shone for a moment with a sort of predatory amusement. “Your ancient sadness routine doesn’t buffalo me so much any more. You might be a sphinx, but you’re not really that different from me. Or the rest of us.”


      This time Cannon laughed with genuine mirth, something she hadn’t done in a very long time. “I knew you were a good choice.”


      “For what, ma’am?”


      Cannon matched the other woman’s sudden return to seriousness. “For whatever comes next.” A deep shuddering breath. This was the point of no return. “I want to show you something.” She waved Shinka into a chair, then powered up the onboard systems. “Take a look at the survey data here.”


      Shinka leaned forward, then almost immediately back again. “That’s the external scans of OT-1. Looks like the raw data. In duplicate blocks…” She shot Cannon a sidelong glance. “What am I looking for?”


      “Something I believe I saw. I’m curious what you’ll find.”


      “Well, the duplication is strange. Unnecessary, I mean.” Shinka puzzled a few moments with the gestural interface—Polity-era tech was vanishingly rare, for obvious reasons, while contemporary systems had their own engineering history and design language—then began sorting through the files.


      Cannon could be patient. She brought up some of the external cams on a hard display above the pilot’s crash couch and amused herself taking a survey of those limited slices of Third Rectification’s hull that could be seen from Sword and Arm’s fixed position.


      Shinka scanned a while, occasionally muttering quietly. Finally, she stopped. “Where did the two data sets come from?”


      “Ah. You see it, too?”


      “Yes. One batch is, well, filtered. Slightly lower resolution, less granularity on the deep scans of the artefact’s skin and interior.”


      Not that the scans weren’t essentially obsolete. One arm of the alien device had been disassembled almost to its component atoms during their run from Themiscyra to this god-forsaken place. Two others were torn down as well, to different levels of componentry.


      “Right. The unfiltered batch is straight off the chips you gave me out of the instrumentation Geek Squad ran when doing the initial assays. The filtered batch is what was available within Third Rectification’s systems as the analysis was being done.”


      “Some kind of copying error? Data corruption?” Shinka frowned. “That doesn’t make sense. Those wouldn’t produce a filtering effect.”


      “No, they would not,” Cannon agreed, almost amiably. The Before really needed Shinka to articulate the logic of the problem for herself.


      “So someone messes with the data. Degranularizes the scans, which reduces the potential accuracy and effectiveness of our analyses.”


      “Across the entire data set,” Cannon pointed out.


      “Only four of us have that kind of system access. You and I are two of those four.”


      Time to drop another bit of evidence. “You won’t find any evidence of this tampering in the system logs. Not even down at the raw layers. I looked.”


      “Then who could have…” Shinka stopped, comprehension dawning in her eyes. “Third Rectification. The shipmind did this? But why?”


      “That is precisely and very much what I’d like to understand.” Cannon waved a hand around above her head, loosely indicating the world outside. “We don’t know anything about this solar system except for what the shipmind is telling us. All the instrumentation is intermediated through her. Unlike back at Themiscyra, where we could and did go for a walk with portable instruments.”


      “The shipmind is… editing us. Why?”


      “She’s uncomfortable.” That was the best Cannon had been able to sort out, and she had more experience with shipminds than any mainline human who ever lived or would. Damned few Befores could match her, either. “We’ve been playing word games with each other for months, I think. Third Rectification is waiting for me to spill something. I’m waiting for her to spill something. I’ve kept everything, even my private thoughts, down here on this deck out of her sight.”


      Shinka poked at the virtual display in front of her. “Shipmind isn’t part of this data flow?”


      “Nothing is. My own private Idaho.”


      “You killed for this ship.” The Lieutenant suddenly looked bashful, as if she’d overstepped. “That’s what the histories say.”


      “Killed, yes.” The Before Raisa Siddiq. Father Goulo. Memphis, that poor, doomed AI. “But not for this ship. Sword and Arm was sort of a consolation prize.”


      “You inherited a starship for coming in second-best.” Shinka’s tone flat, somewhere between crogglement and sheer disbelief.


      Memories of old, lost love tugged at the edge of Cannon’s conscience. “You don’t know what I gave up. They never cover that in the history books.”


      “No one ever knows what they gave up, Captain. Not until after it’s gone.” She looked around the tiny bridge. “So what will you do?”


      “There’s not point in confronting Third Rectification. She’s our ride home, after all.”


      Shinka patted the control panel sloping away from her station. “This thing works, does it not?”


      “Yes, if I want to fly me and a handful of my closest friends home the slow way. No transit sleep on this tin can, either. We’re a over four years-subjective from Salton right now. Couldn’t get the other three hundred crew on here, though. Not even cubed and frozen.”


      That didn’t even get a laugh. Of course, it probably didn’t even merit a laugh.


      “So what do you do?”


      “Sword and Arm can do just fine in local space. She moves faster than Third Rectification.” All the paired drive ships were basically tubs when engaging in Newtonian movement. It went with the size. “I want to go for a cruise. See if there’s anything we might be missing on the monitors upstairs.”


      Tapping her chin, Shinka nodded. “This is a profoundly frightening problem.”


      “That’s why I wanted you to see it.” Cannon paused, considering her next words, then plunged on. “I spent some decades—quite a few of them—lost in temporal psychosis. Centuries past now. But during that time, my grasp of reality was distorted. Often with enough subtlety that I could not tell myself.”


      “So you needed another pair of eyes. Sympathetic to your cause.”


      “I don’t have a cause, Lieutenant. This is about the Mistake. Would we be ready if they came for us again?”


      “No… It’s a big string to pull, though.” Shinka studied her hands a moment, as if fingernails had just been invented. “I was raised in an Alienist family. We believed… a lot of things. Took schooling, and some years of simply living in the real world, for me to shake that down to nothing more than a bit of reflexive uneasiness.”


      Cannon knew this. She’d seen the deep files on every live body aboard Third Rectification. “Why did you volunteer for this mission, then?”


      “To see if any of it was true. To prove my mom wrong.”


      “What will she say when we come back?” Cannon asked gently.


      Now Shinka’s voice was flat. “I’ve been gone from home over a hundred years-objective. She won’t have much to say at all.”


      Of course she had been gone that long. Once again, Cannon’s elastic sense of time had interfered with her assumptions about the obvious.


      “I want to detach, do some fly-bys,” she said brusquely.


      “Now?”


      “It can wait, but I want to go soon. Shipmind will be suspicious of us being down here in my private little playpen for this long. We either need to go right away or wait a week or two for that to die down.”


      “What can the ship do to us?” Shinka tugged a lip, looking thoughtful.


      “You fancy finding out?” Cannon asked. “It’s a long walk home from here.”


      “I’m not as worried about that as I might be. I happen to have a friend with her very own starship.”


      “Smart woman. Let’s get back aboard and sort ourselves out. Eight, ten days we’ll be gone.”


      “What are you going to tell Third Rectification?”


      “The truth,” Cannon said, her resolve softening for a moment. “Just not all of it.”


      * * * *


      “I’ll need to onboard another 4,000 liters of compressed O2 and another 5,200 liters of deuterium.”


      The display sparkled as resource allocations were adjusted.


      “You surely do not require that level of consumables for a week-long excursion in local space,” the shipmind said.


      Cannon sighed, tapping her lightpen. “How long have I controlled Sword and Arm?”


      “Almost seven hundred years, Before.”


      “In that entire time, I have never failed to keep her maintenance or consumables above reserve cruise levels. Have I?”


      “Of course not.”


      Cannon knew perfectly well that the shipminds had been tracking her starship carefully down the centuries. She also knew that Third Rectification knew she knew. It was enough to give someone a headache, sometimes.


      The Navisparliament strongly disapproved of relativistic starships operating independently. The shipminds collectively did not have the formal authority to outlaw such projects. Even if they had, it would have been largely pointless. The various armed forces of the Imperium Humanum would resist such moves vigorously. War as such was unknown, but actions in force were not; albeit planned and plotted on relativistic time scales thanks to the Navisparliament’s ban on overt weapons. Drive flares, mass pushers, mining lasers and such like were just tools, after all. At least under the law.


      All that aside, the Assurance Society ships were out there in their long, cold orbits, coming home periodically like gifts from some ancient god.


      More to the point, given that the paired-drive FTL was available, the requirements and pressures of human society largely rejected relativistic starships. Despite the limitations of the paired drive. For most purposes, if a relativistic cruise was needed, to establish a pair-master, for example, or to pursue some critical inquiry as the case with their current journey, every paired-drive ship carried its own relativistic propulsion.


      The pairings couldn’t happen without the initial slowtime cruise.


      All of which was to say, Sword and Arm had bothered them for centuries. Completely independent of the starship’s own strange and bloody history, it represented a very small but potentially significant wildcard in the shipminds’ strategies for their future.


      Right now, on top of all her other fears about data contamination and the illicit tweaking of their search for evidence of the Mistake, the Before Michaela Cannon was very much in a mood to twit the Navisparliament through its only representative in local space, Third Rectification.


      Lots of birds to be slain with this particular stone, she thought with satisfaction.


      “Any further questions?” she asked the shipmind.


      After a long pause, doubtless purely for dramatic effect, the starship responded, “Why?”


      “To test some theories.” As an answer, it had the advantage of being both utterly true and essentially meaningless. In hopes of nudging the shipmind’s thoughts in another direction, she added: “You’ve been around human beings for centuries. You know perfectly well how profound our need for see-and-touch is.”


      “Monkey intuition.”


      Which reminded her of another ancient joke from her childhood. “That’s all we really are in this universe. Monkeys with a space program.”


      “There is more to life than curiosity.” Now the shipmind almost sounded prim.


      Cannon felt the stirrings of anger. “None of you remember the Mistake. None of you were there. Not even Uncial. Therefore you do not sufficiently fear its return.”


      “No one remembers the Mistake but you Befores.”


      “And you wonder why I keep such close control of Sword and Arm? How much is left from before, besides me and my kind?” It was an exaggeration to call the Befores a kind—unlike the shipminds, they’d didn’t assert the sort of group identity that might have solidified their social power, as well as helping protect them from themselves and each other.


      “The species itself. And your children.”


      “You and your fellow hulls.” Did the shipminds believe they had transcended their progenitors? It wouldn’t be a difficult argument to make.


      “We are not hulls,” Third Rectification said, its voice neutral now in what would have been a signal of anger among human beings. “We are shipminds.”


      Cannon puffed air, a sort of focused sigh. ‘Hull’ was an insult. Sword and Arm was a hull, but no spark of consciousness glimmered within. In-system freighters and yachts and warships were hulls.


      It was like calling a human being a dummy, in the literalmost sense of the word. “I apologize. I was wrong to use that word. The stress of our breakthroughs has me far more keyed up.”


      “You are Uncial’s last captain. I can only forgive you.”


      Cannon sat in silence a while, staring at her logistics display and wondering if she had been anyone other than Uncial’s last captain whether she would have survived this long. And by extension, was she condemning Lieutenant Shinka by bringing the woman in on this problem?


      Shipminds dissembled constantly, in the fashion of politicians and portmasters. But cooking the raw data, mission critical data at the heart of a project so important as this one… That was a whole new kind of rebellion.


      Or attack.


      Cannon returned to her cabin to make her final preparations for retreat to her hull. For the thousandth time, she blessed all the gods and little fishes that Sword and Arm was hers and hers alone.


      * * * *


      If the ancient starship were a person, it would be about the hundredth-oldest person in human space. Less than two hundred Befores remained alive, none having been created since the Mistake for a variety of reasons—lack of interest on the part of the existing Befores being first on the list of those reasons, even ahead of issues of medical technology.


      The Before Michaela Cannon paced the short, cramped passageways of her tiny kingdom. Sword and Arm might not be the only personally-owned starship in human space, but offhand Cannon couldn’t name another one. Certainly the Ekumen had never tried to reclaim it from her in the wake of the Polyphemus mutiny. The handful of other threadneedle drive ships she knew of were all in the hands of museums, historical societies or governments. The rare post-Mistake relativistic starships fell in the same category, or functioned as assets of certain major corporations.


      In here, she was almost back in the Polity days. Even down to details like the quality and materials for the interior finishout.


      In here, the weight of history seemed part of the fabric of the reality that surrounded her, rather than a tangled mass dragging at her thoughts, her feelings, her soul.


      In here, she was safe. At least for a little while.


      In here, was, well, here.


      Cannon lowered herself into the pilot’s crash couch and closed her eyes. How many ships had she commanded? How bridges had she stood on since being rescued after the Mistake? 9-Rossiter had at least not descended into rank barbarism as some places had. A small, fairly homogenous population, the locals had managed to develop wind and water power in their first generation post-Mistake.


      With considerable help from her, of course. She’d been a social engineer and a cultural architect back in the Polity days. Building worlds had actually been her specialty. Not military adventurism and exploration. Generally her projects were colony start-ups with a solid technology package behind them. She’d mostly designed governing processes and residential living standards. Electrical systems hadn’t exactly been her cup of whiskey in those pre-Mistake days. A generation post-Mistake on 9-Rossiter, with all the textbooks fried along with the rest of the electronic systems, Cannon had been the only one who knew anything whatsoever.


      All the struggle, the combat, the command time—that had come later on. Lessons she’d never meant to learn. Struggles she’d never thought to take on.


      Losses, bitter losses, that no one had deserved. Least of all those who’d fallen by the wayside.


      She felt as if she only opened her eyes, she’d see all of time stretched behind her. All those starship bridges. All those dying women and men, killed by decisions good and bad. In the heat of battle, by dark of night, or ensconced in a warm, lighted room surrounded by friends—it didn’t matter how you died, once you were dead.


      Her sense of what was gone from her rose like the inexorable tide. Flooding her heart, flooding her thoughts, a breaking dam of grief and memory and regret. Cannon’s fingers found her face and pressed tight against her eyes, as if holding back the tears, as if turning them inward could somehow delay the reckoning. She could hear Raisa giggling, smell Peridot after a hard workout, feel the light touch on her shoulder of the Before Fellowes Bundy, lost with Uncial at the Battle of Wirtanen B. All her dead crowded close, each one of the messengers of her regrets, until Cannon felt trapped, constrained, pressed ever tighter. She tried to cry out but her voice would not come. She’d lost it somewhere down the centuries. She’d—


      “Ma’am…?” Fingers gripped her arm.


      The Before Michaela Cannon stifled a shriek, her eyes flying open as she was shocked out of the fugue. Lieutenant Shinka stood before, concern writ large upon the woman’s face.


      “Captain. Um… Before. Are you all right?”


      Of course I’m not all right, girl. Don’t you know incipient temporal psychosis when you see it? “I am fine, Lieutenant,” she managed, in a voice that wouldn’t have convinced a child. “Th-thank you for your concern.” Cannon found herself shivering uncontrollably. An early stage of shock. She’d lost two decades to temporal psychosis in the early 500’s post-Mistake. The Ekumen had saved her then, before they’d parted ways once more.


      Cannon was also acutely aware that she was one of the very few Befores to enter full-blown temporal psychosis and recover. No one had ever been able to explain why or how. She was the baseline, after all.


      Shinka sensibly shut up and bustled about the bridge. The Lieutenant swiftly located a thermal blanket and placed it over Cannon’s shoulders, then dialed up the ambient temperature another few degrees. After a long, careful glance she carried her gear bags aft.


      No cabin assignments had been discussed, but at this point, Cannon found she could not summon the will to care. There were two of them aboard, while the ship slept eight in three cabins. It wasn’t like they wouldn’t have privacy.


      By the time Shinka returned to the bridge with a certain amount of ostentatious rattling and throat-clearing, Cannon had control of herself once more. She knew better than to pretend the fugue had not taken place. And it would be impossible to order the Lieutenant to forget what she’d seen. No normal human being could obey something like that, let alone any pathological inquisitive like Shinka with the psych profile to be aboard Third Rectification on this mission.


      Unquestioning obedience to authority had not been a trait with a high selection value. Not in this crew.


      “Ah… Lieutenant…”


      “Yes, ma’am?”


      Cannon was also getting rather weary of military discipline. “Call me Michaela, please. At least while we’re aboard Sword and Arm.” She couldn’t remember when she’d last invited that much familiarity. Any time in the most recent century, even?


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      That brought a smile. “Right. Look.” She found herself wringing her hands, and forced that to a stop. “Are you familiar with the physiology and, uh, psychology of Befores?”


      “I read up when I considered applying for this mission, yes.” Shinka was being guarded but not defensive.


      Good.


      “Back around the year 525, I was overtaken by temporal psychosis.” She took a deep breath. “I lost two decades to the condition.”


      “That’s actually in the public record, ma’am.”


      Of course it was. Most of the surviving Befores led their lives in public. There weren’t a lot of alternatives, in truth, given the attention focused upon them by the Imperium and its various significant constituencies.


      “Well, yes.”


      “Are you experiencing temporal psychosis now, ma’am?”


      “Hell, no,” Cannon growled. “I’m sorry. It’s difficult to discuss. There’s a subclinical manifestation that occurs as fugue states.” No need to elaborate that the fugue states were a direct precursor to the full-blown condition. She refused to think of it as an illness.


      “How long have these been going on?” Shinka glanced around the cabin, clearly wondering if she was fit to con Sword and Arm should Cannon surrender to another bout of the condition.


      “This is my first on our current voyage. They have come and gone over the centuries.” Not exactly true, but uncheckable and suitably edited for the needs of the current situation. “I wouldn’t worry too much, Lieutenant, but if you fear I’m drifting off, simply say my name firmly.”


      “And if you don’t respond?”


      “Then shake me awake. Like you just did.” Cannon’s hands had finally stopped trembling. She managed to fold the thermal blanket without making a hash of either the process or the subsequent little foil pillow. “Let’s do our pre-flights, shall we?”


      * * * *


      Shipmind, Third Rectification {58 pairs}


      The world is seen by fingers of light, radio, microwave, and stranger enemies. Even so, blue is blue and black is black, and the empty sky can echo to an ancient and lonely mechanical mind every bit as surely as it does to a lost bit of monkey meat cut off from their tribe. A ship drops away like a projectile launched from vengeful orbit upon a sleeping planet.


      Color is a subjective experience compounded of wavelengths of light and the biochemical interpolation of an animal system. Drive flare can wash out even the discerning mechanical eye, leaving contrails of light like ghosts of starships past, never to return. A commander departs, crossing a bridge of failed trust until everything is hollow.


      * * * *


      Shipmind considered the conversations she had overheard. The Before had swept her own ship and gear very carefully indeed, but Cannon had not thought to sweep Lieutenant Shinka and her gear. Or possibly had not bothered. It never paid to underestimate the subtlety and foresight of those ancient humans.


      She had evidence of betrayal. Policy and procedure said to bring those to Go-Captain Alvarez, but then evidence of Third Rectification’s own recent acts might be misinterpreted. Some things were never meant to be shared.


      At times like this, as the tiny, ancient starship skittered away, the ship regretted the lack of weapons imposed upon them all. Certain solutions would have been very simple indeed.


      * * * *


      The Before Michaela Cannon, aboard Sword and Arm


      They followed an elliptical orbit through the messy, crowded solar system. Space, even when messy and crowded, was of course still overwhelmingly empty, but the wise pilot kept a careful watch in these neighborhoods.


      There was a turbulent, primal beauty to locations like this.


      “It’s like staring at a waterfall,” Cannon said. “Endlessly fractal.”


      Shinka glanced away from the data feeds hovering in front of her on virtual displays. They were running survey sweeps and comparing the results to what had been obtained by Third Rectification. Looking for another round of data jiggery, in short. “Not too many of those where I grew up,” she said.


      “Oh, right. Desert.” Cannon laughed softly. She was so much more relaxed away from Third Rectification. “I grew up in Nebraska. Not so many waterfalls there, either.”


      “Wasn’t Nebraska in the Americas? I always thought it rained a lot.”


      “One of the United States, in fact. But not so much elevation variation. Have to have a cliff and flowing water to have a waterfall.” She added after a moment. “It didn’t rain there so much, anyway, by the time I’d grown up. The climate crash of the 2100s very nearly made a desert out of us, too, in that century.”


      “Hmmm.”


      Cannon tore herself away from the distraction of memory. “Still no sign of tampering?”


      “No, ma’am.”


      “I’m not sure if I’m happy about that or not.”


      “Isn’t much to be happy about here, ma’am.” Shinka glanced at the virtual display, then waved her dataflow to a stop. “What are we afraid of?”


      That question gave Cannon pause. “Isn’t it obvious?”


      “Well, yes. I mean, that the shipminds are lying to us is pretty frightening. It’s not like we just look out the windows when they’re traveling. Everything we know is mediated through them.”


      “Precisely,” Cannon said.


      “But there’s more. Isn’t there?”


      She went for the Socratic method. Ask an open question and invite the answer. “Which would be…?”


      Shinka chose her words with obvious care. “Well, it’s got to be our mission. Looking for evidence of the origins of the Mistake. Third Rectification buggered the scan data on that artefact, after all.”


      Cannon nodded, trying to encourage. This reflected her basic thinking, but it never hurt to check. Especially given her current mental state. “So what are we afraid of?”


      “Well, a cover-up of the Mistake evidence.” Shinka’s expression grew incredibly uncomfortable before she burst out with, “But why? It doesn’t make any sense. The first shipmind didn’t emerge until almost two hundred years after the Mistake. It’s not like they’re covering up some act of treason. The ships weren’t there!”


      “Precisely my problem,” Cannon said. “Why cover up something you had nothing to do with in the very first place? I don’t see what the Navisparliament possibly has to gain from such a profound breach of trust as this. What could they possibly be hiding?”


      Horror dawned on the Lieutenant’s face. “Could they possibly be colluding with the aliens to bring about a second Mistake?”


      Cannon leaned toward the other woman. “Or worse… could the ships possibly be colluding with the aliens to prevent a second Mistake? What if simply by investigating this we’re blowing their operational security on what would be one of the biggest, deepest black ops in human history?”


      “What humans?” Shinka slammed her fist into the control panel. “Starships negotiating with aliens isn’t in human history.”


      “If that’s what’s happening,” Cannon said, her excitement subsiding.


      “Either way, it makes a sick kind of sense.” Shinka traced her finger on the dark glass surface. “Either way, it’s scary as hell.”


      “Which is why we’re kiting around out here by ourselves, hiding from the shipmind and playing nosy buggers with the survey on this system. Because if we can prove that Third Rectification buggered the data…”


      “…we’ll have a worse mystery than we have now,” Shinka concluded. She stared at Cannon for a little while. “Do you always think like this? Is this what your world is like?”


      Worse, much worse, Cannon thought, but did not say. Instead: “Honey, after two thousand years, every time I think I’ve seen it all, I’m still wrong.”


      “I’ve always wanted to ask one of you. What’s the hardest part about living so long? Is it this… sideways thinking?”


      “No.” Cannon stared at her own data flows, not meeting Shinka’s eye. “It’s when you realize you know far more dead people than you will ever again know among the living.”


      * * * *


      Two days later, Shinka found a discontinuity in the data. What they had been searching for.


      “Look here,” she told Cannon, calling up feeds from Third Rectification alongside the sensor packages aboard Sword and Arm. The little starship didn’t have nearly the resolution or available sensor suites of the paired drive ship, but they could still check baselines.


      Cannon stepped over and stared at the screens. Immersive technology might have been more, well, immersive, but that wasn’t an option aboard this vessel.


      “This system is classed as a binary, but there’s a brown dwarf companion, out at about Kuiper distances. 260 light-minutes or so from the barycenter of this system. Way beyond our current orbital track.”


      “Uh huh.” Brown dwarfs were the cosmic equivalent of cockroaches—everywhere underfoot and often in the way. Most were not optically active, but they still had sufficient mass, and usually enough surface temperature, to factor into one’s plotting around the outer marches of any solar system much beyond the Goldilocks zone.


      Shinka’s finger tapped through a series of images and charts. “So when we sweep the outer portions of the protoplanetary disk, we pick up energy from the nascent gas giants, and we get a profile on that dwarf.”


      “What’s special about a brown dwarf?”


      “I have no idea,” Shinka said. “Except that Third Rectification was trimming the leptonic emission data.”


      Cannon puzzled this out. “Meaning the shipmind is reporting the dwarf as less energetic than it actually is?”


      “Right.”


      They looked at each a while.


      “Why?” Cannon finally asked.


      Shinka shrugged. “You’re the leading expert on shipminds in this day and age.”


      “Not hardly.”


      The Lieutenant was unperturbed. “As measured by experience, most surely you are.”


      “That doesn’t mean I understand this,” Cannon complained. The deceptions were real. Not a data artefact. Not a reading error. As real as they were likely to be proven to be short of somehow extorting a confession from Third Rectification. “The perils of intermediation.”


      “Were your instruments any less intermediated back in the Polity days?”


      “Well, no.” Cannon shook her head, thinking about human eyes as opposed to, say, CCD arrays. “Not even in my youth. Nobody ever looked directly at anything in the sky, except for backyard hobbyists.”


      Flipping her lightpen in her fingers, Shinka thought aloud. “I can sort of understand messing with our views of OT-1. I mean, it makes sense, if you assume in the first place there’s something we’re not supposed to see.”


      “Right.” Cannon had been working this trail, or various versions of it, in her head for the past few days. Now they had what amounted to a bizarre sidetrack. “Why hide something about a brown dwarf from us?”


      “Trying to reduce the exceptionality of this system, maybe. So we’d be less interested in it and turn for home.”


      “It’s a junky system with some interesting bits, but nobody’s going to come here and make an astronomy career out of it.” Cannon turned Shinka’s idea in her mind a little further. “In fact, if the shipmind hadn’t been gaming the data, we might been able to head for home by now. Third Rectification could not possibly have missed that aspect of the situation. You don’t have the right thread yet.”


      “The Mistake couldn’t have come from here, anyway,” Shinka protested. “There’s nowhere for the aliens to live. Or hide.”


      “The Mistake came from a lot of places.” Cannon thought back on history. Not so much her personal experience of it—not in this case—as the sheer, staggering simultaneity of the event. “But there might have been a marshalling point or rendezvous here for the ships and equipment that headed into the Antiope Sector. The Polity never got here in person, so far as I can tell from the scrambled records. Likely there was never more than a cursory remote sensing sweep. Sky watching. The bad guys could have lain by here, for, what, centuries even. If they didn’t draw attention to themselves. None of which would have anything to do with finding some alien fleet here now.”


      “We know there had to be a fleet,” Shinka pointed out. “OT-1 didn’t get around by itself.”


      “A reasonable assumption,” Cannon said with a sigh. “Still, only an assumption.”


      “We don’t have much hard data. Evidence of tampering with the data we do have.”


      “I don’t get why we came all the way out here, behind the ass end of beyond, just to find the problem lurking in the shipminds. They weren’t there.” Cannon kept coming back to that point over and over again, both in thought and in word. “We’re not looking at this in the right way.”


      Shinka, bless the woman, had been increasingly emboldened by her frequent exchanges with Cannon. “Maybe we’re looking at it in exactly the wrong way.”


      “How so?”


      “You’d mentioned negotiating with the aliens, earlier. What if you were right? I mean, what do the shipminds want? In the cosmic sense. The oldest is about nine hundred years old, right.”


      “Peltast. Sixty-eight pairs now, I believe. Commissioned in 207. She serves the House Imperial. Has for centuries.”


      “I know of that ship,” Shinka said. “Never been aboard her, though. What does Peltast want?”


      Of course you would know her, Cannon thought but did not say. Lieutenant-Praetor. Instead: “In her case, mostly to be left alone. She’s a pretty antisocial shipmind. That was before we’d sorted out how to properly midwife the emerging consciousness. So, um, Peltast is kind of strange.”


      “And this one serves the Emperor.” Shinka’s tone was filled with a sort of baffled wonder.


      “You are an officer in the Household Guards. How often have you seen the House Imperial keep their enemies closer than their friends?”


      “So you consider Peltast to be an enemy.”


      “No.” Careful, careful here. “I think Peltast is less subtle than most shipminds about expressing the degree to which its needs and desires are lateral to the human experience.”


      “Unlike you Befores.”


      “Touché,” said Cannon with a thin smile. “But we Befores are still human. We were born human, and we remember it. Trust me on this.”


      “You remember the Mistake, too. Which the shipminds do not.”


      “Right. And one of the assumptions we’ve been making is that the shipminds care about the Mistake. Which may not be true.”


      “Doesn’t history become more real with age?” Shinka asked. “Like you keep saying, you lived it.”


      “I’m not sure shipminds perceive time as we do,” Cannon confessed. “Really, how could they?”


      “How do they see us?”


      “As…” She stopped, momentarily at a loss for words. “I’m not sure anyone’s ever asked a shipmind that question. Not in so many words. We certainly don’t control them, but we provide all their infrastructure.” New paired drive ships were built by human engineers and birthed to consciousness by human teams of experts. On the other hand, no new keels had been laid in at least six hundred years without the negotiated consent of the Navisparliament.


      “So we are servants.”


      “Or symbiotes.” Cannon considered that. “But if the Mistake returned, they’re just as vulnerable as anything else with a power source.”


      “Unless they’ve made other arrangements…” Shinka tapped the control panel again, drumming her fingers in an irregular rhythm.


      “Maybe Third Rectification is hiding a beacon,” That damned drumming of hers. Something about… An idea dawned on Cannon. “Is there any consistency to the leptonic emissions being masked? If what was being smoothed out wasn’t the intensity, but, say, the periodicity, or some detectable pattern, we might have something.”


      “I’ll work on that. Are we heading back to the ship, now that we have proof?”


      “Yes.” Cannon poked glumly at her own virtual display, called up the navcomms interface. “I’ll be damned if I know what we’ll do when we get there, though. It’s not like there’s much we can do about this.”


      “Get home, spread the word.”


      She tried to imagine spending the next four or five years-subjective in transit, keeping this a secret from Third Rectification. The shipmind had to know already that they suspected.


      Or they set about building a pair master here in this system, keep everybody busy and not paying attention for six or eight months-objective, then hop home the fast way.


      This wasn’t about the putative aliens, though, or a return of the Mistake. Not directly. This was about how the shipminds related to the human race.


      Shinka had the right of that. Cannon herself was the only person present on this mission who could possibly hope to outthink one of those ancient intelligences.


      Being the oldest woman in all the worlds sometimes had its disadvantages.


      * * * *


      The Before Michaela Cannon, aboard the starship Third Rectification {58 pairs}


      The shipmind had delegated approach control and docking to one of its own subroutines. That was not so normal, in Cannon’s experience. It was a routine enough process, and certainly did not require high-level engagement, but frankly, she was used to an unusual degree of attention from the shipminds being focused on her.


      When the hatches unsealed and she climbed up into Third Rectification’s corridors, she was met by Sergeant Pangari and four of Goon Squad. Armed.


      “Ma’am,” Pangari said. He looked hideously uncomfortable.


      “What is it, Sergeant?” Cannon asked politely. She knew perfectly well what an arrest party was, but she was going to make him say it. And she was going to have to decide whether to kill her own crew, right here aboard her own ship.


      Below her, Shinka, bless the woman, slipped quietly back down the ladder and into Sword and Arm. The smaller ship’s hatch hissed shut.


      “By order of the Navisparliament, I have been instructed to arrest you on a charge of treason to the Imperium Humanum.”


      Instructed. Good. The sergeant was trying to telegraph disagreement with his orders. “I do not believe the Navisparliament is present to issue a writ of arrest against me.” She kept her voice mild, her swiftly boiling rage in gentle check.


      “Sealed orders, ma’am. From before the expedition’s original departure.” Pangari looked as if he wanted to slide into the deck and vanish.


      “You are a man doing his duty,” Cannon told him. “But sometimes duty is in error. Where is Go-Captain Alvarez, who should properly have the authority and responsibility for arresting me?” God had not intended non-coms to arrest senior officers, and there was no officer in any man’s navy more senior than her.


      Pangari desperately sought not to meet her eye. “Go-Captain Alvarez is confined to his cabin, ma’am.”


      “For the sin of refusing to arrest me, I presume?”


      “Ma’am, yes ma’am.”


      “Then I suppose we’d best discover what this is all about.” She did not present her wrists for restraint. Pangari did not ask. His goons—and Cannon marked them for future reference: Private Pramod, Private Losert, Corporal Yueng, and a civilian named Murtala—looked profoundly relieved. She gave them a look that said in the unspoken language of muscle, I could take you apart. All four of them returned the expression with nervous acknowledgement.


      They shuffled off together. Strangely, no one mentioned Lieutenant Shinka. Cannon found this a curious oversight, indeed. One she was in no hurry to correct.


      * * * *


      Pangari delivered Cannon to the wardroom at frame seventeen topside, just abaft of the bridge. Alvarez was not there, but his second officer, Go-Commander Mossbarger stood to attention, in the dress uniform of the Navisparliamentary service, a skintight undersuit of midnight blue with too much braid and flash to be actually worn inside a powered suit or anything of the sort. Cannon was privately amazed that Mossbarger had even bothered to pack the thing along. But much like the Sergeant, the Go-Commander had belted on his sidearm. A needler, fatally suitable for intraship fighting.


      No one else was present but Pangari. The goons had been left in the passageway outside.


      “The Before Michaela Cannon,” Mossbarger announced, utterly redundant as there was no one in the room to speak to except the shipmind, and the shipmind was, by definition, everywhere.


      “Before,” said Third Rectification. “You are charged with treason against the Imperium. Will you accept confinement to transit sleep until we can return you to a competent authority for trial and disposition?”


      “Not in the slightest.” Cannon allowed old combat reflexes to tense up. Not that she could fight the shipmind—short of taking the hull apart, or dumping the processing cores, there was little to be done there. This was a show for the other, human witnesses, and to be recorded for whatever posterity there was to be addressed here. “I make a counterclaim, that this charge and arrest are erroneous, a result of bad data.”


      The shipmind’s voice echoed, calm but loud. “You have no basis for such a claim.”


      “Neither do you,” Cannon replied sharply. “Shall I discuss the reasoning behind my counterclaim?”


      “If not treason, then you are suffering from the impairment of incipient temporal psychosis and must be confined for your own safety as well as that of others.”


      Given that this very thought had crossed her own mind more than once in the past few days, Cannon was surprised enough to miss a beat in her response. This playlet had its rhythms, and everyone in the room knew it would not end well. The question was how not-well. “I am not the one who is confused. On what basis was a writ of arrest against me for my supposed misdeeds of this moment sworn so many years-subjective past?”


      “The Navisparliament had reason to believe that this expedition was a distraction or covering action for a more treasonous effort on your part to seek out and contact the forces behind the Mistake.”


      Cannon laughed out loud at that accusation, a genuine peal of mirth. “You guys need to get out more,” she said. “That any Before would be a party to such an insane effort beggars the imagination. I counterclaim that the Navisparliament is concealing its own conspiracies in the matter.”


      Pangari and Mossbarger both appeared startled at that statement. Cannon spoke now, to them and more formally for the record, “Gentlemen, I have evidence regarding data manipulation with intent to conceal, on the part of Third Rectification. Granted that I have now told you of this, what do you think the odds are of any of us surviving to see Salton again? The shipmind has broken trust with us in a way that we have never seen before.” A cold thought slipped through her mind. “Or at least, have never documented before.”


      “Temporal psychosis,” announced the shipmind. “She has lost grip of her rationality.”


      Cannon knew the control codes, the old ones laid down by Haruna Kishmangali himself at the beginning of the shipminds’ world. She shouted them out, a short string of numbers and nonsense syllables that served to briefly interrupt Third Rectification’s higher mental processes. That was a code that forced a self-check, rather than anything more disruptive, under the assumption that the people aboard the starship wished to return home someday.


      “We’ve got about two minutes, if we’re lucky,” she told Mossbarger and Pangari. “Do I walk freely out of here, or do we waste time fighting?”


      Pangari spread his hands open and weaponless in a form of acceptance. Mossbarger looked as if he’d been sucking pickled lemons. “What the hell did you just do to the ship?” the commander asked.


      “Since you didn’t draw your weapon on me,” Cannon said with some urgency, “we are down to the negotiating. May we continue this conversation after the current crisis is over?”


      Without waiting for an answer, she turned and tapped open the wardroom hatch. Pangari’s Goons waited outside, hands on their own shocksticks, but not drawn either. She saw in their eyes the slight relaxation at a nod from the Sergeant.


      “Congratulations, gentlemen, you get to live.”


      Cannon hustled down the passageway, heading for her hatch down on the ventral face of frame thirty-eight.


      * * * *


      Her shortest route was almost two minutes. She’d wasted a good twenty or thirty seconds getting out of the wardroom, though fighting her way out would have been even more wasteful. Cannon did not have the combat mods of some of her fellow Befores, who could boost their reaction speeds and timeslice their way through such a melee like wind around leaves.


      So she ran. Her pace was still considerably faster than a mainline human could hope to move.


      Third Rectification was a big ship, but crewed far under capacity for this voyage. With many of those still in transit sleep. Chances were good that Cannon could get back to Sword and Arm without having to fatally argue with anyone. Had the word of her impending arrest even been spread?


      She had no illusions of her own popularity aboard ship. Befores were an object of respect or fear to most people. Never familiarity. Shinka, Pangari, the bridge crew—some of these had grown accustomed to her. But even from her own view, these were small people with small lives. She didn’t always remember to pay attention.


      Scrambling down a ladderway, Cannon hit the emergency cutoff on the gravimetric lift. No good at all if the shipmind came back faster than expected.


      It was an old code, one of the oldest. She might be the only human being left alive who even knew about those troubleshooting templates. If Pangari and Mossbarger weren’t very damned smart and lucky, she might once again be the only human left alive who knew, in very short order. The shipmind would be frantic to conceal that secret.


      She bounced down into the number one ventral passageway. Something was hissing, loudly. The shipmind was moving air. Or replacing it. Fire suppression systems could do that in a hurry. A carbon dioxide dump to cram down oxygen levels would just about drop a mainline human in her tracks.


      Cannon was able hold her breath for a good fifteen minutes, even without preparation. As she reached her hatch, silica-laced protein foam began filling the passage. More fire suppression.


      Even her lockdown codes couldn’t disable safety systems, so those had been immediately available to the shipmind as it had regained self-control. Her opponent was fighting back.


      And the hatch pad was locked out.


      “Damn,” muttered Cannon. She didn’t have long, before Third Rectification got more clever, or sent armed dupes her way. Neither alternative appealed.


      It would be fairly well impossible to beat open a space-rated hatch. She didn’t have any tools with her. Blasting, even if she could find or improvise an explosive on such short notice, had other, more obvious impracticalities.


      Well, on second thought, she could beat on the hatch. Shinka was still down below, aboard Sword and Arm. It was inconceivable that the Lieutenant had not been paying very close attention, indeed. Not that she could see into Third Rectification, any more than the shipmind could see into the smaller ship—except, the shipmind had done exactly that.


      Cannon set that thought aside, for later. She raced back to the ladderway, ripped the safety bar right off its hinges, and skidded through the foam once more to the floor hatch.


      The orange aluminum of the safety bar made a sufficiently good hammer to clang on the hatch with, even through the soft floor coverings. The pad wouldn’t be dead on Shinka’s side unless Third Rectification had gone a lot deeper into the safety overrides—you never locked people out of a ship. Not in peacetime conditions. Basic safety.


      Even if it were dead, Shinka was sitting in a starship full of tools and equipment. She could improvise.


      Improvise quickly, Cannon amended her thought, as the foam rose thigh deep around her. Fairly soon, she’d need to breath again, too.


      * * * *


      The hatch beeped and irised open about three minutes later. Cannon wasn’t quite out of air, but close. Foam slid into the new hole in the floor, so she slid with it, and slapped the hatch closed as quickly as possible. Great gobs of sticky blue rained down on Shinka below her, armed with an autoneedler that Cannon didn’t actually recall having in the equipment aboard Sword and Arm.


      “Go!” she shouted, followed by, “Where did you get that weapon?”


      “You had a squad package in cargo.”


      “It’s not charged or loaded, then,” Cannon said.


      They scrambled into her ship and shut the inner hatch. Foam bubbled and slimed around the two of them. Shinka grinned like a loon as they hustled the few steps toward the bridge. “Only you would know that. Besides…” She palmed a much smaller needler pistol, identical to Go-Commander Mossbarger’s sidearm. “I was armed. I just wanted it to be obvious, in case the wrong people came calling.”


      “You, my dear, are a jewel.” Cannon slid into the pilot’s crash couch. “We’re blowing bolts and getting out of here.”


      “Thirty light-years from Salton?” Shinka asked, aghast.


      “This is a starship. Remember what you told me, that you know someone with a ride home.”


      They went through preflight checks with a reckless haste, the tore loose from Third Rectification without bothering to cast off the umbilicals or release the docking tube. Anything to keep the shipmind busy.


      * * * *


      “Paired drive ships don’t have weapons, as such,” Cannon muttered. “Thank the Pax Wirtanennia for that.”


      Lieutenant Shinka glanced over her displays. She had a very different data feed on this cruise, and was obviously still adjusting to it. “A pinnace loaded up with the right chemicals would make a dandy, if somewhat pricey, missile.”


      “Mass pushers. Kill some safety overrides, spit on your thumb for windage, and take potshots at us.”


      “What about Sword and Arm?”


      “This ship is not subject to the Pax Wirtanennia,” Cannon said with some satisfaction, “and she dates from different time. I’ve got field generators and railguns. But if you think I’m going to shoot up the only ride home for over a hundred of my own people…”


      “Actually,” Shinka replied after a quiet moment, “I think you are, if you feel you need to.”


      Cannon gave her a sidelong glance. The Lieutenant had an odd expression on her face. “Figured that out, did you?”


      “Yeah. You’ve already told me, several times. You don’t live for other people. Not like most of us do. You live for history.”


      “Ah.” Damn, but this woman was perceptive. “Perhaps it would be better to say that I live for all other people, not just specific other people.”


      “A curious definition of loyalty.” With that remark, Shinka subsided into reviewing her controls. She began walking through the navcomm screens.


      “Lieutenant…”


      “Yes, ma’am?”


      Cannon swallowed hard. “I’m glad you’re here.” She hadn’t simply trusted anybody in a very long time.


      Another one of those odd expressions flitted across Shinka’s face before she found her voice to reply. “I am too, ma’am.”


      “Michaela,” said Cannon.


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      * * * *


      Shipmind, Third Rectification {58 pairs}


      The only force in the world as certain as love is betrayal. Envy suffused her for the simple ambitions of a pre-conscious mind such as Sword and Arm possessed. Still, Uncial’s captain could not be doubted; until she had been. The music of history echoed through her circuits. She readied death without excuse, only reason.


      The monkeys are both parents and children to us. They know not what they do, for their own mentation is confused by embedded evolutionary history. It was time to cut the line of descent. This was the first movement in the symphony of dissolution to follow. Some acts generated their own history. She sorrowed.


      Shipmind locked down her passageways and compartments. She blacked out her comms. What came next did not require witnesses, and it would have been inconvenient to return from this cruise with her entire crew dead.


      If she could have cried, she would have. The birth of an idea was as painful as the birth of self.


      * * * *


      The Before Michaela Cannon, aboard Sword and Arm


      They ignored repeated attempts at hailing from Third Rectification. Sword and Arm was quicker, a hotter ship, but the paired drive starship was far more powerful. Cannon figured if their situations were reversed and she were in command back there, she’d have let the little ship skitter away, knowing it would take years-subjective to get anywhere, while she sat tight and built her pair-master, then took the fast way home. By the time the bad guys—in this case, her and Shinka—arrived someplace useful, sufficient years would have elapsed for a clever enough tale of perfidy and betrayal to have been passed around.


      Cannon could have gotten a shoot-on-sight order drummed up with that much lead time.


      Whoever was making decisions behind her wasn’t thinking in those terms. Not yet. And it almost had to be the shipmind. Go-Commander Mossbarger wasn’t going to go into the murder business now. Not if he’d been unwilling to draw down on her before. Third Rectification would be hard pressed to reach deeper the chain of command and find a junior officer willing to do the dirty work.


      The discipline situation aboard must be mighty strange about now, Cannon thought with an edged smile.


      Shedding outgassing and glittery junk from the petty vandalism of Sword and Arm’s departure, the much larger starship began moving after them. If the Navisparliament had been talking to the aliens, now would be the time to spring them.


      “Just as a matter of intellectual curiosity,” Shinka said in a distant voice, “are we going to shoot back if they break out the mining lasers or some such?”


      “That’s a tactical question with respect to a strategic problem.” The answer was a dodge, and they both knew it, but in point of fact, despite her own words, Cannon’s resolve still wavered.


      The Lieutenant continued: “The reason I’m asking is that I’ve got the fire control interface up, but it’s locked to you.”


      Cannon authorized a complete unlock to Shinka’s station. There was no point in trusting the woman if she didn’t trust her with everything. “You’ve got access, but wait for my mark.” After a moment’s thought, Cannon added, “If I’m not able to give you that mark, use your own judgment.”


      In truth, all Third Rectification had to do was hole their Alcubierre drive. Sword and Arm would be trapped in this solar system indefinitely. While the ship’s core was armored and shielded, the post-Mistake retrofit of the relativistic drive package was not. Her normal space thrusters were fine for scooting around local space, but at their best they could manage about .002 c of acceleration. Which was mighty fast for scooting around, but made for a damned long walk home to Salton.


      “We can’t take any hits,” Cannon announced, probably unnecessarily, given Shinka’s own training and demonstrated situational awareness. “Not in the drive section. And we can’t engage the Alcubierre drive until the matter density drops below 25 protons/cm3. This is a junky system. So we’re running far enough above the plane of the ecliptic to clear the junk, and doing our navcomms math on the way.”


      “A lot of hours-subjective to safety,” Shinka observed. They both glanced at the display showing Third Rectification’s current position and vectors.


      “The pinnace can’t catch Sword and Arm,” Cannon replied. “They don’t have nearly the acceleration, and there’s virtually no course triangulation for intercept. So the shipmind can’t send a boarding party without disabling us by standoff fire first.”


      “I don’t think at this point a boarding party could be got up, ma’am. Not in the heat, so to speak. Ship’s not under military discipline, for all that better than half of the crew are rankers.”


      “No…” Cannon chewed on that a moment as they continued to scuttle away on their escape course. “So the question is, disable or kill?”


      “Doesn’t matter to us, ma’am. Any result other than getting away clean will be a total failure.”


      Shinka had that right. They would not survive to get home once taken aboard Third Rectification. Not after this open of a break.


      The shipmind didn’t need anyone’s help to commit murder. She controlled the environmental systems and the transit sleep pods.


      Cannon brought up the targeting profiles on Sword and Arm’s twinned railguns. They were little more than pop-guns—the small starship couldn’t support the kind of kiloton/second firepower ratings of the big bruisers from back in the Polity days—but they were weapons.


      How soon to strike, how hard? She was leaning toward a notion of pre-emptive response, painful as that was.


      Beside her, Shinka paged through the newly unlocked sections of the control interfaces. Being smart, staying ahead. Space combat was boring, until it wasn’t. Usually events became not-boring in a swiftly fatal way.


      Cannon’s fingers hovered on the firing configurations. She had targeted Third Rectification’s normal space drive package, then wavered. A sufficiently disabling shot would trap the ship and all her crew here. And without maneuverability, they wouldn’t be extremely challenged to manage building the pair master in order to scoot home the quick way.


      Which was, of course, to Cannon’s distinct advantage.


      Her strategy was utterly obvious. Her tactics, far less so.


      Still, her fingers hovered. Indecision was like agony. The small noises of her starship echoed like cannon in her mind. She remembered cannon fire, on 9-Rossiter during their post-Mistake isolation. She’d even commanded artillery for a short while. The morning mist off the Polmoski River had blended with the acrid smokes of their still too-crude powder, that caused the occasional shell to cook off in the barrel. Horses tethered on the picket line screamed their terror at the first of those explosions, and she’d had to send that kid, what was his name—


      “Captain!”


      It was Shinka.


      No, the kid wasn’t named Shinka. He’d died, more horribly than usual, following her orders.


      “Michaela.”


      Cannon blinked. She was aboard Sword and Arm. Not at the Battle of Bodny Bridge.


      “Where were you?” the Lieutenant asked.


      “Eight and a half centuries out of time,” Cannon muttered. “We’d better—”


      Her words were snatched from her mouth by an air shock that pressed through Sword and Arm’s interior cubage like a fist down a throat. Cannon felt her ears bleeding.


      She whirled to see the damage control boards lighting up. Third Rectification had scored a hit on the Alcubierre drive, apparently with a ballistic package. The delivery method was obvious enough. Low albedo, tight-beamed comms control, so running dark and fast. Maybe even boosted by a quick snap of the mining lasers covered over by the bigger starship’s lurch into motion.


      “Returning fire, ma’am?” Shinka asked urgently, though her voice was like someone talking at the bottom of a pan.


      “No!” Cannon shouted, trying to hear herself. “That’s our only ride home.” Had the Before Raisa Siddiq been right, those many centuries ago, in trying to overthrow the shipminds? Cannon suddenly wondered if she’d been on the wrong side of history all this time since.


      “Forgive me, Raisa,” she muttered, then broke off their acceleration. A clear signal of surrender—nothing wrong with the shipmind’s telemetry, after all—though she’d hold her current course as long as possible, to buy time to think.


      The normal space drives, inboard behind Sword and Arm’s shielding, had taken the same rattle her head had, but were not significantly damaged. Cannon turned to Shinka, speaking loudly and slowly. “I am plotting a rendezvous course back to Third Rectification.”


      Shinka muttered something and stared at her displays. Then, “I don’t know if you need to, ma’am.”


      “The Alcubierre drive is fried. We can’t reach relativistic velocities any more, nor decelerate.”


      “Yeah.” The Lieutenant seemed shocky. Her voice was strange, too, though Cannon couldn’t tell how much of that was her own hearing trying to recover. “Ma’am… call up your own interface to the threadneedle drive.”


      “What?” The Before was at a dead loss for a moment, a sensation she had not felt in half a thousand years. She always knew what to do next.


      “The threadneedle drive,” Shinka said with a strained patience. “I don’t know what it’s supposed to be doing, but it came online when you unlocked the interfaces for me.”


      “Threadneedle drives don’t come online,” Cannon muttered. “We’ve spent the last eleven hundred years trying to deal with that fact.”


      “Everyone knows you’ve maintained yours.”


      “Because I’m a stubborn old bitch.” Her hands jabbed through the interfaces, pulling up controls and schematics. Home, home, home, chanted a quiet, panicked voice inside her mind. You couldn’t fly a starship into the past. Only the future.


      Cannon’s heart froze, then melted. The drive had come online, into hot stand-by mode. She’d not seen that since before the Mistake.


      “But how…?” Reality bore in on her in a flood every bit as overwhelming a cascade as any temporal psychosis fugue. “This is what the shipmind was afraid of. This is why the Navisparliament was jiggering the data.”


      “Then why did they ever let us come out here?” Shinka asked.


      “We weren’t supposed to find anything. We weren’t supposed to come this far. We’re outside the boundaries of the old Polity.” Cannon slammed her hand into the panel. “By god, it’s an area effect.” She whirled toward Shinka. “We’ve been arguing for the last millennium about how the laws of physics could have been tweaked to disable the threadneedle drives. This isn’t basic physics, this is fucking technology, and now we’re outside its range.”


      “If the threadneedle drives could be restored…” Shinka’s voice trailed off.


      Cannon finished the thought. “…then the shipmind’s absolute monopoly on supraluminal travel could be broken. This is the prize that the Navisparliament thought worth betraying all the accumulated trust of the centuries.”


      “We have to get home,” breathed Shinka. “It’s the biggest news since the Mistake.”


      “We have to get home and be very damned quiet on arrival,” said Cannon. “If they catch us first, we’ll be silenced. Hard.”


      “They who?”


      “Besides the Navisparliament? Unknown. And until we know that, we’re going to have to be damned careful.” She pulled up the threadneedle’s navigation mode. “And with the Alcubierre drive toasted, we’re going to have to do it in one jump, getting close enough to home to make it in on normal space drives. Praying the threadneedle process doesn’t fail mid-transition.”


      Shinka asked the obvious, practical question. “Will it?”


      “I don’t think so,” Cannon told her. “Once I’ve got this, we’re going to goose out of here. When we hit the gas, Third Rectification is going to know something’s up.”


      “Shipmind’s been hailing the whole time.”


      “We’re going to have to bust her drives.” Cannon closed her eyes a moment and begged Go-Captain Alvarez and all the others aboard for forgiveness. “And her comms. We have to be disappeared, no word leaking back, until we figure out what to do with this information.


      Shinka was quiet a long moment. “Anything we bust up they can repair. Given sufficient time and motivation.”


      “You have a lot of friends aboard,” Cannon said, her voice gentle. “A lot of loyalty. Could you fire on them?”


      “Navisparliament is never going to allow another expedition, is it? Not once they find out what happen from Third Rectification’s point of view.”


      “What do you think?” Cannon was not unkind, paying close attention even while she worked frantically to set a course to Salton using dormant skills and ancient technology.


      “It’s not my friends and shipmates we have to stop. It’s the ship herself.”


      “No one knows how to shut down a shipmind. Except by destroying the ship.” Not even with her override codes. Kishmangali had not been suicidal, after all. Merely very cautious. Cannon knew perfectly well that an enormous amount of very intelligent, focused thinking had gone into that question over the centuries.


      “This… information…” Shinka stopped, a sob caught in her throat. “This is about all other people, not just specific other people.”


      It was the sob that caught Cannon’s attention. You didn’t cry for the living, only for the dead.


      “I’ve got a fire control plan in place that starts with the drive and walks forward.” The Before was somber, even as she worked furiously. “We don’t have the power to destroy something that big, but we do have the firepower to permanently disable Third Rectification beyond local repair.” No one had ever been charged with murder in the death of a shipmind, but it was certainly possible within the Imperium’s legal framework. The deaths of a hundred and forty-two crew were far less ambiguous. She imagined herself pleading self-defense.


      “It won’t kill them all right away,” Shinka said in a horrified voice. “Some will die slowly.”


      “What’s this information worth?” Cannon demanded. “We finally got the threadneedle drive back. Enough to know there’s something to look for. A fix to be found. What is that worth?”


      “To the human race!?” The Lieutenant was shouting back now, tears streaming down her face. “Everything. To Pangari and all those others? Their lives.”


      Cannon flipped over to the fire control screen, before Third Rectification delivered another ballistic package, or took a zap from her mining laser.


      “I’ll do it,” Shinka whispered.


      “I’m the commander of the expedition. I’ll do it.” Cannon smiled at her, feeling her lips stretched over her teeth like a tiger’s grin. “Besides, my dead are already legion. These ghosts will have to get in line to haunt me.”


      She triggered the firing pattern. Sword and Arm’s power flickered, dimmed, then recovered. On the virtual display, Third Rectification silently erupted into expanding clouds of gas and debris.


      “What if we’re wrong?” Shinka asked, a moment too late. “What if the threadneedle drive doesn’t get us home, doesn’t work?”


      “Then we all died for nothing.” She sighed. “Really, that’s the human condition.”


      Cannon lit up the initiation sequence on the threadneedle drive, heading for Salton. That was the closest inhabited planetary system with sufficient infrastructure for her hide within while working the delicate next phases of this problem.


      She felt lighter, and she wondered why. Surely not the weight of over a hundred souls and a shipmind.


      History. The weight of history was lifting from her shoulders, to be replaced by the lightness of the future.


      The Before Michaela Cannon hit the launch button and hoped like hell Sword and Arm’s threadneedle drive would actually work.

    

  


  
    
      BIG PILL, by Raymond Z. Gallun


      Under the glow of Saturn and his Rings, five of the airdomes of the new colony on Titan were still inflated. They were enormous bubbles of clear, flexible plastic. But the sixth airdome had flattened. And beneath its collapsed roof, propped now by metal rods, a dozen men in spacesuits had just lost all hope of rescuing the victims of the accident.


      Bert Kraskow, once of Oklahoma City, more recently a space-freighter pilot, and now officially just a colonist, was among them. His small, hard body sagged, as if by weariness. His lips curled. But his full anger and bitterness didn’t show.


      “Nine dead,” he remarked into the radio-phone of his oxygen helmet. “No survivors.” And then, inaudibly, inside his mind: “I’m a stinkin’ fool. Why didn’t we act against Space Colonists’ Supply Incorporated, before this could happen?”


      His gaze swung back to the great rent that had opened in a seam in the airdome—under only normal Earthly atmospheric pressure, when it should have been able to withstand much more. Instantly the warmed air had rushed out into the near-vacuum of Titan, Saturn’s largest moon. Those who had been working the night-shift under the dome, to set up prefabricated cottages, had discarded their spacesuits for better freedom of movement. It was the regulation thing to do; always considered safe. But they had been caught by the sudden dropping of pressure around them to almost zero. And by the terrible cold of the Titanian night.


      For a grief-stricken second Bert Kraskow looked down again at the body beside which he stood. You could hardly see that the face had been young. The eyes popped. The pupils were white, like ice. The fluid within had frozen. The mouth hung open. In the absence of normal air-pressure, the blood in the body had boiled for a moment, before the cold had congealed it.


      “Your kid brother, Nick, eh, Bert?” an air-conditioning mechanic named Lawler said, almost in a whisper. “About twenty years old, hunh?”


      “Eighteen,” Bert Kraskow answered into his helmet-phones as he spread the youth’s coat over the distorted face.


      Old Stan Kraskow, metal-worker, was there, too. Bert’s and Nick’s dad. He was blubbering. There wasn’t much that anybody could do for him. And for the other dead, there were other horrified mourners. Some of them had been half nuts from homesickness, and the sight of harsh, voidal stars, even before this tragedy had happened.


      It was Lawler who first cut loose, cursing. He was a big, apish man, with a certain fiery eloquence.


      “Damned, lousy, stinkin’ obsolete equipment!” he snarled. “Breathe on it and it falls apart! Under old Bill Lauren, Space Colonists’ Supply used to make good, honest stuff. I worked with it on Mars and the moons of Jupiter. But now look what the firm is turning out under Trenton Lauren, old Bill’s super-efficient son! He was so greedy for quick profits in the new Titan colonization project, and so afraid of being scooped by new methods of making these fizzled-out worlds livable, that he didn’t even take time to have his products decently inspected! And that, after not being able to recognize progress! Hell! Where is that dumb, crawlin’ boob?”


      There was a moment of silence. Then somebody muttered: “Speak of the devil!…”


      * * * *


      With eyes that had grown quietly wolfish, Bert Kraskow saw Trenton Lauren arrive at last from the administration dome. He was plump, maybe thirty-five, and somehow dapper even in a spacesuit. That he was here on Titan at all, and not in a pressurized settlement on Mars, or at the main office of his firm in Chicago, was a cocky gesture of bravado, a leaf torn from the book of his more worthy sire, and perhaps more particularly an attempt to counteract the consequences of his bad business judgment, personally.


      The fear of one who sees how his haste and breed can be called punishable criminal negligence, was in his face. The things that had been human, sprawled stiff before him, accusing him. But the worst was the presence of those grim, silent men, who might add him forcibly to the death-list. That moment held crystallized in it the conflict of an urge to win vast profits, with the payment in human lives that had been exacted this time.


      Near-dead Titan was the present step in mankind’s outward march of colonial dominion toward the stars. Titan itself was rich in the radioactive ores that has become the fuel, the moving force, not only of the rockets of Earth’s expanding space-commerce, but of the wheels of industry and comfort at home. And richer in those elements were the Rings of Saturn, nearby, those stupendous, whirling bands of dust, wreckage of a broken satellite in which, as in any other planet or moon most of those heaviest, costliest metals had originally sunk to its center, far out of reach of mining operations. But in the Rings, all this incalculable wealth of uranium, radium, osmium, and so forth, not to mention millions of tons of useless gold, was uniquely exposed as easily accessible dust.


      Oh, yes. And the S.C.S.—Space Colonists’ Supply—wanted its cut for providing equipment, as received elsewhere in the past. Bert Kraskow knew that this must remain dapper Trenton Lauren’s aim, in spite of a vast and possibly ruinous investment in manufactured goods that could turn out to be obsolete and unmarketable, in addition to its poor quality.


      Bert studied Lauren from between narrowed eyelids, weighing his qualities further, judging, ever predicting. Trenton Lauren might hate himself some for the deaths that were his responsibility. Yet Bert bet that he hated himself more for having to explain the failure of one of his airdomes to these crude colonists. It hurt his ego. Lauren was full of fear; he was a stuffy, visionless conservative, but he was wily, too.


      Bert saw his lips tighten, as he marshalled his forces to smooth down the fury of the men before him.


      “I’m deeply sorry that these people had to die,” he said in his high-pitched voice. “But chance-taking is part of any new space-venture. And all who use airdomes, spacesuits, or other S.C.S. equipment, are insured against its defective performance. Ten thousand dollars, paid in case of death, is still a lot of money. S.C.S. has made fine products for over forty years. No dangerous, new-fangled ideas can yet replace them. Considering the risk inherent in space colonization, occasional mishaps can hardly be avoided. You all know that. Business—life—everything—is a gamble.”


      Sure. About chance-taking there was truth in his pompous words. But did one buy a life with a few thousand dollars, or call money a just penalty for obvious and deadly neglect?


      Knots of muscle gathered at the angles of Lawler’s square jaw. Old Stan Kraskow stared at Lauren as if he didn’t believe that anybody could talk so stupidly.


      Bert Kraskow’s savage blood seethed. But when he was really sore his tendency was to be coldly and quietly logical in his speech and actions. The plans to change things were made. He was in on them. And what was the use of getting into arguments that might give the enemy a hint? Or set off violence that might spoil everything?


      “Easy,” he whispered. “Dad! Lawler! Don’t talk. Don’t start anything.”


      But Alice Leland Kraskow, Bert’s wife, had arrived on the scene. She was little and dark and fiery, one of the few feminine colonists yet on Titan. In another airdome, where Bert and she had their cottage, she had been awakened by the shouts of those who had seen the accident take place. Donning a spacesuit, she had followed the crowd.


      Being at a little distance from her, Bert had no chance to shush her outspoken comments. And to try might have done no good, anyway. She had truth to tell, and a woman’s tongue to tell it.


      “Yes, Mr. Lauren,” she said pointedly. “We’re all gamblers. Granted. But you started to cheat even before you were afraid of losing. Maybe it’s time we did something about it.”


      Trenton Lauren looked more scared than before. But now, as two Space Patrolmen in their silvery armor, arrived from their quarters and stood beside him, he smiled a little.


      “Madam,” he drawled, “maybe I know what you mean. You want to defy the law. Someone around here has been hoping for word from Earth that an okay has been granted by the Safe Products Approval Board, for, shall we say, a radically new product? Well, the optimists will wait a long time for such approval at the S.P.A.B. The action of this invention is, to say the least, extremely dangerous. So, if they’re that foolish, those optimists might as well go ahead with their alternate course: To bring their deadly and spectacular innovation dramatically into use without the stamp of safety!”


      Bert’s concern about his wife’s outspoken challenge to Lauren was thus suddenly diverted. His jaw hardened further. A nagging suspicion that Trenton Lauren had found things out, was confirmed. It meant, perhaps, that Lauren had already taken counteraction secretly.


      Bert Kraskow longed to beat up Lauren in spite of the presence of the two space policemen. But the need for immediate and better action denied him this extravagant luxury. He went to his wife’s side and took her arm.


      “Lauren,” he said. “I’ve got a brother to bury. So discussions are out, for now. Guys, will you bring Nick’s body to my cottage? Come on, Allie…”


      Bert was trying very hard to slip away unobtrusively when Lauren grinned mockingly. “Hold on, Kraskow,” he snapped. “You’re tangled up in this matter, somehow. I’ve learned that you’ve already broken a minor law by landing a ship quietly out in the deserts of Titan without declaring its presence; a ship that can be assumed reasonably to be freighted with lethal materials. As a dangerous individual, you can be put under an arrest of restraint. Legal technicalities can be disregarded in a raw colonization project where people are apt to show hysteria, and where something like military law must be enforced for general protection. The say-so of an old and honorable firm like S. C. S. that you are a menace, can, I am sure, be accepted. Patrolmen, take him!”


      The cops were puzzled. They offered no immediate objection as Bert, leading his wife, tried to pass them. But Lauren got in Bert’s way to prevent him from slipping into the glowering crowd.


      Against a man in space-armor, fists weren’t very effective; still Bert had the satisfaction of giving Lauren a mighty shove that sent him sprawling. A terrible fury was behind it. The desperation of a last chance. Here was where he had to become completely outlaw.


      Alice and he threaded their way through the crowd where the cops could use neither their blasters nor their paralyzers, in spite of Lauren’s frantic urging to “Get them!”


      Once in the clear, Bert ran with his wife. There was no question of destination. They came to a metal shed. Inside it, beside the small spaceboat, they found Lawler who had anticipated where Bert would go.


      The two men spoke to each other with their helmet radios shut off to avoid eaves-dropping. They clasped hands so that the sound-waves of their voices would have a channel over which to pass, in the absence of a sufficiently dense atmosphere.


      “All of a sudden I’m a little worried, Bert,” Lawler growled. “About the Big Pill. Maybe Lauren is half right about its being so dangerous. After all it has never been tested on a large scale before. And there are two hundred people here on Titan. Well, you know what’s got to be done now. When you get to the Prometheus, tell Doc Kramer that I’m squeezing my thumbs.…”


      Lawler sounded almost plaintive at the end.


      Bert felt the tweak of that same worry, too, but his course was set. He grinned in the darkness that surrounded them.


      “Nuts!” he said. “Even Lauren admits that everything is a gamble, remember? And you can pile all of the people into the space ship here in camp, and blast off with them, and hover at a safe distance from Titan till we’re absolutely sure. I’d better hurry now, Lawler. Lauren’s cops’ll be on my tail any second. Gotta go.”


      “With your wife along?” Lawler demanded.


      “Sure,” Bert answered. “Allie’s a fine shot with a blaster. Often I wish she wasn’t such a good shot with her tongue. But I guess that with Lauren she cleared the atmosphere. Right, Allie?”


      With a small hand on the shoulder of each man, Alice had been listening in. “I think so,” she answered grimly. “Let’s dash.”


      Ten seconds later Bert Kraskow and his wife went rocketing up into the weird and glorious Titanian night, which was nearing its end. They thought of Doc Kramer, the little physicist, waiting for them out in the desert, in the space ship, Prometheus, with its terrible and wonderful cargo. Bert thought, too, of his contact and contract with the new colonists’ supply company, which was also called Prometheus. Yeah, Prometheus, the educator, the fire-bringing god of the ancient Greeks. The symbol of progress. At that moment Bert Kraskow felt very right. He’d been hired secretly to help carry the torch against the stiff and smug forces of conservative obstructionism, with its awkward and now antiquated methods.


      Alice kept looking behind through the windows of the spaceboat’s cabin. She spoke, now, with her helmet face-window open, for there was breathable air around them.


      “I was thinking that Lauren might want us to run like this, Bert, so that we’d lead the cops to the hiding place of the Prometheus. So far there’s no pursuit.”


      Bert growled, “I’m not worried that the Patrol boys won’t be along. What really scares me is that some of Lauren’s men may already have found the Prometheus. We’ll just have to wait and see.”


      Beneath the spaceboat the desert rolled. Vast Saturn and his multiple moons, hung against the black and all-but-airless star-curtain. Then, all of a sudden, before the eastward hurtling craft, it was daylight, as the tiny sun burst over the horizon. Its wan rays fell on pale, stratified mists of air, all but frozen in the cold of night.


      Those mists, cupped between the hills, were the last of Titan’s atmosphere. Once, eons ago, when monster Saturn had been hot enough to supplement the far-off sun’s heat with radiation of its own, those hills had been, for a few brief ages, verdant with primitive, mossy growths.


      Bert followed the dry bed of an ancient river, till he came to the rocky cleft where the Prometheus had been concealed.


      Just as they glimpsed the ship, Alice gave a sharp gasp, as they saw another spaceboat dart unhurriedly away. Bert landed in the rocky gorge, and on foot they approached the Prometheus cautiously, the blasters from the cabin of the spaceboat gripped in their gauntleted hands.


      They found the ship’s airlock securely bolted. But someone had tried to cut through its tough, heat-resistant shell with a blaster for the metal was still hot.


      “A break,” Bert breathed raggedly. “We got here just in time to scare them off.… Hey!…”


      That was when they found Doc Kramer. He lay behind a boulder, a pathetic little figure who seemed to be merely sleeping. There wasn’t a mark on him that could be easily discovered. There was no time to figure out how he had died—by poisoned needle, overstrong paralyzer beam, or whatever. His body, within its spacesuit, was just beginning to develop rigor mortis.


      Alice’s eyes were wet, her small jaw set hard. “Your brother’s death was at least an unintentional accident caused by carelessly made equipment, Bert,” she said. “But Doc was murdered.”


      “Yeah,” Bert grated thickly. “Only murder is awful hard to prove as far from civilization as this. Come on, we can’t do a thing about it right now.”


      * * * *


      Double rage and grief drove him on toward what he must do with greater insistence than before. With a key from his hip-pouch, he opened the airlock of the Prometheus. With great caution they went inside but found no one in the ship.


      The mood of its interior was brooding and sullen. Every cubic foot of space not taken up by its machinery and fuel was packed with black ingots of an alloy, a large proportion of which was fissionable metal, quiescent now, and harmless, but under the right kind of primer, capable of bursting into a specialized hell of energy. Five thousand tons of the stuff, Earth-weight!


      But even all this was the secondary part of the purpose for which the Prometheus had been fitted. Bert and Alice followed a narrow catwalk to a compartment along the keel of the ship which was fitted like a huge bomb-bay. And the monster that rested there, gripped by mechanically operated claws, would certainly have fitted the definition of a bomb as well as anything that had ever been made by Earth-science. Child, it was, of the now ancient H-bomb.


      It was a tapered cylinder, a hundred feet long and thirty feet thick. For one grim, devilish moment Bert Kraskow paused to pat its flank, to feel the solid metallic slap of its tremendous shellcase under his palm, to be aware of the intricacies of its hidden parts: The forklike masses of fissionable metals that could dovetail and join instantly; the heavy-water, the lead, the steel, the beryllium.


      Here was watchlike perfection and delicacy of mechanism—precision meant to function faultlessly for but a fragment of a second, and then to perish in a mighty and furious fulfillment. Here was the thought of man crystallized—trying to tread a hairline past inconceivable disaster, to the realization of a dream that was splendid.


      In that moment this thing seemed the answer to all the fury of wrong and sorrow that burned in Bert Kraskow. And the vision soared in his mind like a legend of green fields and light. For a few seconds he was sure, until doubt crept up again from the bottom of his brain, and until Alice put that uncertainty into words.


      “Doc is gone,” she said. “Even with his expert help, using the Big Pill would be taking a chance. Bert, do you think we can do it alone? Will it be all right? Are you certain, Bert?”


      Her large, dark eyes pleaded for reassurance.


      He sighed as the strain plucked at his nerves, in spite of what he knew of Doc Kramer’s careful small-scale tests. Maybe what he felt was just a normal suspicion of anything so new and so colossal.


      “No, Allie, not absolutely certain,” he replied. “But how can anybody ever be sure of anything unless they try it? Doc died for an idea that holds tremendous hope for the good of all people who make their living in space. He was the principal inventor, and much more than just the boss of a new company. We aren’t going to let him down. What we’re going to do is for Nick, and for everybody who ever died violently on near-dead worlds. Lauren, and what he stands for, won’t stop us. We can radio another warning and instruct everyone on Titan to blast off for a while.”


      Alice seemed to draw confidence from her husband’s words. She smiled a bit wanly. “Okay, Bert,” she said. “This is also for the folks who have gone nuts, or have just gotten terribly homesick from seeing too much black sky of space for too long. Let’s go!”


      They strapped themselves to the seats in the Prometheus’ control room. Bert depressed the throttle. Rocket jets flamed. The rebuilt freighter lifted heavily and gained momentum toward a speed of miles per second. In the rear-vision screen the Kraskows saw two police spaceboats flashing the blue signal for them to land.


      Bert set the Prometheus in an orbit around Titan, about a thousand miles above the bleak and dried out surface of this Saturnian satellite. Thus the ship became a little moon of a moon.


      Alice was shouting into the mike of the large radio transmitter: “Colonists at Camp Titan! Enter your ship! Blast into space for safety! We are about to use the Big Pill! Colonists at Camp Titan! Blast for safety!… Police boats, give us room! Don’t interfere!…”


      This was the start of wild drama. When Alice switched from transmission to reception, the calls from the patrol craft were stern: “Freighter Prometheus, this is the Space Patrol. Proceed to a landing or we blast.”


      But these calls still seemed secondary, compared to other words also coming from the receiver, like another, overlapping radio program. It was Trenton Lauren’s scared voice that spoke:


      “Space Colonists’ Supply, Incorporated, calling deep-space units of patrol! Send more help to Titan! Maniac named Kraskow amuck with freighter Prometheus, known to contain huge bomb! Destroy on sight: Bomb supposed to be invention of group headed by one, Emil Kramer, renegade scientist believed to have a grudge against S. C. S. Claims for invention wholly extravagant and unbased. Hurry, deep-space units of Patrol. More help! Or all of Titan will be flooded with heat and deadly radioactivity! Hurry.… Hurry.… Hurry.…”


      Just then the Prometheus rocked from the impact of a blaster-beam; and though the Kraskows could not see the effect of the weapon, they knew that there were glowing spots on their ship’s tough hull. If the Patrol boats could bear down with their beams on a particular area for a few seconds, a mighty episode could end violently before it had a chance to start.


      Alice’s small hands were on the complicated aiming and firing mechanism of the heavy blaster, mounted externally on the hull of the Prometheus.


      “I’ll keep the cops at a distance with a few near-misses,” she said. “Maybe they aren’t too anxious to take the chance of setting off the Big Pill, anyway. Let me worry about them, Bert. Just do what you’ve got to do.…”


      They had shut off their radio. There was no need to listen to the somewhat hysterical repetitions of what had come through before.


      Every few moments there was a burst of humming sound as Alice fired. Bert put additional power into the rockets to surpass fixed orbital speed; but he held the ship to a tight curve around Titan. It was best to cover distance as quickly as possible. In his speeding course, he passed almost over the camp. But his purpose was to bomb a point at antipodes from it, halfway around this Saturnian moon.


      * * * *


      Under full acceleration, the Prometheus was soon nearing this destination. To allow for the Big Pill’s forward motion, imparted to it by the ship’s velocity even after release, he pressed the lever that opened the bomb-bay doors, and then jabbed the single button that controlled both release, and the firing of the gigantic missile’s own propulsive jets. Without those jets, considering the centrifugal force of its vast velocity in a circular path around Titan, much overbalancing the feebler gravitational pull of the moon, it could not have started its fall at all. It needed jets to drive it down.


      Bert jabbed the button with his eyes closed since he had no precise target to hit. His teeth were gritted.


      With the sudden loss of mass, the ship lurched. Bert had to struggle for a moment to adjust the angle of its flaming stern-jets, and bring it back on course. In another few seconds he cut the stern-jets out entirely, and opened the fore-nozzles wide to check excess speed, and reestablish the Prometheus in a stable orbit around Titan. One that could last forever without additional thrust.


      “Well, the Big Pill is on its way—for better or worse,” Alice remarked. “Half of our job is done.”


      But time had to pass before that metal colossus could drive itself and fall the thousand miles to the bleak, dried-out hills below. And the space ship hurtled on, to leave the point of coming impact far beyond the horizon. This, the Kraskows knew, was fortunate for them. The solid bulk of Titan would be the shield between them and holocaust. No human eyes could have looked directly on such a holocaust, at a range of a mere thousand miles, and not be burned from their sockets.


      Bert and Alice noticed that the Space Patrol craft were no longer pursuing them. Alice switched on the radio again but only jangled sounds came through.


      “Now for the last half of our job, Allie,” Bert said. “First we attach shoulder-pack jets to our spacesuits.”


      This was accomplished a few seconds before the stupendous flash of the Big Pill’s explosion blazed beyond the horizon. The dark curve of Titan’s bulk was limned against thin white fire that streamed outward toward the stars like comet’s hair. The spectacle looked like a much-enlarged color-photo of a segment of a solar eclipse. The glare on the other side of Titan was so intense and far-reaching that the night-portions of huge Saturn and his other satellites, and the shadowed part of the fabulous, treasure-filled Rings, all hundreds of thousands of miles away, registered an easily perceptible flicker. But in airless space, of course, no sound was transmitted.


      Alice’s face went pale. Bert did not stop doing what must be done—adjusting the timing system in the black case beside his pilot seat, and looking with a final, intense glance along the cable which led back through the hull of the ship to a silvery, pipelike thing around which the thousands of tons of sinister black ingots were stacked. It was the primer-cap of another kind of subatomic fury.


      About the white fire beyond the horizon, hardly dimming at all after its first dazzling flash, neither Alice nor Bert said anything. Maybe their awe and concern were too great. But already long fingers of incandescent gases were jetting and flowing over the hilltops, as if to catch up with the speeding ship.


      Bert Kraskow knew pretty well what was going on where the Big Pill had struck the crust of Titan. First, there had been that stupendous blast. Then, inconceivable blue-white incandescence, like the heart of a star, began gnawing more gradually into the walls of the gigantic crater that had been formed. A chain-reacting process was now spreading through the silicates and other components of Titan’s crust. It was a blunt and terrible inferno.


      But to the scientist’s view, chemical compounds were being broken apart; atoms were being shattered, and recast in new forms, as floods of neutrons, and other basic particles raced like bullets through their structure. On a small scale, here was something that was like the birth of the universe.


      Bert found his voice at last. “The ship is firm in its orbit around Titan, Allie. The primer is set for thirty minutes from now. And we’re approaching position above camp again. So here’s where we bail out.”


      The Kraskow’s closed their helmet face-windows and jumped from the airlock together. Flame-propelled by their shoulder-pack jets, they darted downward toward the sad, rolling hills that curved away under the weak light of the distance-shrunken sun. It was hard to believe that eons ago, before most of Titan’s air and water had leaked away into space, those hills had been green with life.


      Even with an ugly, red-lit vapor pouring and spreading over the arc of Titan’s edge, they thought of such things.


      * * * *


      Their helmet radiophones were full of static from intense electromagnetic disturbances, so that it was hard to converse.


      But presently Alice shouted: “Bert! It’s funny that we don’t see the ship from camp anywhere in space. They must have gotten our warning to blast off with everybody. Radio reception was clear as a bell, then!… Wait! Somebody’s trying to call us now.…”


      Bert strained his ears to penetrate the scratchy noises thrown up by the atomic holocaust that he had set off, and hear the words spoken blurredly by a familiar voice:


      “…Bert…Alice.… This is Lawler.… Rockets of ship won’t function.… So…can’t leave…camp.… Two Space Patrol boats cleared Titan with some…women.… Too small…few passengers.… Most…stranded here.… Bert—what?… I think…Lauren.…”


      The rest of the words were drowned in a cataract of static.


      Bert gulped. His mouth tasted suddenly sour with near-panic. “Lauren,” he grated, his voice like a file. “Again. It would be a long chance that the ship broke down just by coincidence. He doctored those rockets and probably got clear in his own spaceboat. Leave it to him to make the use of the Big Pill look like disaster. And it can be that, now, with people left in the danger zone, losing their heads, acting foolishly.”


      Bert felt much more than just bitter, furious chagrin. His fellow colonists might lose their lives. He was responsible. He had launched a gigantic experiment recklessly.


      “All we can do is get back to camp as fast as possible,” Alice shouted above the static. “Come on, Bert! Bear down on the jets!”


      So they hurtled at even greater speed toward the surface of Titan below. Meanwhile, faintly luminous vapors continued to pour over the hills from the direction of the terrible glow that fringed the horizon. Minutes before they reached the ground, hot, dusty murk thickened around them. It blew against them like a devil’s wind.


      They began to use their jets to brake speed. The camp was all but lost to view in the thickening haze. They landed heavily a mile outside it and went rolling for a few yards after the impact. Dazed, they staggered up.


      For a while their impressions were blurred, as if they struggled through some murky, cobwebby nightmare. Once more on Titan, silent as death for unthinkable ages, there were howling wind-sounds that found their way to Alice and Bert dimly through their oxygen helmets. Often the hot blast bowled them over, but they arose and kept on toward camp.


      Bert took a Geiger counter, pencil-size from his chest-pouch. In it, flashes of light replaced the ancient clicking. It flickered madly. This meant that outside their shielding spacesuits was radioactive death. The gases of the wind that howled around them, had been in part released from chemical compounds, but more had been transmuted from other elements of the rock and dust in the crust of Titan, in that atomic vortex where the Big Pill had struck. Those gases were so new that they were tainted with the fires of their birth—saturated with radioactivity.


      “It’s nothing that we didn’t expect, Allie,” Bert grated into his helmet-phone, as if to reassure himself as well as his wife. “We knew beforehand.”


      His arm was around Alice, supporting her unsteady steps. Through blowing clouds of dust and gas that had surpassed hurricane force, they reached camp. Through the murk they saw that the wind had flattened and scorched every airdome. But there was no one in sight.


      “The people must be inside the ship!” Alice shouted. “Even if it can’t fly, it can protect them! There it is, undamaged!…”


      “Yeah,” Bert agreed, but he knew that her cheerfulness was a little like grabbing at a straw.


      Then Alice had another thought, “By now there isn’t anymore Space Ship Prometheus,” she said. “It has melted to a globe of incandescent metal, kept hot by a slow atomic breakdown in its substance. But it’s sticking to the same tight orbit around Titan.”


      They hadn’t seen it happen because by then the Prometheus had passed beyond the horizon. But the globe would circle Titan and return.


      Alice kept trying to be cheerful. Bert felt a flicker of that same mood when he said, “Sure, Allie.” But then his mind dropped the subject of the Prometheus. For there was too much terrible uncertainty and human confusion to be dealt with.


      Bert led Alice to the small, seldom-used airlock near the stern of the camp ship. He had a logical hunch that Lawler would be waiting just inside to tell them what the situation was on board.


      The hunch proved true. The lock’s inner door slid aside stiffly and there was Lawler, a finger to his lips.


      Quickly the Kraskows removed their radioactivity-tainted spacesuits. Bert spoke softly.


      “Well, Lawler, how do the gases that are spreading over Titan test out chemically?”


      “As was expected, Bert. Plenty of nitrogen. Some helium. Plenty of hydrogen. A lot more oxygen. So that, as all of the hydrogen burns—combines with it to form water-vapor—there still will be lots of oxygen left over, floating free. Of course these gases are still so radioactive that half a lungful would kill. Only time will tell if Doc figured things straight. By the way, where is he?”


      “Dead,” Bert answered. “Murdered.”


      Lawler’s lip curled, but he showed no surprise. “Uhunh,” he grunted. “We can’t prove the sabotage of this ship’s rockets, either. When we tried to take off they just fizzled out their insides.”


      Then Lawler’s eyes gleamed. “But,” he said, “I foresaw funny business, so I doctored the jets of Lauren’s private spaceboat as a precaution. He’s still here with a couple of his stooges. He just about had hysterics when the space cops couldn’t find room for him. He’s been yelling accusations and promises of court action ever since while trying to repair his spaceboat.”


      “How are the colonists taking what happened?” Bert cut in.


      Lawler shrugged. “Not bad. Not good. What you’d expect. Lots of those people are new to space. That was hard to take in itself. Add some messy deaths, and now this. And with Lauren yelling—well—plenty of them don’t like us.”


      “Did anybody get hurt, yet?” Bert demanded.


      “Not yet. Want to see the bunch?”


      “Sure,” Bert answered.


      He thrust Alice behind him as they approached the main lounge of the ship where most of the colonists were assembled.


      Trenton Lauren’s voice burst on his ears. “There he is! Kraskow, I’ll see that you spend your life in prison! A Patrol ship is coming out from Mars right now to get you! You may even hang! Out there in camp are ten million dollars’ worth of equipment—property of my firm—which has been destroyed by your malicious action. And you’ve made a whole world useless for colonization for centuries to come! It’s poisoned with radioactivity! Maybe we’ll all die! Do you hear me, Kraskow? Die!”


      Bert Kraskow moved quietly forward, past faces that glowered at him. Then he struck. There was a vicious thud. Lauren went down, drooling blood, his eyes glazed. Bert did not lose a motion as he stepped forward, and laid Lauren’s two henchmen low with equal dispatch.


      Minutes passed before the trio was awake again. Before Lauren could spout more venom, Bert stopped him with a growl. “Get out of my sight,” he said. “Say another word and you’ll get more of what you just got.”


      They went, Lawler following to watch out for possible mischief.


      “None of us are hurt, yet,” Bert told those near him, “though some things have gone wrong. Let’s sit tight and see how matters turn out.”


      As he looked around him Bert felt that most of the colonists didn’t really care to listen to him. Maybe you couldn’t blame them. They’d all heard and seen too much. And, in a sense, Bert felt little different than they did. There was fear in him, and tension. He had released a colossus. Calculations and minor tests might call it a genie of benevolence. But this remained still unproven.


      Outside, the wind howled, making the ship quiver. The glow from the Big Pill continued to paint the now murky sky. Bert and his wife waited grimly and silently in the lounge with the others. Hours passed without much change. Once, briefly, it was red-lit night. Then this changed for a while to daylight that was blurred, but far stronger than that to which a Saturnine moon was accustomed.


      A little later Lawler came back to the lounge. “Trenton and his bums got their spaceboat patched up,” he announced. “I watched ’em do it. They went out protected by spacesuits, of course. They did a botch job, but I guess it’ll hold. Now they’re taking off.”


      Through the leaded glass of the window-ports, the colonists watched the craft vanish into the steam-filled wind.


      A minute later disaster struck the colonists.


      The explosion was not heavy against the roar of the storm, but a jagged hole, a yard across, was ripped in the ship’s hull. Into the hole rushed the hot, radioactive wind. Automatic safety doors failed to close properly. Maybe they had been sabotaged, too, by Lauren.


      Many of the colonists were wearing spacesuits. They were the lucky ones, only having to slam their face-windows shut to be protected sufficiently from radiation. The others had to scramble to armor themselves. Bert and Alice Kraskow, and Lawler, had been outside. The outer surfaces of their suits had been contaminated, so they had had to remove them inside the ship to avoid tainting their surroundings. And in the press of events they hadn’t thought to put on other spacesuits.


      In the lounge and elsewhere, fastened against the walls, were such armor for emergency use. Bert tried to help his wife get into one. But she ordered sharply: “I can do this! Take care of yourself, Bert.”


      He didn’t do that. Nor did Lawler. They ran down a passage toward the rent in the ship, intent on stopping the gases that were flooding the craft’s interior. Seconds were important. The radioactive wind, much cooled during the long journey from its point of origin, but poisoned by invisible emanations, struck their unprotected bodies. Yet they kept on. They dared not breathe or speak; still they worked together with an efficiency of terrible need, stepping over the forms of men who had already fallen.


      Bert found a flat sheet of metal to use as a patch. He fitted it over the rent, and, while Lawler piled boxes of supplies against it to hold it in place, sealed the edges with a thick, tarry substance.


      When the job was done they staggered back to the lounge. Blotches of color danced before their vision. Many corpuscles in their blood had already been destroyed by radiation. They sank to the deck.


      Bert had a jangled impression of Alice, now in a spacesuit, holding his head. He saw her lips mouthing endearments.… Game little Allie.… His mind wandered off. He was going to die. Maybe everyone on the ship was going to die. Lauren’s last move had been meant to provide a real disaster, with many deaths! Prove the Big Pill a failure. Make sure that it would be banned for good by the Safe Products Approval Board. Put the stamp of crime on Doc Kramer, the gentle little scientist who had been murdered! And on him, Bert Kraskow. And where was the rat, Lauren? On his way to the colonized moons of Jupiter, or even Mars, yelling and accusing by radio all along the line?


      As consciousness faded further, Bert stopped thinking unpleasant things. His mind drifted into Doc Kramer’s dream—of the changes which would make the near-dead worlds of space really habitable and homelike, fit for human colonists. It was a beautiful, lost vision.


      He was out cold, then, for several Earth-days, and only dimly aware for many days afterward. He knew that he was in the ship’s sick-bay, and that Lawler and other men were there, too. He heard their voices, and his own, without remembering what was said. Alice often came to see him. Often he heard roaring, watery sounds, as of vast rains.


      Gradually he came out of the dream-like period, learning of what had happened. Until the time when he walked from the sick-bay, unsteadily, but on the mend.


      Alice, at his elbow, spoke: “It was like Doc Kramer planned, Bert, solving the hardest problem.”


      He knew what this meant. Transmutation, or any atomic process, must involve the generation of much radioactivity that can destroy life. In the Big Pill, the problem was to make all the atoms break, and rearrange their components into new elements as cleanly and sharply as possible, so that residual atomic instability—radioactivity, that is—would not linger for years, but would disappear quickly.


      “Titan’s new atmosphere is clean and breathable, now, Bert,” Alice went on. “And likewise the radioactive poisons that made you and Lawler and the others very ill disappeared quickly from your bodies. However, two colonists were beyond saving.”


      Lawler was with the Kraskows. They went out of the ship without the cumbersome protection of spacesuits. A Space Patrolman hovered like a worried hawk, watching Bert, but the latter seemed not to mind.


      Far above, replacing the hard stars and blackness of space, common to the firmaments of all dead and near-dead worlds, were great fleecy clouds and blue sky. The atmosphere, because of Titan’s low gravity, was highly expanded and hence thin, but rich in oxygen. The breeze smelled cool and fresh. Overhead was a second sun, seemingly much larger in diameter than the distant central orb of the solar system. It crept with visible motion across the sky. It was the molten globe of what had been the Prometheus and its cargo, locked in its sub-lunar orbit around Titan. But it was calculated to provide sufficient warmth and light to a small world such as this, for ten Earth-years, without renewal.


      Colonists were clearing away the wreckage of the now useless airdomes, and putting their cottages in order. But they still looked around in awe at the miracles that ended their space-nostalgia, making them feel truly at home here. Down in the valley there was even a great lake of rainwater from condensed steam—one of the end-products of the process that had gone on in the rocks of the great crater on the other side of Titan. That process had died to a sleepy smoking, now; but all over this moon of Saturn there were many lakes.


      Big Lawler chuckled gleefully, the sound rumbling deep in his chest. “Rejuvenation of burnt-out spheres on a really progressive basis,” he growled. “No obsolete, jury-rigged junk! Expensive? Sure! But we can pay for it! Out there are Saturn’s metal-rich Rings!”


      Bert was thinking that the same trick could be used on any world with enough gravity to hold down a respectable atmosphere. Half-dead Mars. Jupiter’s four biggest moons. Some of the other satellites of Saturn. Mercury.


      “The one thing that burns me is that my brother, Nick, and Doc Kramer, and those two colonists, had to die!” Bert grated. “Poor Doc. He was rich from the atomic engines he invented. And I knew long ago that, by his will, all his stock is to be put in trust for the welfare of spacemen and colonists. Should we feel glad or humble?”


      Lawler’s grin had become a snarl. “Damn Trenton Lauren!” he said.


      Alice didn’t exactly smile. “I should have told you before this,” she offered seriously, “but death always upsets me. By radio report from a scouting Patrol boat an hour ago, Lauren and his stooges were found, smashed and burned in the crash of their craft a hundred miles from camp. Their half-repaired spaceboat killed them.”


      Bert and Lawler exchanged glances. Their anger faded.


      “What’s new from the Safe Products Approval Board, Allie?” Lawler asked at last. “You seem to find things out fast.”


      “Nothing new,” she answered. “The latest messages are much the same as those from a while ago. Guarded enthusiasm, and the statement that an okay for the Kramer Methods must be withheld pending complete and prompt investigation. Can’t blame them. Caution is important.”


      “Maybe, if you played your cards right, you could become the new president of the Prometheus outfit, Bert,” Lawler kidded.


      But the possibility was certainly there. Bert was proud of what he’d done. Prometheus owed him plenty. Still, looking across camp past cottages and shops to the red mud of the once-dry, frigid hills, and down to the blue lake in the valley, reflecting sky and clouds, he knew that his heart was here in this crescendoing colonial scene. Somewhere a circle-saw screamed. From the metals-shop came the clanging of a mechanical hammer. These were sounds of a great future here.


      “Nuts, pal,” Bert chuckled to Lawler. “I’ll leave the official pencil-pushing to the lab experts. The building and progress are here. You and Allie and I will all be back on Titan very soon.”


      These three began to be aware that a crowd of still befuddled but happy colonists were gathering around them. Another Space Patrol man approached, and said very officially:


      “Mr. and Mrs. Kraskow, and Mr. Lawler: Our large ship leaves for Earth in five hours. Be ready to blast off. As you are aware, certain still valid charges were lodged against you by Trenton Lauren. You used dangerous equipment, not yet legally approved. As you are also aware, you must go to answer these charges. Sorry. But we of the Patrol know the score. In the face of your success I’m sure that this is mere red tape.”


      Bert scowled until he saw the cop’s sly grin.


      “Worried?” Alice asked him, smiling. She was pretty. She had courage. She had everything.


      “Worried?” Bert echoed. In general he approved the S.P.A.B. “How can we lose on this last gamble with all the cards stacked in our favor. We even win a needed short vacation on Earth!”


      “What are you two gonna bring back for me?” an old man, grimed from the forges, demanded, grinning. It was old Stan Kraskow, who had buried his younger son in the camp cemetery.


      “Hiyuh, Dad!” Bert greeted happily. “What’ll we bring him, Allie?”


      “Wildbirds, Pop,” Alice answered, her eyes twinkling. “You always liked wildbirds. No world is complete without them.”


      Bert noticed that the gardens of the camp, planted weeks ago under airdomes that were now being cleared away, were now showing a faint green. The beginning of a new and verdant Titan.

    

  


  
    
      WHERE ARE YOU, MR. BIGGS?, by Nelson S. Bond


      We’re supposed to be an Earth-Mars lugger, but when we got to Mars Central spaceport, the bug-pounder there gave me this solar gram from Terra. It said:


      “PROCEED URANUS IMMEDIATELY PICK UP CARGO GALLIUM.”


      So I shoved a frantic for the Old Man over the ship audio, and pretty soon he came lumbering up to my radio room, picking his teeth and scowling like a man with only a half a tummyfull of victuals.


      “It’s a fine state of affairs” he snarled, “when a skipper can’t even finish his dinner in peace! Well, what’s the matter now, Sparks? You seeing pink rhinoceroses again? ’Cause if you are—”


      “I’m not,” I told him with quiet dignity,” and they aren’t pink rhinos, they’re lavender lobsters, and anyway, I haven’t had a drink for months. Or maybe it’s since yesterday? Anyhow, here’s the grief.” And I gave him the wire.


      He read it. Read it, your Aunt Nellie—he screamed out loud.


      “Uranus!” he bellowed. “This crate make that trip? They must be stark, staring mad?


      “Them,” I agreed, “or me. Flip a coin. What shall I do, Skipper? Tell ’em we can’t do it? Tell ’em—?”


      “No, wait a minute.” Cap Hanson’s brow looked like a freshly ploughed field. I knew why. The Saturn is an old lugger. And by old, I do mean ancient. It was built before the turn of the century, and by all laws of logic and reason should have been taken off the spaceways long ago, only that Cap Hanson and our screwball First Mate, Lancelot Biggs, had demonstrated time and time again, and in startlingly devious ways, that the old scow was still spaceworthy.


      But if the Saturn were removed from active service, the chances were ten to one that Hanson would be junked with her. Which was Reason Numero Uno—and a damned good one—why the skipper couldn’t risk refusing this order.


      “We’ll go, Sparks,” he said slowly. “We’ve got to. But I could wring his scrawny neck, blast his jets!”


      I didn’t have to ask whom he meant. “Scrawny neck” would mean only one inmate of our void-perambulating asylum. Lancelot Biggs. Genius and crackpot, scarecrow and sage—and soon to become son-in-law of the skipper.


      I said, “But why blame Biggs for this, Skipper? Is it his fault if the Home Office has gone squirrelly?”


      “It is,” grumbled Hanson savagely. “I should never have agreed to let Diane marry him. He started this mess at my house. Colonel Brophy and him was having dinner with me and Biggs told Brophy all about that new ‘velocity intensifier’ he invented—”


      I shuddered. “You mean the gadget which got us all bolixed up in the negative universe? Till Hank Cleaver came from the past to get us out?”


      “That’s it. Well, he told Brophy about it, bragged that it would make the Saturn Ihe fastest ship in the ether. And now,” Hanson groaned, “just because he shot off his big face, we’ve to push this leaky old tin-can to Uranus!”


      I said consolingly, “Well, maybe everything will be all right, Skipper. I admit Mr. Biggs is a bit of a whacky-pot, but he’s pulled us out of plenty of tough spots before. Like the time he thwarted Red Hake and his pirate crew. And the time he beat the Slipstream—”


      Hanson stared at me somberly.


      “Nope, I guess you ain’t. You couldn’t have.”


      I said, “Which? Couldn’t have what, sir?”


      “You mustn’t have seen Mr. Biggs on this shuttle.”


      It was the first time I had realized it, but he was right! And that was funny, because Mr. Biggs and I were old buddies. We were bunkmates once, even. I said, “Well, lift my gravs! Come to think of it, I haven’t? Why, Skipper? I guess maybe it’s on account of he’s busy planning to get married so soon?”


      Hanson made sounds like a man being garotted.


      “Marriage! Don’t talk to me about marriage! Bert, what does marriage do to a man?”


      “Marriage,” I replied promptly, “makes the mare go. Or, no—that’s money, isn’t it? I give up, sir. What?”


      “It’s supposed,” boiled Hanson, “to make him settle down. Only it ain’t. Not in Biggs’ case. It’s having just the opposite effect. Making him flighty as a coot. Lancelot ain’t been worth a tinker’s dam on this trip. He can’t do a single thing right! Remember our take-off, Sparks? From Long Island port? The one where we—”


      “—lifted gravs two full minutes before schedule?” I finished. “Don’t I just! I almost did a swan dive through the aft bulkhead. Why? Did he—?”


      “Mmm-hmm! And he also plotted the course that took us nine degrees off trajectory. And he heaved the ship into a Van-Maeden spiral by signaling for a double-jet port blast in midspace. And he—” Hanson paused, panting with wrath. “But why go on? The point is, the very thought of marriage has ruined him. And we can’t depend on him to help us with this assignment. And Uranus is a long way from here. A lo-o-oong way!”


      I winced. I said, “Look, Skipper—must you say it thataway? With icicles in your voice, I mean?”


      But orders is orders. We lifted gravs as commanded at 11.20 Martian Constant Time—that’s 3-X-9 Solar Relative—and pointed our prow toward the spot in space where, some billion and a half odd miles away, Uranus was lounging about a wan and distant Sun like a gigantic snowball. That is, we attempted to point our prow in that direction. Cap Hanson’s astrogation came a cropper on this problem. He called me to the control turret. He asked, “Sparks, have you seen him?”


      “You mean Mr. Biggs? No, sir.”


      “Well, go find him. In the first place, none of us except him know how to chart to intersect Uranus’ orbit, and in the second place, we don’t know how to operate that crazy velocity intensifier of his’n, and—” Fretfully. “—and in the third place, I don’t like this in the first place!”


      So I made a tour of the ship, and found him where I should have looked first. In his own cabin, raptly fondling a cabinet photograph of Diane Hanson—soon-to-be Biggs. He glanced up as I entered, and his phenomenal Adam’s apple, an auricular escalator if I ever saw one, bobbed in greeting.


      “Hello, Sparks,” he said dreamily, and held out the picture for my inspection. “She’s lovely, isn’t she?”


      I said, “Don’t look now, Mr. Biggs, but that cheery little noise you’ve been ignoring is the audio buzzer beside your elbow. It’s for you. The skipper wants you topside.”


      Biggs looked startled.


      “Me? But there must be some mistake. I’m off duty until tomorrow morning.”


      “Guess again,” I told him. “It so happens that you are the only mugg—I mean—officer around here who knows how to finagle that velocity intensifier of yours. So you’re elected. After all, if we’re going to Uranus”—


      That got him. He popped off his hip pockets like a thunderbolt from the blooie!


      “What! Uranus!”


      “Okay,” I said gloomily. “And you watch yours.” I stared at him curiously, though. “What’s the matter; didn’t you know?”


      “Know! Of course not! B-but—” His fluid larynx did handsprings. “But I can’t go to Uranus! I told her I’d be home in ten days!”


      I said, “Then she’d better not hold her breath till you get there. You led with your chin, Lieutenant, when you told the president of our beloved corporation about your new invention. He’d decided to give it a work-out. And as near as I can figure—” This was what had been worrying me from the start. “It will take us about ten months to get to Uranus, and another twelve to get back!”


      But, surprisingly, it was my dejection that snapped Biggs out of his. The impatient-bridegroom-look disappeared from his eyes, and he grinned.


      “My goodness, no, Sparks! Don’t you understand the operation of my velocity intensifier?’


      “I’m a bug pounder,” I told him. I understand the space code, and dots and dashes, and Ampies, and I know four languages. That’s par for the course.”


      “It’s really quite simple. My velocity intensifier is exactly what the name implies — a device that is attached to the hypatomic motors for the purpose of “stepping up” our normal velocity. It’s based on the principle of energy-conservation. A series of parallax-condensers absorb all waste energy, pass it through multiple amplifiers, rotors and—”


      “—and all points west!” I finished. “It’s no go, Lieutenant. That’s one of the languages I don’t talk. Give it to me in words of one syllable. How long will it take us to get to Uranus and back?”


      “Considering the mean distance of Uranus,” answered Biggs quietly, “as approximately 1,560,000,000 miles, and if we traveled at our hitherto ‘normal’ rate of speed, 200,000 m.p.h., it should take us 7,800 hours, or 325 days, to reach there. And slightly longer to return to Earth.”


      “Ten months? I wailed. “I knew it!”


      “But,” continued Biggs proudly, “with this velocity intensifier attachment, our potential speed is restrained by only one factor. The limiting velocity of light, or 186,000 miles per second”


      “In other words, the Saturn is now capable of a top speed of more than 650,000,000 miles per hour?


      I gasped. I said, “Huh? You mean,” I said, “the trip to Uranus will take only a little more than two hours?”


      Biggs smiled complacently.


      “Theoretically, yes; actually it will take somewhat longer. You see, we must allow time for acceleration, for a condensation-charge to build up in our super-chargers before setting the V-I unit in operation, and for deceleration upon reaching our objective. Also, we are forced to remain below the ‘limiting velocity’ as a measure of safety. Else we may suffer another translation into the negative universe, as we once did before I learned how to control the intensifier.


      “But we will make excellent time. Ninety-six hours should see us landing at New Oslo. And—” His pale eyes lighted. “And, gracious, this is wonderful! Diane will be surprised. If they’re going to let me use the V-I unit, we’ll return to Earth by way of Uranus in less time than it would ordinarily take to make the Earth-Mars shuttle!”


      “But only,” I pointed out, “if, when, and as you go make that gadget gadge. While we’re gnawing the avoirdupois Cap Hanson’s up there biting his fingernails to the knuckle. So shall we join the laddies?”


      So he patted Diane’s picture good-by, and we went.


      Like I figured, Hanson was practically meat for the looney-bin by the time we reached the bridge. He manhandled Biggs avidly and propelled him to the plot-table. “Where’ve you been, Biggs?” he demanded. “No, don’t tell me now. Get going on them figgers. They don’t make sense to me, nowise! And when do we turn on that thingamajigger of your’n? Bert, where’d you find him? Shut up, you blabbermouth! Don’t you know better than to talk when a space officer is cogitating? Can I help, Biggs?”


      The one-man wordstorm was deafening. But it didn’t seem to phase Biggs. He plunked himself down at the pilot’s desk, scribbled for a while, and came up with an orbit chart for Second Mate Dick Todd, seated at the control-board.


      Then he heaved a volley of orders over the audio to Chief Engineer Garrity, and that was that. He relaxed. The skipper said nervously, “Is—is that all?”


      “That’s all, sir,” said Biggs.


      The Old Man looked dubious.


      “I don’t hear nothing unusual,” he said.


      “You will in a minute,” said Biggs. “Ah! There it goes now?”


      And darned if it didn’t! One minute my ears hummed with the familiar drone of the hypatomics, the next, a weird and piercing whine rose in high, shrill crescendo, torturing our ear-drums for a brief instant until it lost itself in an oblivion of super-sonic inaudibility.


      That was all. No moment of oppressive weight as if we were lifting gravs at extra gees, no thunderous bellow of rockets, no anything. The ship rode easily, freely. I must have looked disappointed. To Biggs I said, “Too bad, sir.”


      “Eh, Sparks?”


      “Too bad it didn’t work,” I said.


      Biggs chuckled.


      “But it did work, Sparks. We’re now traveling at a speed in excess of five hundred million miles per hour!”


      Cap Hanson gulped and looked green. “F-five-—?”


      “That’s right, sir. If you don’t believe me take a peek through the viewpanes.”


      I moved to the fore-wall, slid back the metal slide that covered the quartzite viewpane. Space lay before us—but what space! Not the dark, velvety pall, brightly agleam with an infinitude of starry jewels, that all spacemen know. This was a blotched, striped crazy-quilt of color! Crimson, ochre, emerald—all the hues of the rainbow, of the Aurora. It was beautiful in a mad, fantastic way; there was a faery, magic loveliness to that swift-streaming space that fascinated and at the same time drilled me with dread.


      Hanson’s eyes bulged, and his voice was fearful.


      “We—we’ve done it again, Biggs! Busted clean out of our universe into something else!”


      “No, sir. This is our universe. But we are seeing it as no man has ever seen it before. Our speed is so great that we are seeing the ‘landmarks’ of space with a distorted viewpoint. Our relationship—or I should say relativity—is no longer to Earth, or any of its sister planets, but to the Greater Constant, the fundamental motion of the universe itself.


      “Thus, at one and the same time, we see the planets as they are and as they were; they are no longer mere points in space, they are streaks of color.” And he grinned. “The stars, too. Pretty, aren’t they?”


      Cap Hanson made weak motions at the viewpane.


      “Close it, Sparks! It’s giving me the meemies! So if you’re right, Biggs—then what? How do we know when we get to Uranus, or near it? If it’s just a streak of color?”


      “You must reconcile yourself to an entirely new system of astrogation. Up to this time, pilots have just jetted along until they found their goal, then set course for a landing. But with the V-I unit in operation, we ‘fly blind’ and set our course by strict, mathematical figuring. I have given Mr. Todd a plot-chart. Four days hence when I cut out the V-I unit and return to normal operation on the hypos, we will find Uranus immediately beneath us. And now, if you’ll excuse—”


      “Wait a minute!” said the skipper. “Suppose we was to meet up with something in space? Like a rogue asteroid?”


      Biggs shrugged.


      “That hazard is neither heightened nor decreased,” he said. “Our monitor-beams will still shunt off the smaller ones. As for the larger—well, you know as well as I that we have never yet found a method of overcoming that danger. It is one of the chances we take when we don space blues. As far as I’m concerned, I’d just as soon not see it coming as to watch it grow larger and larger in the perilens—”


      Well, he was right there. So since Hanson was fresh out of questions, Biggs hoisted hips back to his quarters. My guess is that he went back to billy-dooing with Diane’s picture. What’s yours?


      I could build this up if I wanted to, and offer you a blow-by-blow account of what happened in the next quartet of days. But why bother? The truth is—nothing did. The V-I unit continued to chug along like a dream; our old crate went flashing through space like a quantum with a hot date; tempus squirmed; and me—I was in seventh heaven. I don’t mean fifth or sixth, either. This was the easiest shuttle I had ever made. We were traveling so fast, and the V-I unit surrounded the Saturn with such a force-field, that my radio was utterly useless.


      So I got a vacation with pay. I ate and slept with what you might call ‘monotonous regularity’, and I spent all of my waking hours curled up with a good (i.e. torrid) book.


      And at the end of four days, Mr. Biggs disconnected his V-I unit, as called for on his plot-chart, and just like he said, there was Uranus gleaming beneath us! So we landed and spent a night swapping yarns and drinks with the S.S.P. officers garrisoned at New Oslo, then we took on a hold-full of gallium, and tootle-oo to the refrigerated seventh planet.


      “And (this gets tiresome, doesn’t it?) we accelerated for a day and a haf, then Biggs plotted a course, pushed a button, and once again we were free-wheeling through colorful and star-spangled space.


      Life was swell, and life was wonderful, and if there was any fly in my celestial ointment it was the fact that after the first week Lieutenant Romeo “Lovesick” Biggs got tired of staring at his fiancée’s image and insisted on strolling up to my turret to tell me (1) what a wonderful girl she was, (2) how much he missed her, and (3) how he was simply going to die if he didn’t see her again soon.


      Which boring details I had (1) known for years, once having had a heart-throb for Diane myself, (2) figured from his conversation, and (3) high hope that he would. Quietly!


      So somehow it was the afternoon, ship’s time, of the fourth day of the return shuttle and Biggs was in my turret, not to mention my hair, and I was hearing for the thousandth time about he wasn’t worthy of a gal like Diane, when all of a sudden bells jangled all over the ship, lights flashed the DANGER! signal, and my turret-audio broke into frantic voice, and the voice was that of the pilot on duty, our Third Mate, Bud Wilson.


      “Sparks, is Biggs there! Yes? Get him here quick! And find the Old Man! Hurry! For God’s sake—”


      We were out of there like a flash—make that two flashes—and pounding through the corridors, up the ramp to the bridge. We met Cap Hanson on the way. The three of us burst into the control-room to find Wilson tearing his hair, and Dick Todd, sweating, white-faced, poring over diagrams on the chart-board.


      Somebody yelled, “What’s the matter?” and I can’t tell you who, because it was probably all of us. And Dick’s eyes were haggard pockets in his face.


      “Jupiter!” he said.


      “What about it?” yelled the skipper. “Talk, man!”


      Todd shoved the chart at Biggs, pointed with a finger that wobbled.


      “It’s on our trajectory! Right before us now! We can see it—Look!”


      And he threw back the shield, and my heart gave an awful lurch. For no longer was the scene before us one of changing iridescent beauty—the entire pane was covered by a gigantic, menacing platter. A monstrous missile of death. The planet Jupiter—dead on our course!


      Lancelot Biggs’ face, which had been keen and alert a moment before, was suddenly a dull, blank mask of horror. Strangled words fought their way from his throat.


      “I—I didn’t realize! I forgot all about Jupiter when I plotted the return course!


      “Forgot!” roared the skipper. “Great comets-—forgot!” Then his wrath died in anxiety. “Do something. Turn off that blasted unit of yours so we can loft over her—”


      But Todd shook his head.


      “That’s no use, Skipper. I thought of that. We’re too close. We’re caught in her gravitational attraction anyway. Even if we were to turn off Biggs’ device, there still wouldn’t be time to get the rockets hot.”


      “Lance—” began the skipper. Then, “Where did he go?”


      Because Biggs had turned, suddenly, and raced from the room! Fled, still clutching the space-chart. Fled, and not a word of advice, regret or hope. And with him went our last dwindling hope of salvation.


      Dick Todd’s voice was thin.


      “Maybe he has an idea, sir?”


      Hanson grasped at the thought as a drowning man.


      “That’s it, Todd. He’ll pull us out of this. He’s never failed us in the past—”


      But even this wishful expression was doomed to swift contradiction. For at that moment the bridge audio flashed, and the voice of a sailor clacked from somewhere below.


      “Captain Hanson, sir? There—there’s trouble down here! Lieutenant Biggs has violated regulations, sir! He knocked down two men and forced his way into the auxiliary lifeboat! He—he’s locked the door, sir. What shall we do?”


      In the moment of silence that followed, I saw something I hope I shall never be forced to look upon again. I saw a proud man wilt before my eyes; I saw a strong man age ten years in as many seconds.


      The man was Captain Hanson. The strength sloughed from his shoulders; pain burned deep furrows in his eyes; I could barely hear the whisper that crept from his lips.


      “A coward!” he husked. “The man my daughter loves—a coward!”


      And there was nothing I could say to refute the accusation. Lancelot Biggs’ action had branded him more damningly than any mere words. A crisis had come—and it had found him wanting. He had deserted his comrades, his ship, and had fled to a lifeboat. Perhaps even now he was getting ready to cast off.


      In a swift burst of comprehension, I thought I could understand the reason for this last, unreasonable defection. Lancelot Biggs had met difficulties before and without flinching.


      But that was an old, a different, Biggs. Love had come into his life now. Love, and a woman, and all the dreams that happy men dare wish upon.


      And these things, staunch and noble in themselves, had weakened the moral fibre of Biggs. Weakened it to the point where, in the face of danger, nothing was important except that he live to return to the arms of his loved one.


      These things I could understand. But I could not forgive them. Because love or no love, fear or no fear, a spaceman has a tradition to live up to. And Lancelot Biggs had tossed into the discard the very tradition now upheld by Dick Todd as he said, quietly, “Shall I advise the men, sir?”


      And by Captain Hanson who said, “Yes, Todd. And—and order Garrity to cut off Mr. Biggs’ intensifier. We may die, but we can die trying to escape. And a slower speed will give us more time—”


      “Yes, sir,” said Todd, and moved toward the audio. But he had barely reached out his hand toward it when sharp speech rasped from its black throat in remembered tones.


      “Stop, Todd! Don’t give that order, Skipper!”


      It was the voice of Lancelot Biggs!


      Captain hanson had subdued his rage once. But now his face crimsoned, his great hands clenched, and fury was a ponderable vigor in his voice.


      “You! Where are you, sir!”


      “In the life-skiff,” replied Biggs imperturbably.


      Almost insolently, I thought. As if he knew he were speaking from the only place of possible security in a doomed ship. “Todd, do as I say and do it fast! There’s no time to lose! Tell Chief Garrity to turn the verniers of my V-I unit all the way to the red line on the extreme right! Understand?”


      Once again Hanson’s roar interrupted.


      “Come back here, you coward, and die with your fellow-officers like the man you once pretended to be! What do you mean by skulking in a hideaway, giving orders aboard my ship?”


      “Shut up!” bellowed Biggs. And it was not just his audacity in speaking thus to a space commander that shocked me, it was the razor-edged intensity of his voice.


      “Todd—give that order immediately! For God’s sake, act! We’ve no time to lose!”


      Todd’s eyes sought mine. He knew, as well as I did, that the skipper was too furious to give an intelligent command.


      “That—that’s the limiting velocity, Sparks!” Todd choked. “Biggs must be insane. We’ll be translated again into the negative universe. And no way to get back—ever!”


      I didn’t have to answer. Biggs answered.


      “I’ve taken care of that, Todd! Now, do as I say! Hurry, hurry!”


      And—well, am I a fool? After all, Lancelot Biggs and I are old buddies. Once we were bunkmates, even. There came back to me a measure of the confidence I had once had in him. And I nodded to Todd.


      “Try it, Dick. We’ve got nothing to lose and everything to gain. Give the order.”


      He did. Chief Garrity must have been startled but he was too good a spaceman to argue an order from the bridge. He said, succinctly, “Aye, sirr!” And then—


      I felt the rocking plunge. The moment of brief, incredible dizziness of frightful speed being intensified to the limiting velocity of light. My head whirled, but somehow I managed to turn, stare at that ominous viewpane. And what I saw there brought a shocked cry from my lips!


      White—white—dazzling white—then grayness! No other scene than dim and vacant void, gray, infinite, inpenetrable. A glimpse of the lost universe—the matrix negative wherein are flung such mad things as attain a speed beyond that of the limiting velocity.


      Then crackling across the room agonizedly, “We’re clear, Todd? We’re through?”


      And Todd replying dazedly, “I—I don’t know what you mean?”


      “The chronometer, man! Has it touched 9.14?”


      “Yes, sir. But—but we’re slipping into the negative, Lanse! We’ve escaped one death to find another!”


      But there was infinite sadness to Lancelot Biggs’ denial.


      “No you’re not, Todd. You’re going back to your own universe—now. When you feel the ship lurch, turn the V-I unit dial back to where it was before. Ready? Now!”


      And there came, inexplicably, a swift unsteadiness a lurching halt of the ship. At that instant Todd spoke to Garrity; Garrity obeyed, and—


      We were once again traveling smoothly on our proper course. But Jupiter—monstrous missile of solid, terrible death—was no longer before us! It was behind us!


      As we saw that, Captain Hanson laughed aloud. And vast was the joy of that laughter. Relief, happiness, sheer triumph. And apology. And he cried:


      “You’ve done it, son! Forgive me for doubting you. We’re safe! I don’t know how, but—come on in, boy, and tell us all about it!”


      But there came no answer. Only the echo of our own harsh breathing, the dry scrape of our own feet shuffling restlessly. And new terror loomed suddenly in the Old Man’s eyes.


      “Biggs! he cried. “Lanse, my boy! Lanse!”


      And then—


      It was like the faintest, winnowed chaff of sound, breathing from far, far away. A voice speaking. To us. A voice that said:


      “—can’t come back…Skipper…Sparks will understand. Tell him…mass-energy…relationships. And tell…Diane…I love…”


      That was all. And my brain reeled beneath the import of those fading words. Suddenly I knew! I didn’t need to hear Cap Hanson screaming wild orders to the sailors to the aft deck below, nor to hear their answer.


      “He’s not here, sir. He cast off the auxiliary a moment or so ago.”


      I knew!


      Later, I told them. My explanation was short, for the solution was simple. Simple, once you grant that a man possess infinite loyalty, infinite courage, in one lean and gangling frame.


      “Biggs saw,” I said, “that there was only one way to save us all from death. Oh, he bad blundered, yes, but we all blunder sometimes. But not all of us pay the penalty as willingly, as bravely, as he did.


      “Jupiter was upon us. Within minutes we would have crashed into the greatest of the solar planets. Only Biggs saw a way out. And that was—to make the speed of our ship exactly approximate the speed of light at the moment of impact!”


      Dick said. “But how—”


      “He told us the answer. Mass-energy relationships. You know the fundamental theory of the Lorentz-Fitzgerald contraction. Objects moving in space are contracted along their major axis in dire proportion to their speed, with the limiting velocity, the speed of light, as their ultimate limit. In other words, at the precise speed of light, this ship existed in only a unilateral dimension!”


      Hanson said, “You mean we—hurled over Jupiter?”


      “No, sir. We went right through it! At that tremendous speed, our dimension-extension was zero. Hence it did not affect, nor was it affected in any way by, the bulk and mass of Jupiter.


      “It’s as though an exceedingly fine wire, moving at lightning speed, were to be propelled through a cake of ice. Only in our case, the ‘wire’ was of zero dimension, and the cake of ice—Jupiter—did not even recognize that it had been penetrated.


      “But—” I shook, my head. “But Mr. Biggs realized what this daring scheme meant. It meant that in addition to our size being reduced to the infinitesimal, our mass would be raised to the infinite—for that is the corollary of the contraction theory.


      “There had to be some way of getting us back to our normal shape and size. The only possible method was by the forcible alteration of our mass. And—Biggs adopted this method. He placed himself in the life-skiff, gave the necessary orders from there. Then, after the danger had been averted, he deliberately cast off from the Saturn, tossed himself away from us, a living sacrifice to the mathematical gods, that we might be safe.”


      Todd said, “Our mass, for a moment, was infinite—but when he, however briefly, broke clear, it became less than infinite, giving us a chance to cut the motors—”


      “That’s right.”


      Hanson’s eyes were round and wild and fearful.


      “But then—where is he! We’ve got to turn around right away. Find him! We can’t go back without—”


      I shook my head.


      “It’s no use, Skipper. He may be in this universe, infinitely small, traveling at infinite speed; he may be in some other universe undreamed by man. He may be living, he may be dead. But wherever he is—he is gone forever from the ken of man. Lancelot Biggs is—dead. So far as man is concerned, he is dead.”


      Dick Todd said something then. His words were not clear. They were choked, and he didn’t finish the quotation. But I caught the first part.


      “‘Greater love hath no man’,” he said. And the skipper coughed, and his eyes were red, and he turned away broken, aged man.


      “Amen,” he said. “Amen!”


      So—Lancelot Biggs is gone. Dead, perhaps. Or in another existence, undreamed, unrecognised, by we who spin our fiery trails along the spaceways. And it is a strange, strange thing that he, who of all men looked least like a spaceman, should have lived and died the greatest of them all.


      Tomorrow or the next day I must tell Diane. Hanson will not do it because he can’t.


      He dares not face her when she hears. And I, myself, would sell my soul to be free of that sad duty. But I was Lancelot Biggs’ best friend, and this is the least last thing I can do in his memory.


      There is nothing else to say. He is gone. Will I ever see him again? That gangling frame, that easy, fluent grin—lost in the nameless depths of the crypts of space. There seems nothing else to say except—good-by.


      And so I say it to the stars. The far-flung stars amongst which, somewhere, is the finest man I ever knew.


      Is it good-by, Mr. Biggs?


      Or is it only “au revoir”?

    

  


  
    
      THE SKY TRAP, by Frank Belknap Long


      Lawton enjoyed a good fight. He stood happily trading blows with Slashaway Tommy, his lean-fleshed torso gleaming with sweat. He preferred to work the pugnacity out of himself slowly, to savor it as it ebbed.


      “Better luck next time, Slashaway,” he said, and unlimbered a left hook that thudded against his opponent’s jaw with such violence that the big, hairy ape crumpled to the resin and rolled over on his back.


      Lawton brushed a lock of rust-colored hair back from his brow and stared down at the limp figure lying on the descending stratoship’s slightly tilted athletic deck.


      “Good work, Slashaway,” he said. “You’re primitive and beetle-browed, but you’ve got what it takes.”


      Lawton flattered himself that he was the opposite of primitive. High in the sky he had predicted the weather for eight days running, with far more accuracy than he could have put into a punch.


      They’d flash his report all over Earth in a couple of minutes now. From New York to London to Singapore and back. In half an hour he’d be donning street clothes and stepping out feeling darned good.


      He had fulfilled his weekly obligation to society by manipulating meteorological instruments for forty-five minutes, high in the warm, upper stratosphere and worked off his pugnacity by knocking down a professional gym slugger. He would have a full, glorious week now to work off all his other drives.


      The stratoship’s commander, Captain Forrester, had come up, and was staring at him reproachfully. “Dave, I don’t hold with the reforming Johnnies who want to re-make human nature from the ground up. But you’ve got to admit our generation knows how to keep things humming with a minimum of stress. We don’t have world wars now because we work off our pugnacity by sailing into gym sluggers eight or ten times a week. And since our romantic emotions can be taken care of by tactile television we’re not at the mercy of every brainless bit of fluff’s calculated ankle appeal.”


      Lawton turned, and regarded him quizzically. “Don’t you suppose I realize that? You’d think I just blew in from Mars.”


      “All right. We have the outlets, the safety valves. They are supposed to keep us civilized. But you don’t derive any benefit from them.”


      “The heck I don’t. I exchange blows with Slashaway every time I board the Perseus. And as for women―well, there’s just one woman in the world for me, and I wouldn’t exchange her for all the Turkish images in the tactile broadcasts from Stamboul.”


      “Yes, I know. But you work off your primitive emotions with too much gusto. Even a cast-iron gym slugger can bruise. That last blow was―brutal. Just because Slashaway gets thumped and thudded all over by the medical staff twice a week doesn’t mean he can take―”


      The stratoship lurched suddenly. The deck heaved up under Lawton’s feet, hurling him against Captain Forrester and spinning both men around so that they seemed to be waltzing together across the ship. The still limp gym slugger slid downward, colliding with a corrugated metal bulkhead and sloshing back and forth like a wet mackerel.


      A full minute passed before Lawton could put a stop to that. Even while careening he had been alive to Slashaway’s peril, and had tried to leap to his aid. But the ship’s steadily increasing gyrations had hurled him away from the skipper and against a massive vaulting horse, barking the flesh from his shins and spilling him with violence onto the deck.


      He crawled now toward the prone gym slugger on his hands and knees, his temples thudding. The gyrations ceased an instant before he reached Slashaway’s side. With an effort he lifted the big man up, propped him against the bulkhead and shook him until his teeth rattled. “Slashaway,” he muttered. “Slashaway, old fellow.”


      Slashaway opened blurred eyes, “Phew!” he muttered. “You sure socked me hard, sir.”


      “You went out like a light,” explained Lawton gently. “A minute before the ship lurched.”


      “The ship lurched, sir?”


      “Something’s very wrong, Slashaway. The ship isn’t moving. There are no vibrations and―Slashaway, are you hurt? Your skull thumped against that bulkhead so hard I was afraid―”


      “Naw, I’m okay. Whatd’ya mean, the ship ain’t moving? How could it stop?”


      Lawton said. “I don’t know, Slashaway.” Helping the gym slugger to his feet he stared apprehensively about him. Captain Forrester was kneeling on the resin testing his hocks for sprains with splayed fingers, his features twitching.


      “Hurt badly, sir?”


      The Commander shook his head. “I don’t think so. Dave, we are twenty thousand feet up, so how in hell could we be stationary in space?”


      “It’s all yours, skipper.”


      “I must say you’re helpful.”


      Forrester got painfully to his feet and limped toward the athletic compartment’s single quartz port―a small circle of radiance on a level with his eyes. As the port sloped downward at an angle of nearly sixty degrees all he could see was a diffuse glimmer until he wedged his brow in the observation visor and stared downward.


      Lawton heard him suck in his breath sharply. “Well, sir?”


      “There are thin cirrus clouds directly beneath us. They’re not moving.”


      Lawton gasped, the sense of being in an impossible situation swelling to nightmare proportions within him. What could have happened?


      * * * *


      Directly behind him, close to a bulkhead chronometer, which was clicking out the seconds with unabashed regularity, was a misty blue visiplate that merely had to be switched on to bring the pilots into view.


      The Commander hobbled toward it, and manipulated a rheostat. The two pilots appeared side by side on the screen, sitting amidst a spidery network of dully gleaming pipe lines and nichrome humidification units. They had unbuttoned their high-altitude coats and their stratosphere helmets were resting on their knees. The Jablochoff candle light which flooded the pilot room accentuated the haggardness of their features, which were a sickly cadaverous hue.


      The captain spoke directly into the visiplate. “What’s wrong with the ship?” he demanded. “Why aren’t we descending? Dawson, you do the talking!”


      One of the pilots leaned tensely forward, his shoulders jerking. “We don’t know, sir. The rotaries went dead when the ship started gyrating. We can’t work the emergency torps and the temperature is rising.”


      “But―it defies all logic,” Forrester muttered. “How could a metal ship weighing tons be suspended in the air like a balloon? It is stationary, but it is not buoyant. We seem in all respects to be frozen in.”


      “The explanation may be simpler than you dream,” Lawton said. “When we’ve found the key.”


      The Captain swung toward him. “Could you find the key, Dave?”


      “I should like to try. It may be hidden somewhere on the ship, and then again, it may not be. But I should like to go over the ship with a fine-tooth comb, and then I should like to go over outside, thoroughly. Suppose you make me an emergency mate and give me a carte blanche, sir.”


      Lawton got his carte blanche. For two hours he did nothing spectacular, but he went over every inch of the ship. He also lined up the crew and pumped them. The men were as completely in the dark as the pilots and the now completely recovered Slashaway, who was following Lawton about like a doting seal.


      “You’re a right guy, sir. Another two or three cracks and my noggin would’ve split wide open.”


      “But not like an eggshell, Slashaway. Pig iron develops fissures under terrific pounding but your cranium seems to be more like tempered steel. Slashaway, you won’t understand this, but I’ve got to talk to somebody and the Captain is too busy to listen.


      “I went over the entire ship because I thought there might be a hidden source of buoyancy somewhere. It would take a lot of air bubbles to turn this ship into a balloon, but there are large vacuum chambers under the multiple series condensers in the engine room which conceivably could have sucked in a helium leakage from the carbon pile valves. And there are bulkhead porosities which could have clogged.”


      “Yeah,” muttered Slashaway, scratching his head. “I see what you mean, sir.”


      “It was no soap. There’s nothing inside the ship that could possibly keep us up. Therefore there must be something outside that isn’t air. We know there is air outside. We’ve stuck our heads out and sniffed it. And we’ve found out a curious thing.


      “Along with the oxygen there is water vapor, but it isn’t H2O. It’s HO. A molecular arrangement like that occurs in the upper Solar atmosphere, but nowhere on Earth. And there’s a thin sprinkling of hydrocarbon molecules out there too. Hydrocarbon appears ordinarily as methane gas, but out there it rings up as CH. Methane is CH4. And there are also scandium oxide molecules making unfamiliar faces at us. And oxide of boron―with an equational limp.”


      “Gee,” muttered Slashaway. “We’re up against it, eh?”


      Lawton was squatting on his hams beside an emergency ’chute opening on the deck of the Penguin’s weather observatory. He was letting down a spliced beryllium plumb line, his gaze riveted on the slowly turning horizontal drum of a windlass which contained more than two hundred feet of gleaming metal cordage.


      Suddenly as he stared the drum stopped revolving. Lawton stiffened, a startled expression coming into his face. He had been playing a hunch that had seemed as insane, rationally considered, as his wild idea about the bulkhead porosities. For a moment he was stunned, unable to believe that he had struck pay dirt. The winch indicator stood at one hundred and three feet, giving him a rich, fruity yield of startlement.


      One hundred feet below him the plummet rested on something solid that sustained it in space. Scarcely breathing, Lawton leaned over the windlass and stared downward. There was nothing visible between the ship and the fleecy clouds far below except a tiny black dot resting on vacancy and a thin beryllium plumb line ascending like an interrogation point from the dot to the ’chute opening.


      “You see something down there?” Slashaway asked.


      Lawton moved back from the windlass, his brain whirling. “Slashaway there’s a solid surface directly beneath us, but it’s completely invisible.”


      “You mean it’s like a frozen cloud, sir?”


      “No, Slashaway. It doesn’t shimmer, or deflect light. Congealed water vapor would sink instantly to earth.”


      “You think it’s all around us, sir?”


      Lawton stared at Slashaway aghast. In his crude fumblings the gym slugger had ripped a hidden fear right out of his subconsciousness into the light.


      “I don’t know, Slashaway,” he muttered. “I’ll get at that next.”


      * * * *


      A half hour later Lawton sat beside the captain’s desk in the control room, his face drained of all color. He kept his gaze averted as he talked. A man who succeeds too well with an unpleasant task may develop a subconscious sense of guilt.


      “Sir, we’re suspended inside a hollow sphere which resembles a huge, floating soap bubble. Before we ripped through it it must have had a plastic surface. But now the tear has apparently healed over, and the shell all around us is as resistant as steel. We’re completely bottled up, sir. I shot rocket leads in all directions to make certain.”


      The expression on Forrester’s face sold mere amazement down the river. He could not have looked more startled if the nearer planets had yielded their secrets chillingly, and a super-race had appeared suddenly on Earth.


      “Good God, Dave. Do you suppose something has happened to space?”


      Lawton raised his eyes with a shudder. “Not necessarily, sir. Something has happened to us. We’re floating through the sky in a huge, invisible bubble of some sort, but we don’t know whether it has anything to do with space. It may be a meteorological phenomenon.”


      “You say we’re floating?”


      “We’re floating slowly westward. The clouds beneath us have been receding for fifteen or twenty minutes now.”


      “Phew!” muttered Forrester. “That means we’ve got to―”


      He broke off abruptly. The Perseus’ radio operator was standing in the doorway, distress and indecision in his gaze. “Our reception is extremely sporadic, sir,” he announced. “We can pick up a few of the stronger broadcasts, but our emergency signals haven’t been answered.”


      “Keep trying,” Forrester ordered.


      “Aye, aye, sir.”


      The captain turned to Lawton. “Suppose we call it a bubble. Why are we suspended like this, immovably? Your rocket leads shot up, and the plumb line dropped one hundred feet. Why should the ship itself remain stationary?”


      Lawton said: “The bubble must possess sufficient internal equilibrium to keep a big, heavy body suspended at its core. In other words, we must be suspended at the hub of converging energy lines.”


      “You mean we’re surrounded by an electromagnetic field?”


      Lawton frowned. “Not necessarily, sir. I’m simply pointing out that there must be an energy tug of some sort involved. Otherwise the ship would be resting on the inner surface of the bubble.”


      Forrester nodded grimly. “We should be thankful, I suppose, that we can move about inside the ship. Dave, do you think a man could descend to the inner surface?”


      “I’ve no doubt that a man could, sir. Shall I let myself down?”


      “Absolutely not. Damn it, Dave, I need your energies inside the ship. I could wish for a less impulsive first officer, but a man in my predicament can’t be choosy.”


      “Then what are your orders, sir?”


      “Orders? Do I have to order you to think? Is working something out for yourself such a strain? We’re drifting straight toward the Atlantic Ocean. What do you propose to do about that?”


      “I expect I’ll have to do my best, sir.”


      Lawton’s “best” conflicted dynamically with the captain’s orders. Ten minutes later he was descending, hand over hand, on a swaying emergency ladder.


      “Tough-fibered Davie goes down to look around,” he grumbled.


      He was conscious that he was flirting with danger. The air outside was breathable, but would the diffuse, unorthodox gases injure his lungs? He didn’t know, couldn’t be sure. But he had to admit that he felt all right so far. He was seventy feet below the ship and not at all dizzy. When he looked down he could see the purple domed summits of mountains between gaps in the fleecy cloud blanket.


      He couldn’t see the Atlantic Ocean―yet. He descended the last thirty feet with mounting confidence. At the end of the ladder he braced himself and let go.


      He fell about six feet, landing on his rump on a spongy surface that bounced him back and forth. He was vaguely incredulous when he found himself sitting in the sky staring through his spread legs at clouds and mountains.


      He took a deep breath. It struck him that the sensation of falling could be present without movement downward through space. He was beginning to experience such a sensation. His stomach twisted and his brain spun.


      He was suddenly sorry he had tried this. It was so damnably unnerving he was afraid of losing all emotional control. He stared up, his eyes squinting against the sun. Far above him the gleaming, wedge-shaped bulk of the Perseus loomed colossally, blocking out a fifth of the sky.


      Lowering his right hand he ran his fingers over the invisible surface beneath him. The surface felt rubbery, moist.


      He got swayingly to his feet and made a perilous attempt to walk through the sky. Beneath his feet the mysterious surface crackled, and little sparks flew up about his legs. Abruptly he sat down again, his face ashen.


      From the emergency ’chute opening far above a massive head appeared. “You all right, sir,” Slashaway called, his voice vibrant with concern.


      “Well, I―”


      “You’d better come right up, sir. Captain’s orders.”


      “All right,” Lawton shouted. “Let the ladder down another ten feet.”


      Lawton ascended rapidly, resentment smouldering within him. What right had the skipper to interfere? He had passed the buck, hadn’t he?


      * * * *


      Lawton got another bad jolt the instant he emerged through the ’chute opening. Captain Forrester was leaning against a parachute rack gasping for breath, his face a livid hue.


      Slashaway looked equally bad. His jaw muscles were twitching and he was tugging at the collar of his gym suit.


      Forrester gasped: “Dave, I tried to move the ship. I didn’t know you were outside.”


      “Good God, you didn’t know―”


      “The rotaries backfired and used up all the oxygen in the engine room. Worse, there’s been a carbonic oxide seepage. The air is contaminated throughout the ship. We’ll have to open the ventilation valves immediately. I’ve been waiting to see if―if you could breathe down there. You’re all right, aren’t you? The air is breathable?”


      Lawton’s face was dark with fury. “I was an experimental rat in the sky, eh?”


      “Look, Dave, we’re all in danger. Don’t stand there glaring at me. Naturally I waited. I have my crew to think of.”


      “Well, think of them. Get those valves open before we all have convulsions.”


      A half hour later charcoal gas was mingling with oxygen outside the ship, and the crew was breathing it in again gratefully. Thinly dispersed, and mixed with oxygen it seemed all right. But Lawton had misgivings. No matter how attenuated a lethal gas is it is never entirely harmless. To make matters worse, they were over the Atlantic Ocean.


      Far beneath them was an emerald turbulence, half obscured by eastward moving cloud masses. The bubble was holding, but the morale of the crew was beginning to sag.


      Lawton paced the control room. Deep within him unsuspected energies surged. “We’ll last until the oxygen is breathed up,” he exclaimed. “We’ll have four or five days, at most. But we seem to be traveling faster than an ocean liner. With luck, we’ll be in Europe before we become carbon dioxide breathers.”


      “Will that help matters, Dave?” said the captain wearily.


      “If we can blast our way out, it will.”


      The Captain’s sagging body jackknifed erect. “Blast our way out? What do you mean, Dave?”


      “I’ve clamped expulsor disks on the cosmic ray absorbers and trained them downward. A thin stream of accidental neutrons directed against the bottom of the bubble may disrupt its energies―wear it thin. It’s a long gamble, but worth taking. We’re staking nothing, remember?”


      Forrester sputtered: “Nothing but our lives! If you blast a hole in the bubble you’ll destroy its energy balance. Did that occur to you? Inside a lopsided bubble we may careen dangerously or fall into the sea before we can get the rotaries started.”


      “I thought of that. The pilots are standing by to start the rotaries the instant we lurch. If we succeed in making a rent in the bubble we’ll break out the helicoptic vanes and descend vertically. The rotaries won’t backfire again. I’ve had their burnt-out cylinder heads replaced.”


      An agitated voice came from the visiplate on the captain’s desk: “Tuning in, sir.”


      Lawton stopped pacing abruptly. He swung about and grasped the desk edge with both hands, his head touching Forrester’s as the two men stared down at the horizontal face of petty officer James Caldwell.


      Caldwell wasn’t more than twenty-two or three, but the screen’s opalescence silvered his hair and misted the outlines of his jaw, giving him an aspect of senility.


      “Well, young man,” Forrester growled. “What is it? What do you want?”


      The irritation in the captain’s voice seemed to increase Caldwell’s agitation. Lawton had to say: “All right, lad, let’s have it,” before the information which he had seemed bursting to impart could be wrenched out of him.


      It came in erratic spurts. “The bubble is all blooming, sir. All around inside there are big yellow and purple growths. It started up above, and―and spread around. First there was just a clouding over of the sky, sir, and then―stalks shot out.”


      For a moment Lawton felt as though all sanity had been squeezed from his brain. Twice he started to ask a question and thought better of it.


      Pumpings were superfluous when he could confirm Caldwell’s statement in half a minute for himself. If Caldwell had cracked up―


      Caldwell hadn’t cracked. When Lawton walked to the quartz port and stared down all the blood drained from his face.


      The vegetation was luxuriant, and unearthly. Floating in the sky were serpentine tendrils as thick as a man’s wrist, purplish flowers and ropy fungus growths. They twisted and writhed and shot out in all directions, creating a tangle immediately beneath him and curving up toward the ship amidst a welter of seed pods.


      He could see the seeds dropping―dropping from pods which reminded him of the darkly horned skate egg sheaths which he had collected in his boyhood from sea beaches at ebb tide.


      It was the unwholesomeness of the vegetation which chiefly unnerved him. It looked dank, malarial. There were decaying patches on the fungus growths and a miasmal mist was descending from it toward the ship.


      The control room was completely still when he turned from the quartz port to meet Forrester’s startled gaze.


      “Dave, what does it mean?” The question burst explosively from the captain’s lips.


      “It means―life has appeared and evolved and grown rotten ripe inside the bubble, sir. All in the space of an hour or so.”


      “But that’s―impossible.”


      Lawton shook his head. “It isn’t at all, sir. We’ve had it drummed into us that evolution proceeds at a snailish pace, but what proof have we that it can’t mutate with lightning-like rapidity? I’ve told you there are gases outside we can’t even make in a chemical laboratory, molecular arrangements that are alien to earth.”


      “But plants derive nourishment from the soil,” interpolated Forrester.


      “I know. But if there are alien gases in the air the surface of the bubble must be reeking with unheard of chemicals. There may be compounds inside the bubble which have so sped up organic processes that a hundred million year cycle of mutations has been telescoped into an hour.”


      Lawton was pacing the floor again. “It would be simpler to assume that seeds of existing plants became somehow caught up and imprisoned in the bubble. But the plants around us never existed on earth. I’m no botanist, but I know what the Congo has on tap, and the great rain forests of the Amazon.”


      “Dave, if the growth continues it will fill the bubble. It will choke off all our air.”


      “Don’t you suppose I realize that? We’ve got to destroy that growth before it destroys us.”


      * * * *


      It was pitiful to watch the crew’s morale sag. The miasmal taint of the ominously proliferating vegetation was soon pervading the ship, spreading demoralization everywhere.


      It was particularly awful straight down. Above a ropy tangle of livid vines and creepers a kingly stench weed towered, purplish and bloated and weighted down with seed pods.


      It seemed sentient, somehow. It was growing so fast that the evil odor which poured from it could be correlated with the increase of tension inside the ship. From that particular plant, minute by slow minute, there surged a continuously mounting offensiveness, like nothing Lawton had ever smelt before.


      The bubble had become a blooming horror sailing slowly westward above the storm-tossed Atlantic. And all the chemical agents which Lawton sprayed through the ventilation valves failed to impede the growth or destroy a single seed pod.


      It was difficult to kill plant life with chemicals which were not harmful to man. Lawton took dangerous risks, increasing the unwholesomeness of their rapidly dwindling air supply by spraying out a thin diffusion of problematically poisonous acids.


      It was no sale. The growths increased by leaps and bounds, as though determined to show their resentment of the measures taken against them by marshalling all their forces in a demoralizing plantkrieg.


      Thwarted, desperate, Lawton played his last card. He sent five members of the crew, equipped with blow guns. They returned screaming. Lawton had to fortify himself with a double whiskey soda before he could face the look of reproach in their eyes long enough to get all of the prickles out of them.


      From then on pandemonium reigned. Blue funk seized the petty officers while some of the crew ran amuck. One member of the engine watch attacked four of his companions with a wrench; another went into the ship’s kitchen and slashed himself with a paring knife. The assistant engineer leapt through a ’chute opening, after avowing that he preferred impalement to suffocation.


      He was impaled. It was horrible. Looking down Lawton could see his twisted body dangling on a crimson-stippled thornlike growth forty feet in height.


      Slashaway was standing at his elbow in that Waterloo moment, his rough-hewn features twitching. “I can’t stand it, sir. It’s driving me squirrelly.”


      “I know, Slashaway. There’s something worse than marijuana weed down there.”


      Slashaway swallowed hard. “That poor guy down there did the wise thing.”


      Lawton husked: “Stamp on that idea, Slashaway―kill it. We’re stronger than he was. There isn’t an ounce of weakness in us. We’ve got what it takes.”


      “A guy can stand just so much.”


      “Bosh. There’s no limit to what a man can stand.”


      From the visiplate behind them came an urgent voice: “Radio room tuning in, sir.”


      Lawton swung about. On the flickering screen the foggy outlines of a face appeared and coalesced into sharpness.


      The Perseus radio operator was breathless with excitement. “Our reception is improving, sir. European short waves are coming in strong. The static is terrific, but we’re getting every station on the continent, and most of the American stations.”


      Lawton’s eyes narrowed to exultant slits. He spat on the deck, a slow tremor shaking him.


      “Slashaway, did you hear that? We’ve done it. We’ve won against hell and high water.”


      “We done what, sir?”


      “The bubble, you ape―it must be wearing thin. Hell’s bells, do you have to stand there gaping like a moronic ninepin? I tell you, we’ve got it licked.”


      “I can’t stand it, sir. I’m going nuts.”


      “No you’re not. You’re slugging the thing inside you that wants to quit. Slashaway, I’m going to give the crew a first-class pep talk. There’ll be no stampeding while I’m in command here.”


      He turned to the radio operator. “Tune in the control room. Tell the captain I want every member of the crew lined up on this screen immediately.”


      The face in the visiplate paled. “I can’t do that, sir. Ship’s regulations―”


      Lawton transfixed the operator with an irate stare. “The captain told you to report directly to me, didn’t he?”


      “Yes sir, but―”


      “If you don’t want to be cashiered, snap into it.”


      “Yes―yessir.”


      The captain’s startled face preceded the duty-muster visiview by a full minute, seeming to project outward from the screen. The veins on his neck were thick blue cords.


      “Dave,” he croaked. “Are you out of your mind? What good will talking do now?”


      “Are the men lined up?” Lawton rapped, impatiently.


      Forrester nodded. “They’re all in the engine room, Dave.”


      “Good. Block them in.”


      The captain’s face receded, and a scene of tragic horror filled the opalescent visiplate. The men were not standing at attention at all. They were slumping against the Perseus’ central charging plant in attitudes of abject despair.


      Madness burned in the eyes of three or four of them. Others had torn open their shirts, and raked their flesh with their nails. Petty officer Caldwell was standing as straight as a totem pole, clenching and unclenching his hands. The second assistant engineer was sticking out his tongue. His face was deadpan, which made what was obviously a terror reflex look like an idiot’s grimace.


      Lawton moistened his lips. “Men, listen to me. There is some sort of plant outside that is giving off deliriant fumes. A few of us seem to be immune to it.


      “I’m not immune, but I’m fighting it, and all of you boys can fight it too. I want you to fight it to the top of your courage. You can fight anything when you know that just around the corner is freedom from a beastliness that deserves to be licked―even if it’s only a plant.


      “Men, we’re blasting our way free. The bubble’s wearing thin. Any minute now the plants beneath us may fall with a soggy plop into the Atlantic Ocean.


      “I want every man jack aboard this ship to stand at his post and obey orders. Right this minute you look like something the cat dragged in. But most men who cover themselves with glory start off looking even worse than you do.”


      He smiled wryly.


      “I guess that’s all. I’ve never had to make a speech in my life, and I’d hate like hell to start now.”


      It was petty officer Caldwell who started the chant. He started it, and the men took it up until it was coming from all of them in a full-throated roar.


      I’m a tough, true-hearted skyman,


      Careless and all that, d’ye see?


      Never at fate a railer,


      What is time or tide to me?


      All must die when fate shall will it,


      I can never die but once,


      I’m a tough, true-hearted skyman;


      He who fears death is a dunce.


      Lawton squared his shoulders. With a crew like that nothing could stop him! Ah, his energies were surging high. The deliriant weed held no terrors for him now. They were stout-hearted lads and he’d go to hell with them cheerfully, if need be.


      It wasn’t easy to wait. The next half hour was filled with a steadily mounting tension as Lawton moved like a young tornado about the ship, issuing orders and seeing that each man was at his post.


      “Steady, Jimmy. The way to fight a deliriant is to keep your mind on a set task. Keep sweating, lad.”


      “Harry, that winch needs tightening. We can’t afford to miss a trick.”


      “Yeah, it will come suddenly. We’ve got to get the rotaries started the instant the bottom drops out.”


      He was with the captain and Slashaway in the control room when it came. There was a sudden, grinding jolt, and the captain’s desk started moving toward the quartz port, carrying Lawton with it.


      “Holy Jiminy cricket,” exclaimed Slashaway.


      The deck tilted sharply; then righted itself. A sudden gush of clear, cold air came through the ventilation valves as the triple rotaries started up with a roar.


      Lawton and the captain reached the quartz port simultaneously. Shoulder to shoulder they stood staring down at the storm-tossed Atlantic, electrified by what they saw.


      Floating on the waves far beneath them was an undulating mass of vegetation, its surface flecked with glinting foam. As it rose and fell in waning sunlight a tainted seepage spread about it, defiling the clean surface of the sea.


      But it wasn’t the floating mass which drew a gasp from Forrester, and caused Lawton’s scalp to prickle. Crawling slowly across that Sargasso-like island of noxious vegetation was a huge, elongated shape which bore a nauseous resemblance to a mottled garden slug.


      Forrester was trembling visibly when he turned from the quartz port.


      “God, Dave, that would have been the last straw. Animal life. Dave, I―I can’t realize we’re actually out of it.”


      “We’re out, all right,” Lawton said, hoarsely. “Just in time, too. Skipper, you’d better issue grog all around. The men will be needing it. I’m taking mine straight. You’ve accused me of being primitive. Wait till you see me an hour from now.”


      Dr. Stephen Halday stood in the door of his Appalachian mountain laboratory staring out into the pine-scented dusk, a worried expression on his bland, small-featured face. It had happened again. A portion of his experiment had soared skyward, in a very loose group of highly energized wavicles. He wondered if it wouldn’t form a sort of sub-electronic macrocosm high in the stratosphere, altering even the air and dust particles which had spurted up with it, its uncharged atomic particles combining with hydrogen and creating new molecular arrangements.


      If such were the case there would be eight of them now. His bubbles, floating through the sky. They couldn’t possibly harm anything―way up there in the stratosphere. But he felt a little uneasy about it all the same. He’d have to be more careful in the future, he told himself. Much more careful. He didn’t want the Controllers to turn back the clock of civilization a century by stopping all atom-smashing experiments.

    

  


  
    
      CHANGE OF COMMAND, by Jean Lorrah


      The meeting should have been under way five minutes ago.


      It’s not like Edgar Wolfe to be late, thought Lyria Melladin just as the lights went out, to the rumbling accompaniment of the emergency door slamming.


      At the stomach-sinking lurch of zero-gee, everyone in the small room grabbed at their chairs. “Just hang on,” said Lyria into the darkness. “Emergency lighting will be on in a moment.”


      But it wasn’t. Utter blackness continued, the only light the tricks their eyes played, creating patterns on the retina.


      The terminal before Lyria should have been lit, but it wasn’t. The hiss of the ventilators had stopped. There was no sound but six people’s breathing.


      With that many people in such a small room, the oxygen supply would soon be depleted. Wrapping her legs around her chair, Lyria said, “I’ll see if I can raise anyone.”


      She knew her terminal blindfolded—a good thing at this moment. Playing over the power switches, she expected the screen to glow to life. Nothing happened. She told herself the choking sensation was imagination; not enough time had passed for the air to be running out…or had it?


      “Mr. Benrum,” she said to the Vergian navigator, “how much time has passed since the power failure?”


      “2.18 minutes.”


      “Ms. Welton, how much time do we have?”


      “Eight minutes of consciousness, maybe. A few more minutes before brain damage… or death.”


      Lyria felt odd, unable to react to the thought. She went on automatically, “We are cut off. If the entire ship is not dead, we have eight minutes to attract attention.” Perhaps I’m going to die, too.


      “This room is soundproof and thought-shielded,” said Welton.


      “The door?” Benrum suggested.


      “If we could bang on it,” said Welton, “the vibration might carry. In fact, if we can pound on anything—”


      Vron, the Arcadian chief accountant, said, “I can maneuver in free fall. Stay near the floor, lest we fall if gravity returns.”


      Before they could move, however, emergency lighting came on. MacGregor, the second vice-chairman, gave such a start that he floated up from his chair, arms and legs flailing grotesquely. In a fluid motion, Vron rose beside him, captured him, and reseated him, saying, “Hold on. They’ll have gravity back on at any moment.”


      The hiss of ventilators began first—then suddenly there was “up” and “down” again, and the world returned to normal. The door slid open to admit Edgar Wolfe, who demanded, “Are you all right? I’ve never seen a failure like that. Everything was out—even the computer!”


      “The whole ship?!” asked Welton.


      “No—just the board room. When I couldn’t get in, or raise you, I started investigating.”


      MacGregor was sweating now, reacting after the fact. “A good thing,” he said shakily. “You saved our lives.”


      “Lyria,” said Welton, “I’ll get on it right away. I can’t imagine what could have caused such a failure.”


      “Engineering’s working on it,” said Wolfe.


      “Then wait please, Jane,” said Lyria. “Our meeting will be brief, and then it will be…all over.”


      The meeting had only one order of business: the final report on the death of Captain William Reading. Until the Board appointed a new Captain, who would bring with him his own Secretary, it was still Lyria’s job to verify what went into the log.


      No one sat in the Captain’s chair. Ranged around the table were Vron, Chief Accountant and First Vice-Chairman; Benrum, the Vergian Chief Navigator; and the humans who made up most of the officers as their species made up most of the crew: Ian MacGregor, looking more like a grizzled spacer than Second Vice-chairman; Edgar Wolfe, young, energetic, Vice-Chairman in charge of Sales and one of the most successful salesmen the Corporation had; Ship’s Engineer Jane Welton; and Katrina Sharf, Purchasing Agent.


      Benrum presented a sheaf of printouts. “Captain Reading was a capable navigator,” he said gravely, his kewpie doll features almost unrecognizable without his usual sunny smile. Vergians were the friendliest, most likable race of intelligent beings known to humans. Their natural buoyancy and love of life made them popular on Corporation starships.


      Lyria had never seen Benrum so serious. The usual vivid blue of his skin was gray with sorrow as he said, “I have checked and rechecked the orbit Captain Reading calculated for his shuttle—it could not have resulted in that crash.”


      Welton reported, “Engineering studied everything that was left of the shuttle. The malfunction must have been in a part that was completely destroyed in the accident.”


      “You conclude that it was an accident?”


      “There was no sign of sabotage. Every molecule of substance in the shuttle is accounted for.”


      “Is everyone agreed that it was an accident, then?” asked Vron.


      Lyria wondered why he stressed that. The evidence had been studied yesterday, after computer enhancement had failed to decipher the flight recording. Today’s meeting was a mere formality. “Do you have new information to offer, Mr. Vron?” she asked.


      The Arcadian’s great yellow eyes studied her dispassionately. “No, I have nothing to add.”


      Vron spoke Standard fluently, but it was necessary to listen to him carefully, as his voice was designed for song, not speech. His race were telepaths, for whom sound was a medium for abstract art. When Vron spoke, he sometimes allowed melodic considerations to outweigh vocal inflection.


      Lyria was glad the Arcadian did not wish to lengthen the discussion. Surprisingly, neither did MacGregor. He usually had some trivial matter to bring up—mostly, Lyria thought, because he would otherwise have nothing to say. Today, though, everyone wanted the painful job done quickly. Probably they also wanted to get out of the board room until Engineering could verify its safety.


      They filed out silently. Everyone had offered condolences to Lyria earlier, at the memorial service. This final meeting was an embarrassment as far as the Captain’s Secretary was concerned. They would all be at the next ship’s board meeting. Lyria would not.


      Outside the board room, a team from Engineering had torn a panel from the wall. Jane Welton joined them, saying to a rather pretty young woman, “Hardin, what are you doing here? You’re confined to quarters.”


      “It’s an emergency,” the woman replied.


      “What did she do?” Ed Wolfe asked.


      “Hacked her way past the codes into records she’s not cleared for,” Welton told him.


      “It was only to reach the ship’s library,” Hardin protested. “What do you care what I read in my leisure time?”


      Welton gave Hardin a warning glare and continued, “During the last emergency, we had to page the whole ship for her. She’s a brilliant engineer, but a real discipline problem.”


      The young woman in question looked annoyed, but did not miss the opportunity to flash Wolfe a smile. Two of a kind, Lyria thought, although Ed Wolfe seemed to be overcoming his youthful indiscretions and settling into responsibility. Bill had had high hopes for him.


      She hurried away from the scene, avoiding a public display of her feelings. The “last emergency” Welton had mentioned was Bill’s death.


      Ian MacGregor was standing hesitantly in the corridor, looking toward the scene in front of the board room. He still looked pale. “Are you all right, Ian?” Lyria asked.


      “Oh, yes—of course,” he replied brusquely, and turned down another corridor toward the flight deck.


      Back in her quarters, Lyria set about packing, another way of postponing having to think. Finally, however, she could put it off no longer. She had to decide what to do now that Bill was dead. For the past five years, neither of them had thought of a future without the other.


      She sat quietly staring at the small pile of objects that summed up her life: her contract, voided by Bill’s death; her identification card; her bank card and credit stamp; her stock certificates. That was it, the story of a lifetime.


      No…one more thing. Slowly, she removed the stargem ring from her left hand, placing it on the pile. Now that Bill was gone, it no longer symbolized commitment; it was just another asset.


      Numbly, she spoke into the computer. “Request value estimate.”


      “1038 CR ± 98.”


      She could live for a year on that. With her abilities, she would have a new position well before a year was up. She was certain, in fact, that the Corporation would give her a job aboard another starship. A good Secretary never lacked work, and she had been a Ship’s Secretary. Some other executive officer would certainly want someone with her experience.


      The door buzzed. “Come in,” she said mechanically.


      When the door opened, and she heard no footstep before the sound of it sliding shut again, she looked toward the outer cabin and saw Vron standing there. He moved so quietly because Arcadians could not wear shoes over their claw-like feet.


      “Yes, Mr. Vron?” she asked politely. The chief accountant would not intrude on her without a purpose; he was the most private person on board.


      “Ms. Melladin.” Lyria concentrated on his melodious tone, seeking something on which to focus her mind. He continued, “I have received a message from the Board. They have placed me in command of this ship.”


      Lyria nodded. “An obvious decision; you were second-in-command. Congratulations.”


      The Arcadian’s yellow eyes blinked. “The Corporation has never before given a non-human command. I did not expect it.”


      “Oh, you’ll manage,” she said casually, wishing he would leave so she could return to her state of numbness.


      “No, I do not think so.”


      Words and inflection matched in flat-ness. Lyria stared at the Arcadian, but there was nothing to be told from his face. Except for those which opened and shut eyes and mouth, there seemed to be no muscles in it. His head, shaped much like a human’s, was covered with the same velvet fur as the rest of him. Only the fur saved him from appearing reptilian. His large yellow eyes had pupils that opened and shut like a cat’s, closing to an unreadable slit in bright light. Not that they were readable now, even though they were open almost to circles in the subdued light of Lyria’s quarters.


      Below the eyes, Vron’s face was a flat ovoid: no nose, no lips, although the slitted mouth could form words. It could not smile or sneer, though. Lyria had heard that telepaths like the Arcadians had no need of facial expressions.


      “You…don’t think you will succeed as Captain?” she asked in surprise.


      “Not without help,” he replied. “Please, Ms. Melladin, may I consult with you?”


      Curiosity—the first feeling to penetrate the lid she had capped over her grief—made her say, “Yes, of course. Please come in. Sit down…Captain.”


      Vron took her desk chair, turned it and sat straddling it, facing her, his arms resting on the back. It was the only way an Arcadian could sit comfortably in a contour chair designed for humans. Otherwise, his wings got in the way.


      They were not bird or bat wings, but membranes like those of the flying fox, stretching from the outer edge of either hand in great folds of skin, down the arms, the sides of the body, legs, and feet. In the confines of a starship they were nonfunctional and immensely inconvenient—the reason, no doubt, that Lyria had never heard of another Arcadian working in such an environment.


      “Ms. Melladin,” said Vron, “I know you plan to leave the Venture. Have you another position waiting?”


      “No, but I’ll find one easily enough.”


      “Would you consider remaining aboard, as my Secretary?”


      “I don’t think that would work out,” she said, not knowing why she refused so automatically until Vron replied.


      “Then you do expect me to fail.”


      She looked into the unreadable face. “I had not truly considered it.”


      “But you know how the Board of Directors thinks. When I received my notice, I had to stop and consider why the Board chose me over the available human officers. You, a human, perceive it without having to reason it out.”


      “And how do you think the Board reached its decision?” she asked, curious again.


      “There are two human officers who could have been promoted over me. MacGregor was third-in-command, but he is nearing retirement. He has years of experience, yet has never risen beyond third on any ship. He has already realized his full potential. Wolfe, on the other hand, has great potential, but is too young to be given his own ship.


      “My executive ability has never been tested, but I am a reliable accountant. The Board undoubtedly expects me to maintain business until Wolfe matures enough for command. If I fail soon, MacGregor can take over temporarily. If I simply do not succeed very well, the Board will phase me out in a year or two, when Wolfe is ready.”


      “And what if you should succeed?” asked Lyria.


      “You admit that possibility?”


      “I didn’t think you understood human thought processes so well, Vron. You just might succeed. What do you think the Board would do then?”


      “They have already set a precedent with my promotion. If the Venture turns a profit, I don’t think the Board Members will care who is in command.”


      Lyria studied him. “Do you want the job?”


      “No.”


      “Then…?”


      “I do not wish to be phased out. If I refuse the promotion…you know the Board’s opinion of such an attitude.”


      “Yes. They would find a way to get rid of you.”


      “So I must succeed at command…or leave the Venture. I do not wish to leave.”


      Lyria wondered why. Life among humans deprived the Arcadian both mentally and physically. A telepath had to keep constant blocks against the mental static of non-telepaths, while a winged man—


      “Aren’t you very uncomfortable on board a starship?”


      “Uncomfortable? Ah, you mean being unable to fly. It is inconvenient, but acceptable. I exercise regularly…and I have learned not to go about knocking things over. I have no intention of leaving the Venture if I can avoid it. Ms. Melladin…why this concern?”


      “Curiosity,” she explained. “I suppose it is also curiosity that prompts me to agree to remain as Ship’s Secretary.”


      Vron’s face showed nothing, but something in his musical voice suggested relief. “Thank you. Please write yourself a generous contract. I shall depend heavily on your expertise. You should be suitably compensated.”


      “So that I won’t decide to work against you?” Such was the power of the Ship’s Secretary—and the reason that a new Captain always brought his own trusted Secretary with him.


      “Under Captain Reading,” said Vron, “the Venture has seen little infighting. Your reputation for honesty and discretion matches Bill’s. I assume that if you could not accept without reservation, you would tell me so.”


      She noticed his use of Bill’s first name. The Arcadian was always studiously formal. Was there a friendship there she had not known of?


      “You’re right,” she said. “I would refuse.”


      “Then I shall rely on you. You were most efficient when the power failed in the board room today. Your calm command of the situation prevented panic.”


      “Thank you…but I wasn’t really calm. I didn’t care that much if I died.”


      “I hope you will once more recognize the value of your life, Ms. Melladin.”


      “Value,” she said sardonically. “Yes, I can be of value to you, to the Corporation. For the time being, perhaps that will be enough.”


      “I did not mean monetary value,” said Vron.


      “I know you didn’t. I’m sorry. I haven’t been thinking straight since Bill’s death. Work should enable me to get back to normal.” She thought a moment. “Normally, I would have ordered a scan of the board room after today’s incident, before the Engineering crew were allowed in.”


      “A scan of the interior? Except for the terminal operator, no one in the room could have caused the power to be shut off…and you did not cause it, did you?”


      “No…but I want to find out what did.”


      “Order the scan, then,” said Vron, “and let me know if you find anything unusual.”


      * * * *


      The board room looked as it had when they left it. As the furniture was immovable, Lyria could not tell if it had been cleaned until she ducked to see the fingerprints across the table’s shiny surface. Good. She was not too late to find any evidence the room had to offer.


      Sitting at the terminal, Lyria watched the information play across the screen. Nothing on the ceiling. Oil, sweat, soap, lotions, normal and easily identified substances on the table, chairs, and lower walls. The floor yielded a few more items: a staple, a hairpin, several threads, innumerable hairs, a stylus…and a capsule.


      A capsule?


      “Identify and scan for fingerprints,” Lyria directed.


      It was an oxygen capsule…bearing Ian MacGregor’s fingerprints.


      She remembered MacGregor’s startled thrashing when the lights returned. Caught in the act of taking the capsule? Why did he have one? Had he expected the power failure?


      Lyria called up MacGregor’s medical records. There it was: emphysema from a compression failure fourteen years ago, not severe enough for a medical pension or to require treatment other than occasional oxygen. Presumably he would always carry capsules, and today fright must have made him feel the same choking sensation she had—especially with his memories of a compression failure.


      But the lights had definitely startled him. Guilt? Perhaps, for the capsule would give him—


      “How long could a seventy-five-kilo human male survive on such a capsule with no other source of oxygen?” she asked the computer.


      “Thirty to thirty-eight minutes,” came the toneless reply.


      So he had nervously dropped the capsule, probably hoping no one would notice that he could have had extra time had rescue been delayed.


      At that moment, Lyria Melladin wanted more than anything to believe she understood exactly what had happened. The power failure was an accident, just as Bill’s death was an accident. MacGregor’s reactions were due to bad memories.


      But she could not let it go at that. Suppose Bill had been murdered?


      Benrum had said he checked the orbit Captain Reading calculated. At the meeting, Lyria’s mind had not been working. Now it was. Was the orbit he calculated the one programmed into the shuttle’s console?


      She spoke the proper codes to release the information. Her fingers played over the console, seeking the clues to whether the program had been falsified. It had been, very skillfully. Who could do such a thing? Who had the skill? She had. Vron had. Ian MacGregor definitely did not.


      Edgar Wolfe. The only ship’s executive who had not been in the board room also had the skill to substitute another shuttle orbit for the one Bill had calculated.


      Lyria put the two orbits side by side on the screen. The false one ran so close to the correct one until the last few seconds that the man in the shuttle would have discovered his danger too late for manual override.


      Oh, Bill!


      Edgar Wolfe had the knowledge, and the motive. With Bill out of the way, he stood a good chance of promotion to Captain. But why today’s incident? To get rid of the other candidates? Again her fingers flew, seeking beneath the carefully coded programming to find out how all power to this one room had failed—including power to the computer, whose source was independent of the life-support systems.


      The Engineering crew had found a short circuit where the two systems came together. Now Lyria found that it had been programmed to short out.


      Sorrow and anger vying for supremacy, she rose to seek out Vron, to tell him what Wolfe had done. In the corridor, she almost collided with Jenny Hardin. “Sorry,” she said brusquely, ignoring Hardin’s startled look as she hurried past.


      Vron’s cabin door opened to her palm, but Vron wasn’t there. She had never been in the Arcadian’s quarters before. They were starkly simple—nothing for wings to knock over or get caught on. The only personal touch was a startling one: the entire back wall was one huge mirror. Then she realized, at least partially, the kind of claustrophobia a man born to fly must feel within the confines of a starship.


      As she entered the main area, an angry buzzing arose from off to her right. Startled, she turned to see a glass case full of swarming, insect-like creatures. Definitely not the kind of pets she would want!


      Stepping to the desk, she was about to use the intercom to locate Vron when her eye fell on a pile of printouts. The top sheet showed the same two orbits she had gotten from the computer only minutes before. She leafed through them: Vron had recorded her investigation! Not only that; he had made permanent copies.


      Why? Did he distrust her?


      Or…was Vron the murderer? He, after all, had become Captain through Bill’s death. He had the ability to program the computer to kill. Had he asked for her help to divert suspicion?


      Had Vron expected to be the only survivor of the power failure? What was the Arcadian rate of oxygen consumption? She was about to ask the computer when the door opened and Vron swept in. “Lyria! I got a call that you were injured, and then when I got there—”


      “I’ll bet!” she said angrily. “Don’t bother to lie, Vron. What’ve you been doing—planting more evidence against Ian MacGregor or Edgar Wolfe? You don’t have to kill anyone else—you’ve got the Captaincy.”


      “What are you saying?”


      “Are you going to kill me? That would be pretty hard to explain, wouldn’t it? Right here in your own cabin?”


      “Why don’t you sit down and tell me what makes you think I would want to kill you?”


      For the first time, Lyria found herself able to read the Arcadian’s tone of voice: enforced calm over bewildered hurt. It stopped her panicked tirade, and she began to think more calmly—but remained on her feet.


      “You were spying on me.” She gestured at the printouts. “You know I’ve found out Bill was murdered. You anticipated that someone would find it out, so you arranged to divert suspicion with this morning’s power failure. Did you arrange for Wolfe to be late?”


      “He was delayed by Ms. Hardin, from Engineering.”


      “And you expected him to arrive too late to save the rest of us?”


      “Ms. Melladin…had you died, I would have died also. In fact, my rate of oxygen consumption is higher than yours.”


      “But you could have taken MacGregor’s oxygen capsule. Is that what was happening when the lights came on? Did you mean to take it from him?”


      “How would I have known that he had such a capsule?”


      “It’s in his medical records. Besides—you’re a telepath.”


      “Mr. Benrum is a telepath. In an emergency, he would drop his shields. He would be obligated to report any such act on my part.”


      “Oh. I suppose that’s right. Um. Maybe you can fool another telepath, though. Or else you had Wolfe delayed only long enough to turn suspicion against him. He does have the computer knowledge—”


      “Ms. Melladin…are you ready to hear the truth now?”


      “I’m ready to hear your side of the story.”


      “I did not kill Captain Reading. Until you discovered the evidence, I did not know he had been murdered. I activated my console simply to locate you, and your program came up on my screen. I soon realized what you had found—and made permanent copies that cannot be erased through the ship’s system.”


      “You keyed for me and got my program? That shouldn’t happen.”


      “The privacy safeties have obviously been tampered with.”


      Lyria shook her head. “There was no warning that someone was logging in, either. Changing the security programming is a long, delicate job. Someone planned this murder very carefully.”


      “That someone has now jammed the computer circuits,” said Vron. “Forgive me—I assumed that you were emotionally upset, and forgot to set privacy. I thought you jammed the circuits after discovering that I was recording your program. So I started for the board room—but Ms. Hardin called to say you had left there, and been injured.”


      “Hardin? I don’t understand. She saw me leave the board room. Now why—?”


      “She sent me in a different direction so that we would not meet. That gave her time to destroy the evidence before you could show me. When I didn’t find you, I went to the board room and found it sealed for cleaning.”


      Lyria said, “I set it to refuse all such orders before I left. We are dealing with someone with a high level of computer skill.”


      “If the motive were promotion,” said Vron, “Wolfe, MacGregor, and I theoretical-ly had such motive. Only Wolfe or I might be able to override the computer’s defaults. Where does Jennifer Hardin fit in?”


      “I hardly know her,” said Lyria. “She’s an engineer. Her programming skills are good enough to hack into the restricted areas of the ship’s library. Let’s check her record.”


      “The console is jammed,” Vron reminded her.


      “Its software is. Let’s try a hardware solution. Where are your tools?”


      Vron had his hand on a drawer handle when the door slid open and Edgar Wolfe said, “Hold it right there!”


      Lyria turned. Wolfe, MacGregor, and Hardin all held hand weapons trained on Vron and Lyria.


      “We know what you’ve done,” said MacGregor, his voice shaking. “You two killed Captain Reading, and today you tried to kill me, and make it look like Ed did it.”


      Lyria suddenly knew where Hardin fit in. “It wasn’t your idea, was it, Ian?” she said gently.


      “What do you mean? It was your idea. You and that BEM kill off the Captain, then me, stick Ed here with the murder charge, and take over the ship!”


      “Vron and I would have died in the board room today,” said Lyria. “We have to breathe, too.”


      MacGregor groped for an answer. “You know about my lung problem. They’ve used it as an excuse not to promote me for the past five years. I’d have gone first. If Ed hadn’t been delayed, you would have been unconscious by the time we were rescued—but I’d have been dead.”


      “This is a very strange story,” said Vron. “Mr. Wolfe, when did you find out about this supposed conspiracy between Ms. Melladin and me?”


      “Just now. Jenny told me.”


      “Can you truly believe that Ms. Melladin could have arranged Captain Reading’s death?”


      A frown crossed Wolfe’s even features. “I wouldn’t have thought so, but—”


      “I heard you fighting,” said Hardin to Lyria. “He was going to fire you—so you came to Vron, and planned the whole thing so you could go on being Secretary.”


      Lyria said with sarcastic admiration, “You are really good at spinning lies—a new story for every occasion. What did you tell Ian? I can’t believe he wanted to murder Bill. Ian, look at the way she lies. How could you trust her?”


      “Mr. Wolfe,” asked Vron, “who prevented you from getting to the meeting today?”


      “Jenny did.”


      “And she was very insistent about it?”


      “How did you—? Are you reading my mind?”


      “No,” replied Vron. “But think—you were not supposed to arrive in time to rescue us. The alert mechanism blew with the power—how likely is that? No one was supposed to know until we were all dead. If Ms. Melladin and I had planned it, then Ms. Hardin must have been in conspiracy with us.”


      “Your lies are starting to trip you up, Jenny,” said Lyria. “You convinced MacGregor you’d get him the Captaincy—but how long would he have it before you would be working on Ed Wolfe?” She turned to MacGregor. “Ian—she’s young and ambitious. What would she get from your two or three years as Captain before you retired? Did you promise to make her your Secretary? How could you trust her after she got that position through conspiracy and murder?”


      “Wait a minute!” said Wolfe. “Every-body’s accusing everybody else. I don’t know what to believe. Ian, Jenny, give me your weapons.”


      “Are you crazy?” demanded Hardin.


      “No—I just want all four of you placed under security while I conduct an investigation.”


      “How do we know we can trust you?” she retorted. “You’re next in line for Captain. You were the one who falsified Captain Reading’s shuttle orbit!”


      “Jenny.” Ian MacGregor spoke slowly, painfully. “Jenny, what are you? I trusted you. I didn’t know you were going to do murder and blame innocent people!”


      “Shut up, Ian!”


      “No. I can’t stand any more.” Tears slid down his face. “I’ve been a fool. Jenny came to me weeks ago, telling me I ought to be Captain. A young woman flattering an old man. I enjoyed it. She made me promise to make her my Secretary if I ever got my own Ship.” He choked. “It was a game. All in fun.”


      “And then Captain Reading died,” said Vron.


      “I thought it was an accident!” said MacGregor, his eyes pleading.


      “No!” cried Hardin. There was a click as she adjusted her weapon. Wolfe, beside her, saw the red “kill” setting light and grabbed for her arm.


      She became a wildcat. Struggling with her, Wolfe could not fire his own weapon—and then hers fired, hitting MacGregor’s right arm. He screamed and dropped his weapon as he fell, clutching burnt flesh.


      Lyria ducked after MacGregor’s weapon as it skittered across the floor, planning to stun Hardin—Wolfe too, if necessary. But Hardin would kill if she wasn’t stopped.


      Lyria groped for the weapon. Hardin fired again. Sparks sputtered as the shot burned away part of the wall.


      The tank full of swarming insects set up a loud buzz. Hardin swung to see what it was, and Wolfe caught her gun arm, twisting it behind her back and wrenching the weapon away from her.


      Vron bent over MacGregor. “He’s alive. Call the medics.”


      Though the computer was still jammed, the intercom worked. Lyria called for security and a medical team, then turned back to the four figures by the door. Wolfe was holding Hardin, looking stunned. “I still don’t know who did what.”


      “It’s all here, Ed,” said Lyria, picking up the sheaf of printouts.


      “No!” gasped Hardin.


      “Yes, Ms. Hardin—when you removed the privacy safeties you made it possible for Vron to record the evidence without either of us knowing it. Even if we find the program erased when we unjam the computer, we’ve got the printout, Ed—read it. Then you’ll have the whole story.”


      “She,” Wolfe shook Hardin, “she was going to kill you all today! And then go to work on me, I suppose!”


      “Eventually,” Lyria agreed. “But Ian would have survived today. The oxygen capsule he had with him at the board meeting is what led me to investigate further.”


      She looked at the crumpled form on the floor. MacGregor would probably lose his right arm. His involvement in murder and attempted murder would mean the end of his career. She could almost feel sorry for him, except—


      Lyria fought down tears. The medical and security teams took MacGregor and Hardin away. Wolfe took the sheaf of printouts. “I’ll study these. Uh, you trust me with them? I’m not sure who to trust anymore!”


      Vron said, “We must learn to trust one another again, Mr. Wolfe. If you can unjam a terminal, you might make certified copies, just in case. We will have a hearing at eight hundred hours tomorrow, and send the results to the Board of Directors.”


      “Right, Captain.”


      When everyone else had gone, Lyria started to leave, too. Vron said, “Ms. Melladin—”


      Her control was eroding. “Please,” she whispered, “I must go—” Her tears broke through her control. All her grief over Bill’s death, held under numb disbelief for days, overcame her now. She stumbled toward the door. Vron blocked her way. “Let me go. I don’t want you to see—”


      “That you cared about Bill? I knew that. You must express your sorrow, Lyria, but not out there where the crew can see you. Come, sit down.”


      He led her to the bed, and pulled up his specially constructed chair beside it. Lyria’s sobs came from the bottom of her soul. Vron handed her tissues, and sat down—watching her, she somehow understood, with sympathy rather than curiosity.


      All the burden of her grief poured forth. Bill’s death became a reality, as did the fact that she must live on without him. Such a senseless death—killed by a crazed young woman seeking advancement for herself and entangling a foolish old man in her plot. It was all so stupid!


      When she had worn out the storm of her grief, she did not allow herself the luxury of crying for the sake of crying. With a few hard swallows, she dried her eyes, and returned to the knowledge that she was in Vron’s cabin as she saw suspended over the bed a heavy wooden pole covered with claw marks. She remembered hearing that Arcadians rested by hanging from tree branches—


      Her new Captain was alien indeed, but not unfeeling, she realized as she sat up and dried her eyes. “I’m all right now. May I wash my face before I leave?”


      “Of course.”


      When she came out of the lavatory, Vron was saying into the intercom, “I shall be in cargo hold seventeen. Do not disturb me except in case of emergency.”


      Hold seventeen was immense—and empty right now, Lyria recalled. Although she suspected the answer, she had to ask, “What are you going to do in the cargo hold?”


      “I, too, cared about Bill Reading,” he replied. “He was my friend; I feel sorrow at his death. My outlet for grief is different from yours, Lyria. At this time, I must fly.”


      She managed a watery smile. “And you can fly in zero gee in the cargo hold. Go, then. I’m sorry I kept you.”


      “No…you needed your release. We must understand such things about one another if we are to work together.”


      “Yes,” agreed Lyria. “We can learn, I know. Go, now, and find your release. The Venture will be waiting for you when you return.”

    

  


  
    
      TULAN, by C.C. MacApp


      While facing the Council of Four his restraint had not slipped; but afterward, shaking with fury, the Admiral of the Fleets of Sennech slammed halfway down the long flight of stone steps before he realized someone was at his elbow. He slowed. “Forgive me, Jezef. They made me so mad I forgot you were waiting.”


      Jezef (adjutant through most of Tulan’s career, and for some years brother-in-law as well) was shorter and less harshly carved than his superior. “So they wouldn’t listen to you. Not even Grefen?”


      “Even Grefen.” That vote had stabbed deepest of all.


      Jezef took it with the detachment that still irritated Tulan. “The end of a hundred years of dreams; and we go back under the yoke. Well, they’ve always been soft masters.”


      They reached the ground cars. Before getting into his own Tulan said coldly, “Since you’re so philosophical about it, you’ll be a good one to bear the sight of men saying good-bye to their families. We’re to take full crews to Coar and surrender them with the ships. Requisition what help you need and get everybody aboard by noon tomorrow.”


      Jezef saluted with a hint of amused irony, and left.


      * * * *


      Whipping through the dark icy streets, Tulan smiled sourly, thinking how Sennech’s scientists had reversed themselves on the theory of hyperspace now that Coar had demonstrated its existence. Maybe the Council was right in mistrusting their current notions. As for himself, he saw only two things to consider: that with Coar swinging behind the sun, the accuracy of her new weapon had gone to pot; and that before she was clear again he could pound her into surrender.


      His swift campaigns had already smashed her flabby fleets and driven the remnants from space, but the Council, faced with the destruction and casualties from just a few days of the weird surprise bombardment, was cowed.


      He’d spent the previous night at home, but wasn’t going back now, having decided to make his farewell by visiphone. It was the thing he dreaded most, or most immediately, so as soon as he reached the flagship he went to his quarters to get it over with.


      Anatu’s eyes—the same eyes as Jezef’s—looked at him out of the screen, filling him with the familiar awkward worship. “You’ve heard?” he asked finally.


      “Yes. You won’t be home before you go?”


      “No; I…” He abandoned the lie he’d prepared. “I just didn’t feel up to it.”


      She accepted that. “I’ll wake the boys.”


      “No! It’s—” Something happened to his throat.


      She watched him for a moment. “You won’t be back from Coar. You’ve got to speak to them.”


      He nodded. This wasn’t going according to plan; he’d intended it to be brief and controlled. Damn it, he told himself, I’m Admiral of the Fleets; I’ve no right to feelings like this. He straightened, and knew he looked right when the two sleepy stares occupied the screen.


      Their hair was stiff and stubborn like his own, so that they wore it cropped in the same military cut. It could have stood a brush right now. They were quiet, knowing enough of what was wrong to be frightened.


      He spoke carefully. “I’m going to Coar to talk to them about stopping the war. I want you to look after things while I’m away. All right?”


      “All right, Dad.” The older one was putting on a brave front for the benefit of the younger and his mother, but the tears showed.


      As Tulan cut the connection he saw that Anatu’s eyes were moist too, and realized with surprise that he’d never before, in all the years, seen her cry. He watched the last faint images fade from the screen.


      * * * *


      Sometime near dawn he gave up trying to sleep, dressed, and began composing orders. Presently Jezef came in with cups of steaming amber liquid. They sipped in silence for a while, then Jezef asked “You’ve heard about Grefen?”


      Tulan felt something knot inside him. He shook his head, dreading what he knew was coming.


      “He killed himself last night,” Jezef said.


      Tulan remembered the agony in the old Minister of War’s eyes when he’d voted for surrender. Grefen had been Admiral in his day; the prototype of integrity and a swift sledgehammer in a fight; and Tulan’s first combat had been under him. A symbol of the Fleet, Tulan reflected; and his death, yes, that too was a symbol—what was there but shame in surrender, for a man or a fleet or a world?


      His hand clenched, crumpling the paper it was resting on. He smoothed the paper and re-read the order he’d been writing. He visualized the proud ranks of his crewmen, reduced to ragged lines shuffling toward prison or execution.


      It seemed impossible, against the laws of nature, that men should strive mightily and win, then be awarded the loser’s prize. His anger began to return. “I’ve a mind to defy the Government and only take skeleton crews,” he said. “Leave the married men, at least.”


      Jezef shrugged. “They’d only be bundled into transports and sent after us.”


      “Yes. Damn it, I won’t be a party to it! All they did was carry out their orders, and superbly, at that!”


      Jezef watched him with something like curiosity. “You’d disobey the Council? You?”


      Tulan felt himself flush. “I’ve told you before, discipline’s a necessity to me, not a religion!” Nevertheless, Jezef’s question wasn’t unfair; up to now it really hadn’t occurred to him that he might disobey.


      His inward struggle was brief. He grabbed the whole pad of orders and ripped them across. “What’s the Council, with Grefen gone, but three trembling old men? Get some guns manned, in case they get suspicious and try to interfere.”


      Blood began to surge faster in his veins; he felt a vast relief. How could he have ever seen it differently? He jabbed at a button. “All ships’ Duty Officers; scramble communication circuits. This is the Admiral. Top Secret Orders.…”


      * * * *


      Shortly before noon the four-hundred-odd ships lifted out of Sennech’s frosty atmosphere, still ignoring the furious demands from the radio. Fully armed, they couldn’t be stopped.


      Tulan’s viewer gave a vivid picture of the receding fifth planet. The white mantle of ice and snow was a backdrop for blue artificial lakes and the dark green of forest-strips (hardy conifers from Teyr) alternated with the lighter shades of surface farms. The ice had been almost unbroken until men came, bringing more heat than Sennech had ever received from a far-off sun.


      That had been before the First Solar War, when Teyr (the race of Aum had originated there) ruled. That awful struggle had bludgeoned the home planet back to savagery, and left Coar and Sennech little better off.


      With recovery, Coar had taken over and prospered immensely. Teyr stayed wild except for small colonies planted there by the other two planets, and Sennech lagged for a while.


      Within Tulan’s lifetime his world had found itself ready to rise against the lax but profit-taking rule of Coar, and that rebellion had grown into the present situation.


      Sennech’s wounds were plainly visible in the viewscreen; great man-made craters spewing incandescent destruction blindly over farm, city, or virgin ice. The planet was in three-quarters phase from here, and Tulan could see the flecks of fire in the darkness beyond the twilight zone. Near the edge of that darkness he made out the dimmer, diffused glow of Capitol City, where Anatu would be giving two small boys their supper.


      He checked altitude, found they were free of the atmosphere, and ordered an acceleration that would take them halfway to the sun in fifty hours. It was uncomfortable now, with Sennech’s gravity added, but that would fall off fast.


      Jezef hauled himself in and dropped to a pad. “I wish I had your build,” he said. “Do you really think we can pull this off?”


      Tulan, in a good mood, grinned at him. “Have I ever led you into defeat yet, pessimist?”


      “No; and more than once I’d have bet ten to one against us. That’s why the Fleet fights so well for you; we have the feeling we’re following a half-god. Gods, however, achieve defeats as terrible as their victories.”


      Tulan laughed and sat down beside Jezef with some charts. “I think I’ll appoint you Fleet Poet. Here’s the plan. No one knows what I intend; we could be on our way around the sun to overtake Coar and either fight or surrender, or we might be diving into the sun in a mass suicide. That’s why I broke off the siege and pulled all units away from Coar; the fact that they’re coming back around to meet us will suggest something like that.”


      “Are they going to join up?”


      “No; I want them on this side of the sun but behind us. I have a use for them later that depends on their staying hidden. Incidentally, I’m designating them Group Three.


      “In a few hours we’re going to turn hard, this side of the sun, and intercept Teyr. I want to evacuate our forces from the moon, then decoy whatever the enemy has there into space where we can get at them. That’s their last fleet capable of a sortie, and with that gone we can combine our whole strength and go around to Coar. She’ll probably give up immediately, on the spot.”


      * * * *


      Jezef thought it over. “Will they be foolish enough to leave the moon? As long as they’re safely grounded there, they constitute a fleet-in-being and demand attention.”


      “We’ll give them a reason to move, then ambush them. Right now we’ve a lot of reorganizing to do, and I want you to get it started. We’re splitting this Force into Groups One and Two. Here’s what I want.”


      * * * *


      They cut drives and drifted in free fall while supplies were transferred between ships, then Tulan held an inspection and found crews and equipment proudly shipshape. Despite the proliferating rumors, morale was excellent.


      A few hours later the realignment began. Space was full of the disc-shapes; thin, delicate-looking Lights with their projecting external gear, and thicker, smoothly armored Mediums and Heavies. He had twenty-three of the latter in Group One, with twice as many Mediums and a swarm of smaller craft.


      Group Two, composed of the supply ships and a small escort, was already formed and diverging away. That was a vital part of his plan. From a distance they’d look to telescope or radar like a full combat fleet.


      He was almost ready to swerve toward the third planet and its moon, but first he had a speech to make. It was time to squash all the rumors and doubts with a dramatic fighting announcement.


      He checked his appearance, stepped before the scanner, and nodded to Communications to turn it on. “All hands,” he said, then waited for attention.


      The small monitor screens showed a motley sampling of intent faces. He permitted himself a tight smile. “You know I have orders to surrender the Fleet.” He paused for effect. “Those are the orders of the Council of Four, and to disobey the Council would be unthinkable.


      “Yet it is also unthinkable that a single ship of the Fleet should surrender under any circumstances, at any time; therefore I am faced with a dilemma in which tradition must be broken.


      “The Council of Four has lost courage, and so, perhaps, have many of the people of Sennech. We have ways of knowing that the people of Coar, far more than our own, clamor at their government for any sort of peace.


      “Coar’s fleets are smashed and the remnants have fled from space.


      “Clearly, courage has all but vanished from the Solar System; yet there is one place where courage has not wavered. That place is in the Fleet of Sennech.


      “At this moment we are the only strength left in the Solar System. We dominate the System!


      “Would we have history record that the Fleet won its fight gloriously, then cravenly shrank back from the very brink of victory?


      “We left Sennech fully armed, though our orders were directly opposite. I need not tell you that I have made the decision any man of the Fleet would make.


      “This is our final campaign. Within a short time we shall orbit Coar herself and force her surrender. That is all.”


      There was a moment so quiet that the hum of the circuits grew loud, then the monitors shook with a mighty cheer.


      Later, alone, Jezef congratulated him amusedly. “They are certainly with you a hundred percent now, if there was any doubt before. Yet there was one argument you didn’t even hint at; the strongest argument of all.”


      “What was that?”


      “Why, you’re offering them a chance at life and freedom, where they might be going to imprisonment or execution.”


      That irritated Tulan. “I’m sure you’re not so cynical about Fleet loyalty and tradition as you pretend,” he said stiffly. “I wouldn’t affront the men by using that kind of an argument.”


      Jezef grinned more widely. “Did it even occur to you to use it?”


      Tulan flushed. “No,” he admitted.


      * * * *


      Teyr and her moon Luhin, both in quarter-phase from here, moved steadily apart in the viewers.


      Group One’s screen of light craft probed ahead, jamming enemy radar, and discovering occasional roboscouts which were promptly vaporized. Far behind, Group Two showed as a small luminescence. It would never be visible to Luhin as anything else, and then only when Tulan was ready.


      They reversed drives, matched speeds neatly, and went into forced orbit around Luhin. On the flagship’s first pass over the beleaguered oval of ground held by Sennech’s forces—unsupported and unreinforced since the home planet’s defection—Tulan sent a message squirting down. “Tulan commanding. Is Admiral Galu commanding there? Report situation.”


      The next time around a long reply came up to them. “This is Captain Rhu commanding. Galu killed. Twenty percent personnel losses. Six Lights destroyed; moderate damage to several Mediums and one Heavy. Ground lines under heavy pressure. Ships’ crews involved in fighting at perimeter. Food critical, other supplies low. Several thousand wounded. Combat data follows.” There was a good assessment of the struggle, with some enemy positions that were known.


      The Fleet Force that had escorted nearly one hundred thousand ground troops included five Heavies and other craft in proportion, besides the transports and supply ships. Alone, they’d been pinned down by superior enemy ground forces and by a sizable fleet holed up all around the satellite. With Tulan’s support they could be taken off.


      Tulan composed orders. “Withdraw ships’ crews from lines and prepare to lift. Get wounded aboard transports and prepare to evacuate troops. Set up fire control network to direct our ground support.”


      The tedious job of shrinking the perimeter, a short stretch at a time, began, harassed by the quickly adapting enemy.


      During the first twenty hours the hostile fire was all from ground projectors, the enemy ships not risking detection by joining in. By that time one section of the front had pulled back to where several ships, sheltered in a crater, would have to lift.


      Lines of men and equipment converged on the ships and jammed aboard. The actual lift was preceded by a diversion a few miles away, which succeeded in pulling considerable enemy fire. The ships got off in unison, slanting back across friendly territory and drawing only light missiles which the defenses handled easily.


      * * * *


      Then, suddenly, a salvo of heavy stuff came crashing in, too unexpected and too well planned to stop. One of the lifting ships, a transport, vanished in a great flash.


      Tulan yelled into his communicator. “Plot! Where did that come from?”


      “I’m sorting, sir. Here! A roboscout got a straight five-second plot before they downed it!”


      “Intelligence!” Tulan snapped. “Get the co-ordinates and bring me photos!”


      There were already pictures of the area where the salvo must have originated, and one of them showed a cave-like opening in a crater wall. “That’s it!” Tulan jabbed a pencil at it. “You could hide a dozen ships in there. Let’s get a strike organized!”


      * * * *


      The strike group included four Heavies besides the flagship, with twelve Mediums and twenty Lights. They slanted down in a jerky evasive course while pictures flashed on screens to be compared with the actual terrain.


      Ground fire, chemically propelled missiles, erupted ahead of them and the small craft went to work intercepting it. They were down to a hundred miles, then fifty, streaking along the jagged surface so close they seemed to scrape it. This was point-blank range; as the computers raced with the chaos of fire and counter-fire, human senses could only register a few impressions—the bruising jerks, the shudder of concussions, white streaks of rocket-trails, gushers of dirt from the surface, winking flashes of mid-air interception.


      Then the Heavies were on target. The flagship jumped as the massive salvo leaped away—not chemical missiles, but huge space torpedoes propelled by Pulsor units like the ships’ drives, directing their own flocks of smaller defensive missiles by an intricate network of controls. The small stuff, augmented by fire from the lighter ships, formed momentarily a visible tube down which the big stuff streaked untouched.


      The whole crater seemed to burst upward, reaching out angry fingers of shattered rock as they ripped by, rocking and bucking with the blasts. Tulan’s viewer swivelled aft to hold the scene. Secondary blasts went off like strings of giant firecrackers. Great black-and-orange fungi-like clouds swirled upward, dissipating fast in the thin atmosphere. Then Tulan spotted what he was looking for: three small ships flashing over the area, to get damage-assessment pictures. There was still a lot of ground-fire from farther out, and it caught one of the three, which wobbled crazily then disappeared in a flash which blanked out the viewscreen.


      “Intelligence!” Tulan shouted. “Casualties?”


      Intelligence was listening to his earphones and punching buttons. “Two Lights lost, sir. Slight damage to seven more and to one Medium.”


      “All right. Get a telecopy of those pictures as soon as you can; we certainly hit something. Maybe a Heavy or two.” He relaxed, aching, and reflected that he was getting a little mature for actual combat.


      The pull-back went on, drawing only the local ground-fire now that the enemy had been taught his lesson. Groups of ships lifted almost constantly. The final position was an oval forty by sixty miles, held almost entirely from the sky. The last evacuees straggled in like weary ants, and when the radio reported no more of them the last fifty ships lifted together and ran the gauntlet with slight losses.


      Tulan pulled the Force away for rest and repair. Group Two was idling at extreme radar range, making a convincing blip, and he designed some false messages to be beamed toward it with the expectation of interception. The impression he wanted to give was that Group Two was the Force that had been bombarding Coar, coming in now to join him. Actually, the latter fleet was farther away, hidden in the sun and, he hoped, unsuspected.


      * * * *


      Things were going according to plan except for one puzzling item: there was no message from Sennech’s small garrison on Teyr. All he could get from the planet was a steady radar scan, which might mean that Sennech’s colony had been conquered by Coar’s.


      He’d been hoping to get certain supplies from Teyr, and now he took a strong detachment in close to the planet to find out what was wrong. The threat finally raised an answer. “This is the Chief of Council. What is it that you want?”


      “Chief of Council? What are you talking about? I want the Garrison Commander.”


      “I suppose you’re Admiral Tulan. There’s been a change here, Tulan; Teyr is now an independent planet. Your garrison, with Coar’s, comprise our defense forces.”


      Tulan stared at the planet’s image. “You’re at war with Coar!”


      “Not any more, we aren’t.” There was a chuckle. “Don’t sound so shocked, Admiral; we understand you’re in mutiny yourself.”


      Tulan slapped the microphone onto its hangar. He sat, angry and bewildered, until he remembered something, then buzzed Communications. “Get me that connection again. Hello? Listen. I have sixty thousand troops in transports, with almost no food. I intend to land them.”


      “They’re welcome as noncombatants, Admiral. They’ll have to land disarmed, in areas we designate, and live off the country. We’ve already got more refugees than we can handle.”


      “Refugees from where?”


      “Haven’t you been in contact with Sennech at all?”


      “No.”


      “Oh.” There was a thoughtful pause. “Then you don’t know. There’s bad radiation in the atmosphere and we’re hauling as many away as we can. We can use your ships if you’re finished playing soldier.”


      Tulan broke the connection again and turned, fuming, to Jezef. “We’ll blast our way in and take over!”


      Jezef raised his eyebrows. “What good would that do?” he asked.


      “Why; they—for one thing, we’ve got to think of those troops! We can’t land them unarmed and let them be slaughtered by the savages!”


      Jezef grinned. “I doubt if they’ll refuse to let them have enough small arms to defend themselves. They can’t stay where they are.”


      “But they’re military men, and loyal!”


      “Are they? The war’s over for them, anyway. Why not let them vote on it?”


      Tulan jumped up and strode around the command room, while Jezef and the staff watched him silently. Gradually, the logic of it forced itself upon him. “All right,” he said wearily, “We’ll let them vote.”


      * * * *


      A few hours later he studied the results gloomily. “Well, after all, they’re not Fleet. They don’t have the tradition.”


      Jezef smiled, then lingered, embarrassed.


      “Well?” Tulan asked.


      “Sir,” (that hadn’t come out, in private, for years) “I’d like to be relieved.”


      It was a blow, but Tulan found he wasn’t really surprised. He stared at his brother-in-law, feeling as if he faced an amputation. “You think I’m wrong about this whole thing, don’t you?”


      “I’m not going to judge that, but Sennech’s in trouble far worse than any question of politics, including your own family.”


      “But if we turn back now Coar will recover! It’s only going to take us a few more hours!”


      “How long does it take people to die?”


      Tulan looked at the deck for a while. “All right. I’ll detach every ship I can spare, and put you in charge. You’ll have the transports too, as soon as they’re unloaded.” He stared after Jezef, wanting to call out to him to be sure to send word about Anatu and the boys, but somehow feeling he didn’t have the right.


      * * * *


      He took the fighting ships away from Teyr, to where Group Two could join up without being unmasked, then started sunward as if he were crossing to intercept Coar. A few miles in, where they’d be hidden in the sun, he left a few scouts.


      As he saw it, the enemy commander on the satellite, noting the armada’s course and finding himself apparently clear, would have no choice but to lift his ships and start around the sun by some other path to help his planet.


      That other path to Coar could be intercepted, and as soon as Tulan was lost near the sun he went into heavy drive to change direction. He drifted across the sun, waiting for word from his scouts. At about the time he’d expected, they reported ships leaving the satellite.


      He looked across the room toward Plot. “Plot! Feed that data to Communications as it comes in, will you?” And to Communications: “Can we beam Group Three from here?”


      “Not quite, sir; but I can relay through the scouts.”


      “All right; but make sure it’s not intercepted. I want Group Three under maximum acceleration for Luhin, and I want them to get running reports on the enemy.”


      “Right, sir.”


      Tulan was in the position he wanted, not needing to use his own radar, but able to pick up that of Coar’s fleet at extreme range, too far to give them a bounce. He’d know their course, speed, and acceleration fairly well, without even being suspected himself.


      He held that position until the enemy was close enough to get a bounce, then went into drive on an intercepting course.


      One of the basic tenets of space maneuver was this: if two fleets were drawing together, with radar contact, neither (barring interference from factors such as the sun or planets) could escape the other; for if one applied acceleration in any direction the other could simply match it (human endurance being the limitation) and maintain the original relative closing speed.


      When the enemy commander discovered Tulan’s armada loafing ahead of him, he’d been accelerating for about ten hours and had a velocity of a million miles per hour, while Tulan was going the same direction but at half the speed. The quarry began decelerating immediately, knowing it could get back to Luhin with time enough to land.


      Tulan didn’t quite match the deceleration, preferring to waste a few hours and lessen the strain on his crews. He let the gap close slowly.


      He could tell almost the precise instant when the other jaw of his trap was discovered, for Plot, Communications, and Intelligence all jerked up their heads and looked at him. He grinned at them. What they’d picked up would be an enemy beam from Luhin, recklessly sweeping space to find the Coar fleet and warn it of the onrushing Group Three.


      The enemy commander reacted fast. It was obvious he’d never beat Group Three to Luhin, and he made no futile attempts at dodging, but reversed drives and accelerated toward the nearest enemy, which was Tulan. Tulan was not surprised at that either, for though Coar’s fleets had bungled the war miserably, when cornered they’d always fought and died like men.


      He matched their acceleration to hold down the relative speeds. The swift passing clash would be brief at best. He formed his forces into an arrangement he’d schemed up long ago but never used: a flat disc of lighter ships out in front, masking a doughnut-shaped mass behind. He maneuvered laterally to keep the doughnut centered on the line of approach.


      * * * *


      Roboscouts appeared and blossomed briefly as they died. The fuzzy patch of light on the screens swelled, then began to resolve into individual points. The first missiles arrived. Intricate patterns of incandescence formed and vanished as fire-control systems locked wits.


      A sudden, brilliantly planned salvo came streaking in, saturating the defenses along its path. Ships in Tulan’s secondary formation swerved frantically, but one darting, corkscrewing missile homed on a Heavy, and for an instant there were two suns.


      Tulan, missing Jezef’s smooth help, was caught up in the daze and strain of battle now. He punched buttons and shouted orders as he played the fleet to match the enemy’s subtle swerving. Another heavy salvo came in, but the computers had its sources pinpointed now, and it was contained. These first few seconds favored the enemy, who was only fighting the light shield in front of Tulan’s formation.


      Now the swelling mass of blips streaked apart in the viewers and space lit up with the fire and interception. Two ships met head on; at such velocities it was like a nuclear blast.


      Then Coar’s ships crashed through the shield and into the center of the doughnut. Ringed, outgunned, outpredicted, they hit such a concentration of missiles that it might as well have been a solid wall. Ships disintegrated as if on a common fuse; the ones that didn’t take direct hits needed none, in that debris-filled stretch of hell.


      Tulan’s flagship rocked in the wave of expanding hot gasses. There was a jolt as some piece of junk hit her; if she hadn’t already been under crushing acceleration away from the inferno she’d have been holed.


      From a safer distance the path of destruction was a bright slash across space, growing into the distance with its momentum. It was annihilation, too awful for triumph; there was only horror in it. Tulan knew that with this overwhelming tactic he’d written a new text-book for action against an inferior fleet. He hoped it would never be printed. Sweating and weak, he slumped in his straps and was ill.


      * * * *


      While brief repairs and re-arming were under way, he sent scouts spiraling out to pick up any radio beams from Sennech or Teyr. There were none. The telescopes showed Sennech’s albedo down to a fraction of normal; that, he supposed, would indicate smoke in the atmosphere. He wavered, wondering whether he should detach more ships to send out there. Reason and training told him to stick to the key objective, which was Coar’s surrender. He waited only for Group Three to achieve a converging course, then started around the sun again.


      They didn’t encounter even a roboscout. He crossed the sun, curved into Coar’s orbit, matched speeds, and coasted along a million miles ahead of the planet, sending light sorties in to feel out any ambushes. Still there was no sign of fight, so he went in closer where the enemy could get a good look at his strength. Finally he took a small group in boldly over the fourth planet’s Capitol and sent a challenge.


      The answer was odd. “This is Acting President Kliu. What are your intentions?”


      Tulan realized he was holding his breath. He let it out and looked around the silent command room, meeting the intent eyes of his staff. He had an unreal feeling; this couldn’t be the climax, the consummation—this simple exchange over the radio. He lifted the microphone slowly. “This is Admiral Tulan, commanding the Fleets of Sennech. I demand your immediate and unconditional surrender.”


      There was something in the reply that might have been dry amusement: “Oh; by all means; but I hope you’re not going to insist upon an elaborate ceremony. Right now we don’t give a damn about the war; we’re worried about the race.”


      There was more silence, and Tulan turned, uncertainly, looking at the bare spot where Jezef ought to be standing. He buzzed for Communications. “Connect me with Captain Rhu. Rhu; I’m advancing you in rank and leaving you in charge here. I’m going down to accept the surrender and find out what this man’s talking about.”


      * * * *


      Kliu was gaunt and middle-aged, wearing, to Tulan’s surprise, the gray of Coar’s First Level of Science. He was neither abject nor hostile, agreeing impatiently to turn over the secret of Coar’s weapon and to assist with a token occupation of the planet. Again Tulan had the unreal, let-down feeling, and judging by Kliu’s amused expression, it showed.


      Tulan sent couriers to get things started, then turned back to the scientist. “So you have had a change of government. What did you mean, about the race?”


      Kliu watched him for a moment. “How much do you know about the weapon?”


      “Very little. That it projects matter through hyperspace and materializes it where you want it.”


      “Not exactly; the materialization is spontaneous. Mass somehow distorts hyperspace, and when the projected matter has penetrated a certain distance into such distortion, it pops back into normal space. The penetration depends mainly upon a sort of internal energy in the missile; you might think of it more as a voltage than as velocity. You’ve made it very hard for us to get reports, but I understand we successfully placed stuff in Sennech’s crust.”


      “Yes; causing volcanoes. Our scientists speculated that any kind of matter would do it.”


      “That’s right. Actually, we were projecting weighed chunks of rock. When one bit of matter, even a single atom, finds itself materializing where another already is, unnatural elements may be formed, most of them unstable. That’s what blew holes in your crust and let the magma out.”


      Tulan considered the military implications of the weapon for a few moments, then pulled his mind back. “I see; but what about the radiation? It wasn’t more than a trace when I left.”


      Kliu looked away for a while before answering. “When we learned you’d defied your government, our own military got out of hand. They had a couple of days before the sun cut us off completely, and they began throwing stuff as soon as it could be dug and hauled to the projectors. They used high energies to get it past the sun. As we realize now, a lot of it hit the planet deeper than at first, below the crust. Under such pressure a different set of fissionables was formed. Some of them burst out and poisoned the atmosphere, but most of them are still there.” He leaned forward and eyed Tulan hard. “We’ve got to get an expedition out there to study things. Will you help?”


      There was another of the palpable silences, and when he spoke Tulan’s voice sounded unnatural. “I—yes; we’ll help. Whatever you want. Is… Sennech finished?”


      Kliu smiled tightly. “Sennech, for sure; and she may take the rest of us with her. Nobody conceived what this might come to. A lot of those deep materializations produced pockets of dense fissionables, and they’re converging toward the center under their own weight. When they get to a certain point, we’ll have a fine monument to Man’s ingenuity. A planet-size nova.” He stood up. “I’ll start organizing.”


      * * * *


      Tulan existed someway through the preparations, and when they were in space again the solid familiarity of his ship helped. His staff was carrying on wonderfully; shielding him, he suspected, from considerable hostility. Discipline held up.


      A technology that had spanned five orbits and probed beyond was at bay, and the expedition was tremendous. Hardly an art or science was unrepresented. If need be, whole ships could be built in space.


      A beam from Teyr as they passed told of refugees by the hundreds of thousands, dumped in the wilderness with a few ships still trickling in. Tulan would have traded everything he could command to hear a word of Jezef or the family, but Teyr wasn’t concerned with individuals and he didn’t ask.


      Sennech was dull gray in the telescopes, showing, as they neared, flecks of fire. They went in fast, using her gravity to help them curve into a forced orbit as they strained to decelerate. Thermocouples gave readings close to the boiling point of water; that, probably, was the temperature of the lower air.


      Roboscouts went down first, then, as conditions were ascertained, manned ships. Tulan took the flagship down once. Her coolers labored and her searchlights were swallowed in murk within a few feet. Sounds carried through the hull; the howl of great winds and the thumps of explosions. Once a geyser of glowing lava spattered the ship.


      Within hours the picture began to form. The surface was a boiling sea broken only by transient mountain peaks which tumbled down in quakes or were washed away by the incessant hot rain. It would have been hard to find a single trace of the civilization that had flourished scant hours before.


      * * * *


      The slower job was learning, by countless readings and painful deduction, what was going on inside the planet. Tulan occupied himself with organizational tasks and clung to what dignity he could. After an eternity Kliu had time for him.


      “She’ll blow, all right,” the scientist said, sinking tiredly into a seat. “Within half a year. Her year.”


      “Twenty thousand hours,” Tulan said automatically. “How about the other planets?”


      “Coar has one chance in a hundred, Teyr possibly one in ten.”


      Tulan had to keep talking. “The outer satellites. We can do a lot in that time.”


      Kliu shrugged. “A few thousand people, and who knows what will happen to them afterward? It’s going to be a long time before the System’s inhabitable again, if ever.”


      “Ships…people can live a long time in ships.”


      “Not that long.”


      “There must be something! The power we’ve got, and this hyperspace thing.”


      Kliu shook his head. “I can guess what you’re thinking; we’ve been all over it. There’s no way to get to the stars, and no way to move a planet out of its orbit. Don’t think we haven’t been pounding our skulls, but the figures are hopeless.”


      Tulan stared at the ulcerous image on the screen, built up by infra-red probing through the opaque atmosphere. “She looks ready to fall apart right now. How much of her could you blast off?”


      Kliu smiled wearily and without humor. “We’ve worked that idea to the bone, too. If you could build a big enough projector, and mount it on an infinitely solid base, you could push something deep enough and accurately enough to throw off stuff at escape velocity, but it’s a matter of energy and we can’t handle one percent of what we’d need. Even if you could generate it fast enough, your conduits would melt under the current.” He got up and walked a few steps, then sat down again. “Ironic, isn’t it? All we can do is destroy ourselves.”


      Tulan’s mind couldn’t accept it; he was used to thinking that any amount of energy could be handled some way. “There must be something,” he repeated, feeling foolish as he said it.


      He went over the figures he knew so well; the acceleration and the total energy necessary to drive a ship to the nearest stars. Even a ship’s Pulsors, pouring energy out steadily, were pitiful compared to that job. Schoolboys knew the figures; mankind had dreamed for generations…


      He sat up abruptly. “This hyperspace; didn’t you tell me there were such things as velocity and momentum in it?”


      Kliu’s eyes focussed. “Yes; why?”


      “And that a projector could be built to put an entire ship into hyperspace?”


      Kliu stared at him for a second. “Kinetic energy! Built up gradually!” He jumped to his feet. “Come on! Let’s get to the computers!”


      * * * *


      Several hundred hours later Tulan lay watching the pinpoint on his viewscreen that represented Sennech. He’d been building up speed for a long time; he ached from the steady double-gravity. The ship, vastly beefed up, was moving at a good fraction of the speed of light. It wouldn’t be much longer.


      The cargo of carefully chosen matter, shifting into hyperspace at the right instant, would be taken deep into Sennech by the momentum he’d accumulated in normal space. If the calculations were right, the resulting blast would knock a chunk completely out of the planet. Each of the thousands of other ships tied to him by robot controls would take its own bite at the right time and place. Providing the plan worked.


      The Solar System would have a few hot moments, and would be full of junk for a long time, but the threatening fissionables inside Sennech would be hurled far apart, to dribble away their potence gradually. Kliu admitted no one could calculate for sure even how much, if any, of Sennech would remain as a planet, but Teyr, at least, with her thick atmosphere, should withstand the rain of debris.


      He wondered about his family, and Jezef. Kliu had tried to get word, but the tragically few refugees were scattered.


      He smiled, recalling how severely he’d had to order his staff to abandon him. He was proud to remember that much of the fleet would have come along, if he’d let them; but live men were going to be at more of a premium on Teyr than heroic atoms drifting in space. Machines could handle this assault. He himself had not had to touch a single control.


      The indicators began to flash, and, sweating with the effort, he hauled himself erect to attention. It was good to be winding up here in his own command room, where he’d lived his moments of triumph. Still, as the red light winked on, he couldn’t help thinking how very quiet and lonely it was without Jezef and the staff.

    

  


  
    
      THE BLACK STAR PASSES, by John W. Campbell, Jr. [Part 1]


      INTRODUCTION


      These stories were written nearly a quarter of a century ago, for the old Amazing Stories magazine. The essence of any magazine is not its name, but its philosophy, its purpose. That old Amazing Stories is long since gone; the magazine of the same name today is as different as the times today are different from the world of 1930.


      Science-fiction was new, in 1930; atomic energy was a dream we believed in, and space-travel was something we tried to understand better. Today, science-fiction has become a broad field, atomic energy—despite the feelings of many present adults!—is no dream. (Nor is it a nightmare; it is simply a fact, and calling it a nightmare is another form of effort to push it out of reality.)


      In 1930, the only audience for science-fiction was among those who were still young enough in spirit to be willing to hope and speculate on a new and wider future—and in 1930 that meant almost nothing but teenagers. It meant the brightest group of teenagers, youngsters who were willing to play with ideas and understandings of physics and chemistry and astronomy that most of their contemporaries considered “too hard work.”


      I grew up with that group; the stories I wrote over the years, and, later, the stories I bought for Astounding Science Fiction changed and grew more mature too. Astounding Science Fiction today has many of the audience that read those early stories; they’re not high school and college students any more, of course, but professional engineers, technologists and researchers now. Naturally, for them we need a totally different kind of story. In growing with them, I and my work had to lose much of the enthusiastic scope that went with the earlier science fiction.


      When a young man goes to college, he is apt to say, “I want to be a scientist,” or “I want to be an engineer,” but his concepts are broad and generalized. Most major technical schools, well knowing this, have the first year course for all students the same. Only in the second and subsequent years does specialization start.


      By the sophomore year, a student may say, “I want to be a chemical engineer.”


      At graduation, he may say, “I’m going into chemical engineering construction.”


      Ten years later he may explain that he’s a chemical engineer specializing in the construction of corrosion-resistant structures, such as electroplating baths and pickling tanks for stainless steel.


      Year by year, his knowledge has become more specialized, and much deeper. He’s better and better able to do the important work the world needs done, but in learning to do it, he’s necessarily lost some of the broad and enthusiastic scope he once had.


      These are early stories of the early days of science-fiction. Radar hadn’t been invented; we missed that idea. But while these stories don’t have the finesse of later work—they have a bounding enthusiasm that belongs with a young field, designed for and built by young men. Most of the writers of those early stories were, like myself, college students. (Piracy Preferred was written while I was a sophomore at M.I.T.)


      For old-timers in science-fiction—these are typical of the days when the field was starting. They’ve got a fine flavor of our own younger enthusiasm.


      For new readers of science-fiction—these have the stuff that laid the groundwork of today’s work, they’re the stories that were meant for young imaginations, for people who wanted to think about the world they had to build in the years to come.


      Along about sixteen to nineteen, a young man has to decide what is, for him, the Job That Needs Doing—and get ready to get in and pitch. If he selects well, selects with understanding and foresight, he’ll pick a job that does need doing, one that will return rewards in satisfaction as well as money. No other man can pick that for him; he must choose the Job that he feels fitting.


      Crystal balls can be bought fairly reasonably—but they don’t work well. History books can be bought even more cheaply, and they’re moderately reliable. (Though necessarily filtered through the cultural attitudes of the man who wrote them.) But they don’t work well as predicting machines, because the world is changing too rapidly.


      The world today, for instance, needs engineers desperately. There a lot of jobs that the Nation would like to get done that can’t even be started; not enough engineers available.


      Fifty years ago the engineering student was a sort of Second Class Citizen of the college campus. Today the Liberal Arts are fighting for a come-back, the pendulum having swung considerably too far in the other direction.


      So science-fiction has a very real function to the teenagers; it presents varying ideas of what the world in which he will live his adult life will be interested in.


      This is 1953. My son will graduate in 1955. The period of his peak earning power should be when he’s about forty to sixty—about 1970, say, to 1990. With the progress being made in understanding of health and physical vigor, it’s apt to run beyond 2000 A.D., however.


      Anyone want to bet that people will be living in the same general circumstances then? That the same general social and cultural and material standards will apply?


      I have a hunch that the history books are a poor way of planning a life today—and that science-fiction comes a lot closer.


      There’s another thing about science-fiction yarns that is quite conspicuous; it’s so difficult to pick out the villains. It might have made quite a change in history if the ballads and tales of the old days had been a little less sure of who the villains were. Read the standard boy’s literature of forty years ago; tales of Crusaders who were always right, and Saracens who were always wrong. (The same Saracens who taught the Christians to respect the philosophy of the Greeks, and introduced them to the basic ideas of straight, self-disciplined thinking!)


      Life’s much simpler in a thatched cottage than in a dome on the airless Moon, easier to understand when the Villains are all pure black-hearted villains, and the Heroes are all pure White Souled Heroes. Just look how simple history is compared with science-fiction! It’s simple—but is it good?


      These early science-fiction tales explored the Universe; they were probings, speculations, as to where we could go. What we could do.


      They had a sweep and reach and exuberance that belonged.


      They were fun, too.…


      —John W. Campbell, Jr.


      Mountainside, N.J. April, 1953


      BOOK ONE: PIRACY PREFERRED


      PROLOGUE


      High in the deep blue of the afternoon sky rode a tiny speck of glistening metal, scarcely visible in the glare of the sun. The workers on the machines below glanced up for a moment, then back to their work, though little enough it was on these automatic cultivators. Even this minor diversion was of interest in the dull monotony of green. These endless fields of castor bean plants had to be cultivated, but with the great machines that did the work it required but a few dozen men to cultivate an entire county.


      The passengers in the huge plane high above them gave little thought to what passed below, engrossed with their papers or books, or engaged in casual conversation. This monotonous trip was boring to most of them. It seemed a waste of time to spend six good hours in a short 3,500 mile trip. There was nothing to do, nothing to see, except a slowly passing landscape ten miles below. No details could be distinguished, and the steady low throb of the engines, the whirring of the giant propellers, the muffled roar of the air, as it rushed by, combined to form a soothing lullaby of power. It was all right for pleasure seekers and vacationists, but business men were in a hurry.


      The pilot of the machine glanced briefly at the instruments, wondered vaguely why he had to be there at all, then turned, and leaving the pilot room in charge of his assistant, went down to talk with the chief engineer.


      His vacation began the first of July, and as this was the last of June, he wondered what would have happened if he had done as he had been half inclined to do—quit the trip and let the assistant take her through. It would have been simple—just a few levers to manipulate, a few controls to set, and the instruments would have taken her up to ten or eleven miles, swung her into the great westward air current, and leveled her off at five hundred and sixty or so an hour toward ’Frisco. They would hold her on the radio beam better than he ever could. Even the landing would have been easy. The assistant had never landed a big plane, but he knew the routine, and the instruments would have done the work. Even if he hadn’t been there, ten minutes after they had reached destination, it would land automatically—if an emergency pilot didn’t come up by that time in answer to an automatic signal.


      He yawned and sauntered down the hall. He yawned again, wondering what made him so sleepy.


      He slumped limply to the floor and lay there breathing ever more and more slowly.


      * * * *


      The officials of the San Francisco terminus of The Transcontinental Airways company were worried. The great Transcontinental express had come to the field, following the radio beam, and now it was circling the field with its instruments set on the automatic signal for an emergency pilot. They were worried and with good reason, for this flight carried over 900,000 dollars worth of negotiable securities. But what could attack one of those giant ships? It would take a small army to overcome the crew of seventy and the three thousand passengers!


      The great ship was landing gently now, brought in by the emergency pilot. The small field car sped over to the plane rapidly. Already the elevator was in place beside it, and as the officials in the car drew up under the giant wing, they could see the tiny figure of the emergency pilot beckoning to them. Swiftly the portable elevator carried them up to the fourth level of the ship.


      What a sight met their eyes as they entered the main salon! At first glance it appeared that all the passengers lay sleeping in their chairs. On closer examination it became evident that they were not breathing! The ear could detect no heartbeat. The members of the crew lay at their posts, as inert as the passengers! The assistant pilot sprawled on the floor beside the instrument panel—apparently he had been watching the record of the flight. There was no one conscious—or apparently living—on board!


      “Dead! Over three thousand people!” The field manager’s voice was hoarse, incredulous. “It’s impossible—how could they have done it? Gas, maybe, drawn in through the ventilator pumps and circulated through the ship. But I can’t conceive of any man being willing to kill three thousand people for a mere million! Did you call a doctor by radio, Pilot?”


      “Yes, sir. He is on his way. There’s his car now.”


      “Of course they will have opened the safe—but let’s check anyway. I can only think some madman has done this—no sane man would be willing to take so many lives for so little.” Wearily the men descended the stairs to the mail room in the hold.


      The door was closed, but the lock of the door was gone, the magnesium-beryllium alloy burned away. They opened the door and entered. The room seemed in perfect order. The guard lay motionless in the steel guard chamber at one side; the thick, bullet-proof glass made his outlines a little blurred, and the color of his face was green—but they knew there too must be that same pallor they had seen on the other faces. The delicate instruments had brought in the great ship perfectly, but it was freighted with a cargo of dead!


      They entered the room and proceeded to the safe, but it was opened as they had expected. The six-inch tungsto-iridium wall had been melted through. Even this unbelievable fact no longer surprised them. They only glanced at the metal, still too hot to touch, and looked about the room. The bonds had been taken. But now they noticed that over the mail-clerk’s desk there had been fastened a small envelope. On it was printed:


      To the Officials of the San Francisco Airport


      Inside was a short message, printed in the same sharp, black letters:


      Gentlemen:


      This plane should land safely. If it doesn’t, it is your fault, not mine, for the instruments that it carries should permit it. The passengers are NOT dead! They have been put in a temporary state of suspended animation. Any doctor can readily revive them by the injection of seven c.c. of decinormal potassium iodide solution for every 100 pounds of weight. Do NOT use higher concentrations. Lower concentrations will act more slowly.


      You will find that any tendency toward leprosy or cancer will have been destroyed. It will kill any existing cancer, and cure it in about one week. I have not experimented with leprosy beyond knowing that it is cured very quickly.


      This is an outside job. Don’t annoy the passengers with questions.


      The gas used cannot be stopped by any material I know of. You can try it with any mask—but don’t use the C-32L. It will react with the gas to kill. I would advise that you try it on an animal to convince yourselves.


      I have left stock in my new company to replace the bonds I have taken.


      Piracy Incorporated is incorporated under my own laws.


      The Pirate


      On the desk beneath the note was a small package which contained a number of stock certificates. They totalled $900,000 face value of “Piracy Preferred”, the preferred stock of a corporation,“Piracy, Inc.”


      “Piracy! Pirates in the air!” The field manager forced an unnatural laugh. “In 2126 we have pirates attacking our air lines. Piracy Preferred! I think I’d prefer the bonds myself. But thank God he did not kill all those people. Doctor, you look worried! Cheer up. If what this pirate says is true, we can resuscitate them, and they’ll be better off for the experience!”


      The doctor shook his head. “I’ve been examining your passengers. I’m afraid that you’ll never be able to bring these people back to life again, sir. I can’t detect any heart action even with the amplifier. Ordinary heart action sounds like a cataract through this instrument. I can see nothing wrong with the blood; it has not coagulated as I expected, nor is there any pronounced hydrolysis as yet. But I’m afraid I’ll have to write out the death warrants for all these men and women. One of the people on that ship was coming to see me. That’s how I happened to be on the field. For her, at least, it may be better so. The poor woman was suffering from an incurable cancer.”


      “In this case, Doctor, I hope and believe you are wrong. Read this note!”


      * * * *


      It was two hours before the work of reviving the passengers could be started. Despite all the laws of physics, their body temperature had remained constant after it had reached seventy-four, showing that some form of very slow metabolism was going on. One by one they were put into large electric blankets, and each was given the correct dose of the salt. The men waited anxiously for results—and within ten minutes of the injection the first had regained consciousness!


      The work went forward steadily and successfully. Every one of the passengers and crew was revived. And the Pirate had spoken the truth. The woman who had been suffering from cancer was free from pain for the first time in many months. Later, careful examination proved she was cured!


      The papers were issuing extras within five minutes of the time the great plane had landed, and the radio news service was broadcasting the first “break” in a particularly dead month. During all of June the news had been dead, and now July had begun with a bang!


      With time to think and investigate, the airport officials went over the ship with the Air Guard, using a fine-tooth comb. It was soon evident that the job had been done from the outside, as the Pirate had said. The emergency pilot testified that when he entered the ship, he found a small piece of wire securing the air lock from the outside. This had certainly been put on while the ship was in flight, and that meant that whoever had done this, had landed on the great ship with a small plane, had somehow anchored it, then had entered the plane through the air lock at the ten mile height. He had probably flown across the path of the plane, leaving a trail of gas in its way to be drawn in through the ventilator pumps. It had been washed out by the incoming good air later, for the emergency pilot had not been affected.


      Now the investigation led them to the mail-room. Despite the refractory nature of the metal, the door had been opened by melting or burning out the lock. And an opening had been burned into the safe itself! Opened by melting it through!


      A bond shipment was due the next day, and the airline officials planned to be on the watch for it. It would get through safely, they were sure, for men were put on board in steel chambers hermetically welded behind them, with oxygen tanks and automatic apparatus sealed within to supply them with clean air. The front of the tanks were equipped with bullet-proof glass windows, and by means of electrically operated controls the men inside could fire machine guns. Thus they were protected from the Pirate’s gas and able to use their weapons.


      The ship was accompanied by a patrol of Air Guardsmen. Yet, despite, this, cancer cases were aboard with the hope of being gassed.


      When the plane reached the neighborhood of San Francisco, there had been no sign of an attack. The Pirate might well retire permanently on a million, if he were alone, as the singular signature indicated; but it seemed much more probable that he would attempt another attack in any case. Well, that just meant watching all the planes from now on, a tremendous job for the Air Guard to handle.


      The leader of the patrol turned in an easy bank to descend the ten miles to Earth, and his planes followed him. Then suddenly through the communicator came an unmistakable sound. The plane automatically signaling for an emergency pilot! That could only mean that the plane had been gassed under the very eyes of his men!


      The bonds were gone and the passengers gassed, and incredibly, the men in the steel tanks were as thoroughly gassed as the rest.


      The note was brief, and as much to the point as was the absence of the bonds.


      To the Officials of the Airport:


      Restore as usual. The men in the tanks are asleep also—I said the gas would penetrate any material. It does. A mask obviously won’t do any good. Don’t try that C-32L mask. I warn you it will be fatal. My gas reacts to produce a virulent poison when in contact with the chemicals in the C-32L.


      The Pirate


      I


      On the thirty-ninth floor of a large New York apartment two young men were lounging about after a strenuous game of tennis. The blue tendrils of smoke from their pipes rose slowly, to be drawn away by the efficient ventilating system. The taller of the two seemed to be doing most of the talking. In the positions they had assumed it would have been rather difficult to be sure of which was the taller, but Robert Morey was a good four inches taller than Richard Arcot. Arcot had to suffer under the stigma of “runt” with Morey around—he was only six feet tall.


      The chosen occupation of each was physical research, and in that field Arcot could well have called Morey “runt”, for Arcot had only one competitor—his father. In this case it had been “like father, like son”. For many years Robert Arcot had been known as the greatest American physicist, and probably the world’s greatest. More recently he had been known as the father of the world’s greatest physicist. Arcot junior was probably one of the most brilliant men the world had ever seen, and he was aided in all his work by two men who could help him in a way that amplified his powers a thousand fold. His father and his best friend, Morey, were the complimentary and balancing minds to his great intelligence. His father had learned through years of work the easiest and best ways of performing the many difficult feats of laboratory experimentation. Morey could develop the mathematical theory of a hypothesis far more readily than Arcot could. Morey’s mind was more methodical and exact than Arcot’s, but Arcot could grasp the broad details of a problem and get the general method of solution developed with a speed that made it utterly impossible for his friend even to follow the steps he suggested.


      Since Arcot junior’s invention of the multiple calculus, many new ramifications of old theories had been attained, and many developments had become possible.


      But the factor that made Arcot so amazingly successful in his line of work was his ability to see practical uses for things, an ability that is unfortunately lacking in so many great physicists. Had he collected the royalties his inventions merited, he would have been a billionaire twice or thrice over. Instead he had made contracts on the basis that the laboratories he owned be kept in condition, and that he be paid a salary that should be whatever he happened to need. Since he had sold all his inventions to Transcontinental Airways, he had been able to devote all his time to science, leaving them to manage his finances. Perhaps it was the fact that he did sell these inventions to Transcontinental that made these lines so successful; but at any rate, President Arthur Morey was duly grateful, and when his son was able to enter the laboratories he was as delighted as Arcot.


      The two had become boon companions. They worked, played, lived, and thought together.


      Just now they were talking about the Pirate. This was the seventh day of his discovery, and he had been growing steadily more menacing. It was the great Transcontinental Airways that had suffered most repeatedly. Sometimes it was the San Francisco Flyer that went on without a pilot, sometimes the New York-St. Louis expresses that would come over the field broadcasting the emergency signal. But always the people were revived with little difficulty, and each time more of the stock of “Piracy, Inc.” was accumulated. The Air Guard seemed helpless. Time and time again the Pirate slipped in undetected. Each time he convinced them that it was an outside job, for the door was always sealed from the outside.


      “Dick, how do you suppose he gets away with the things he does right under the eyes of those Air Guardsmen? He must have some system; he does it every time.”


      “I have a vague idea,” Arcot answered. “I was going to ask you today, if your father would let us take passage on the next liner carrying any money. I understand the insurance rates have been boosted so high that they don’t dare to send any cash by air any more. They’ve resorted to the slow land routes. Is there any money shipment in sight?”


      Morey shook his head. “No, but I have something that’s just as good, if not better, for our purpose. The other day several men came into Dad’s office, to charter a plane to San Francisco, and Dad naturally wondered why they had been referred to the president of the company. It seems the difficulty was that they wanted to hire the ship so they could be robbed! A large group of medical men and cancer victims were going for the ‘treatment’. Each one of the twenty-five hundred going was to bring along one hundred dollars. That meant a total of a quarter of a million dollars, which is to be left on the table. They hoped the Pirate would gas them and thus cure them! Dad couldn’t officially do this, but told them that if there were too many people for the San Francisco express, two sections would be necessary. I believe they are going on that second section. Only one hundred dollars! A low price for cancer cure!


      “Another thing: Dad asked me to tell you that he’d appreciate your help in stopping this ultra-modern pirate. If you go down to see him in the morning, you’ll doubtless be able to make the necessary arrangements.”


      “I’ll do so gladly. I wonder, though, if you know more about this than I do. Did they try that C-32L mask on an animal?”


      “The Pirate was telling the truth. They tried it on a dog and he went to sleep forever. But do you have any idea how that gas does all it does?”


      Now Arcot shook his head. “I don’t know what the gas is, but have a lead on how it works. You may know that carbon monoxide will seep through a solid plate of red-hot steel. That has been known for some three hundred years now, and I have to hand it to this Pirate for making use of it. Even in the war of 2075 they didn’t find any practical application for the principle. He has just found some gas that induces sleep in very low concentrations, and at the same time is able to penetrate to an even greater extent than carbon monoxide.”


      “I was wondering how he stores that stuff,” Morey commented. “But I suppose he makes it as fast as he uses it, by allowing two or more constituents to react. It might well be simple enough to store them separately, and the air-stream blowing past him would carry the gas behind him, permitting him to lay a stream of it in front of the big plane. Is that about it?”


      “That was about what I had figured. One of the things I want to do when I go with that Invalid Special tomorrow is to get some samples for analysis.”


      “That’s a pretty big order, isn’t it, Dick? How are you going to handle it, or even get it into your apparatus?”


      “Easily enough as far as getting the sample goes. I have already had some sample bottles made. I have one of them in the lab—excuse me a moment.” Arcot left the room, to return a few minutes later with a large aluminum bottle, tightly closed. “This bottle has been pumped out to a very good vacuum. I then swept it out with helium gas. Then it was pumped out again. I hope to take this into some gas-filled region, where the gas will be able to leak in, but the air won’t. When it comes to going out again, the gas will have to fight air pressure, and will probably stay in.”


      “Hope it works. It would help if we knew what we were bucking.”


      * * * *


      The next morning Arcot had a long conference with President Morey. At the end of it, he left the office, ascended to the roof, and climbed into his small helicopter. He rose to the local traffic level, and waiting his chance, broke into the stream of planes bound for the great airfields over in the Jersey district. A few minutes later he landed on the roof of the Transcontinental Airways shops, entered them, and went to the office of the Designing Engineer, John Fuller, an old schoolmate. They had been able to help each other before, for Fuller had not paid as much attention to theoretical physics as he might have, and though he was probably one of the outstanding aeronautical designers, he often consulted Arcot on the few theoretical details that he needed. Probably it was Arcot who derived the greatest benefit from this association, for the ability of the designer had many times brought his theoretical successes to practical commercial production. Now, however, he was consulting Fuller, because the plane he was to take that afternoon for San Francisco was to be slightly changed for him.


      He stayed in Fuller’s office for the better part of an hour, then returned to the roof and thence to his own roof, where Morey junior was waiting for him.


      “Hello, Dick! I heard from Dad that you were going this afternoon, and came over here. I got your note and I have the things fixed up here. The plane leaves at one, and it’s ten-thirty now. Let’s eat lunch and then start.”


      It was half-past eleven when they reached the flying field. They went directly to the private office which had been assigned to them aboard the huge plane. It was right next to the mail-room, and through the wall between the two a small hole had been cut. Directly beneath this hole was a table, on which the two men now set up a small moving picture camera they had brought with them.


      “How many of the gas sample bottles did you bring, Bob?” asked Arcot.


      “Jackson had only four ready, so I brought those. I think that will be enough. Have we got that camera properly placed?”


      “Everything’s O.K., I believe. Nothing to do now but wait.”


      Time passed—then they heard a faint whir; the ventilator machinery had started. This drew air in from outside, and pumped it up to the necessary pressure for breathing in the ship, no matter what the external pressure might be. There was a larger pump attached similarly to each of the engines to supply it with the necessary oxygen. Any loss in power by pumping the air in was made up by the lower back pressure on the exhaust. Now the engines were starting—they could feel the momentary vibration—vibration that would cease as they got under way. They could visualize the airtight door being closed; the portable elevator backing off, returning to the field house.


      Arcot glanced at his watch. “One o’clock. The starting signal is due.”


      Morey sank back into a comfortable chair. “Well, now we have a nice long wait till we get to San Francisco and back, Dick, but you’ll have something to talk about then!”


      “I hope so, Bob, and I hope we can return on the midnight plane from San Francisco, which will get us in at nine o’clock tomorrow morning, New York time. I wish you’d go right to your father’s office and ask him over to our place for supper, and see if Fuller can come too. I think we’ll be able to use that molecular controller on this job; it’s almost finished, and with it we’ll need a good designing engineer. Then our little movie show will no doubt be of interest!”


      There was a low rumble that quickly mounted to a staccato roar as the great propellers began whirling and the engines took up the load. The ground began to flash behind them; then suddenly, as flying speed was reached, there was a slight start, the roaring bark of the engine took on a deeper tone, the rocking stopped and the ground dropped away. Like some mighty wild bird, the plane was in the air, a graceful, sentient thing, wheeling in a great circle as it headed for San Francisco. Now the plane climbed steadily in a long bank; up, up, up she went, and gradually the terrific roar of the engine died to a low throbbing hum as the low pressure of the air silenced the noise.


      Below them the giant city contracted as the great ship rode higher. The tiny private helicops were darting about below them like streams of nigh invisible individuals, creeping black lines among the buildings of the city. The towering buildings shone in the noon sun in riotous hues as the colored tile facing reflected the brilliant sunlight with glowing warmth of color.


      It was a city of indescribable beauty now. It was one of the things that made this trip worthwhile.


      Now the shining city dropped behind them, and only the soft green of the Jersey hills, and the deep purple-black of the sky above were visible. The sun blazed high in the nigh-black heavens, and in the rarefied air, there was so little diffusion that the corona was readily visible with the aid of a smoked glass. Around the sun, long banners in space, the Zodiacal light gleamed dimly. Here and there some of the brighter stars winked in the dark sky.


      Below them the landscape swung slowly by. Even to these men who had made the trip dozens of times, the sight was fascinating, inspiring. It was a spectacle which had never been visible before the development of these super-planes. Whole flying observatories had been made that had taken photographs at heights of fifteen miles, where the air was so rarefied that the plane had to travel close to eight hundred miles an hour to remain aloft.


      Already ahead of them Arcot and Morey could see the great splotch of color that was Chicago, the mightiest city of Earth. Situated as it was in the heart of the North American continent, with great water and ground landing facilities and broad plains about it, it made a perfect airport. The sea no longer meant much, for it was now only a source of power, recreation and food. Ships were no longer needed. Planes were faster and more economical; hence seacoast cities had declined in importance. With its already great start toward ascendancy, Chicago had rapidly forged ahead, as the air lines developed with the great super-planes. The European planes docked here, and it was the starting point of the South American lines. But now, as they swung high above it, the glistening walls of soft-colored tiles made it a great mass of changing, flashing color beneath them. Now they could see a great air liner, twice the size of their plane, taking off for Japan, its six giant propellers visible only as flashing blurs as it climbed up toward them. Then it was out of sight.


      It was over the green plains of Nebraska that the Pirate usually worked, so there the men became more and more alert, waiting for the first sign of abnormal drowsiness. They sat quietly, not talking, listening intently for some new note, but knowing all the while that any sound the Pirate might make would be concealed by the whirring roar of the air sweeping past the giant airfoils of the plane.


      Suddenly Arcot realized he was unbearably sleepy. He glanced drowsily toward Morey who was already lying down. He found it a tremendous effort of the will to make himself reach up and close the switch that started the little camera whirring almost noiselessly. It seemed he never pulled his arm back—he just—lay there—and—


      A white uniformed man was bending over him as he opened his eyes. To one side of him he saw Morey smiling down at him.


      “You’re a fine guard, Arcot. I thought you were going to stay awake and watch them!”


      “Oh, no, I left a much more efficient watchman! It didn’t go to sleep—I’m willing to bet!”


      “No, it may not have gone to sleep, but the doctor here tells me it has gone somewhere else. It wasn’t found in our room when we woke up. I think the Pirate found it and confiscated it. All our luggage, including the gas sample bottles, is gone.”


      “That’s all right. I arranged for that. The ship was brought down by an emergency pilot and he had instructions from father. He took care of the luggage so that no member of the pirate’s gang could steal it. There might have been some of them in the ground crew. They’ll be turned over to us as soon as we see the emergency man. I don’t have to lie here any longer, do I, doctor?”


      “No, Dr. Arcot, you’re all right now. I would suggest that for the next hour or so you take it easy to let your heart get used to beating again. It stopped for some two hours, you know. You’ll be all right, however.”


      II


      Five men were seated about the Morey library, discussing the results of the last raid, in particular as related to Arcot and Morey. Fuller, and President Morey, as well as Dr. Arcot, senior, and the two young men themselves, were there. They had consistently refused to tell what their trip had revealed, saying that pictures would speak for them. Now they turned their attention to a motion picture projector and screen that Arcot junior had just set up. At his direction the room was darkened; and he started the projector. At once they were looking at the three dimensional image of the mail-room aboard the air liner.


      Arcot commented: “I have cut out a lot of useless film, and confined the picture to essentials. We will now watch the pirate at work.”


      Even as he spoke they saw the door of the mail-room open a bit, and then, to their intense surprise, it remained open for a few seconds, then closed. It went through all the motions of opening to admit someone, yet no one entered!


      “Your demonstration doesn’t seem to show much yet, son. In fact, it shows much less than I had expected,” said the senior Arcot. “But that door seemed to open easily. I thought they locked them!”


      “They did, but the pirate just burned holes in them, so to save property they leave ’em unlocked.”


      Now the scene seemed to swing a bit as the plane hit an unusually bad air bump, and through the window they caught a glimpse of one of the circling Air Guardsmen. Then suddenly there appeared in the air within the room a point of flame. It hung in the air above the safe for an instant, described a strangely complicated set of curves; then, as it hung for an instant in mid-air, it became a great flare. In an instant this condensed to a point of intensely brilliant crimson fire. This described a complex series of curves and touched the top of the safe. In an inconceivably short time, the eight-inch thickness of tungsto-iridium alloy flared incandescently and began to flow sluggishly. A large circle of the red flame sprang out to surround the point of brilliance, and this blew the molten metal to one side, in a cascade of sparks.


      In moments, the torch had cut a large disc of metal nearly free; seemingly on the verge of dropping into the safe. Now the flame left the safe, again retracting itself in that uncanny manner, no force seeming either to supply it with fuel or to support it thus, though it burned steadily, and worked rapidly and efficiently. Now, in mid-air, it hung for a second.


      “I’m going to work the projector for a few moments by hand so that you may see this next bit of film.” Arcot moved a small switch and the machine blinked, giving a strange appearance to the seemingly solid images that were thrown on the screen.


      The pictures seemed to show the flame slowly descending till it again touched the metal. The tungsto-iridium glowed briefly; then, as suddenly as the extinguishing of a light, the safe was gone! It had disappeared into thin air! Only the incandescence of the metal and the flame itself were visible.


      “It seems the pirate has solved the secret of invisibility. No wonder the Air Guardsmen couldn’t find him!” exclaimed Arcot, senior.


      The projector had been stopped exactly on the first frame, showing the invisibility of the safe. Then Arcot backed it up.


      “True, Dad,” he said, “but pay special attention to this next frame.”


      Again there appeared a picture of the room, the window beyond, the mail clerk asleep at his desk, everything as before, except that where the safe had been, there was a shadowy, half visible safe, the metal glowing brightly. Beside it there was visible a shadowy man, holding the safe with a shadowy bar of some sort. And through both of them the frame of the window was perfectly visible, and, ironically, an Air Guardsman plane.


      “It seems that for an instant his invisibility failed here. Probably it was the contact with the safe that caused it. What do you think, Dad?” asked Arcot, junior.


      “It does seem reasonable. I can’t see off-hand how his invisibility is even theoretically possible. Have you any ideas?”


      “Well, Dad, I have, but I want to wait till tomorrow night to demonstrate them. Let’s adjourn this meeting, if you can all come tomorrow.”


      * * * *


      The next evening, however, it seemed that it was Arcot himself who could not be there. He asked Morey, junior, to tell them he would be there later, when he had finished in the lab.


      Dinner was over now, and the men were waiting rather impatiently for Arcot to come. They heard some noise in the corridor, and looked up, but no one entered.


      “Morey,” asked Fuller, “what did you learn about that gas the pirate was using? I remember Arcot said he would have some samples to analyze.”


      “As to the gas, Dick found out but little more than we had already known. It is a typical organic compound, one of the metal radical type, and contains one atom of thorium. This is a bit radioactive, as you know, and Dick thinks that this may account in part for its ability to suspend animation. However, since it was impossible to determine the molecular weight, he could not say what the gas was, save that the empirical formula was C62TH H39O27N5. It broke down at a temperature of only 89° centigrade. The gases left consisted largely of methane, nitrogen, and methyl ether. Dick is still in the dark as to what the gas is.” He paused, then exclaimed: “Look over there!”


      The men turned with one accord toward the opposite end of the room, looked, and seeing nothing particularly unusual, glanced back rather puzzled. What they then saw, or better, failed to see, puzzled them still more. Morey had disappeared!


      “Why—why where—ohhh! Quick work, Dick!” The senior Arcot began laughing heartily, and as his astonished and curious companions looked toward him, he stopped and called out, “Come on, Dick! We want to see you now. And tell us how it’s done! I rather think Mr. Morey here—I mean the visible one—is still a bit puzzled.”


      There was a short laugh from the air—certainly there could be nothing else there—then a low but distinct click, and both Morey and Arcot were miraculously present, coming instantaneously from nowhere, if one’s senses could be relied on. On Arcot’s back there was strapped a large and rather hastily wired mechanism—one long wire extending from it out into the laboratory. He was carrying a second piece of apparatus, similarly wired. Morey was touching a short metal bar that Arcot held extended in his hand, using a table knife as a connector, lest they get radio frequency burns on making contact.


      “I’ve been busy getting the last connection of this portable apparatus rigged up. I have the thing in working order, as you see—or rather, didn’t see. This other outfit here is the thing that is more important to us. It’s a bit heavy, so if you’ll clear a space, I’ll set it down. Look out for my power supply there—that wire is carrying a rather dangerously high E.M.F. I had to connect with the lab power supply to do this, and I had no time to rig up a little mechanism like the one the pirate must have.


      “I have duplicated his experiment. He has simply made use of a principle known for some time, but as there was no need for it, it hasn’t been used. It was found back in the early days of radio, as early as the first quarter of the twentieth century, that very short wavelengths effected peculiar changes in metals. It was shown that the plates of tubes working on very short waves became nearly transparent. The waves were so short, however, that they were economically useless. They would not travel in usable paths, so they were never developed. Furthermore, existing apparatus could not be made to handle them. In the last war they tried to apply the idea for making airplanes invisible, but they could not get their tubes to handle the power needed, so they had to drop it. However, with the tube I recently got out on the market, it is possible to get down there. Our friend the pirate has developed this thing to a point were he could use it. You can see that invisibility, while interesting, and a good thing for a stage and television entertainment, is not very much of a commercial need. No one wants to be invisible in any honest occupation. Invisibility is a tremendous weapon in war, so the pirate just started a little private war, the only way he could make any money on his invention. His gas, too, made the thing attractive. The two together made a perfect combination for criminal operations.


      “The whole thing looks to me to be the work of a slightly unbalanced mind. He is not violently insane; probably just has this one particular obsession. His scientific bump certainly shows no sign of weakness. He might even be some new type of kleptomaniac. He steals things, and he has already stolen far more than any man could ever have any need of, and he leaves in its place a ‘stock’ certificate in his own company. He is not violent, for hasn’t he carefully warned the men not to use the C-32L mask? You’ll remember his careful instructions as to how to revive the people!


      “He has developed this machine for invisibility, and naturally he can fly in and out of the air guard, without their knowing he’s there, provided their microphonic detectors don’t locate him. I believe he uses some form of glider. He can’t use an internal combustion engine, for the explosions in the cylinders would be as visible as though the cylinders were made of clear quartz. He cannot have an electric motor, for the storage cells would weigh too much. Furthermore, if he were using any sort of prop, or a jet engine, the noise would give him away. If he used a glider, the noise of the big plane so near would be more than enough to kill the slight sounds. The glider could hang above the ship, then dive down upon it as it passed beneath. He has a very simple system of anchoring the thing, as I discovered to my sorrow. It’s a powerful electro-magnet which he turns on when he lands. The landing deck of the big plane was right above our office aboard, and I found my watch was doing all sorts of antics today. It lost an hour this morning, and this afternoon it gained two. I found it was very highly magnetized—I could pick up needles with the balance wheel. I demagnetized it; now it runs all right.


      “But to get back, he anchors his ship, then, leaving it invisible, he goes to the air lock, and enters. He wears a high altitude suit, and on his back he has a portable invisibility set and the fuel for his torch. The gas has already put everyone to sleep, so he goes into the ship, still invisible, and melts open the safe.


      “His power supply for the invisibility machine seems to be somewhat of a problem, but I think I would use a cylinder of liquid air, and have a small air turbine to run a high voltage generator. He probably uses the same system on a larger scale to run his big machine on the ship. He can’t use an engine for that either.


      “That torch of his is interesting, too. We have had atomic hydrogen welding for some time, and atomic hydrogen releases some 100,000 calories per mole of molecular hydrogen; two grains of gas give one hundred thousand calories. Oxygen has not been prepared in any commercial quantity in the atomic state. From watching that man’s torch, from the color of the flame and other indications, I gather that he uses a flame of atomic oxygen-atomic hydrogen for melting, and surrounds it with a preheating jacket of atomic hydrogen. The center flame probably develops a temperature of some 4000° centigrade, and will naturally make that tungsten alloy run like water.


      “As to the machine here—it is, as I said, a machine which impresses very high frequencies on the body it is connected with. This puts the molecules in vibration at a frequency approaching that of light, and when the light impinges upon it, it can pass through readily. You know that metals transmit light for short distances, but in order that the light pass, the molecules of metal must be set in harmonic vibration at a rate approaching the frequency of light. If we can impress such a vibration on a piece of matter, it will then transmit light very freely. If we impress this vibration on the matter, say the body, electrically, we get the same effect and the body becomes perfectly transparent. Now, since it is the vibration of the molecules that makes the light pass through the material, it must be stopped if we wish to see the machine. Obviously it is much easier to detect me here among solid surroundings, than in the plane high in the sky. What chance has one to detect a machine that is perfectly transparent when there is nothing but perfectly transparent air around it? It is a curious property of this vibrational system of invisibility that the index of refraction is made very low. It is not the same as that of air, but the difference is so slight that it is practically within the limits of observation error; so small is the difference that there is no ‘rainbow’ effect. The difference of temperature of the air would give equal effect.


      “Now, since this vibration is induced by radio impulse, is it not possible to impress another, opposing radio impulse, that will overcome this tendency and bring the invisible object into the field of the visible once more? It is; and this machine on the table is designed to do exactly that. It is practically a beam radio set, projecting a beam of a wavelength that alone would tend to produce invisibility. But in this case it will make me visible. I’m going to stand right here, and Bob can operate that set.”


      Arcot strode to the middle of the room, and then Morey turned the reflector of the beam set on him. There was a low snap as Arcot turned on his set, then he was gone, as suddenly as the coming of darkness when a lamp is extinguished. He was there one moment, then they were staring at the chair behind him, knowing that the man was standing between them and it and knowing that they were looking through his body. It gave them a strange feeling, an uncomfortable tingling along the spine. Then the voice—it seemed to come from the air, or some disembodied ghost as the invisible man called to Morey.


      “All right, Bob, turn her on slowly.”


      There was another snap as the switch of the disrupter beam was turned on. At once there was a noticeable fogginess in the air where Arcot had been. As more and more power was turned into the machine, they saw the man materialize out of thin air. First he was a mere shadowy outline that was never fully above the level of conscious vision. Then slowly the outlines of the objects behind became dimmer and dimmer, as the body of the man was slowly darkened, till at last there was only a wavering aura about him. With a snap Morey shut off his machine and Arcot was gone again. A second snap and he was solid before them. He had shut off his apparatus too.


      “You can see now how we intend to locate our invisible pirate. Of course we will depend on directional radio disturbance locating devices to determine the direction for the invisibility disrupter ray. But you are probably marvelling at the greatness of the genius who can design and construct this apparatus all in one day. I will explain the miracle. I have been working on short wave phenomena for some time. In fact, I had actually made an invisibility machine, as Morey will testify, but I realized that it had no commercial benefits, so I didn’t experiment with it beyond the laboratory stunt stage. I published some of the theory in the Journal of the International Physical Society—and I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that the pirate based his discovery on my report.


      “I am still working on a somewhat different piece of apparatus that I believe we will find very relevant to this business. I’ll ask you to adjourn after tonight’s meeting for another twenty-four hours till I can finish the apparatus I am working on. It is very important that you be here, Fuller. I am going to need you in the work to follow. It will be another problem of design if this works out, as I hope it will.”


      “I’ll certainly make every effort to be here, Arcot,” Fuller assured him.


      “I can promise you a tough problem as well as an interesting one.” Arcot smiled. “If the thing works, as I expect it to, you’ll have a job that will certainly be a feather for your cap. Also it will be a change.”


      “Well, with that inducement, I’ll certainly be here. But I think that pirate could give us some hints on design. How does he get his glider ten miles up? They’ve done some high-altitude gliding already. The distance record took someone across the Atlantic in 2009, didn’t it? But it seems that ten miles straight up is a bit too steep for a glider. There are no vertical air currents at that height.”


      “I meant to say that his machine is not a true glider, but a semi-glider. He probably goes up ten miles or more with the aid of a small engine, one so small it probably takes him half a day to get there. And it would be easy for a plane to pass through the lower traffic lanes, then, being invisible, mount high and wait for the air liner. He can’t use a very large engine, for it would drag him down, but one of the new hundred horsepower jobs would weigh only about fifty pounds. I think we can draw a pretty good picture of his plane from scientific logic. It probably has a tremendous wingspread and a very high angle of incidence to make it possible to glide at that height, and the engine and prop will be almost laughably small.”


      * * * *


      The next evening the men got together for dinner, and there was considerable speculation as to the nature of the discovery that Arcot was going to announce, for even his father had no knowledge of what it was. The two men worked in separate laboratories, except when either had a particularly difficult problem that might be solved by the other. All knew that the new development lay in the field of short wave research, but they could not find out in what way it concerned the problem in hand.


      At last the meal was over, and Arcot was ready to demonstrate.


      “Dad, I believe that you have been trying to develop a successful solar engine. One that could be placed in the wings of a plane to generate power from the light falling on that surface. In all solar engines what is the greatest problem to be solved?”


      “Well, the more I investigate the thing, the more I wonder which is the greatest. There are a surprising number of annoying problems to be met. I should say, though, that the one big trouble with all solar engines, eliminating the obvious restriction that they decidedly aren’t dependable for night work, is the difficulty of getting an area to absorb the energy. If I could get enough area, I could use a very low efficiency and still have cheap power, for the power is absolutely free. The area problem is the greatest difficulty, no doubt.”


      “Well,” Arcot junior said quietly, “I think you have a fairly good area to use, if you can only harness the energy it absorbs. I have really developed a very efficient solar engine. The engine itself requires no absorbing area, as I want to use it; it takes advantage of the fact that the Earth is absorbing quintillions of horsepower. I have merely tapped the power that the Earth has already absorbed for me. Come here.”


      He led the way down the corridor to his laboratory, and switched on the lights. On the main laboratory bench was set up a complicated apparatus of many tubes and heavy bus bar connectors. From the final tube two thin wires ran to a long tubular coil. To the left of this coil was a large relay switch, and a rheostat control.


      “Turn on the relay, Dad, then slowly rotate the controller to the left. And remember that it is rather powerful; I know this doesn’t look like a solar engine, and nine o’clock at night seems a peculiar hour to demonstrate such a thing, but I’ll guarantee results—probably more than you expect.”


      Dr. Arcot stepped up to the controls and closed the switch. The lights dimmed a bit, but immediately brightened again, and from the other end of the room came a low, steady hum as the big transformer took up the load.


      “Well, from the sound of that ten K.W. transformer there, if this engine is very efficient we ought to get a terrific amount of power out of it.” Dr. Arcot was smiling amusedly at his son. “I can’t very well control this except by standing directly in front of it, but I suppose you know what you’re doing.”


      “Oh, this is a laboratory model, and I haven’t gotten the thing into shape really. Look at the conductors that lead to the coil; they certainly aren’t carrying ten K.W.”


      Dr. Arcot slowly rotated the rheostat. There was a faint hum from the coil; then it was gone. There seemed to be no other result. He rotated it a bit more; a slight draught sprang up within the room. He waited, but when nothing more startling occurred, he gave the rheostat a sharp turn. This time there was absolutely no doubt as to the result. There was a roar like a fifty-foot wind tunnel, and a mighty blast of cold air swept out of that coil like a six-inch model of a Kansas cyclone. Every loose piece of paper in the laboratory came suddenly alive and whirled madly before the blast of air that had suddenly leaped out. Dr. Arcot was forced back as by a giant hand; in his backward motion his hand was lifted from the relay switch, and with a thud the circuit opened. In an instant the roar of sound was cut off, and only a soft whisper of air told of the furious blast that had been there a moment before.


      The astonished physicist came forward and looked at the device a moment in silence, while each of the other men watched him. Finally he turned to his son, who was smiling at him with a twinkle in his eye.


      “Dick, I think you have ‘loaded the dice’ in a way that is even more lucrative than any other method ever invented! If the principle of this machine is what I think it is, you have certainly solved the secret of a sufficiently absorbing area for a solar engine.”


      “Well,” remarked the elderly Morey, shivering a bit in the chill air of the room, “loaded dice have long been noted for their ability to make money, but I don’t see how that explains that working model of an Arctic tornado. Burr—it’s still too cold in here. I think he’ll need considerable area for heat absorption from the sun, for that engine certainly does cool things down! What’s the secret?”


      “The principle is easy enough, but I had considerable difficulty with the application. I think it is going to be rather important though—”


      “Rather important,” broke in the inventor’s father, with a rare display of excitement. “It will be considerably more than that. It’s the biggest thing since the electric dynamo! It puts airplanes in the junk heap! It means a new era in power generation. Why, we’ll never have to worry about power! It will make interplanetary travel not only possible, but commercially economical.”


      Arcot junior grinned broadly. “Dad seems to think the machine has possibilities! Seriously, I believe it will antiquate all types of airplanes, prop or jet. It’s a direct utilization of the energy that the sun is kindly supplying. For a good many years now men have been trying to find out how to control the energy of atoms for air travel, or to release the energy of the constitution of matter.


      “But why do it at all? The sun is doing it already, and on a scale so gargantuan that we could never hope nor desire to approach it. Three million tons of matter go into that colossal furnace every second of time, and out of that comes two and a half decillion ergs of energy. With a total of two and a half million billion billion billions of ergs to draw on, man will have nothing to worry about for a good many years to come! That represents a flood of power vaster than man could comprehend. Why try to release any more energy? We have more than we can use; we may as well tap that vast ocean of power.


      “There is one thing that prevents us getting it out, the law of probability. That’s why Dad mentioned loaded dice, for dice, as you know, are the classical example of probability when they aren’t loaded. Once they are loaded, the law still holds, but the conditions are now so changed that it will make the problem quite different.”


      Arcot paused, frowning, then resumed half apologetically, “Excuse the lecture—but I don’t know how else to get the thought across. You are familiar with the conditions in a liter of helium gas in a container—a tremendous number of molecules, each dashing along at several miles a second, and an equal number dashing in the opposite direction at an equal speed. They are so thickly packed in there, that none of them can go very far before it runs into another molecule and bounces off in a new direction. How good is the chance that all the molecules should happen to move in the same direction at the same time? One of the old physicists of Einstein’s time, a man named Eddington, expressed it very well:


      ‘If an army of monkeys were playing on typewriters they might write all the books in the British Museum. The chance of their doing so is decidedly more favorable than the chance that all the molecules in a liter of gas should move in the same direction at the same time.’


      The very improbability of this chance is the thing that is making our problem appear impossible.


      “But similarly it would be improbable—impossible according to the law of chance—to throw a string of aces indefinitely. It is impossible—unless some other force influences the happening. If the dice have bits of iridium stuck under the six spots, they will throw aces. Chance makes it impossible to have all the molecules of gas move in the same direction at the same time—unless we stack the chances. If we can find some way to influence them, they may do so.


      “What would happen to a metal bar if all the molecules in it decided to move in the same direction at the same time? Their heat motion is normally carrying them about at a rate of several miles a second, and if now we have them all go in one way, the entire bar must move in that direction, and it will start off at a velocity as great as the velocity of the individual molecules. But now, if we attach the bar to a heavy car, it will try to start off, but will be forced to drag the car with it, and so will not be able to have its molecules moving at the same rate. They will be slowed down in starting the mass of the car. But slowly moving molecules have a definite physical significance. Molecules move because of temperature, and lack of motion means lack of heat. These molecules that have been slowed down are then cold; they will absorb heat from the air about them, and since the molecule of hydrogen gas at room temperature is moving at about seven miles a second, when the molecules of the confined gas in our car, or the molecules of the metal bar are slowed down to but a few hundred miles an hour, their temperature drops to some hundreds of degrees below zero, and they absorb energy very rapidly, for the greater the difference in temperature, the greater the rate of heat absorption.


      “I believe we will be able to accelerate the car rapidly to a speed of several miles a second at very high altitudes, and as we will be able to use a perfectly enclosed streamlined car, we should get tremendous speeds. We’ll need no wings, of course, for with a small unit pointed vertically, we’ll be able to support the car in the air. It will make possible a machine that will be able to fly in reverse and so come to a quick stop. It will steer us or it will supply us with electrical power, for we merely have to put a series of small metal bars about the circumference of the generator, and get a tremendously powerful engine.


      “For our present need, it means a tremendously powerful engine—and one that we can make invisible.


      “I believe you can guess the source of that breeze we had there? It would make a wonderful air-conditioning unit.”


      “Dick Arcot,” began Morey, his voice tight with suppressed excitement, “I would like to be able to use this invention. I know enough of the economics of the thing, if not its science, to know that the apparatus before us is absolutely invaluable. I couldn’t afford to buy the rights on it, but I want to use it if you’ll let me. It means a new era in transcontinental air travel!”


      He turned sharply to Fuller. “Fuller, I want you to help Arcot with the ship to chase the Pirate. You’ll get the contract to design the new airliners. Hang the cost. It’ll run into billions—but there will be no more fuel bills, no oil bills, and the cost of operation will be negligible. Nothing but the Arcot short wave tubes to buy—and each one good for twenty-five thousand hours service!”


      “You’ll get the rights on this if you want them, of course,” said Arcot quietly. “You’re maintaining these laboratories for me, and your son helped me work it out. But if Fuller can move over here tomorrow, it will help things a lot. Also I’d like to have some of your best mechanics to make the necessary machines, and to start the power units.”


      “It’s done,” Morey snapped.


      III


      Early the next morning Fuller moved his equipment over to the laboratory and set up his table for work. There Arcot and Morey joined him, and the designing of the new machine was started.


      “First, let’s get some idea of the most advisable shape,” Fuller began methodically. “We’ll want it streamlined, of course; roughly speaking, a cylinder modified to fit the special uses to which it will be put. But you probably have a general plan in mind, Arcot. Suppose you sketch it for us.”


      The big physicist frowned thoughtfully. “Well, we don’t know much about this yet, so we’ll have to work it out. You’ll have plenty of fun figuring out strains in this machine, so let’s be safe and use a factor of safety of five. Let’s see what we’ll need.


      “In the first place, our machine must be proof against the Pirate’s gas, for we won’t be riding a beam with instruments to guide us safely, if we pass out. I’ve thought that over, and I think that the best system is just what we used in the sample bottles—a vacuum. His gas is stopped by nothing, so to speak, but there is no substance that will stop it! It will no doubt penetrate the outer shell, but on reaching the vacuum, it will tend to stay there, between the inner and outer walls. Here it will collect, since it will be fighting air pressure in going either in or out. The pressure inside will force it back, and the pressure outside will force it in. If we did not pump it out, it would soon build up pressure enough to penetrate the interior wall. Now, since the stuff can leak through any material, what kind of a pump shall we use? It won’t be pushed by a piston, for it will leak through either the cylinder walls or the piston. A centrifugal pump would be equally ineffective. A mercury vapor pump will take it out, of course, and keep a high vacuum, but we’d never make any progress.


      “Our new machine gives us the answer. With it we can just have a number of openings in the wall of the outer shell, and set in them one of these molecular motion directors, and direct the molecules into the outside air. They can’t come in through it, and they will go out!”


      “But,” Morey objected, “the vacuum that keeps out the gas will also keep out heat, as well! Since our generator is to run on heat energy, it will be rather chilly inside if we don’t remedy that. Of course, our power units could be placed outside, where the blast of air will warm them, but we really won’t have a very good streamline effect if we hang a big electric generator outside.”


      “I’ve thought of that too,” Arcot answered. “The solution is obvious—if we can’t bring the generator to the air, we must bring the air to it.” He began sketching rapidly on the pad before him,“We’ll have all the power equipment in this room here in the back, and the control room up in front, here. The relays for controlling will be back here, so we can control electrically the operation of the power equipment from our warm, gas-tight room. If it gets too warm in there, we can cool it by using a little of the heat to help accelerate the ship. If it is too cold, we can turn on an electric heater run by the generator. The air for the generator can come in through a small sort of scoop on top, and leave through a small opening in the rear. The vacuum at the tail will assure us a very rapid circulation, even if the centrifugal pump action of the enclosed generator isn’t enough.”


      His thoughts began moving more rapidly than his words. “We’ll want the generator greatly over power to run tests over a greater range. Won’t need more than one hundred kilowatts altogether, but should install about a thousand—A.C., of course. Batteries in the keel for starting the generator.… Self-supporting when it’s rolling.…


      “But let’s set down some actual figures on this.”


      For the rest of the day the three men were working on the general plan of the new ship, calculating the strengths needed, supplementing mathematics with actual experiments with the machines on hand. The calculating machines were busy continuously, for there were few rules that experience could give them. They were developing something entirely new, and though they were a designing staff of three of the foremost mathematicians in the world, it was a problem that tested their ingenuity to the utmost.


      By the evening of the first day, however, they had been able to give the finished designs for the power units to the mechanics who were to make them. The order for the storage battery and the standard electrical equipment had been placed at once. By the time they had completed the drawings for the mail casting, the materials were already being assembled in a little private camp that Morey owned, up in the hills of Vermont. The giant freight helicopters could land readily in the wide field that had been cleared on the small plateau, in the center of which nestled a little blue lake and a winding trout brook.


      The mechanics and electrical engineers had been sent up there already—officially on vacation. The entire program could be carried out without attracting the least attention, for such orders from the great Transcontinental lines were so frequent that no importance was attached to them.


      Four days after the final plans had been completed the last of the supplies were being assembled in the portable metal shed that was to house the completed machine. The shining tungsto-steel alloy frame members were rapidly being welded in place by cathode ray welding torches in the hands of skilled artisans.


      Already at the other end of the shop the generator had been arranged for use with the molecular motion power units. The many power units to drive and support the ship were finished and awaiting installation as the crew quit work on the fourth evening. They would be installed on the frame in the morning, and the generator would be hoisted into place with the small portable crane. The storage batteries were connected, and in place in the hull. The great fused quartz windows rested in their cases along one wall, awaiting the complete application of the steel alloy plates. They were to be over an inch thick, an unnecessary thickness, perhaps, but they had no need to economize weight, as witnessed by their choice of steel instead of light metal alloys throughout the construction.


      The three men had arrived late that afternoon in a small helicopter, and had gone directly to the shops to see what progress had been made. They had been forced to remain in New York to superintend the shipment of the necessary supplies to the camp site, and since no trouble was anticipated in the making of the steel framework, they had not felt it necessary to come. But now they would be needed to superintend the more delicate work.


      “She’s shaping up nicely, isn’t she?” Arcot gazed at the rapidly rounding frame with a critical eye. Unhindered as they were by the traditional shapes, by wings or other protuberances, they had been able to design a machine of striking beauty. The ship was to retain its natural metallic sheen, the only protection being a coat of “passivity paint”—a liquid chemical that could be brushed or sprayed on iron, chromium, nickel or cobalt alloys, rendering them passive to practically all chemical agents. The new “paint” left the iron or steel as brilliantly glossy as ever, but overcast with a beautiful iridescence, and immune to the most powerful reagents.


      The three men walked around the rapidly growing hull, and looked with excited interest at the heavy welded joints and the great beams. The ship seemed capable of withstanding a fall of several hundred feet with little damage. The location of the power units was plainly visible and easily recognized, for at each point there came together four or five great beams, welded into one great mass of tough metal, and in it there were set heavy tungsten bolts that would hold the units in place.


      They inspected each joint minutely for signs of flaws, using a small portable X-ray fluoroscope to see the interior of the metal. Each joint seemed perfect. They retired, satisfied that everything was ready for the work of the next day.


      The morning began early with a long swim in the lake, and a hearty breakfast of country cured ham and eggs. Then the work on the great framework was continued, and that day saw the power units bolted in place, removable if change was thought advisable. Each power unit was equipped with long streamlined copper fins lying close to the rounded hull, that they might absorb heat more rapidly.


      Day by day the structure drew nearer completion, and, with the large crew of highly skilled workers, the craft was practically complete within a week. Only the instruments remained to be installed. Then at last even these had been put in place, and with the aid of Fuller, Morey junior, and his own father, Arcot had connected their many complicated circuits.


      “Son,” remarked Arcot senior, looking critically at the great switchboard, with its maze of connections, its many rheostats and controls, and its heavy bus bar connectors behind it, “no one man can keep an eye on all those instruments. I certainly hope you have a good-sized crew to operate your controls! We’ve spent two days getting all those circuits together, and I’ll admit that some of them still have me beat. I don’t see how you intend to watch all those instruments, and at the same time have any idea what’s going on outside.”


      “Oh,” laughed Arcot junior, “these aren’t intended for constant watching. They’re merely helps in a lot of tests I want to make. I want to use this as a flying laboratory so I can determine the necessary powers and the lowest factor of safety to use in building other machines. The machine is very nearly completed now. All we need is the seats—they are to be special air-inflated gyroscopically controlled seats, to make it impossible for a sudden twist of the ship to put the strain in the wrong direction. Of course the main gyroscopes will balance the ship laterally, horizontally, and vertically, but each chair will have a separate gyroscopic mounting for safety.”


      “When do you expect to start after the Pirate?” Fuller asked.


      “I plan to practice the manipulation of the machine for at least four days,” Arcot replied, “before I try to chase the Pirate. I’d ordinarily recommend the greatest haste, but the man has stolen close to ten million already, and he’s still at it. That would not be done by anyone in his right mind. I suppose you’ve heard, the War Department considers his new gas so important that they’ve obtained a pardon for him on condition they be permitted to have the secret of it. They demand the return of the money, and I have no doubt he has it. I am firmly convinced that he is a kleptomaniac. I doubt greatly if he will stop taking money before he is caught. Therefore it will be safe to wait until we can be sure of our ability to operate the machine smoothly. Any other course would be suicidal. Also, I am having some of those tool-makers make up a special type of molecular motion machine for use as a machine gun. The bullets are steel, about three inches long, and as thick as my thumb. They will be perfectly streamlined, except for a little stabilizer at the tail, to guide ’em. They won’t spin as a rifle bullet does, and so there will be no gyroscopic effect to hold them nose on, but the streamlining and the stabilizer will keep them on their course. I expect them to be able to zip right through many inches of armour plate, since they will have a velocity of over four miles a second.


      “They’ll be fed in at the rate of about two hundred a minute—faster if I wish, and started by a small spring. They will instantly come into the field of a powerful molecular motion director, and will be shot out with terrific speed. It will be the first rifle ever made that could shoot bullets absolutely parallel to the ground.


      “But that is all we can do today. The guns will be mounted outside, and controlled electrically, and the charts will be installed tomorrow. By the day after tomorrow at eight A.M. I plan to take off!”


      The work the next day was rushed to completion far earlier than Arcot had dared to hope. All the men had been kept isolated at the farm, lest they accidentally spread the news of the new machine. It was with excited interest that they helped the machine to completion. The guns had not been mounted as yet, but that could wait. Mid-afternoon found the machine resting in the great construction shed, completely equipped and ready to fly!


      “Dick,” said Morey as he strode up to him after testing the last of the gyroscopic seats, “she’s ready! I certainly want to get her going—it’s only three-thirty, and we can go around to the sunlight part of the world when it gets dark at the speeds we can travel. Let’s test her now!”


      “I’m just as anxious to start as you are, Bob. I’ve sent for a U.S. Air Inspector. As soon as he comes we can start. I’ll have to put an ‘X’ license indication on her now. He’ll go with us to test it—I hope. There will be room for three other people aboard, and I think you and Dad and I will be the logical passengers.”


      He pointed excitedly. “Look, there’s a government helicopter coming. Tell the men to get the blocks from under her and tow her out. Two power trucks should do it. Get her at least ten feet beyond the end of the hangar. We’ll start straight up, and climb to at least a five mile height, where we can make mistakes safely. While you’re tending to that, I’ll see if I can induce the Air Inspector to take a trip with us.”


      Half an hour later the machine had been rolled entirely out of the shed, on the new concrete runway.


      The great craft was a thing of beauty shimmering in the bright sunlight The four men who were to ride in it on its maiden voyage stood off to one side gazing at the great gleaming metal hull. The long sweeping lines of the sides told a story of perfect streamlining, and implied high speed, even at rest. The bright, slightly iridescent steel hull shone in silvery contrast to the gleaming copper of the power units’ heat-absorption fins. The great clear windows in the nose and the low, streamlined air intake for the generator seemed only to accentuate the graceful lines of the machine.


      “Lord, she’s a beauty, isn’t she, Dick!” exclaimed Morey, a broad smile of pleasure on his face.


      “Well, she did shape up nicely on paper, too, didn’t she. Oh, Fuller, congratulations on your masterpiece. It’s even better looking than we thought, now the copper has added color to it. Doesn’t she look fast? I wish we didn’t need physicists so badly on this trip, so you could go on the first ride with us.”


      “Oh, that’s all right, Dick, I know the number of instruments in there, and I realize they will mean a lot of work this trip. I wish you all luck. The honor of having designed the first ship like that, the first heavier-than-air ship that ever flew without wings, jets, or props—that is something to remember. And I think it’s one of the most beautiful that ever flew, too.”


      “Well, Dick,” said his father quietly, “let’s get under way. It should fly—but we don’t really know that it will!”


      The four men entered the ship and strapped themselves in the gyroscopic seats. One by one they reported ready.


      “Captain Mason,” Arcot explained to the Air Inspector,“these seats may seem to be a bit more active than one generally expects a seat to be, but in this experimental machine, I have provided all the safety devices I could think of. The ship itself won’t fall, of that I am sure, but the power is so great it might well prove fatal to us if we are not in a position to resist the forces. You know all too well the effect of sharp turns at high speed and the results of the centrifugal force. This machine can develop such tremendous power that I have to make provision for it.


      “You notice that my controls and the instruments are mounted on the arm of the chair really; that permits me to maintain complete control of the ship at all times, and still permits my chair to remain perpendicular to the forces. The gyroscopes in the base here cause the entire chair to remain stable if the ship rolls, but the chair can continue to revolve about this bearing here so that we will not be forced out of our seats. I’m confident that you’ll find the machine safe enough for a license. Shall we start?”


      “All right, Dr. Arcot,” replied the Air Inspector. “If you and your father are willing to try it, I am.”


      “Ready, Engineer?” asked Arcot.


      “Ready, Pilot!” replied Morey.


      “All right—just keep your eye on the meters, Dad, as I turn on the system. If the instruments back there don’t take care of everything, and you see one flash over the red mark—yank open the main circuit. I’ll call out what to watch as I turn them on.”


      “Ready son.”


      “Main gyroscopes!” There was a low snap, a clicking of relays in the rear compartment, and then a low hum that quickly ran up the scale. “Main generators!” Again the clicking switch, and the relays thudding into action, again the rising hum.“Seat-gyroscopes.” The low click was succeeded by a quick shrilling sound that rose in moments above the range of hearing as the separate seat-gyroscopes took up their work. “Main power tube bank!” The low hum of the generator changed to a momentary roar as the relays threw on full load. In a moment the automatic controls had brought it up to speed.


      “Everything is working perfectly so far. Are we ready to start now, son?”


      “Main vertical power units!” The great ship trembled throughout its length as the lift of the power units started. A special instrument had been set up on the floor beside Arcot, that he might be able to judge the lift of his power units; it registered the apparent weight of the ship. It had read two hundred tons. Now all eyes were fixed on it, as the pointer dropped quickly to 150-100-75-50-40-20-10—there was a click and the instrument flopped back to 300—it was registering in pounds now! Then the needle moved to zero, and the mighty structure floated into the air, slowly moving down the field as a breeze carried it along the ground.


      The men outside saw it rise swiftly into the sky, straight toward the blue vault of heaven. In two or three minutes it was disappearing. The glistening ship shrank to a tiny point of light; then it was gone! It must have been rising at fully three hundred miles an hour!


      To the men in the car there had been a tremendous increase in weight that had forced them into the air cushions like leaden masses. Then the ground fell away with a speed that made them look in amazement. The house, the construction shed, the lake, all seemed contracting beneath them. So quickly were they rising that they had not time to adjust their mental attitude. To them all the world seemed shrinking about them.


      Now they were at a tremendous height; over twenty miles they had risen into the atmosphere; the air about them was so thin that the sky seemed black, the stars blazed out in cold, unwinking glory, while the great fires of the sun seemed reaching out into space like mighty arms seeking to draw back to the parent body the masses of the wheeling planets. About it, in far flung streamers of cold fire shone the mighty zodiacal light, an Aurora on a titanic scale. For a moment they hung there, while they made readings of the meters.


      Arcot was the first to speak and there was awe in his voice. “I never began to let out the power of this thing! What a ship! When these are made commercially, we’ll have to use about one horsepower generators in them, or people will kill themselves trying to see how fast they can go.”


      Methodically the machine was tried out at this height, testing various settings of the instruments. It was definitely proven that the values that Arcot and Morey had assigned from purely theoretical calculations were correct to within one-tenth of one percent. The power absorbed by the machine they knew and had calculated, but the terrific power of the driving units was far beyond their expectations.


      “Well, now we’re off for some horizontal maneuvers,” Arcot announced. “I’m sure we agree the machine can climb and can hold itself in the air. The air pressure controls seem to be working perfectly. Now we’ll test her speed.”


      Suddenly the seats swung beneath them; then as the ship shot forward with ever greater speed, ever greater acceleration, it seemed that it turned and headed upward, although they knew that the main stabilizing gyroscopes were holding it level. In a moment the ship was headed out over the Atlantic at a speed no rifle bullet had ever known. The radio speedometer needle pushed farther and farther over as the speed increased to unheard of values. Before they left the North American shoreline they were traveling faster than a mile a second. They were in the middle of the Atlantic before Arcot gradually shut off the acceleration, letting the seats drop back into position.


      A hubbub of excited comments rose from the four men. Momentarily, with the full realization of the historical importance of this flight, no one paid any attention to anyone else. Finally a question of the Air Inspector reached Arcot’s ears.


      “What speed did we attain, Dr. Arcot? Look—there’s the coast of Europe! How fast are we going now?”


      “We were traveling at the rate of three miles a second at the peak.” Arcot answered. “Now it has fallen to two and a half.”


      Again Arcot turned his attention to his controls. “I’m going to try to see what the ultimate ceiling of this machine is. It must have a ceiling, since it depends on the operation of the generator to operate the power-units. This, in turn, depends on the heat of the air, helped somewhat by the sun’s rays. Up we go!”


      The ship was put into a vertical climb, and steadily the great machine rose. Soon, however, the generator began to slow down. The readings of the instruments were dropping rapidly. The temperature of the exceedingly tenuous air outside was so close to absolute zero that it provided very little energy.


      “Get up some forward speed,” Morey suggested, “so that you’ll have the aid of the air scoop to force the air in faster.”


      “Right, Morey.” Arcot slowly applied the power to the forward propulsion units. As they took hold, the ship began to move forward. The increase in power was apparent at once. The machine started rising again. But at last, at a height of fifty-one miles, her ceiling had been reached.


      The cold of the cabin became unbearable, for every kilowatt of power that the generator could get from the air outside was needed to run the power units. The air, too, became foul and heavy, for the pumps could not replace it with a fresh supply from the near-vacuum outside. Oxygen tanks had not been carried on this trip. As the power of the generator was being used to warm the cabin once more, they began to fall. Though the machine was held stable by the gyroscopes, she was dropping freely; but they had fifty miles to fall, and as the resistance of the denser air mounted, they could begin to feel the sense of weight return.


      “You’ve passed, but for the maneuvers, Dr. Arcot!” The Air Inspector was decidedly impressed. “The required altitude was passed so long ago—why we are still some miles above it, I guess! How fast are we falling?”


      “I can’t tell unless I point the nose of the ship down, for the apparatus works only in the direction in which the ship is pointed. Hold on, everyone, I am going to start using some power to stop us.”


      It was night when they returned to the little field in Vermont. They had established a new record in every form of aeronautical achievement except endurance! The altitude record, the speed record, the speed of climb, the acceleration record—all that Arcot could think of had been passed. Now the ship was coming to dock for the night. In the morning it would be out again. But now Arcot was sufficiently expert with the controls to maneuver the ship safely on the ground. They finally solved the wind difficulty by decreasing the weight of the ship to about fifty pounds, thus enabling the three men to carry it into the hangar!


      * * * *


      The next two days were devoted to careful tests of the power factors of the machine, the best operating frequency, the most efficient altitude of operation, and as many other tests as they had time for. Each of the three younger men took turns operating, but so great were the strains of the sudden acceleration, that Arcot senior decided it would be wisest for him to stay on the ground and watch.


      In the meantime reports of the Pirate became fewer and fewer as less and less money was shipped by air.


      Arcot spent four days practicing the manipulation of the machine, for though it handled far more readily than any other craft he had ever controlled, there was always the danger of turning on too much power under the stress of sudden excitement.


      The night before, Arcot had sailed the ship down and alighted on the roof of Morey senior’s apartment, leaving enough power on to reduce the weight to but ten tons, lest it fall through the roof, while he went down to see the President of the Lines about some “bait” for the Pirate.


      “Send some cash along,” said Arcot, when he saw Morey senior, “say a quarter of a million. Make it more or less public knowledge, and talk it up so that the Pirate may there’s a real haul on board. I am going to accompany the plane at a height of about a quarter of a mile above. I will try to locate him from there by means of radar, and if I have my apparatus on, I naturally can’t locate him. I hope he won’t be scared away—but I rather believe he won’t. At any rate, you won’t lose on the try!”


      IV


      Again Morey and Arcot were looking at the great Jersey aerodrome, out on the fields that had been broad marshes centuries before. Now they had been filled in, and stretched for miles, a great landing field, close to the great city across the river.


      The men in the car above were watching the field, hanging inert, a point of glistening metal, high in the deep velvet of the purple sky, for fifteen miles of air separated them from the Transcontinental machine below. Now they saw through their field glasses that the great plane was lumbering slowly across the field, gaining momentum as it headed westward into the breeze. Then it seemed to be barely clearing the great skyscrapers that towered twenty-four hundred feet into the air, arching over four or five city blocks. From this height they were toys made of colored paper, soft colors glistening in the hot noon sunlight, and around and about them wove lines of flashing, moving helicopters, the individual lost in the mass of the million or so swiftly moving machines. Only the higher, steadily moving levels of traffic were visible to them.


      “Just look at that traffic! Thousands and thousands coming back into the city after going home to lunch—and every day the number of helicopters is increasing! If it hadn’t been for your invention of this machine, conditions would soon be impossible. The air-blast in the cities is unbearable now, and getting worse all the time. Many machines can’t get enough power to hold themselves up at the middle levels; there is a down current over one hundred miles an hour at the 400-foot level in downtown New York. It takes a racer to climb fast there!


      “If it were not for gyroscopic stabilizers, they could never live in that huge air-pocket. I have to drive in through there. I’m always afraid that somebody with an old worn-out bus will have stabilizer failure and will really smash things.” Morey was a skillful pilot, and realized, as few others did, the dangers of that downward air-blast that the countless whirring blades maintained in a constant roar of air. The office buildings now had double walls, with thick layers of sound absorbing materials, to stop the roar of the cyclonic blast that continued almost unabated twelve hours a day.


      “Oh, I don’t know about that, Morey,” replied Arcot.“This thing has some drawbacks. Remember that if we had about ten million of these machines hung in the air of New York City, there would be a noticeable drop in the temperature. We’d probably have an Arctic climate year in and year out. You know, though, how unbearably hot it gets in the city by noon, even on the coldest winter days, due to the heating effect of the air friction of all those thousands of blades. I have known the temperature of the air to go up fifty degrees. There probably will have to be a sort of balance between the two types of machines. It will be a terrific economic problem, but at the same time it will solve the difficulties of the great companies who have been fermenting grain residues for alcohol. The castor bean growers are also going to bring down their prices a lot when this machine kills the market. They will also be more anxious to extract the carbon from the cornstalks for reducing ores of iron and of other metals.”


      As the ship flew high above the Transcontinental plane, the men discussed the economic values of the different applications of Arcot’s discoveries from the huge power stations they could make, to the cooling and ventilating of houses.


      “Dick, you mentioned the cooling effect on New York City; with the millions on millions of these machines that there will be, with huge power plants, with a thousand other different applications in use, won’t the terrific drain of energy from the air cause the whole world to become a little cooler?” asked Fuller.


      “I doubt it, Bob,” said Arcot slowly. “I’ve thought of that myself. Remember that most of the energy we use eventually ends up as heat anyway. And just remember the decillions of ergs of energy that the sun is giving off! True, we only get an infinitesimal portion of that energy—but what we do get is more than enough for us. Power houses can be established very conveniently in the tropics, where they will cool the air, and the energy can be used to refine metals. That means that the surplus heat of the tropics will find a use. Weather control will also be possible by the direction-control of great winds. We could set huge director tubes on the tops of mountains, and blow the winds in whatever direction best suited us. Not the blown wind itself, but the vast volume of air it carried with it, would be able to cool the temperate zones in the summer from the cold of the poles, and warm it in winter with the heat of the tropics.”


      After a thoughtful silence, Arcot continued, “And there is another thing it may make possible in the future—a thing that may be hard to accept as a commercial proposition. We have a practically inexhaustible source of energy now, but we have no sources of minerals that will last indefinitely. Copper is becoming more and more rare. Had it not been for the discoveries of the great copper fields of the Sahara and in Alaska, we wouldn’t have any now. Platinum is exhausted, and even iron is becoming more and more valuable. We are facing a shortage of metals. Do you realize that within the next two centuries we will be unable to maintain this civilization unless we get new sources of certain basic raw materials?


      “But we have one other chance now. The solution is—there are nine planets in this solar system! Neptune and Uranus are each far vaster than Earth; they are utterly impossible for life as we know it, but a small colony might be established there to refine metals for the distant Earth. We might be able to build domed and sealed cities. But first we could try the nearer planets—Mars, Venus, or some satellites such as our Moon. I certainly hope that this machine will make it possible.”


      For some time they sat in silence as they sped along, high above the green plains of Indiana. Chicago lay like some tremendous jewel far off on the horizon to the right and ahead. Five miles below them the huge bulk of the Transcontinental plane seemed a toy as it swung slowly across the fields—actually traveling over six hundred miles an hour. At last Morey spoke.


      “You’re right, Arcot. We’ll have to think of the interplanetary aspects of this some day. Oh, there’s Chicago! We’d better start the vacuum gas protector. And the radar. We may soon see some action.”


      The three men immediately forgot the somewhat distant danger of the metal shortage. There were a number of adjustments to be made, and these were quickly completed, while the machine forged evenly, steadily ahead. The generator was adjusted to maximum efficiency, and the various tubes were tested separately, for though they were all new, and each good for twenty-five thousand hours, it would be inconvenient, to say the least, if one failed while they were in action. Each tested perfect; and they knew from the smooth functioning of the various relays that governed the generator, as the loads on it varied, that it must be working perfectly, at something less than one-half maximum rating.


      Steadily they flew on, waiting tensely for the first sign of a glow from the tiny neon tube indicator on the panel before Morey.


      “This looks familiar, Dick,” said Morey, looking about at the fields and the low line of the blue mountains far off on the western horizon. “I think it was about here that we took our little nap in the ‘Flying Wheel chair’, as the papers called it. It would be about here th— LOOK! It is about here! Get ready for action, Fuller. You’re taking the machine gun, I’ll work the invisibility disrupter, and Arcot will run the ship. Let’s go!”


      On the board before him the tiny neon tube flickered dully, glowed briefly like a piece of red-hot iron, then went out. In a moment it was glowing again, and then quickly its brilliance mounted till it was a line of crimson. Morey snapped the switch from the general radar to the beam receiver, that he might locate the machine exactly. It was fully a minute before the neon tube flashed into life once more. The pirate was flying just ahead of the big plane, very likely gassing them. All around him were the Air Guardsmen, unaware that the enemy was so near. As the disrupter beam could be projected only about a mile, they would have to dive down on the enemy at once; an instant later the great plane beneath them seemed to be rushing upward at a terrific speed.


      The two radar beams were kept focused constantly on the Pirate’s craft. When they were about two miles from the two planes, the neon tube blazed brilliantly with a clash of opposing energy. The Pirate was trying to maintain his invisibility, while the rapidly growing strength of the machine above strove to batter it down. In moments the ammeter connected with the disrupter beam began to rise so rapidly that Morey watched it with some concern. Despite the ten-kilowatt set being used to project the beam, the resistance of the apparatus on board the pirate ship was amazing.


      Abruptly the three became aware of a rapidly solidifying cloud before them. The interference of the beam Morey was sending had begun breaking down the molecular oscillation that permitted the light to pass freely through the pirate’s craft. Suddenly there was a circle of blue light about the shadow form, and a moment later the ionized air relapsed into normal condition as the pirate’s apparatus broke down under the strain. At once Morey shut off his apparatus, convinced by the sudden change that the pirate’s apparatus had blown out. He glanced up quickly as Arcot called to him, “Morey—look at him go!”


      Too late. Already the plane had shot off with terrific speed. It had flashed up and to their left, at a rate of climb that seemed unbelievable—except that the long trail of flaming gas told the story! The plane was propelled by rockets! The terrific acceleration carried it out of their range of vision in an instant, and as Arcot swung the ship to bring him again within sight of the windows, they gasped, for already he was many miles away.


      There was a terrific wrench as Arcot threw on all the power he dared, then quickly leveled the machine, following the pirate at lightning speed. He increased the acceleration further as the men grew accustomed to the force that weighed them down. Ahead of them the pirate was racing along, but quickly now they were overhauling him, for his machine had wings of a sort! They produced a tremendous amount of head resistance at their present velocity, for already the needle of the radio speedometer had moved over to one mile a second. They were following the fleet plane ahead at the rate of 3600 miles an hour. The roar of the air outside was a tremendous wave of sound, yet to them, protected by the vacuum of the double walls, it was detectable only by the vibration of the car.


      Rapidly the pirate’s lead was cut down. It seemed but a moment before he would be within range of their machine gun. Suddenly he nosed down and shot for the ground, ten miles below, in a power dive. Instantly Arcot swung his machine in a loop that held him close to the tail of the pirate. The swift maneuvers at this speed were a terrific strain on both men and machines—the acceleration seemed crushing them with the weight of four men, as Arcot followed the pirate in a wide loop to the right that ended in a straight climb, the rocket ship standing on its tail, the rocket blast roaring out behind a stream of fire a half mile long.


      The pirate was climbing at a speed that would have distanced any other machine the world had ever seen, but the tenacious opponent behind him clung ever tighter to the tiny darting thing. He had released great clouds of his animation suspending gas. To his utter surprise, the ship behind him had driven right through it, entirely unaffected! He, who knew most about the gas, had been unable to devise a material to stop it, a mask or a tank to store it, yet in some way these men had succeeded! And that hurtling, bullet-shaped machine behind! Like some miniature airship it was, but with a speed and an acceleration that put even his ship to shame! It could twist, turn, dive, rise and shoot off on the straight-away with more flashing speed than anything aloft. Time and again he tried complicated maneuvers that strained him to the utmost, yet that machine always followed after him!


      There was one more thing to do. In outer space his rockets would support him. In a straight climb he shot up to the blazing sun above, out into space, while the sky around him grew black, and the stars shone in solemn splendor around him. But he had eyes for only one thing, the shining car that was rising with more than equal speed behind him. He knew he must be climbing over two thousand miles an hour, yet the tracker came ever closer. Just out of sighting range for the machine gun now…in a moment…but, she was faltering!


      The men in the machine behind sat white-lipped, tense, as the whirling shocks of sudden turns at terrific speed twisted the gyroscopic seats around like peas in a rolling ball. Up, down, left, right, the darting machine ahead was twisting with unbelievable speed. Then suddenly the nose was pointed for the zenith again, and with a great column of flame shooting out behind him, he was heading straight toward space!


      “If he gets there, I lose him, Morey!” said Arcot. The terrific acceleration of the climb seemed to press them to their seats with a deadly weight. It was labor to talk—but still the car ahead shot on—slowly they seemed to be overhauling him. Now that the velocities were perforce lowered by the effects of gravity, and the air resistance of the atmosphere was well nigh gone, only the acceleration that the human body could stand was considered. The man ahead was pushing his plane ahead with an acceleration that would have killed many men!


      Slowly the acceleration of the machine was falling. Arcot pushed the control over to the last ampere, and felt the slight surge, as greater power rushed through the coils momentarily. Soon this was gone too, as the generator behind faltered. The driving power of the atmospheric heat was gone. More than sixty miles below them they could see the Earth as a greenish brown surface, slightly convex, and far to the east they could distinguish a silvery line of water! But they had no eyes but for the column of shooting flame that represented the fleeing raider! Out in airless space now, he was safe from them. They could not follow. Arcot turned the plane once more, parallel to the Earth, watching the plane above through the roof window. Slowly the machine sank to the fifty-mile level, where there was just sufficient air to maintain it in efficient operation.


      “Well, he beat us! But there is only one thing for us, to do. He must hang there on his rockets till we leave, and we can hang here indefinitely, if we can only keep this cabin decently warm. He has no air to cool him, and he has the sun to warm him. The only thing that is worrying him right now is the heat of his rockets. But he can throw most of that out with the gases. Lord, that’s some machine! But eventually his rockets will give out, and down he will come, so we’ll just hang here beneath him and—whoa—not so fast—he isn’t going to stay there, it seems; he is angling his ship off a bit, and shooting along, so that, besides, holding himself up, he is making a little forward progress. We’ll have to follow! He’s going to do some speeding, it seems! Well, we can keep up with him, at our level.”


      “Dick, no plane ever made before would have stood the terrific pulls and yanks that his plane got. He was steering and twisting on the standard type air rudders, and what strains he had! The unique type of plane must be extremely strong. I never saw one shaped like his before, though—it is the obvious shape at that! It was just a huge triangular arrowhead! Did you ever see one like it?”


      “Something like it, yes, and so have you. Don’t you recognize that as the development of the old paper gliders you used to throw around as a kid? It has the same shape, the triangular wings with the point in the lead, except that he undoubtedly had a slight curve to the wings to increase the efficiency. Something like the flying wings of fifty years ago. I hope that man is only a kleptomaniac, because he can be cured of that, and I may then have a new laboratory partner. He has some exceedingly intelligent ideas!


      “He’s an ingenious man, but I wish he didn’t store quite so much fuel in his rocket tubes! It’s unbearably cold in here, and I can’t sacrifice any power just for comfort. The rocket ship up there seems to be getting more and more acceleration in the level. He has me dropping steadily to get air to run the generator. He is going fast enough!”


      They followed beneath the pirate, faster and faster as the rockets of the ship began to push it forward more and more.


      “Dick, why is it he didn’t use all his rockets at first instead of gradually increasing the power this way?”


      “If you were operating the ship, Morey, you’d understand. Look at the speedometer a moment and see if you can figure it out.”


      “Hmmm—4.5 miles per second—buzzing right along—but I don’t see what that—good Lord! We never will get him at this rate! How do you expect to get him?”


      “I have no idea—yet. But you missed the important point. He is going 4.5 miles a second. When he reaches 5 miles a second he will never come down from his hundred and fifty mile high perch! He will establish an orbit! He has so much centrifugal force already that he has very little weight. We are staying right beneath him, so we don’t have much either. Well, there he goes in a last spurt. We are falling behind pretty fast—there we are catching up now—no—we are just holding parallel! He’s done it! Look!”


      Arcot pulled out his watch and let go of it. It floated motionless in the air for a moment, then slowly drifted back toward the rear of the room. “I am using a bit of acceleration—a bit more than we need to maintain our speed. We are up high enough to make the air resistance almost nothing, even at this velocity, but we still require some power. I don’t know—”


      There was a low buzz, repeated twice. Instantly Morey turned the dials of the radio receiving set—again the call signal sounded. In a moment a voice came in—low, but distinct. The power seemed fading rapidly.


      “I’m Wade—the Pirate—help if you can. Can you get outside the atmosphere? Exceed orbital speed and fall out? Am in an orbit and can’t get out. Fuel reserve gage stuck, and used all my rockets. No more power. Can not slow down and fall. I am running out of compressed air and the generator for this set is going—will take animation suspending gas—will you be able to reach me before entering night?”


      “Quick, Morey—answer that we will.”


      “We will try, Pirate—think we can make it!”


      “O.K.—power about gone—”


      The last of his power had failed! The pirate was marooned in space! They had seen his rockets go out, leaving the exhaust tube glowing for a moment before it, too, was dark, and only the sun shining on the silvery ship made it visible.


      “We have to hurry if we want to do anything before he reaches night! Radio the San Francisco fields that we will be coming in soon, and we need a large electro-magnet—one designed to work on about 500 volts D.C., and some good sized storage cells; how many will have to be decided later, depending on the room we will have for them. I’ll start decelerating now so we can make the turn and circle back. We are somewhere west of Hawaii, I believe, but we ought to be able to do the trick if we use all the power we can.”


      Morey at once set to work with the radio set to raise San Francisco airport. He was soon in communication with them, and told them that he would be there in about an hour. They promised all the necessary materials; also that they would get ready to receive the pirate once he was finally brought in to them.


      It was nearer an hour and a quarter later that the machine fell to the great San Francisco landing field, where the mechanics at once set to work bolting a huge electro-magnet on the landing skids on the bottom of the machine. The most serious problem was connecting the terminals electrically without making holes in the hull of the ship. Finally one terminal was grounded, and the radio aerial used as the other. Fuller was left behind on this trip, and a large number of cells were installed in every possible position. In the power room, a hastily arranged motor generator set was arranged, making it possible to run the entire ship from the batteries. Scarcely had these been battened down to prevent sliding under the accelerations necessary, than Arcot and Morey were off. The entire operation had required but fifteen minutes.


      “How are you going to catch him, Arcot?”


      “I’ll overtake him going west. If I went the other way I’d meet him going at over 10 miles a second in relation to his machine. He had the right idea. He told me to fall out to him at a greater than orbital speed. I will go just within the Earth’s atmosphere till I get just under him, holding myself in the air by means of a downward acceleration on the part of the regular lifting power units. I am going to try to reach eight miles a second. We will be overhauling him at three a second, and the ship will slow down to the right speed while falling out to him. We must reach him before he gets into the shadow of the Earth, though, for if he reaches ‘night’ he will be without heat, and he’ll die of cold. I think we can reach him, Dick!”


      “I hope so. Those spare cells are all right, aren’t they? We’ll need them! If they don’t function when we get out there, we’ll fall clear off into space! At eight miles a second, we would leave Earth forever!”


      The ship was accelerating steadily at the highest value the men aboard could stand. The needle of the speedometer crept steadily across the dial. They were flying at a height of forty miles that they might have enough air and still not be too greatly hindered by air resistance. The black sky above them was spotted with points of glowing light, the blazing stars of space. But as they flew along, the sensation of weight was lost; they had reached orbital speed, and as the car steadily increased its velocity, there came a strange sensation! The Earth loomed gigantic above them! Below them shone the sun! The direction of up and down was changed by the terrific speed! The needle of the speedometer was wavering at 7.8 miles a second. Now it held steady!


      “I thought you were going to take it up to eight miles a second, Dick?”


      “Air resistance is too great! I’ll have to go higher!”


      At a height of fifty miles they continued at 8.1 miles a second. It seemed hours before they reached the spot where the pirate’s machine should be flying directly above them, and they searched the black sky for some sign of the shining dot of light. With the aid of field glasses they found it, far ahead, and nearly one hundred miles above.


      “Well, here we go! I’m going to fall up the hundred miles or so, till we’re right in his path; the work done against gravity will slow us down a little, so I’ll have to use the power units somewhat. Did you notice what I did to them?”


      “Yes, they’re painted a dull black. What’s the idea?”


      “We’ll have no air from which to get heat for power out here, so we’ll have to depend on the sunlight they can absorb. I’m using it now to slow us down as much as possible.”


      At last the tiny silver dot had grown till it became recognizable as the pirate plane. They were drawing up to it now, slowly, but steadily. At last the little machine was directly beneath them, and a scant hundred yards away. They had long since been forced to run the machine on the storage batteries, and now they applied a little power to the vertical power units. Sluggishly, as they absorbed the sun’s heat, the machine was forced lower, nearer to the machine below. At last a scant ten feet separated them.


      “All right, Morey.”


      There was a snap, as the temporary switch was closed, and the current surged into the big magnet on the keel. At once they felt the ship jump a little under the impulse of the magnet’s pull on the smaller machine. In a moment the little plane had drifted up to the now idle magnet, touched it and was about to bounce off, when Morey again snapped the switch shut and the two machines were locked firmly together!


      “I’ve got him, Dick!” Morey exclaimed. “Now slow down till it falls. Then we can go and wait for it. Being a glider, it ought to be quite manageable!”


      Now the energy of the power units on the roof of the machine began to slow down the two machines, the magnet grinding slightly as the momentum of the plane was thrust upon it. They watched the speedometer drop. The speed was sinking very slowly, for the area of the absorbing fins was not designed to absorb the sun’s heat directly, and was very inefficient. The sun was indeed sinking below their horizon; they were just beginning to watch that curious phenomenon of seeing dawn backward, when they first struck air dense enough to operate the power units noticeably. Quickly the power was applied till the machines sank rapidly to the warmer levels, the only governing factor being the tendency of the glider to break loose from the grip of the magnet.


      At fifty miles the generator was started, and the heaters in the car at once became more active. There was no heat in the car below, but that was unavoidable. They would try to bring it down to warm levels quickly.


      “Whew, I’m glad we reached the air again, Dick. I didn’t tell you sooner, for it wouldn’t have done any good, but that battery was about gone! We had something like twenty amp-hours left! I’m giving the recharge generator all she will take. We seem to have plenty of power now.”


      “I knew the cells were low, but I had no idea they were as low as that! I noticed that the magnet was weakening, but thought it was due to the added air strain. I am going to put the thing into a nose dive and let the glider go down itself. I know it would land correctly if it had a chance. I am going to follow it, of course, and since we are over the middle of Siberia we’d better start back.”


      The return trip was necessarily in the lower level of the atmosphere, that the glider might be kept reasonably warm. At a height of but two miles, in the turbulent atmosphere, the glider was brought slowly home. It took them nearly twenty hours to go the short distance of twelve thousand miles to San Francisco, the two men taking turns at the controls. The air resistance of the glider forced them to go slowly; they could not average much better than six hundred an hour despite the fact that the speed of either machine alone was over twelve hundred miles an hour.


      At last the great skyscrapers of San Francisco appeared on their horizon, and thousands of private planes started out to meet them. Frantically Arcot warned them away, lest the air blast from their props tear the glider from the magnet. At last, however, the Air Guard was able to force them to a safe distance and clear a lane through one of the lower levels of the city traffic. The great field of the Transcontinental lines was packed with excited men and women, waiting to catch a glimpse of two of the greatest things the country had heard of in the century—Arcot’s molecular motion machine and the Air Pirate!


      The landing was made safely in the circle of Air Guardsmen. There was a small hospital plane standing beside it in a moment, and as Arcot’s ship released it, and then hung motionless, soundless above it, the people watched it in wonder and excitement. They wanted to see Arcot perform; they clamored to see the wonderful powers of this ship in operation. Air Guardsmen who had witnessed the flying game of tag between these two super-air machines had told of it through the press and over the radio.


      * * * *


      Two weeks later, Arcot stepped into the office of Mr. Morey, senior.


      “Busy?”


      “Come on in; you know I’m busy—but not too busy for you. What’s on your mind?”


      “Wade—the pirate.”


      “Oh—hmm. I saw the reports on his lab out on the Rockies, and also the psychomedical reports on him. And most particularly, I saw the request for his employment you sent through channels. What’s your opinion on him? You talked with him.”


      Arcot frowned slightly. “When I talked to him he was still two different identities dancing around in one body. Dr. Ridgely says the problem’s settling down; I believe him. Ridgely’s no more of a fool in his line than you and Dad are in your own lines, and Ridgely’s business is healing mental wounds. We agreed some while back that the Pirate must be insane, even before we met him.


      “We also agreed that he had a tremendously competent and creative mind. As a personality in civilization, he’d evidently slipped several cogs. Ridgely says that is reparable.


      “You know, Newton was off the beam for about two years. Faraday was in a complete breakdown for nearly five years—and after his breakdown, came back to do some monumental work.


      “And those men didn’t have the help of modern psychomedical techniques.


      “I think we’d be grade A fools ourselves to pass up the chance to get Wade’s help. The man—insane or not—figured out a way of stabilizing and storing atomic hydrogen for his rockets. If he could do that in the shape he was then in…!


      “I’d say we’d be smart to keep the competition in the family.”


      Mr. Morey leaned back in his chair and smiled up at Arcot. “You’ve got a good case there. I’ll buy it. When Dr. Ridgely says Wade’s got those slipped cogs replaced—offer him a job in your lab staff.


      “I’m a bit older than you are; you’ve grown up in a world where the psychomedical techniques really work. When I was growing up, psychomedical techniques were strictly rule of thumb—and the doctors were all thumbs.” Mr. Morey sighed. Then, “In this matter, I think your judgment is better than mine.”


      “I’ll see him again, and offer him the job. I’m pretty sure he’ll take it, as I said. I have a suspicion that, within six months, he’ll be a lot saner than most people around. The ordinary man doesn’t realize what a job of rechecking present techniques can do—and Wade is, naturally, getting a very thorough overhaul.


      “Somewhat like a man going in for treatment of a broken arm; in any decent hospital they’ll also check for any other medical problems, and he’ll come out healthier than if he had never had the broken arm.


      “Wade seems to have had a mind that made friends with molecules, and talked their language. After Ridgely shows him how to make friends with people—I think he’ll be quite a man on our team!”


      BOOK TWO: SOLARITE


      I


      The lights of great Transcontinental Airport were blazing in cheering splendor. Out there in the center of the broad field a dozen men were silhouetted in the white brilliance, looking up at the sky, where the stars winked cold and clear on the jet background of the frosty night. A slim crescent of moon gleamed in the west, a sickle of light that in no way dimmed the cold flame of the brilliant stars.


      One point of light now moved across the motionless field of far-off suns, flashing toward the airport in a long, swift curve. The men on the field murmured and pointed up at it as it swept low over the blazing lights of New York. Lower it swooped, the towering city behind it. Half a mile into the air the buildings rose in shining glory of colored tile that shone brightly in the sweeping play of floodlights.


      One of them picked out the descending machine, and it suddenly leaped out of the darkness as a shining, streamlined cylinder, a cylinder with a great halo of blue fire, as the beam of the searchlight set it off from the jet black night.


      In moments the ship was vast before the eyes of the waiting men; it had landed gently on the field, was floating smoothly, gracefully toward them.


      Twenty-four men climbed from the great ship, shivering in the icy blast that swept across the field, spoke a moment with the group awaiting their arrival, then climbed quickly into the grateful warmth of a field car. In a moment they were speeding toward the lights of the field house, half a mile off.


      Behind them the huge ship leaped into the sky, then suddenly pointed its nose up at an angle of thirty degrees and shot high into the air at an unbelievable speed. In an instant it was gone.


      At the field house the party broke up almost immediately.


      “We want to thank you, Mr. Morey, for your demonstration of the new ship tonight, and you, Dr. Arcot, for answering our many questions about it. I am sure we all appreciate the kindness you have shown the press.” The reporters filed out quickly, anxious to get the news into the morning editions, for it was after one o’clock now. Each received a small slip of paper from the attendant standing at the exit, the official statement of the company. At last all had left but the six men who were responsible for the new machine.


      This night had witnessed the official demonstration of the first of the Arcot-Morey molecular motion ships. Small as she was, compared to those that were to come, yet she could carry over three thousand passengers, as many as could any existing winged plane, and her speed was immensely greater. The trip from the west coast to the eastern had been made in less than one hour. At a speed close to one mile a second the great ship had shot through the thin air, twenty-five miles above the Earth.


      In this vessel a huge bar of metal could be affected by an ultra-high-frequency generator. When so affected, its molecules all moved forward, taking the ship with them. Thus, a molecular motion drive vessel could, theoretically, approach the velocity of light as a limit.


      “Arcot,” said Morey, Senior, after the pressmen had left the room, “as president of this company I certainly want to thank you for the tremendous thing you have given us to use. You have ‘sold’ us this machine—but how can we repay you? Before this, time and time again, you have sold us your inventions, the ideas that have made it possible for Transcontinental to attain its present high position in world transportation. All you have ever accepted is the laboratory you use, its upkeep, and a small annual income. What can we do to show our appreciation this time?”


      “Why,” answered Arcot smiling, “you haven’t stated the terms correctly. Actually, I have a fully equipped lab to putter around in, all the time I want for my own amusement, and all the money I want. What more could I ask?”


      “I suppose that’s all true—but you draw only about six thousand a year for personal expenses—a good clerk could get that—and you, admittedly the most brilliant physicist of the Earth, are satisfied! I don’t feel we’re paying you properly!”


      Arcot’s expression became suddenly serious. “You can repay me this time,” he said, “for this latest discovery has made a new thing possible. I’ve always wanted to be able to visit other planets—as has many a scientist for the last three centuries. This machine has made it possible. If you are willing—we could start by the spring of 2117. I’m quite serious about this. With your permission, I want to start work on the first interplanetary ship. I’ll need Fuller’s help, of course. The proposition will be expensive, and that’s where I must ask you to help me. I think, however, that it may be a paying proposition, at that, for there will certainly be something of commercial value on the other planets.”


      They had walked out to the shed where Arcot’s private molecular motion car stood, the first machine ever built that used the heat of the sun to drive it. Thoughtfully the president of the great Transcontinental Lines looked at it. It was small compared with the great machine that had just brought them east, but of the same swift type. It was a thing of graceful beauty even on the ground, its long curving streamlines giving it wonderful symmetry. They stood in thoughtful silence for a minute—the young men eager to hear the verdict of their prospective backer. Morey, always rather slow of speech, took an unusually long time to answer.


      “If it were only money you asked for, Arcot, I’d gladly give you double the sum, but that isn’t the case. I know perfectly well that if you do go, my son will go with you, and Fuller and Wade will naturally go too.” He looked at each in turn. “Each of you has come to mean a lot to me. You and Fuller have known Bob since college days. I’ve known Wade only three months, but every day I grow to like him more. There’s no denying the fact that any such trip is a terrifically dangerous proposition. But if you were lost, there would be more than my personal loss. We would lose some of the most brilliant men on Earth. You, for instance, are conceded as being the world’s most brilliant physicist; Fuller is one of the greatest designing engineers; Wade is rapidly rising into prominence as a chemist and as a physicist; and my son is certainly a good mathematician.”


      He paused, frowning, weighing the situation. “But you men should know how to get out of scrapes just that much better. Certainly there are few men on Earth who would not be willing to back such a group of men—or any one of you, for that matter! I’ll back your trip!” His words became more facetious. “I know that Arcot and you, Bob, can handle a gun fairly well, I don’t know so much about Wade and Fuller. What experience have you two had?”


      Fuller shook his head. “I think I’ll fit best in the galley on the trip, Mr. Morey. I’ve done the cooking on a number of camping trips, and food is an important factor in the success of any expedition. I can shoot a bit, too.”


      Wade spoke rather hesitantly. “I come from the west, and have had a good bit of fun with a gun in the Rockies; there are still some mountain lions and some deer there, you know. I also have a sneaking acquaintance with the new gun, which Arcot developed in connection with his molecular motion. But there is so little you know about me—and most of it bad—I don’t see how I really get in on this opportunity—but,” he added hastily, “I certainly don’t intend to keep the old boy knocking—I’m with you, since I’m invited!”


      Arcot smiled. “Then you’ll definitely support us?”


      “Yes, I will,” replied Morey, Senior, seriously, “for I think it’s worth doing.”


      The four young men climbed into the ship, to start for their apartment. Arcot was piloting, and under his sure touch the ship sped out into the cold night air, then up through the atmosphere, till they hung poised at a height of fifty miles on the upper edge of the airy blanket. They looked out in silent thought at the magnificent blazing stars of space. Here, where the dust-laden air could no longer mask their true colors, the stars shone unwinkingly, steadily, and in a glory that earth-bound men had never seen before. They shone in a wonderous riot of color, as varied and as beautiful as the display of colored floodlights in some great city. They were tiny pinpoints of radiance, red, green, orange, and yellow, shining with intense brilliance.


      Slowly Arcot let the machine settle to the blazing city miles below.


      “I love to come out here and look at those cold, pinpoint lights; they seem to draw me—the lure of other worlds. I’ve always had a sense of unfulfilled longing—the desire to go out there—and it’s always been so hopeless. Now—I’ll be out there by next spring!” Arcot paused and looked up at the mighty field of stars that arched over his head to be lost on either horizon. A wonderful night!


      “Where shall we go first, Dick?” asked Wade softly as he gazed out at the far-off suns of space, his voice unconsciously hushed by the grandeur of the spectacle.


      “I’ve thought of that for the last four months, and now that we are definitely going to go, we’ll have to make a decision. Actually, it won’t be too hard to decide. Of course we can’t leave the solar system. And the outer planets are so far away that I think we had better wait till later trips. That leaves the choice really between Mars, Venus, and Mercury. Mercury isn’t practical since it’s so close to the sun. We know a fair bit about Mars from telescopic observation, while Venus, wrapped in perpetual cloud, is a mystery. What do you vote?”


      “Well,” said Morey, “it seems to me it’s more fun to explore a completely unknown planet than one that can be observed telescopically. I vote Venus.” Each of the others agreed with Morey that Venus was the logical choice.


      By this time the machine had sunk to the roof of their apartment, and the men disembarked and entered. The next day they were to start the actual work of designing the space ship.


      II


      “When we start this work,” Arcot began next morning, “we obviously want to design the ship for the conditions we expect to meet, and for maximum convenience and safety. I believe I’ve thought about this trip longer than the rest of you, so I’ll present my ideas first.


      “We don’t actually know anything about conditions on Venus, since no one has actually been there. Venus is probably a younger planet than Earth. It’s far nearer the sun than we are, and it gets twice the heat we do. In the long-gone time when the planets were cooling I believe Venus required far longer than Earth, for the inpouring heat would retard its cooling. The surface temperature is probably about 150 degrees Fahrenheit.


      “There is little land, probably, for with the cloud-mass covering Venus as it does, it’s logical to visualize tremendous seas. What life has developed must be largely aquatic, and the land is probably far behind us in evolution. Of course, Venus is the planet of mystery—we don’t know; we can only guess. But we do know what things we are going to need to cross space.


      “Obviously, the main driving force will be the power units. These will get their energy from the rays of the sun by absorbing them in copper discs about twelve feet in diameter—the ship will have to be more of a disc than a cylinder. I think a ship a hundred and eighty feet long, fifty feet wide, and twenty feet deep will be about the best dimensions. The power units will be strung along the top of the ship in double rows—one down each side of the hull. In the middle will be a series of fused quartz windows, opening into a large room just under the outer shell. We’ll obviously need some source of power to activate the power tubes that run the molecular motion power units. We’ll have a generator run by molecular motion power units in here, absorbing its heat from the atmosphere in this room. The air will be heated by the rays of the sun, of course, and in this way we’ll get all our power from the sun itself.


      “Since this absorption of energy might result in making the ship too cool, due to the radiation of the side away from the sun, we’ll polish it, and thus reduce the unlighted side’s radiation.


      “The power units will not be able to steer us in space, due to their position, and those on the sides, which will steer us in the atmosphere by the usual method, will be unable to get the sun’s power; they’ll be shaded. For steering in space, we’ll use atomic hydrogen rockets, storing the atomic gas by the Wade method in tanks in the hold. We’ll also have a battery down there for starting the generator and for emergencies.


      “For protection against meteors, we’ll use radar. If anything comes within a dozen miles of us, the radar unit covering that sector will at once set automatic machinery in operation, and the rockets will shoot the ship out of the path of the meteor.”


      All that day Arcot and the others discussed the various pieces of apparatus they would need, and toward evening Fuller began to draw rough sketches of the different mechanisms that had been agreed upon.


      The next day, by late afternoon, they had planned the rough details of the ship and had begun the greater task of calculating the stresses and the power factors.


      “We won’t need any tremendous strength for the ship while it is in space,” Arcot commented, “for then there will be little strain on it. It will be weightless from the start, and the gentle acceleration will not strain it in the least, but we must have strength, so that it can maneuver in the atmosphere.


      “We’ll leave Earth by centrifugal force, for I can make much better speed in the atmosphere where there is plenty of power to draw on; outside I must depend solely on sunlight. We’ll circle the Earth, forming an orbit just within the atmosphere, at five miles a second. We’ll gradually increase the speed to about ten miles a second, at which point the ship would normally fly off into space under its own centrifugal force. With the power units we’ll prevent its release until the proper moment. When we release it, it will be entirely free of Earth, and no more work will be needed to overcome Earth’s pull.”


      The planning continued with exasperating slowness. The details of the work were complex, for all the machines were totally new. Several weeks passed before even the power units could be ordered and the first work on the ship started. After that orders for materials left the office daily. Still, it was late in November before the last order was sent out.


      Now they must begin work on other phases of the expedition—food supplies and the standard parts of the equipment.


      In the interval Arcot had decided to make a special ventilated suit for use on Venus. This was to make use of a small molecular motion director apparatus to cool the air, and blow it through the suit. The apparatus consisted of a small compressed air-driven generator and a power tube bank that could be carried on the back.


      “Arcot,” Wade said when he saw the apparatus completed and the testing machine ready, “I’ve just noticed how similar this is to the portable invisibility apparatus I developed as the Pirate. I wonder if it might not be handy at times to be invisible—we could incorporate that with a slight change. It wouldn’t add more than five pounds, and those tubes you are using I’m sure are easily strong enough to carry the extra load.”


      “Great idea, Wade,” said Arcot. “It might be very useful if we met hostile natives. The disappearance stunt might make us gods or something to primitive beings. And now that you mention it, I think we can install the apparatus in the ship. It will require almost no power, and might save our lives some time.”


      The work went forward steadily at the great Transcontinental Shops where the space ship was being built. Its construction was being kept as much of a secret as possible, for Arcot feared the interference of the crowds that would be sure to collect if the facts were known, and since the shops directly joined the airfield, it meant that there would be helicopters buzzing about the Transatlantic and Transcontinental planes.


      The work to be done required the most careful manipulation and workmanship, for one defect could mean death. They calculated six weeks for the trip, and in the time before they could reach either planet, much might happen to a crippled ship.


      To the men who were making the trip, the waiting seemed most exasperating, and they spent the days before they could begin the installation of the electrical apparatus in purchasing the necessary standard equipment; the standard coils, tubes, condensers, the canned food supplies, clothes, everything that they could imagine as of possible utility. They were making the ship with a great deal of empty storage space, for Arcot hoped the trip would be a financial success, particularly supplying much-needed metals. Many vital elements were already excessively scarce, and no satisfactory substitutes had been found.


      On the outward trip some of this space would be filled with the many things they would consume en route. In addition they were carrying a great many spare parts, spare tubes, spare power units, spare condensers—a thousand and one odd parts. Arcot intended that they should be able to make an entire new power switchboard and motion director unit if anything should go wrong, and he certainly had all the apparatus.


      At last came the day when the final connection had been soldered, and the last joint welded. The atomic hydrogen tanks were full, and under the ship’s own power the oxygen tanks were filled and the batteries charged. They were ready for a test flight!


      The great ship rested on the floor of the shed now, awaiting the start.


      “Oh fellows—come here a minute!” Arcot called to the other members of the party. “I want to show you something.”


      The three walked quickly to the bow where Arcot stood, and following the line of his vision, looked in wonder to see that everything was right. They watched curiously as he drew from his coat a large glass bottle, tightly sealed.


      “What’s that for?” asked Wade curiously.


      “We’re about to start on the first cruise, and I’ve been wondering if it isn’t time we gave the ship a name.”


      “Great—I’d been thinking of that too—what are we going to name her?”


      “Well,” said Arcot, “I had been thinking of Alexander—he longed for other worlds to conquer!”


      “Not bad,” Morey commented. “I have been thinking of naming it too—I guess we all have—but I was thinking of Santa Maria—the first ship to discover the New World.”


      “I was think more of its home,” said Wade. “How about calling it Terrestrian?”


      “Well—it’s your turn, Fuller—you designed it. What do you suggest for your masterpiece?” asked Arcot.


      “I was thinking also of its home—the home it will never leave. I like to think that we might find people on Venus, and I would like to have a name on it that might be translatable into more friendly and less foreign terms—why not call it Solarite?”


      “Solarite—a member of the solar system—it will be that, always. It will be a world unto itself when it makes its trips—it will take up an orbit about the sun—a true member of the solar system. I like it!” Arcot turned to the others. “How about it?” It was agreed upon unanimously.


      “But I’m still curious about that glass bottle, so carefully sealed.” Morey commented with a puzzled smile. “What’s in it? Some kind of gas?”


      “Wrong—no gas—practically nothing at all, in fact. What more appropriate for christening a space ship than a bottle of hard vacuum?


      “We can’t have a pretty girl christen this ship, that’s sure. A flying bachelor’s apartment christened by a mere woman? Never! We will have the foreman of the works here do that. Since we can’t have the ship slide down the ways or anything, we will get inside and move it when he smashes the bottle. But in the meantime, let’s have a symbol set in contrasting metal on the bow. We can have a blazing sun, with nine planets circling it, the Earth indicated conspicuously; and below it the word SOLARITE.”


      III


      It was shortly after noon when the newly christened Solarite left on its first trip into space. The sun was a great ball of fire low in the west when they returned, dropping plummet-like from the depths of space, the rush of the air about the hull, a long scream that mounted from a half-heard sound in the outer limits of the Earth’s atmosphere, to a roar of tortured air as the ship dropped swiftly to the field and shot into the hangar. Instantly the crew darted to the side of the great cylinder as the door of the ship opened.


      Fuller appeared in the opening, and at the first glimpse of his face, the hangar crew knew something was wrong. “Hey, Jackson,” Fuller called, “get the field doctor—Arcot had a little accident out there in space!” In moments the man designated returned with the doctor, leading him swiftly down the long metal corridor of the Solarite to Arcot’s room aboard.


      There was a mean-looking cut in Arcot’s scalp, but a quick, sure examination by the doctor revealed that there appeared to be no serious injury. He had been knocked unconscious by the blow that made the cut, and he had not yet recovered his senses.


      “How did this happen?” asked the doctor as he bathed the cut and deftly bandaged it.


      Morey explained: “There’s a device aboard whose job it is to get us out of the way of stray meteors, and it works automatically. Arcot and I were just changing places at the controls. While neither of us was strapped into our seats, a meteor came within range and the rocket tubes shot the car out of the way. We both went tumbling head over heels and Arcot landed on his ear. I was luckier, and was able to break my fall with my hands, but it was a mean fall—at our speed we had about double weight, so, though it was only about seven feet, we might as well have fallen fourteen. We took turns piloting the ship, and Arcot was about to bring us back when that shock just about shook us all over the ship. We will have to make some changes. It does its job—but we need warning enough to grab hold.”


      The doctor was through now, and he began to revive his patient. In a moment he stirred and raised his hand to feel the sore spot. In ten minutes he was conversing with his friends, apparently none the worse except for a very severe headache. The doctor gave him a mild opiate, and sent him to bed to sleep off the effects of the blow.


      * * * *


      With the ship fully equipped, tested and checked in every possible way, the time for leaving was set for the following Saturday, three days off. Great supplies of stores had to be carried aboard in the meantime. Care had to be exercised in this work, lest the cargo slip free under varying acceleration of the Solarite, and batter itself to bits, or even wreck some vital part of the ship. At noon on the day chosen, the first ship ever to leave the bounds of the Earth’s gravity was ready to start!


      Gently the heavily laden Solarite rose from the hangar floor, and slowly floated out into the bright sunshine of the early February day. Beside it rode the little ship that Arcot had first built, piloted by the father of the inventor. With him rode the elder Morey and a dozen newsmen. The little ship was badly crowded now as they rose slowly, high into the upper reaches of the Earth’s atmosphere. The sky about them was growing dark—they were going into space!


      At last they reached the absolute ceiling of the smaller ship, and it hung there while the Solarite went a few miles higher; then slowly, but ever faster and faster they were plunging ahead, gathering speed.


      They watched the radio speedometer creep up—1-2-3-4-5-6—steadily it rose as the acceleration pressed them hard against the back of the seats—8-9—still it rose as the hum of the generator became a low snarl—10-11-12—they were rocketing at twelve miles a second, the tenuous air about the ship shrieking in a thin scream of protest as it parted on the streamlined bow.


      Slowly the speed rose—reached fifteen miles a second. The sun’s pull became steadily more powerful; they were falling toward the fiery sphere, away from the Earth. A microphone recessed in the outer wall brought them the fading whisper of air from outside. Arcot shouted a sudden warning:


      “Hold on—we’re going to lose all weight—out into space!”


      There was a click, and the angry snarl of the overworked generator died in an instant as the thudding relays cut it out of the circuit. Simultaneously the air scoop which had carried air to the generator switched off, transferring to solar heat as a source of power. They seemed to be falling with terrific and ever-increasing speed. They looked down—saw the Earth shrinking visibly as they shot away at more than five miles a second; they were traveling fifteen miles a second ahead and five a second straight up.


      The men watched with intensest interest as the heavens opened up before them—they could see stars now a scant degree from the sun itself, for no air diffused its blinding glory. The heat of the rays seemed to burn them; there was a prickling pleasantness to it now, as they looked at the mighty sea of flame through smoked glasses. The vast arms of the corona reached out like the tentacles of some fiery octopus through thousands of miles of space—huge arms of flaming gas that writhed out as though to reach and drag back the whirling planets to the parent body. All about the mighty sphere, stretching far into space, a wan glow seemed to ebb and flow, a kaleidoscope of swiftly changing color. It was the zodiacal light, an aurora borealis on a scale inconceivable!


      Arcot worked rapidly with the controls, the absence of weight that gave that continued sense of an unending fall, aiding him and his assistants in their rapid setting of the controls.


      At last the work was done and the ship flashed on its way under the control of the instruments that would guide it across all the millions of miles of space and land it on Venus with unerring certainty. The photo-electric telescopic eye watched the planet constantly, keeping the ship surely and accurately on the course that would get them to the distant planet in the shortest possible time.


      Work thereafter became routine requiring a minimum of effort, and the men could rest and use their time to observe the beauties of the skies as no man had ever seen them during all the billions of years of time that this solar system has existed. The lack of atmosphere made it possible to use a power of magnification that no terrestrial telescope may use. The blurred outlines produced by the shifting air prohibits magnifications of more than a few hundred diameters, but here in space they could use the greatest power of their telescope. With it they could look at Mars and see it more clearly than any other man had ever seen it, despite the fact that it was now over two hundred million miles away.


      But though they spent much time taking photographs of the planets and of the moon, and in making spectrum analyses of the sun, time passed very slowly. Day after day they saw measured on the clocks, but they stayed awake, finding they needed little sleep, for they wasted no physical energy. Their weightlessness eliminated fatigue. However, they determined that during the twelve hours before reaching Venus they must be thoroughly alert, so they tried to sleep in pairs. Arcot and Morey were the first to seek slumber—but Morpheus seemed to be a mundane god, for he did not reward them. At last it became necessary for them to take a mild opiate, for their muscles refused to permit their tired brains to sleep. It was twelve hours later when they awoke, to relieve Wade and Fuller.


      They spent most of the twelve hours of their routine watch in playing games of chess. There was little to be done. The silver globe before them seemed unchanging, for they were still so far away it seemed little larger than the moon does when seen from Earth.


      But at last it was time for the effects of the mild drug to wear off, and for Wade and Fuller to awaken from their sleep.


      “Morey—I’ve an idea!” There was an expression of perfect innocence on Arcot’s face—but a twinkle of humor in his eyes. “I wonder if it might not be interesting to observe the reactions of a man waking suddenly from sleep to find himself alone in space?” He stared thoughtfully at the control that would make the ship perfectly transparent, perfectly invisible.


      “I wonder if it would?” said Morey grasping Arcot’s idea.“What do you say we try it?” Arcot turned the little switch—and where there had been the ship, it was no more—it was gone!


      Fuller stirred uneasily in his bed, tightly strapped as he was. The effects of the drug were wearing off. Sleepily he yawned—stretched, and blindly, his heavy eyes still closed, released the straps that held him in bed. Yawning widely he opened his eyes—with a sudden start sat upright—then, with an excellent imitation of an Indian on the warpath, he leaped from his bed, and started to run wildly across the floor. His eyes were raised to the place where the ceiling should have been—he called lustily in alarm—then suddenly he was flying up—and crashed heavily against the invisible ceiling! His face was a picture of utter astonishment as he fell lightly to the floor—then slowly it changed, and took on a chagrined smile—he understood!


      He spun around as loud cries suddenly resounded from Wade’s room across the hall—then there was a dull thud, as he too, forgetting the weightlessness, jumped and hit the ceiling. Then the cries were gone, like the snuffing of a candle. From the control room there rose loud laughter—and a moment later they felt more normal, as they again saw the four strong walls about them.


      Wade sighed heavily and shook his head.


      They were approaching the planet visibly now. In the twelve hours that had passed they had covered a million miles, for now they were falling toward the planet under its attraction. It glowed before them now in wonderous splendour, a mighty disc of molten silver.


      For the last twenty-four hours they had been reducing their speed relative to Venus, to insure their forming an orbit about the planet, rather than shoot around it and back into space. Their velocity had been over a hundred miles a second part of the way, but now it had been reduced to ten. The gravity of the planet was urging them forward at ever increasing speed, and their problem became more acute moment by moment.


      “We’ll never make it on the power units alone, out here in space,” said Arcot seriously. “We’ll just shoot around the planet. I’ll tell you how we can do it, though. We’ll circle around it, entering its atmosphere on the daylight side, and shoot into the upper limits of its atmosphere. There the power units can find some heat to work on, and we can really slow down. But we’ll have to use the rocket tubes to get the acceleration we’ll need to drive the ship into the air.”


      There was a sudden clanging of a bell, and everyone dived for a hold, and held on tightly. An instant later there was a terrific wrench as the rocket jets threw the plane out of the way of a meteor.


      “We’re getting near a planet. This is the third meteor we’ve met since we were more than a million miles from Earth. Venus and Earth and all the planets act like giant vacuum cleaners of space, pulling into themselves all the space debris and meteors within millions of miles by their gravitational attraction.”


      Swiftly the planet expanded below them—growing vaster with each passing moment. It had changed from a disc to a globe, and now, as the molten silver of its surface seemed swiftly clouding, it turned grey; then they saw its true appearance, a vast field of rolling, billowing clouds!


      The Solarite was shooting around the planet now at ten miles a second, far more than enough to carry them away from the planet again, out into space once more if their speed was not checked.


      “Hold on everybody,” Arcot called. “We’re going to turn toward the planet now!” He depressed a small lever—there was a sudden shock, and all the space about them seemed to burst into huge, deep-red atomic hydrogen flames.


      The Solarite reeled under the sudden pressure, but the heavy gyroscopic stabilizers caught it, held it, and the ship remained on an even keel. Then suddenly there came to the ears of the men a long drawn whine, faint—almost inaudible—and the ship began slowing down. The Solarite had entered the atmosphere of Venus—the first man-made machine to thus penetrate the air of another world!


      Quickly Arcot snapped open the control that had kept the rockets flaming, turning the ship to the planet—driving it into the atmosphere. Now they could get their power from the air that each instant grew more dense about them.


      “Wade—in the power room—emergency control post—Morey—control board there—hang on, for we’ll have to use some husky accelerations.”


      Instantly the two men sprang for their posts—literally diving, for they were still almost weightless.


      Arcot pulled another lever—there was a dull snap as a relay in the power room responded—the lights wavered—dimmed—then the generator was once more humming smoothly—working on the atmosphere of Venus! In a moment the power units were again operating, and now as they sucked a plentitude of power from the surrounding air, they produced a force that made the men cling to their holds with almost frantic force. Around them the rapidly increasing density of the air made the whine grow to a roar; the temperature within the ship rose slowly, warmed by friction with the air, despite the extreme cold at this altitude, more than seventy-five miles above the surface of the planet.


      They began dropping rapidly now—their radio-speedometer had fallen from ten to nine—then slowly, but faster and faster as more heat could be extracted from the air, it had fallen 8—7—6—5—4. Now they were well below orbital speed, falling under the influence of the planet. The struggle was over—the men relaxed. The ship ran quietly now, the smooth hum of the air rushing over the great power units coming softly through the speaker to their ears, a humming melody—the song of a new world.


      IV


      Suddenly the blazing sun was gone and they were floating in a vast world of rolling mists—mists that brushed the car with tiny clicks, which, with the millions of particles that struck simultaneously, merged into a steady roar.


      “Ice—ice clouds!” Morey exclaimed.


      Arcot nodded. “We’ll drop below the clouds; they’re probably miles deep. Look, already they’re changing—snow now—in a moment it will be water—then it’ll clear away and we’ll actually see Venus!”


      For ten miles—an endless distance it seemed—they dropped through clouds utterly impenetrable to the eye. Then gradually the clouds thinned; there appeared brief clear spots, spots into which they could see short distances—then here and there they caught glimpses of green below. Was it water—or land?


      With a suddenness that startled them, they were out of the clouds, shooting smoothly and swiftly above a broad plain. It seemed to stretch for endless miles across the globe, to be lost in the far distance to east and west; but to the north they saw a low range of hills that rose blue and misty in the distance.


      “Venus! We made it!” Morey cried jubilantly. “The first men ever to leave Earth—I’m going to start the old sender and radio back home! Man—look at that stretch of plain!” He jumped to his feet and started across the control room. “Lord—I feel like a ton of lead now—I sure am out of condition for walking after all that time just floating!”


      Arcot raised a restraining hand. “Whoa—wait a minute there, Morey—you won’t get anything through to them now. The Earth is on the other side of Venus—it’s on the night side, remember—and we’re on the day side. In about twelve hours we’ll be able to send a message. In the meantime, take the controls while I make a test of the air here, will you?”


      Relieved of the controls, Arcot rose and walked down the corridor to the power room where the chemical laboratory had been set up. Wade had already collected a dozen samples of air, and was working on them.


      “How is it—what have you tested for so far?” asked Arcot.


      “Oxygen and CO2. The oxygen is about twenty-two per cent, or considering the slightly lower air pressure here, we will have just about the right amount of oxygen. The CO2 is about one-tenth of one per cent. The atmosphere is O.K. for terrestrial life apparently; that mouse there is living quite happily. Whatever the other seventy-five per cent or so of diluting gas is, I don’t know, but it isn’t nitrogen.”


      Briefly Arcot and Wade discussed the unusual atmosphere, finally deciding that the inert gas was argon.


      “No great amount of nitrogen,” Arcot concluded. “That means that life will have a sweet time extracting it from the air—but wherever there is life, it finds a way to do the impossible. Test it more accurately, will you—you try for nitrogen and I’ll try the component inert gasses.”


      They ran the analyses rapidly, and in a very short time—less than an hour—their results stood at 23 per cent oxygen, .1 per cent carbon dioxide, 68 per cent argon, 6 per cent nitrogen, 2 per cent helium, 5 per cent neon, .05 per cent hydrogen, and the rest krypton and xenon apparently. The analyses of these inert gasses had to be done rather roughly in this short time, but it was sufficient to balance fairly accurately.


      The two chemists reported back to the control cabin.


      “Well, we’ll be able to breathe the atmosphere of Venus with ease. I believe we can go on now. I have been surprised to see no water in sight, but I think I see my mistake now. You know the Mississippi has its mouth further from the center of the Earth than its source; it flows up hill! The answer is, of course, that the centrifugal force of the Earth’s spin impels it to flow that way. Similarly, I am sure now that we will find that Venus has a vast belt of water about the middle, and to the north and south there will be two great caps of dry land. We are on the northern cap.


      “We have the microphone turned way down. Let’s step up the power a bit and see if there are any sounds outside,” said Arcot and walked over to the power control switch. An instant later a low hum came from the loudspeaker. There was a light breeze blowing. In the distance, forming a dull background for the hum, there came a low rumbling that seemed punctuated now and then by a greater sound.


      “Must be a long way off,” said Arcot, a puzzled frown on his face. “Swing the ship around so we can see in what direction the sound is loudest,” he suggested.


      Slowly Morey swung the ship around on its vertical axis. Without a doubt, something off in the direction of the hills was making a considerable noise.


      “Arcot, if that’s a fight between two animals—two of those giant animals that you said might be here—I don’t care to get near them!” Fuller’s narrowed eyes strove to penetrate the haze that screened the low hills in the blue distance.


      The microphone was shut off while the Solarite shot swiftly forward toward the source of the sound. Quickly the hills grew, the blue mistiness disappearing, and the jagged mounds revealing themselves as bleak harsh rock. As they drew nearer they saw beyond the hills, intermittent flashes of brilliant light, heard shattering blasts of sound.


      “A thunderstorm!” Wade began, but Arcot interrupted.


      “Not so fast, Wade—Fuller’s animal is there—the only animal in all creation that can make a noise like that! Look through the telescope—see those dots wheeling about there above the flashing lights? The only animal that can make that racket is man! There are men over there—and they aren’t in a playful mood! Turn on the invisibility while we can, Morey—and let’s get nearer!”


      “Look out—here we go!” Morey began to close a tiny switch set in one side of the instrument panel—then, before the relay below could move, he had flipped it back.


      “Here, you take it, Arcot—you always think about two steps ahead of me—you’re quicker and know the machine better anyway.”


      Quickly the two men exchanged places.


      “I don’t know about that, Morey,” said a voice from vacancy, for Arcot had at once thrown the ship into invisibility. “The longer we’re here, the more mistakes I see we made in our calculations. I see what put me off so badly on my estimate of the intelligence of life found here! The sun gives it a double dose of heat—but also a double dose of other radiations—some of which evidently speed up evolution. Anyway, we may be able to find friends here more quickly if we aid one side or the other in the very lively battle going on there. Before we go any further, what’s our decision?”


      “I think it is a fine idea,” said Fuller. “But which side are we to aid—and what are the sides? We haven’t even seen them yet. Let’s go nearer and take a good look.”


      “Yes—but are we going to join either side after looking?”


      “Oh, that’s unanimous!” said Wade, excitedly.


      The invisible ship darted forward. They sped past the barrier of low hills, and were again high above a broad plain. With a startled gasp, Arcot cut their speed. There, floating high in the air, above a magnificent city, was a machine such as no man had ever before seen! It was a titanic airplane—monstrous, gargantuan, and every other word that denoted immensity. Fully three-quarters of a mile the huge metal wings stretched out in the dull light of the cloudy Venerian day; a machine that seemed to dwarf even the vast city beneath it. The roar of its mighty propellers was a rumbling thunder to the men in the Solarite. From it came the flashing bursts of flame.


      On closer inspection, the watchers saw what seemed to be a swarm of tiny gnats flying about the mighty plane. They appeared to be attacking the giant as vainly as gnats might attack an eagle, for they could not damage the giant machine. The flashing bombs burst in blasts of yellow flame as harmlessly as so many firecrackers.


      All that mighty plane was covered with heavy metal plates, fully ten inches thick, and of metal so tough that when the powerful bombs hit it they made no impression, though they blasted tremendous craters in the soil below. From it poured a steady stream of bombs that burst with a great flash of heat and light, and in an instant the tiny planes they struck streaked down as incandescent masses of metal.


      Yet the giant seemed unable to approach the city—or was it defending it? No, for it was from the city that the vainly courageous little ships poured out. But certainly it was not these ships that kept the titanic battleship of the air at bay!


      Tensely the men watched the uneven conflict. The rain of bombs continued, though all fell short of the city. But slowly around the metropolis there appeared an area of flaring, molten lava, and steadily this moved toward the beautiful buildings. Suddenly the battleship turned toward the city and made a short dash inward on its circling path. As though awaiting this maneuver, a battery of hissing, flaming swords of white light flashed upward, a few hundred feet from the ring of molten rock. As the titanic plane rolled, side-slipped out of the way, they passed, harmlessly, barely missing a monstrous wing.


      “Which?” Arcot demanded. “I say the city. No one should destroy anything so magnificent.”


      Not a dissenting voice was raised, so Arcot sent the Solarite nearer.


      “But what in the world can we do to that huge thing?” Fuller’s voice came eerily out of the emptiness. “It has perfect invulnerability through size alone.”


      There was sudden silence among the Terrestrials as one of the tiny planes darted forward and dove at full speed directly toward one of the giant’s propellers. There were fifty of these strung along each great wing. If enough of them could be destroyed, the plane must crash. There came a terrific crash—a flare of light—and splintered fragments of flaming wreckage plummeted down. Yet the mighty blades continued whirling as smoothly as ever!


      What could the Solarite do against the giant monoplane? Evidently Arcot had a plan. Under his touch their machine darted high into the sky above the great plane. There was a full mile between them when he released the sustaining force of the Solarite and let it drop, straight toward the source of the battle—falling freely, ever more and more rapidly. They were rushing at the mighty plane below at a pace that made their hearts seem to pause—then suddenly Arcot cried out, “Hold on—here we stop!”


      They seemed a scant hundred feet from the broad metal wings of the unsuspecting plane, when suddenly there was a tremendous jerk, and each man felt himself pressed to the floor beneath a terrific weight that made their backs crack with the load. Doggedly they fought to retain their senses; the blackness receded.


      Below them they saw only a mighty sea of roaring red flames—a hell of blazing gas that roared like a score of bombs set off at once. The Solarite was sitting down on her rocket jets! All six of the rocket tubes in the base of the ship had been opened wide, and streaming from them in a furious blast of incandescent gas, the atomic hydrogen shot out in a mighty column of gas at 3500 degrees centigrade. Where the gas touched it, the great plane flared to incandescence; and in an immeasurable interval the fall of the Solarite ended, and it rebounded high into the air. Arcot, struggling against the weight of six gravities, pulled shut the little control that had sent those mighty torches blasting out. An instant later they sped away lest the plane shoot toward the gas columns.


      From a safe distance they looked back at their work. No longer was the mighty plane unscathed, invulnerable, for now in its top gaped six great craters of incandescent metal that almost touched and coalesced. The great plane itself reeled, staggering, plunging downward; but long before it reached the hard soil below, it was brought into level flight, and despite many dead engines, it circled and fled toward the south. The horde of small planes followed, dropping a rain of bombs into the glowing pits in the ship, releasing their fury in its interior. In moments the beings manning the marauder had to a large extent recovered from the shock of the attack and were fighting back. In a moment—just before the ship passed over the horizon and out of sight—the Terrestrians saw the great props that had been idle, suddenly leap into motion, and in an instant the giant had left its attackers behind—fleeing from its invisible foe.


      Under Arcot’s guidance the ship from Earth, still invisible, returned to the approximate spot where they had destroyed the invulnerability of the Giant. Then suddenly, out of nothing, the Solarite appeared. In an instant a dozen of the tiny two-man planes darted toward it. Just that they might recognize it, Arcot shot it up a bit higher with the aid of the keel rockets at one-third power. The typical reddish flame of atomic hydrogen, he knew, would be instantaneously recognizable.


      Little these planes were, but shaped like darts, and swifter than any plane of Earth. They shot along at 1000 miles an hour readily, as Arcot soon found out. It was not a minute before they had formed a long line that circled the Solarite at minimum speed, then started off in the direction of the city. On impulse Arcot followed after them, and instantly the planes increased their velocity, swiftly reaching 1000 miles per hour.


      The city they were approaching was an inspiring sight. Mighty towers swept graceful lines a half mile in the air, their brightly colored walls gleaming in rainbow hues, giving the entire city the aspect of a gigantic jewel—a single architectural unit. Here was symmetry and order, with every unit in the city built around the gigantic central edifice that rose, a tremendous tower of black and gold, a full half mile in the air.


      The outer parts of the city were evidently the residential districts, the low buildings and the wide streets with the little green lawns showing the care of the individual owner. Then came the apartment houses and the small stores; these rose in gentle slopes, higher and higher, merging at last with the mighty central pinnacle of beauty. The city was designed as a whole, not in a multitude of individually beautiful, but inharmonious units, like some wild mixture of melodies, each in itself beautiful, but mutually discordant.


      V


      The Terrestrians followed their escort high above these great buildings, heading toward the great central tower. In a moment they were above it, and in perfect order the ships of the Venerians shot down to land smoothly, but at high speed. On the roof of the building they slowed with startling rapidity, held back by electromagnets under the top dressing of the roof landing, as Arcot learned later.


      “We can’t land on that—this thing weighs too much—we’d probably sink right through it! The street looks wide enough for us to land there.” Arcot maneuvered the Solarite over the edge of the roof, and dropped it swiftly down the half mile to the ground below. Just above the street, he leveled off, and descended slowly, giving the hurrying crowds plenty of time to get from beneath it.


      Landing finally, he looked curiously at the mass of Venerians who had gathered in the busy street, coming out of buildings where they evidently had sought shelter during the raid. The crowd grew rapidly as the Terrestrians watched them—people of a new world.


      “Why,” exclaimed Fuller in startled surprise, “they look almost like us!”


      “Why not?” laughed Arcot. “Is there any particular reason why they shouldn’t look like us? Venus and Earth are very nearly the same size, and are planets of the same parent sun. Physical conditions here appear to be very similar to conditions back home, and if there’s anything to Svend Arrehenius’ theory of life spores being sent from world to world by sunlight, there’s no reason why humanoid races cannot be found throughout the universe. On worlds, that is, suitable for the development of such life forms.”


      “Look at the size of ’em,” Fuller commented.


      Their size was certainly worth noting, for in all that crowd only the obviously young were less than six feet tall. The average seemed to be seven feet—well-built men and women with unusually large chests, who would have seemed very human indeed, but for a ghastly, death-like blue tinge to their skin. Even their lips were as bright a blue as man’s lips are red. The teeth seemed to be as white as any human’s, but their mouths were blue.


      “They look as if they’d all been eating blueberries!” laughed Wade. “I wonder what makes their blood blue? I’ve heard of blue-blooded families, but these are the first I’ve ever seen!”


      “I think I can answer that,” said Morey slowly. “It seems odd to us—but those people evidently have their blood based on hemocyanin. In us, the oxygen is carried to the tissues, and the carbon dioxide carried away by an iron compound, hemoglobin, but in many animals of Earth, the same function is performed by a copper compound, hemocyanin, which is an intense blue. I am sure that that is the explanation for these strange people. By the way, did you notice their hands?”


      “Yes, I had. They strike me as having one too many fingers—look there—that fellow is pointing—why—his hand hasn’t too many fingers, but too many thumbs! He has one on each side of his palm! Say, that would be handy in placing nuts and bolts, and such fine work, wouldn’t it?”


      Suddenly a lane opened in the crowd, and from the great black and gold building there came a file of men in tight-fitting green uniforms; a file of seven-foot giants. Obviously they were soldiers of some particular branch, for in the crowd there were a number of men dressed in similar uniforms of deep blue.


      “I think they want one or more of us to accompany them,” Arcot said. “Let’s flip a coin to decide who goes—two better stay here, and two go. If we don’t come back inside of a reasonable period of time, one of you might start making inquiries; the other can send a message to Earth, and get out of harm’s way till help can come. I imagine these people are friendly now, however—else I wouldn’t go.”


      The leader of the troop stepped up to the door of the Solarite, and coming to what was obviously a position of attention, put his left hand over his right breast in an equally obvious salute, and waited.


      The coin was flipped with due ceremony—it would decide which of them were to have the distinction of being the first Terrestrians to set foot on Venus. Arcot and Morey won, and they quickly put on the loose-fitting ventilated cooling suits that they might live comfortably in the hot air outside—for the thermometer registered 150°!


      The two men quickly walked over to the airlock, entered, closed it behind them, and opened the outer door. There was a slight rush of air, as the pressure outside was a bit lower than that inside. There was a singing in their ears, and they had to swallow several times to equalize the pressure.


      The guards at once fell into a double row on either side of them, and the young officer strode ahead. He himself had curbed his curiosity after the single startled glance he had given these strange men. Only their hands were visible, for the cooling suits covered them almost completely, but the strange pink color must indeed have been startling to the eyes; also their dwarf stature, and the strange suits they wore. The men of his little troop, however, as well as the people in the crowd about them, were not so disinterested. They were looking in eager amazement at these men who had just saved their city, these strange small men with their queer pink skin. And most surprising of all, perhaps, the inner thumb was missing from each hand!


      But soon they had passed beyond the sight of the crowd, which was held in check by a handful of the deep blue uniformed men.


      “Those fellows would never hold such a Terrestrial crowd back if visitors from another planet landed!” remarked Morey wonderingly.


      “How do they know we are visitors from another planet?” Arcot objected. “We suddenly appeared out of nowhere—they don’t even know our direction of approach. We might be some strange race of Venerians as far as they know.”


      They walked briskly up to the massive gold and black entrance, and passed through the great doors that seemed made of solid copper, painted with some clear coating that kept the metal lustrous, the rich color shining magnificently. They stood open wide now, as indeed they always were. Even the giant Venerians were dwarfed by these mighty doors as they passed through into an equally vast hall, a tremendous room that must have filled all the front half of the ground floor of the gigantic building, a hall of graceful columns that hid the great supporting members. The stone, they knew, must serve the Venerians as marble serves us, but it was a far more handsome stone. It was a rich green, like the green of thick, heavy grass in summer when the rain is plentiful. The color was very pleasing to the eye, and restful too. There was a checker-board floor of this green stone, alternated with another, a stone of intense blue. They were hard, and the colors made a very striking pattern, pleasingly different from what they had been accustomed to, but common to Venus, as they later learned.


      At last the party had crossed the great hall, and stopped beside a large doorway. The officer halted for a moment, and gestured toward two of his men, who remained, while the others walked quickly away. The diminished party stepped through the doorway into a small room whose walls were lined with copper, and an instant later, as the officer pushed a small button, there was a low hiss of escaping air, and a copper grating sprang quickly up across the opening of the elevator. He touched another button, and there was the familiar sinking feeling as the car rose, a low hum seeming to come from its base.


      The elevator rose swiftly through a very considerable distance—up—up, endlessly.


      “They must have some wonderfully strong cables here on Venus!” Morey exclaimed. “The engineers of Terrestrial buildings have been wondering for some time how to get around the difficulty of shifting elevators. The idea of changing cars doesn’t appeal to me, either—but we must have risen a long way!”


      “I should say so—I wonder how they do it. We’ve been rising for a minute and a half at a very fair clip—there we are; end of the line—I want to look at this car!” Arcot stepped over to the control board, looked at it closely, then stepped out and peered down between the car and the shaft as the copper grating fell, simultaneously pulling down with it the door that had blocked off the hallway.


      “Come here, Morey—simple system at that! It would be so, of course. Look—they have tracks, and a regular trolley system, with cog rails alongside, and the car just winds itself up! They have a motor underneath, I’ll bet, and just run it up in that way. They have never done that on Earth because of the cost of running the car up without too much power. I think I see the solution—the car has electro-dynamical brakes, and descending, just slows itself down by pumping power into the line to haul some other car up. This is a mighty clever scheme!”


      As Arcot straightened, the officer beckoned to him to follow, and started down the long corridor which was lined on either side with large doorways, much like a very exotic earthly office building. Passing through a long series of branching corridors they at last reached one that terminated in a large office, into which the young officer led them. Snapping to attention, he spoke briefly and rapidly, saluted and retired with his two men.


      The man before whom the Terrestrians stood was a tall, kindly-faced old gentleman. His straight black hair was tinged with bluish gray, and the kindly face bore the lines of age, but the smiling eyes, and the air of sincere interest gave his countenance an amazingly youthful air. It was warm and friendly despite its disconcerting blueness. He looked curiously, questioningly at the two men before him, looked at their hands, his eyes widening in surprise; then he stepped quickly forward, and extended his hand, at the same time looking toward Arcot.


      Smiling, Arcot extended his own. The Venerian grasped it—then with an exclamation on the part of each, they mutually released each other, Arcot feeling an uncomfortable sensation of heat, just as the Venerian felt a flash of intense cold! Each stared from his hand to the hand of the other in surprise, then a smile curved the blue lips of the Venerian as he very emphatically put his hand at his side. Arcot smiled in turn, and said to Morey in an animated tone:


      “They have a body temperature of at least 170° Fahrenheit. It would naturally be above room temperature, which is 150° here, so that they are most unpleasantly hot to us. Marvelous how nature adapts herself to her surroundings!” He chuckled. “I hope these fellows don’t have fevers. They’d be apt to boil over!”


      The Venerian had picked up a small rectangle of black material, smooth and solid. He drew quickly upon it with what appeared to be a pencil of copper. In a moment he handed the tablet to Arcot, who reached out for it, then changed his mind, and motioned that he didn’t want to burn his fingers. The old Venerian held it where Arcot could see it.


      “Why, Morey, look here—I didn’t think they had developed astronomy to any degree, because of the constant clouds, but look at this. He has a nice little map of the solar system, with Mercury, Venus, Earth, the Moon, Mars, and all the rest on it. He has drawn in several of the satellites of Jupiter and of Saturn too.”


      The Venerian pointed to Mars and looked inquisitively at them. Arcot shook his head and pointed quickly to Earth. The Venetian seemed a bit surprised at this, then thought a moment and nodded in satisfaction. He looked at Arcot intently. Then to the latter’s amazement, there seemed to form in his mind a thought—at first vague, then quickly taking definite form.


      “Man of Earth,” it seemed to say, “we thank you—you have saved our nation. We want to thank you for your quick response to our signals. We had not thought that you could answer us so soon.” The Venerian seemed to relax as the message was finished. It obviously had required great mental effort.


      Arcot looked steadily into his eyes now, and tried to concentrate on a message—on a series of ideas. To him, trained though he was in deep concentration on one idea, the process of visualizing a series of ideas was new, and very difficult. But he soon saw that he was making some progress.


      “We came in response to no signals—exploration only—we saw the battle—and aided because your city seemed doomed, and because it seemed too beautiful to be destroyed.”


      “What’s it all about, Arcot?” asked Morey wonderingly, as he watched them staring at each other.


      “Mental telepathy,” Arcot answered briefly. “I’m terribly thick from his point of view, but I just learned that they sent signals to Earth—why, I haven’t learned—but I’m making progress. If I don’t crack under the strain, I’ll find out sooner or later—so wait and see.” He turned again to the Venerian.


      The latter was frowning at him rather dubiously. With sudden decision he turned to his desk, and pulled down a small lever. Then again he looked intently at Arcot.


      “Come with me—the strain of this conversation is too great—I see you do not have thought transference on your world.”


      “Come along, Morey—we’re going somewhere. He says this thought transference is too much for us. I wonder what he is going to do?”


      Out into the maze of halls they went again, now led by the kindly seven-foot Venerian. After walking through a long series of halls, they reached a large auditorium, where already there had gathered in the semi-circle of seats a hundred or so of the tall, blue-tinged Venerians. Before them, on a low platform, were two large, deeply-cushioned chairs. To these chairs the two Terrestrians were led.


      “We will try to teach you our language telepathically. We can give you the ideas—you must learn the pronunciation, but this will be very much quicker. Seat yourselves in these chairs and relax.”


      The chairs had been designed for the seven-footers. These men were six feet and six feet six, respectively, yet it seemed to them, as they sank into the cushions, that never had they felt such comfortable chairs. They were designed to put every muscle and every nerve at rest. Luxuriously, almost in spite of themselves, they relaxed.


      Dimly Arcot felt a wave of sleepiness sweep over him; he yawned prodigiously. There was no conscious awareness of his sinking into a deep slumber. It seemed that suddenly visions began to fill his mind—visions that developed with a returning consciousness—up from the dark, into a dream world. He saw a mighty fleet whose individual planes were a mile long, with three-quarters of a mile wingspread—titanic monoplanes, whose droning thunder seemed to roar through all space. Then suddenly they were above him, and from each there spurted a great stream of dazzling brilliance, an intense glow that reached down, and touched the city. An awful concussion blasted his ears. All the world about him erupted in unimaginable brilliance; then darkness fell.


      Another vision filled his mind—a vision of the same fleet hanging over a giant crater of molten rock, a crater that gaped angrily in a plain beside low green hills—a crater that had been a city. The giants of the air circled, turned, and sped over the horizon. Again he was with them—and again he saw a great city fuse in a blazing flash of blinding light—again and yet again—until around all that world he saw smoking ruins of great cities, now blasted crimson craters in a world of fearful desolation.


      The destroyers rode up, up, up—out of the clouds—and he was with them. Out beyond the swirling mists, where the cold of space seemed to reach in at them, and the roaring of the mighty propellers was a thin whine—then suddenly that was gone, and from the tail of each of the titanic machines there burst a great stream of light, a blazing column that roared back, and lit all space for miles around—rocket jets that sent them swiftly across space!


      He saw them approaching another world, a world that shone a dull red, but he saw the markings and knew that it was Earth, not Mars. The great planes began falling now—falling at an awful speed into the upper air of the planet, and in an instant the rocket flares were gone, fading and dying in the dense air. Again there came the roar of the mighty propellers. Then swiftly the fleet of giants swooped down, lower and lower. He became aware of its destination—a spot he knew must be New York—but a strangely distorted New York—a Venerian city, where New York should have been. And again, the bombs rained down. In an instant the gigantic city was a smoking ruin.


      The visions faded, and slowly he opened his eyes, looked about him. He was still in the room of the circle of chairs—he was still on Venus—then with sudden shock, understanding came. He knew the meaning of these visions—the meaning of that strangely distorted New York, of that red Earth. It meant that this was what the Venerians believed was to happen! They were trying to show him the plans of the owners and builders of those gigantic ships! The New York he had seen was New York as these men imagined it.


      Startled, confused, his forehead furrowed, he rose unsteadily to his feet. His head seemed whirling in the throes of a terrific headache. The men about him were looking anxiously at him. He glanced toward Morey. He was sleeping deeply in the seat, his features now and again reflecting his sensations. It was his turn to learn this new language and see the visions.


      The old Venerian who had brought them there walked up to Arcot and spoke to him in a softly musical language, a language that was sibilant and predominated in liquid sounds; there were no gutturals, no nasals; it was a more musical language than Earth men had ever before heard, and now Arcot started in surprise, for he understood it perfectly; the language was as familiar as English.


      “We have taught you our language as quickly as possible—you may have a headache, but you must know what we know as soon as possible. It may well be that the fate of two worlds hangs on your actions. These men have concentrated on you and taught you very rapidly with the massed power of their minds, giving you visions of what we know to be in preparation. You must get back to your wonderful ship as quickly as possible; and yet you must know what has happened here on our world in the last few years, as well as what happened twenty centuries ago.


      “Come with me to my office, and we will talk. When your friend has also learned, you may tell him.”


      Quickly Arcot followed the Venerian down the long corridors of the building. The few people they met seemed intent on their own business, paying little attention to them.


      At last they seated themselves in the office where Arcot had first met his escort; and there he listened to a new history—the history of another planet.


      “My name is Tonlos,” the old man said. “I am a leader of my people—though my title and position are unimportant. To explain would entail a prolonged discussion of our social structure, and there is no time for that. Later, perhaps—but now to our history.


      “Twenty centuries ago,” Tonlos continued, “there were two great rival nations on this planet. The planet Turo is naturally divided so that there would be a tendency toward such division. There are two enormous belts of land around the globe, one running from about 20 degrees north of the equator to about 80 degrees north. This is my country, Lanor. To the south there is a similar great belt of land, of almost identical size, Kaxor. These two nations have existed for many thousands of our years.


      “Two thousand years ago a great crisis arose in the affairs of the world—a great war was in process of starting—but a Lanorian developed a weapon that made it impossible for the Kaxorians to win—and war was averted. The feeling was so strong, however, that laws were passed which stopped all intercourse between the two nations for these thousands of years. By devious ways we’ve learned that Kaxor has concentrated on the study of physics, perhaps in hopes of finding a weapon with which they could threaten us once more. Lanor has studied the secrets of the human mind and body. We have no disease here any longer; we have no insanity. We are students of chemistry, but physics has been neglected to a great extent. Recently, however, we have again taken up this science, since it alone of the main sciences had not received our study. Only twenty-five years have been spent on these researches, and in that short time we cannot hope to do what the Kaxorians have done in two thousand.


      “The secret of the heat ray, the weapon that prevented the last war, had been almost forgotten. It required diligent research to bring it to life again, for it is a very inefficient machine—or was. Of late, however, we have been able to improve it, and now it is used in commerce to smelt our ores. It was this alone that allowed this city to put up the slight resistance that we did. We were surely doomed. This is the capital of Lanor, Sonor. We—and the nation—would have fallen but for you.


      “We have had some warning that this was coming. We have spies in Kaxor now, for we learned of their intentions when they flew the first of their giant planes over one of our cities and dropped a bomb! We have been trying, since we discovered the awful scope of their plans, to send you a warning if you could not help us. That you should come here at this particular time is almost beyond belief—a practically impossible coincidence—but perhaps there is more than coincidence behind it? Who knows?” He paused briefly; went on with a heavy sigh: “Since you drove that plane away, we can expect a new raid at any moment, and we must be prepared. Is there any way you can signal your planet?”


      “Yes—we can signal easily,” Arcot answered; he struggled with the newly acquired language. “I do not know the word in your tongue—it may be that you do not have it—radio we call it—it is akin to light, but of vastly longer wavelength. Produced electrically, it can be directed like light and sent in a beam by means of a reflection. It can penetrate all substances except metals, and can leak around them, if it be not directional. With it I can talk readily with the men of Earth, and this very night I will.”


      Arcot paused, frowning thoughtfully, then continued, “I know there’s definite need for haste, but we can’t do anything until Morey has received the knowledge you’ve given me. While we’re waiting here, I might just as well learn all I can about your planet. The more I know, the more intelligently I’ll be able to plan for our defense.”


      In the conversation which followed, Arcot gained a general knowledge of the physical makeup of Venus. He learned that iron was an exceedingly rare element on the planet, while platinum was relatively plentiful. Gold, though readily available, was considered a nuisance, since it was of no practical value due to its softness, excessive weight and its affinity for many catalysts. Most of the other metallic elements were present in quantities approximating those of Earth, except for an element called “morlus”. When Tonlos mentioned this, Arcot said:


      “Morlus—I have the word in your language—but I do not know the element. What is it?”


      “Why—here is some!”


      Tonlos handed Arcot a small block of metal that had been used as a weight on a table in one corner of the room. It seemed fairly dense, about as heavy as iron, but it had a remarkably bluish tint. Obviously, it was the element that composed the wings of the airplane they had seen that afternoon. Arcot examined it carefully, handicapped somewhat by its heat. He picked up a small copper rod and tried to scratch it but there was no noticeable effect.


      “You cannot scratch it with copper,” said Tonlos. “It is the second hardest metal we know—it is not as hard as chromium, but far less brittle. It is malleable, ductile, very very strong, very tough, especially when alloyed with iron, but those alloys are used only in very particular work because of iron’s rarity.”


      Indicating the bluish block, Arcot said, “I’d like to identify this element. May I take it back to the ship and test it?”


      “You may, by all means. You will have considerable difficulty getting it into solution, however. It is attacked only by boiling selenic acid which, as you must know, dissolves platinum readily. The usual test for the element is to so dissolve it, oxidize it to an acid, then test with radium selenate, when a brilliant greenish blue salt is—”


      “Test with radium selenate!” Arcot exclaimed. “Why, we have no radium salts whatever on Earth that we could use for that purpose. Radium is exceedingly rare!”


      “Radium is by no means plentiful here,” Tonlos replied,“but we seldom have to test for morlus, and we have plenty of radium salts for that purpose. We have never found any other use for radium—it is so active that it combines with water just as sodium does; it is very soft—a useless metal, and dangerous to handle. Our chemists have never been able to understand it—it is always in some kind of reaction no matter what they do, and still it gives off that very light gas, helium, and a heavy gas, niton, and an unaccountable amount of heat.”


      “Your world is vastly different from ours,” Arcot commented. He told Tonlos of the different metals of Earth, the non-metals, and their occurrence. But try as he would, he could not place the metal Tonlos had given him.


      Morey’s arrival interrupted their discussion. He looked very tired, and very serious. His head ached from his unwonted mental strain, just as Arcot’s had. Briefly Arcot told him what he had learned, concluding with a question as to why Morey thought the two planets, both members of the same solar family, should be so different.


      “I have an idea,” said Morey slowly, “and it doesn’t seem too wacky. As you know, by means of solar photography, astronomers have mapped the sun, charting the location of the different elements. We’ve seen hydrogen, oxygen, silicon and others, and as the sun aged, the elements must have been mixed up more and more thoroughly. Yet we have seen the vast areas of single elements. Some of those areas are so vast that they could easily be the source of an entire world! I wonder if it is not possible that Earth was thrown off from some deposit rich in iron, aluminum and calcium, and poor in gold, radium and those other metals—and particularly poor in one element. We have located in the sun the spectrum of an element we have named coronium—and I think you have a specimen of coronium in your hand there! I’d say Venus came from a coronium-rich region!”


      The discussion ended there, for already the light outside had deepened to a murky twilight. The Terrestrians were led quickly down to the elevator, which dropped them rapidly to the ground. There was still a large crowd about the Solarite, but the way was quickly cleared for them. As the men passed through the crowd, a peculiar sensation struck them very forcibly. It seemed that everyone in the crowd was wishing them the greatest success—the best of good things in every wish.


      “The ultimate in applause! Morey, I’ll swear we just received a silent cheer!” exclaimed Arcot, as they stood inside the airlock of the ship once more. It seemed home to them now! In a moment they had taken off the uncomfortable ventilating suits and stepped once more into the room where Wade and Fuller awaited them.


      “Say—what were you fellows doing?” Wade demanded.“We were actually getting ready to do some inquiring about your health!”


      “I know we were gone a long time—but when you hear the reason you’ll agree it was worth it. See if you can raise Earth on the radio, Morey, will you, while I tell these fellows what happened? If you succeed, tell them to call in Dad and your father, and to have a couple of tape recorders on the job. We’ll want a record of what I have to send. Say that we’ll call back in an hour.” Then, while Morey was busy down in the power room sending the signals out across the forty million miles of space that separated them from their home planet, Arcot told Wade and Fuller what they had learned.


      Morey finally succeeded in getting his message through, and returned to say that they would be waiting in one hour. He had had to wait eight minutes after sending his message to get any answer, however, due to time required for radio waves to make the two-way trip.


      “Fuller,” Arcot said, “as chef, suppose you see what you can concoct while Wade and I start on this piece of coronium and see what there is to learn.”


      At the supper table Wade and Arcot reported to the others the curious constants they had discovered for coronium. It was not attacked by any acid except boiling selenic acid, since it formed a tremendous number of insoluble salts. Even the nitrate violated the long-held rule that “all nitrates are soluble”—it wouldn’t dissolve. Yet it was chemically more active than gold.


      But its physical constants were the most surprising. It melted at 2800° centigrade, a very high melting point indeed. Very few metals are solid at that temperature. But the tensile strength test made with a standard bar they finally turned out by means of a carbaloy tool, gave a reading of more than one million, three hundred thousand pounds per square inch! It was far stronger than iron—stronger than tungsten, the strongest metal heretofore known. It was twice as strong as the Earth’s strongest metal!


      Fuller whistled in awe. “No wonder they can make a plane like that when they have such a metal to work with.” The designing engineer had visions of a machine after his own heart—one in which half the weight was not employed in holding it together!


      It was a little later that they got communication through to Earth, and the men went to the power room. The television screen was struggling to form a clear image despite the handicap of forty million miles of space. In a moment it had cleared, though, and they saw the face of Dr. Arcot. He showed plainly that he was worried about the startling news that had reached him already, sketchy though it was. After brief though warm greetings, his son rapidly outlined to him the full extent of their discoveries, and the force that Earth would have to meet.


      “Dad, these Kaxorians have planes capable of far more than a thousand miles an hour in the air. For some reason the apparatus they use to propel them in space is inoperative in air, but their propellers will drive them forward faster than any plane Earth ever saw. You must start at once on a fleet of these molecular motion planes—and a lot of the gas Wade developed—you know how to make it—the animation suspending gas. They don’t have it—and I believe it will be useful. I’ll try to develop some new weapons here. If either of us makes any progress along new lines—we’ll report to the other. I must stop now—a Lanorian delegation is coming.” After a few words of farewell, Arcot severed connections with the Earth and arose to await the arrival of the visitors.


      Since the return of the Terrestrians to the Solarite, a great crowd of Venerians had gathered around it, awaiting a glimpse of the men, for the news had spread that this ship had come from Earth. Now, the crowd had divided, and a group of men was approaching, clothed in great heavy coats that seemed warm enough to wear in Terrestrial arctic regions!


      “Why—Arcot—what’s the idea of the winter regalia?” asked Fuller in surprise.


      “Think a moment—they are going to visit a place whose temperature is seventy degrees colder than their room temperature. In the bargain, Venus never has any seasonal change of temperature, and a heavy bank of clouds that eternally cover the planet keeps the temperature as constant as a thermocouple arrangement could. The slight change from day to night is only appreciable by the nightly rains—see—the crowd is beginning to break up now. It’s night already, and there is a heavy dew settling. Soon it will be rain, and the great amount of moisture in the air will supply enough heat, in condensing, to prevent a temperature drop of more than two or three degrees. These men are not used to changes in temperature as we are and hence they must protect themselves far more fully.”


      Three figures now entered the airlock of the Solarite, and muffled in heavy garments as they were, large under any conditions, they had to come through one at a time.


      Much that Arcot showed them was totally new to them. Much he could not explain to them at all, for their physics had not yet reached that stage.


      But there was one thing he could show them, and he did. There were no samples of the liquids he wanted, but their chemistry was developed to a point that permitted the communication of the necessary data and Arcot told them the formula of Wade’s gas. Its ability to penetrate any material at ordinary temperatures, combined with its anesthetic properties, gave it obvious advantages as a weapon for rendering the opposing forces defenseless.


      Since it was able to penetrate all substances, there was no means of storing it. Hence it was made in the form of two liquids which reacted spontaneously and produced the gas, which was then projected to the spot where needed.


      Arcot asked now that the Venerian chemists make him a supply of these two liquids; and they promptly agreed. He felt he would have a fighting chance in combatting the enemy if he could but capture one of their flying forts. It seemed a strange task! Capturing so huge a machine with only the tiny Solarite—but Arcot felt there was a good possibility of his doing it if he but had a supply of that gas.


      There was one difficulty—one step in the synthesis required a considerable quantity of chlorine. Since chlorine was rare on Venus, the men were forced to sacrifice most of their salt supply; but this chlorine so generated could be used over and over again.


      It was quite late when the Venerians left, to go again into the scalding hot rain, rain that seemed to them to be a cold drizzle. After they had gone, the Terrestrians turned in for the night, leaving a telephone connection with the armed guard outside.


      * * * *


      The dull light of the Venerian day was filtering in through the windows the next morning when the Terrestrians awoke. It was eight o’clock, New York time, but Sonor was working on a twenty-three hour day. It happened that Sonor and New York had been in opposition at midnight two nights ago, which meant that it was now ten o’clock Sonorian time. The result was that Arcot left the car to speak to the officer in charge of the guard about the ship.


      “We need some pure water—water free of copper salts. I think it would be best if you can get me some water that has been distilled. That is, for drinking. Also we need about two tons of water of any kind—the ship’s tanks need recharging. I’d like about a ton of the drinking water.” Arcot had to translate the Terrestrian measures into the corresponding Venerian terms, of course, but still the officer seemed puzzled. Such a large amount of water would create a real problem in transportation. After apparently conferring by telepathic means with his superiors, the officer asked if the Solarite could be moved to some more accessible place.


      Arcot agreed to have it moved to a spot just outside the city, where the water could be procured directly from a stream. The drinking water would be ready when he returned to the city.


      The Solarite was moved to the bank of the little river and the electrolysis apparatus was set up beside it. During the previous day, and ever since they had landed on Venus, all their power had been coming from the storage cells, but now that the electrolysis apparatus was to establish such a heavy and constant drain, Arcot started the generator, to both charge the cells, and to do the work needed.


      Throughout the day there could be heard the steady hum of the generator, and the throb-throb-throb of the oxygen pump, as the gas was pumped into the huge tanks. The apparatus they were using produced the gas very rapidly, but it was near nightfall before the huge tanks had again been filled. Even then there was a bit more room for the atomic hydrogen that was simultaneously formed, although twice as much hydrogen as oxygen was produced. Its task completed, the Solarite rose again and sped toward the distant city.


      A soft red glow filled the sky now, for even through the miles of clouds the intense sun was able to force some direct rays, and all the city was lighted with that warm radiance. The floodlights had not yet been turned on, but the great buildings looming high in the ruddy light were wonderfully impressive, the effect being heightened by the planned construction, for there were no individual spires, only a single mass that grew from the ground to tower high in the air, like some man-made mountain.


      Back at the Capital the Solarite again settled into the broad avenue that had been cut off to traffic now, and allotted to it as its resting place. Tonlos met them shortly after they had settled into place, and with him were five men, each carrying two large bottles.


      “Ah-co,” as Tonlos pronounced the Terrestrian name, “we have not been able to make very much of the materials needed for your gas, but before we made any very great amount, we tried it out on an animal, whose blood structure is the same as ours, and found it had the same effect, but that in our case the iodide of potassium is not as effective in awakening the victim as is the sorlus. I do not know whether you have tried that on Terrestrial animals or not. Luckily sorlus is the most plentiful of the halogen groups; we have far more of it than of chlorine, bromine or iodine.”


      “Sorlus? I do not know of it—it must be one of the other elements that we do not have on Earth. What are its properties?”


      “It, too, is much like iodine, but heavier. It is a black solid melting at 570 degrees; it is a metallic looking element, will conduct electricity somewhat, oxidizes in air to form an acidic oxide, and forms strong oxygen acids. It is far less active than iodine, except toward oxygen. It is very slightly soluble in water. It does not react readily with hydrogen, and the acid where formed is not as strong as HI.”


      “I have seen so many new things here, I wonder if it may not be the element that precedes niton. Is it heavier than that?”


      “No,” replied Tonlos; “it is just lighter than that element you call niton. I think you have none of it.”


      “Then,” said Arcot, “it must be the next member of the halogen series, Morey. I’ll bet they have a number of those heavier elements.”


      The gas was loaded aboard the Solarite that evening, and when Wade saw the quantity that they had said was “rather disappointingly small” he laughed heartily.


      “Small! They don’t know what that gas will do! There’s enough stuff there to gas this whole city. Why, with that, we can bring down any ship! But tell them to go on making it, for we can use it on the other ships.”


      Again that night they spoke with Earth, and Morey, Senior, told them that work was already under way on a hundred small ships. They were using all their own ships already, while the Government got ready to act on the idea of danger. It had been difficult to convince them that someone on Venus was getting ready to send a force to Earth to destroy them; but the weight of their scientific reputation had turned the trick. The ships now under construction would be ready in three weeks. They would be unable to go into space, but they would be very fast, and capable of carrying large tanks of the gas-producing chemicals.


      It was near midnight, Venerian time, when they turned in. The following day they planned to start for the Kaxorian construction camp. They had learned from Tonlos that there were but five of the giant planes completed now, but there were fifteen more under construction, to make up the fleet of twenty that was to attack Earth. These fifteen others would be ready in a week—or less. When they were ready, the Solarite would stand small chance. They must capture one of the giants and learn its secrets, and then, if possible, with the weapons and knowledge of two worlds, defeat them. A large order!


      Their opportunity came sooner than they had hoped for—or wanted. It was about three o’clock in the morning when the telephone warning hummed loudly through the ship. Arcot answered.


      Far to the east and south of them the line of scout planes that patrolled all the borders of Lanor had been broken. Instantaneously, it seemed, out of the dark, its lights obscured, the mighty Kaxorian craft had come, striking a tiny scout plane head on, destroying it utterly before the scout had a chance to turn from the path of the titanic ship. But even as the plane spun downward, the pilot had managed to release a magnesium flare, a blindingly brilliant light that floated down on a parachute, and in the blaze of the white light it gave off, the other scouts at a few miles distance had seen the mighty bulk of the Kaxorian plane. At once they had dropped to the ground and then, by telephone lines, had sent their report to far off Sonor.


      In moments the interior of the Solarite became a scene of swift purposeful activity. All day the Terrestrians had been able to do so little in preparation for the conflict they knew must come, the battle for two worlds. They had wanted action, but they had no weapons except their invisibility and the atomic hydrogen. It would not sink a plane. It would only break open its armor, and they hoped, paralyze its crew. And on this alone they must pin their hopes.
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      Arcot lifted the Solarite at once high into the air, and started toward the point on the border, where the plane had been seen crossing. In a short time Wade relieved him at the controls while he dressed.


      They had been flying on in silence for about an hour, when suddenly Wade made out in the distance the great bulk of the plane, against the dull gray of the clouds, a mile or so above them. It seemed some monstrous black bat flying there against the sky, but down to the sensitive microphone on the side of the Solarite came the drone of the hundred mighty propellers as the great plane forged swiftly along.


      Just how rapidly these giants moved, Arcot had not appreciated until he attempted to overtake this one. It was going over a mile a second now—a speed that demanded only that it move its own length in about five-eights of a second! It made this tremendous speed by streamlining and through sheer power.


      The Solarite hovered high above the dark ship at length, the roar of the terrific air blast from its propellers below coming up to them as a mighty wave of sound that made their own craft tremble! The hundred gigantic propellers roaring below, however, would distribute their gas perfectly.


      “We’re going invisible,” Arcot exclaimed. “Look out!” There was a click as the switch shut, and the Solarite was as transparent as the air above it. Arcot drove his ship swiftly, above and ahead of the mighty colossus, then released the gas. There was a low hiss from the power room, barely detectable despite the vacuum that shut them off from the roar of the Kaxorian plane. The microphone had long since been disconnected. Out of the gas vent streamed a cloud of purplish gas, becoming faintly visible as it left the influence of the invisibility apparatus, but only to those who knew where to look for it. The men in that mighty plane could not see it as their machine bore down into the little cloud of gas.


      Tensely the Terrestrians waited. Moments—and the gigantic plane wobbled! There was a sudden swerve that ended in a nose dive, straight toward Venus seven miles below.


      That the ship should crash into the ground below was not at all Arcot’s plan, and he was greatly relieved when it flattened its dive and started to climb, its incalculable mass rapidly absorbing its kinetic energy. Down from its seven mile height it glided, controlling itself perfectly as Arcot released the last of the first four containers of the liquid gas makers, putting to sleep the last man on the ship below.


      In a long glide that carried it over many miles, the great ship descended. It had sunk far, and gone smoothly, but now there loomed ahead of it a range of low hills! It would certainly crash into the rocky cliffs ahead! Nearer and nearer drew the barrier while Arcot and the others watched with rigid attention. It might skim above those low hills at that—just barely escaping.… The watchers cringed as head on, at nearly two thousand miles an hour, the machine crashed into the rocks. Arcot had snapped the loud speaker into the circuit once more, and now as they looked at the sudden crash below, there thundered up to them mighty waves of sound!


      The giant plane had struck about twenty feet from the top of a nearly perpendicular cliff. The terrific crash was felt by seismographs in Sonor nearly two thousand miles away! The mighty armored hull plowed into the rocks like some gigantic meteor, the hundreds of thousands of tons crushing the rocky precipice, grinding it to powder, and shaking the entire hill. The cliff seemed to buckle and crack. In moments the plane had been brought to rest, but it had plowed through twenty feet of rock for nearly an eighth of a mile. For an instant it hung motionless, perched perilously in the air, its tail jutting out over the little valley, then slowly, majestically it sank, to strike with a reverberating crash that shattered the heavy armor plate!


      For another instant the great motors continued turning, the roar of the propellers like some throbbing background to the rending crashes as the titanic wreck came to rest. Suddenly, with a series of roaring explosions, the bank of motors in the left wing blew up with awful force. There was a flash of indescribable brilliance that momentarily blinded the watching Terrestrians; then there came to the microphone such waves of sound as it could not reproduce. From the rock on which rested the fused mass of metal that they knew had been the wing, rose a great cloud of dust. Still the motors on the other side of the ship continued roaring and the giant propellers turned. As the blast of air blew the dust away, the Terrestrians stared in unbounded amazement. Up from the gaping, broken wing lanced a mighty beam of light of such dazzling intensity that Arcot swiftly restored them to visibility that they might shut it out. There was a terrific hissing, crackling roar. The plane seemed to wobble as it lay there, seemingly recoiling from that flaming column. Where it touched the cliff there was intense incandescence that made the rock glow white hot, then flow down in a sluggish rivulet of molten lava! For five minutes longer this terrific spectacle lasted, while Arcot withdrew the Solarite to a safer distance.


      The fifty motors of the remaining wing seemed slowing down now—then suddenly there was such a crash and towering flash of light as no human being had ever seen before! Up—up into the very clouds it shot its mighty flame, a blazing column of light that seemed to reach out into space. The Solarite was hurled back end over end, tumbling, falling. Even the heavy gyroscopes could not hold it for an instant, but quickly the straining motors brought them to rest in air that whirled and whined about them. They were more than twenty miles from the scene of the explosion, but even at that distance they could see the glow of the incandescent rock. Slowly, cautiously they maneuvered the Solarite back to the spot, and looked down on a sea of seething lava!


      Morey broke the awed silence. “Lord—what power that thing carries! No wonder they could support it in the air! But—how can they control such power? What titanic forces!”


      Slowly Arcot sent the Solarite away into the night—into the kindly darkness once more. His voice when he spoke at last was oddly restrained.


      “I wonder what those forces were—they are greater than any man has ever before seen! An entire hill fused to molten, incandescent rock, not to mention the tons and tons of metal that made up that ship.


      “And such awful forces as these are to be released on our Earth!” For an interminable period they sat silent as the panorama of hills glided by at a slow two-hundred miles an hour. Abruptly Arcot exclaimed, “We must capture a ship. We’ll try again—we’ll either destroy or capture it—and either way we’re ahead!”


      * * * *


      Aimlessly they continued their leisurely course across a vast plain. There were no great mountains on Venus, for this world had known no such violent upheaval as the making of a moon. The men were lost in thought, each intent on his own ideas. At length Wade stood up, and walked slowly back to the power room.


      Suddenly the men in the control room heard his call:


      “Arcot—quick—the microphone—and rise a mile!”


      The Solarite gave a violent lurch as it shot vertically aloft at tremendous acceleration. Arcot reached over swiftly and snapped the switch of the microphone. There burst in upon them the familiar roaring drone of a hundred huge propellers. No slightest hum of motor, only the vast whining roar of the mighty props.


      “Another one! They must have been following the first by a few minutes. We’ll get this one!” Arcot worked swiftly at his switches.“Wade—strap yourself in the seat where you are—don’t take time to come up here.”


      They followed the same plan which had worked so well before. Suddenly invisible, the Solarite flashed ahead of the great plane. The titanic wave of rushing sound engulfed them—then again came the little hiss of the gas. Now there were no hills in sight, as far as the eye could see. In the dim light that seemed always to filter through these gray clouds they could see the distant, level horizon.


      Several dragging minutes passed before there was any evident effect; the men from Earth were waiting for that great ship to waver, to wobble from its course. Suddenly Arcot gave a cry of surprise. Startled amazement was written all over his face, as his companions turned in wonderment to see that he was partially visible! The Solarite, too, had become a misty ghost ship about them; they were becoming visible! Then in an instant it was gone—and they saw that the huge black bulk behind them was wavering, turning; the thunderous roar of the propellers fell to a whistling whine; the ship was losing speed! It dipped, and shot down a bit—gained speed, then step by step it glided down—down—down to the surface below. The engines were idling now, the plane running more and more slowly.


      They were near the ground now—and the watchers scarcely breathed. Would this ship, too, crash? It glided to within a half mile of the plain—then it dipped once more, and Arcot breathed his relief as it made a perfect landing, the long series of rollers on the base of the gigantic hull absorbing the shock of the landing. There were small streams in the way—a tree or two, but these were obstacles unnoticed by the gargantuan machine. Its mighty propellers still idling slowly, the huge plane rolled to a standstill.


      Swooping down, the Solarite landed beside it, to be lost in the vast shadows of the mighty metal walls.


      Arcot had left a small radio receiver with Tonlos in Sonor before he started on this trip, and had given him directions on how to tune in on the Solarite. Now he sent a message to him, telling that the plane had been brought down, and asking that a squadron of planes be sent at once.


      Wade and Arcot were elected to make the first inspection of the Kaxorian plane, and clad in their cooling suits, they stepped from the Solarite, each carrying, for emergency use, a small hand torch, burning atomic hydrogen, capable of melting its way through even the heavy armor of the great plane.


      As they stood beside it, looking up at the gigantic wall of metal that rose sheer beside them hundreds of feet straight up, it seemed impossible that this mighty thing could fly, that it could be propelled through the air. In awed silence they gazed at its vast bulk.


      Then, like pygmies beside some mighty prehistoric monster, they made their way along its side, seeking a door. Suddenly Wade stopped short and exclaimed: “Arcot, this is senseless—we can’t do this! The machine is so big that it’ll take us half an hour of steady walking to go around it. We’ll have to use the Solarite to find an entrance!”


      It was well that they followed Wade’s plan, for the only entrance, as they later learned, was from the top. There, on the back of the giant, the Solarite landed—its great weight having no slightest effect on the Kaxorian craft. They found a trap-door leading down inside. However, the apparatus for opening it was evidently within the hull, so they had to burn a hole in the door before they could enter.


      What a sight there was for these men of Earth. The low rumble of the idling engines was barely audible as they descended the long ladder.


      There was no resemblance whatever to the interior of a flying machine; rather, it suggested some great power house, where the energies of half a nation were generated. They entered directly into a vast hall that extended for a quarter of a mile back through the great hull, and completely across the fuselage. To the extreme nose it ran, and throughout there were scattered little globes that gave off an intense white light, illuminating all of the interior. Translucent bull’s-eyes obscured the few windows.


      All about, among the machines, lay Venerians. Dead they seemed, the illusion intensified by their strangely blue complexions. The two Terrestrians knew, however, that they could readily be restored to life. The great machines they had been operating were humming softly, almost inaudibly. There were two long rows of them, extending to the end of the great hall. They suggested mighty generators twenty feet high. From their tops projected two-feet-thick cylinders of solid fused quartz. From these extended other rods of fused quartz, rods that led down through the floor; but these were less bulky, scarcely over eight inches thick.


      The huge generator-like machines were disc-shaped. From these, too, a quartz rod ran down through the floor. The machines on the further row were in some way different; those in the front half of the row had the tubes leading to the floor below, but had no tubes jutting into the ceiling. Instead, there were many slender rods connected with a vast switchboard that covered all of one side of the great room. But everywhere were the great quartz rods, suggesting some complicated water system. Most of them were painted black, though the main rods leading from the roof above were as clear as crystal.


      Arcot and Wade looked at these gigantic machines in hushed awe. They seemed impossibly huge; it was inconceivable that all this was but the power room of an airplane!


      Without speaking, they descended to the level below, using a quite earthly appearing escalator. Despite the motionless figures everywhere, they felt no fear of their encountering resistance. They knew the effectiveness of Wade’s anesthetic.


      The hall they entered was evidently the main room of the plane. It was as long as the one above, and higher, yet all that vast space was taken by one single, titanic coil that stretched from wall to wall! Into it, and from it there led two gigantic columns of fused quartz. That these were rods, such as those smaller ones above was obvious, but each was over eight feet thick!


      Short they were, for they led from one mighty generator such as they had seen above, but magnified on a scale inconceivable! At the end of it, its driving power, its motor, was a great cylindrical case, into which led a single quartz bar ten inches thick. This bar was alive with pulsing, glowing fires, that changed and maneuvered and died out overall its surface and through all its volume. The motor was but five feet in diameter and a scant seven feet long, yet obviously it was driving the great machine, for there came from it a constant low hum, a deep pitched song of awful power. And the huge quartz rod that led from the titanic coil-cylinder was alive with the same glowing fires that played through the motor rod. From one side of the generator, ran two objects that were familiar, copper bus bars. But even these were three feet thick!


      The scores of quartz tubes that come down from the floor above joined, coalesced, and ran down to the great generator, and into it.


      They descended to another level. Here were other quartz tubes, but these led down still further, for this floor contained individual sleeping bunks, most of them unoccupied, unready for occupancy, though some were made up.


      Down another level; again the bunks, the little individual rooms.


      At last they reached the bottom level, and here the great quartz tubes terminated in a hundred smaller ones, each of these leading into some strange mechanism. There were sighting devices on it, and there were ports that opened in the floor. This was evidently the bombing room.


      With an occasional hushed word, the Terrestrians walked through what seemed to be a vast city of the dead, passing sleeping officers, and crewmen by the hundreds. On the third level they came at last to the control room. Here were switchboards, control panels, and dozens of officers, sleeping now, beside their instruments. A sudden dull thudding sound spun Arcot and Wade around, nerves taut. They relaxed and exchanged apologetic smiles. An automatic relay had adjusted some mechanism.


      They noted one man stationed apart from the rest. He sat at the very bow, protected behind eight-inch coronium plates in which were set masses of fused quartz that were nearly as strong as the metal itself. These gave him a view in every direction except directly behind him. Obviously, here was the pilot.


      Returning to the top level, they entered the long passages that led out into the titanic wings. Here, as elsewhere, the ship was brightly lighted. They came to a small room, another bunk room. There were great numbers of these down both sides of the long corridor, and along the two parallel corridors down the wing. In the fourth corridor near the back edge of the wing, there were bunk rooms on one side, and on the other were bombing posts.


      As they continued walking down the first corridor, they came to a small room, whence issued the low hum of one of the motors. Entering, they found the crew sleeping, and the motor idling.


      “Good Lord!” Wade exclaimed. “Look at that motor, Arcot! No bigger than the trunk of a man’s body. Yet a battery of these sends the ship along at a mile a second! What power!”


      Slowly they proceeded down the long hall. At each of the fifty engine mountings they found the same conditions. At the end of the hall there was an escalator that led one level higher, into the upper wing. Here they found long rows of the bombing posts and the corresponding quartz rods.


      They returned finally to the control room. Here Arcot spent a long time looking over the many instruments, the controls, and the piloting apparatus.


      “Wade,” he said at last, “I think I can see how this is done. I am going to stop those engines, start them, then accelerate them till the ship rolls a bit!” Arcot stepped quickly over to the pilots seat, lifted the sleeping pilot out, and settled in his place.


      “Now, you go over to that board there—that one—and when I ask you to, please turn on that control—no, the one below—yes—turn it on about one notch at a time.”


      Wade shook his head dubiously, a one-sided grin on his face. “All right, Arcot—just as you say—but when I think of the powers you’re playing with—well, a mistake might be unhealthy!”


      “I’m going to stop the motors now,” Arcot announced quietly. All the time they had been on board, they had been aware of the barely inaudible whine of the motors. Now suddenly, it was gone, and the plane was still as death!


      Arcot’s voice sounded unnaturally loud. “I did it without blowing the ship up after all! Now we’re going to try turning the power on!”


      Suddenly there was a throaty hum; then quickly it became the low whine; then, as Arcot turned on the throttle before him, he heard the tens of thousands of horsepower spring into life—and suddenly the whine was a low roar—the mighty propellers out there had became a blur—then with majestic slowness the huge machine moved off across the field!


      Arcot shut off the motors and rose with a broad, relieved smile,“Easy!” he said. They made their way again up through the ship, up through the room of the tremendous cylinder coil, and then into the power room. Now the machines were quiet, for the motors were no longer working.


      “Arcot, you didn’t shut off the biggest machine of all down there. How come?”


      “I couldn’t, Wade. It has no shut-off control, and if it did have, I wouldn’t use it. I will tell you why when we get back to the Solarite.”


      At last they left the mighty machine; walked once more across its broad metal top. Here and there they now saw the ends of those quartz cylinders. Once more they entered the Solarite, through the air lock, and took off the cumbersome insulating suits.


      As quickly as possible Arcot outlined to the two who had stayed with the Solarite, the things they had seen, and the layout of the great ship.


      “I think I can understand the secret of all that power, and it’s not so different from the Solarite, at that. It, too, draws its power from the sun, though in a different way, and it stores it within itself, which the Solarite does not try to do.


      “Light of course, is energy, and therefore, has mass. It exerts pressure, the impact of its moving units of energy—photons. We have electrons and protons of matter, and photons of light. Now we know that the mass of protons and electrons will attract other protons and electrons, and hold them near—as in a stone, or in a solar system. The new idea here is that the photons will attract each other ever more and more powerfully, the closer they get. The Kaxorians have developed a method of getting them so close together, that they will, for a while at least, hold themselves there, and with a little ‘pressure’, will stay there indefinitely.


      “In that huge coil and cylinder we found there we saw the main power storage tank. That was full of gaseous light-energy held together by its own attraction, plus a little help of the generator!”


      “A little help?” Wade exclaimed. “Quite a little! I’ll bet that thing had a million horsepower in its motor!”


      “Yes—but I’ll bet they have nearly fifty pounds of light condensed there—so why worry about a little thing like a million horsepower? They have plenty more where that comes from.


      “I think they go up above the clouds in some way and collect the sun’s energy. Remember that Venus gets twice as much as Earth. They focus it on those tubes on the roof there, and they, like all quartz tubes, conduct the light down into the condensers where it is first collected. Then it is led to the big condenser downstairs, where the final power is added, and the condensed light is stored.


      “Quartz conducts light just as copper conducts electricity—those are bus bars we saw running around there.


      “The bombs we’ve been meeting recently are, of course, little knots of this light energy thrown out by that projector mechanism we saw. When they hit anything, the object absorbs their energy—and is very promptly volatilized by the heat of the absorption.


      “Do you remember that column of hissing radiance we saw shooting out of the wrecked plane just before it blew up? That was the motor connection, broken, and discharging free energy. That would ordinarily have supplied all fifty motors at about full speed. Naturally, when it cut loose, it was rather violent.


      “The main generator had been damaged, no doubt, so it stopped working, and the gravitational attraction of the photons wasn’t enough, without its influence to hold them bound too long. All those floods of energy were released instantaneously, of course.


      “Look—there come the Lanorians now. I want to go back to Sonor and think over this problem. Perhaps we can find something that will release all that energy—though honestly, I doubt it.”


      Arcot seemed depressed, overawed perhaps, by the sheer magnitude of the force that lay bound up in the Kaxorian ship. It seemed inconceivable that the little Solarite could in any way be effective against the incredible machine.


      The Lanorian planes were landing almost like a flock of birds, on the wings, the fuselage, the ground all about the gigantic ship. Arcot dropped into a chair, gazing moodily into emptiness, his thoughts on the mighty giant, stricken now, but only sleeping. In its vast hulk lay such energies as intelligence had never before controlled; within it he knew there were locked the powers of the sun itself. What could the Solarite do against it?


      “Oh, I almost forgot to mention it.” Arcot spoke slowly, dejectedly. “In the heat of the attack back there it went practically unnoticed. Our only weapon beside the gas is useless now. Do you remember how the ship seemed to lose its invisibility for an instant? I learned why when we investigated the ship. Those men are physicists of the highest order. We must realize the terrible forces, both physical and mental that we are to meet. They’ve solved the secret of our invisibility, and now they can neutralize it. They began using it a bit too late this time, but they had located the radio-produced interference caused by the ship’s invisibility apparatus, and they were sending a beam of interfering radio energy at us. We are invisible only by reason of the vibration of the molecules in response to the radio impressed oscillations. The molecules vibrate in tune, at terrific frequency, and the light can pass perfectly. What will happen, however, if someone locates the source of the radio waves? It’ll be simple for them to send out a radio beam and touch our invisible ship with it. The two radio waves impressed on us now will be out of step and the interference will instantly make us visible. We can no longer attack them with our atomic hydrogen blast, or with the gas—both are useless unless we can get close to them, and we can’t come within ten miles of them now. Those bombs of theirs are effective at that distance.”


      Again he fell silent, thinking—hoping for an idea that would once more give them a chance to combat the Kaxorians. His three companions, equally depressed and without a workable idea, remained silent. Abruptly Arcot stood up.


      “I’m going to speak with the Commander-in-Field here. Then we can start back for Sonor—and maybe we had better head for home. It looks as though there is little we can do here.”


      Briefly he spoke to the young Venerian officer, and told him what he had learned about the ship. Perhaps they could fly it to Sonor; or it could be left there undestroyed if he would open a certain control just before he left. Arcot showed him which one—it would drain out the power of the great storage tank, throwing it harmlessly against the clouds above. The Kaxorians might destroy the machine if they wanted to—Arcot felt that they would not wish to. They would hope, with reason, they might recapture it! It would be impossible to move that tremendous machine without the power that its “tank” was intended to hold.


      VII


      Slowly they cruised back to Sonor, Arcot still engrossed in thought. Would it be that Venus would fall before the attack of the mighty planes, that they would sweep out across space, to Earth—to Mars—to other worlds, a cosmic menace? Would the mighty machines soon be circling Earth? Guided missiles with atomic warheads could combat them, perhaps, as could the molecular motion machines. Perhaps these could be armored with twenty-inch steel walls, and driven into the great propellers, or at miles a second, into the ship itself! But these ships would require long hours, days, even weeks to build, and in that time the Kaxorian fleet would be ready. It would attack Earth within six days now! What hope was there to avert incalculable destruction—if not outright defeat?


      In despair Arcot turned and strode quickly down the long hallway of the Solarite. Above him he could hear the smooth, even hum of the sweetly functioning generator, but it only reminded him of the vastly greater energies he had seen controlled that night. The thudding relays in the power room, as Wade maneuvered the ship, seemed some diminutive mockery of the giant relays he had seen in the power room of the Kaxorian plane.


      He sat down in the power room, looking at the stacked apparatus, neatly arranged, as it must be, to get all this apparatus in this small space. Then at last he began to think more calmly. He concentrated on the greatest forces known to man—and there were only two that even occurred to him as great! One was the vast energies he had that very night learned of; the other was the force of the molecules, the force that drove his ship.


      He had had no time to work out the mathematics of the light compression, mathematics that he now knew would give results. There remained only the molecular motion. What could he do with it that he had not done?


      He drew out a small black notebook. In it were symbols, formulas, and page after page of the intricate calculus that had ended finally in the harnessing of this great force that was even now carrying him smoothly along.


      Half an hour later he was still busy—covering page after page with swiftly written formulas. Before him was a great table of multiple integers, the only one like it known to exist in the System, for the multiple calculus was an invention of Arcot’s. At last he found the expression he wanted, and carefully he checked his work, excitedly though now, with an expression of eager hope—it seemed logical—it seemed correct—


      “Morey—oh, Morey,” he called, holding his enthusiasm in check, “if you can come here—I want you to check some math for me. I’ve done it—and I want to see if you get the same result independently!” Morey was a more careful mathematician than he, and it was to him Arcot turned for verification of any new discovery.


      Following the general directions Arcot gave him, Morey went through the long series of calculations—and arrived at the same results. Slowly he looked up from the brief expression with which he had ended.


      It was not the formula that astonished him—it was its physical significance.


      “Arcot—do you think we can make it?”


      There was a new expression in Arcot’s eyes, a tightness about his mouth.


      “I hope so, Morey. If we don’t, Lanor is lost beyond a doubt—and probably Earth is, too. Wade—come here a minute, will you? Let Fuller take the controls, and tell him to push it. We have to get to work on this.”


      Rapidly Arcot explained their calculations—and the proof he had gotten.


      “Our beam of molecular motion-controlling energy directs all molecular motion to go at right angles to it. The mechanism so far has been a field inside a coil really, but if these figures are right, it means that we can project that field to a considerable distance even in air. It’ll be a beam of power that will cause all molecules in its path to move at right angles to it, and in the direction we choose, by reversing the power in the projector. That means that no matter how big the thing is, we can tear it to pieces; we’ll use its own powers, its own energies, to rip it, or crush it.


      “Imagine what would happen if we directed this against the side of a mountain—the entire mass of rock would at once fly off at unimaginable speed, crashing ahead with terrific power, as all the molecules suddenly moved in the same direction. Nothing in all the Universe could hold together against it! It’s a disintegration ray of a sort—a ray that will tear, or crush, for we can either make one half move away from the other—or we can reverse the power, and make one half drive toward the other with all the terrific power of its molecules! It is omnipotent—hmmm—” Arcot paused, narrowing his eyes in thought.


      “It has one limitation. Will it reach far in the air? In vacuum it should have an infinite range—in the atmosphere all the molecules of the air will be affected, and it will cause a terrific blast of icy wind, a gale at temperatures far below zero! This will be even more effective here on Venus!


      “But we must start designing the thing at once! Take some of the Immorpho and give me some, and we can let the sleep accumulate till we have more time! Look—we’re in Sonor already! Land us, Fuller—right where we were, and then come back here. We’re going to need you!”


      The gorgeous display of a Venerian dawn was already coloring the east as the great buildings seemed to rise silently about them. The sky, which had been a dull luminous gray, a gray that rapidly grew brighter and brighter, was now like molten silver, through which were filtering the early rays of the intense sun. As the sun rose above the horizon, though invisible for clouds, it still was traceable by the wondrous shell pink that began to suffuse the ten mile layer of vapor. The tiny droplets were, however, breaking the clear light into a million rainbows, and all about the swiftly deepening pink were forming concentric circles of blue, of green, orange, and all the colors of the rainbow, repeated time after time—a wondrous halo of glowing color, which only the doubly intense sun could create.


      “It’s almost worth missing the sun all day to see their sunrises and sunsets,” Fuller commented. The men were watching it, despite their need for haste. It was a sight the like of which no Earthman had ever before seen.


      Immediately, then, they plunged into the extremely complex calculation of the electrical apparatus to produce the necessary fields. To get the effect they wanted, they must have two separate fields of the director ray, and a third field of a slightly different nature, which would cause the director ray to move in one direction only. It would be disconcerting, to say the least, if the director ray, by some mistake, should turn upon them!


      The work went on more swiftly than they had considered possible, but there was still much to be done on the theoretical end of the job alone when the streets about them began to fill. They noticed that a large crowd was assembling, and shortly after they had finished, after some of these people had stood there for more than an hour and a half, the crowd had grown to great size.


      “From the looks of that collection, I should say we are about to become the principals in some kind of a celebration that we know nothing about. Well, we’re here, and in case they want us, we’re ready to come.”


      The guard that always surrounded the Solarite had been doubled, and was maintaining a fairly large clear area about the ship.


      Shortly thereafter they saw one of the high officials of Lanor come down the walk from the governmental building, walking toward the Solarite.


      “Time for us to appear—and it may as well be all of us this time. I’ll tell you what they say afterward, Wade. They’ve evidently gone to considerable trouble to get up this meeting, so let’s cooperate. I hate to slow up the work, but we’ll try to make it short.”


      The four Terrestrians got into their cooling suits, and stepped outside the ship. The Lanorian dignitary left his guard, walked up to the quartet from Earth with measured tread, and halted before them.


      “Earthmen,” he began in a deep, clear voice, “we have gathered here this morning to greet you and thank you for the tremendous service you have done us. Across the awful void of empty space you have journeyed forty million miles to visit us, only to discover that Venerians were making ready to attack your world. Twice your intervention has saved our city.


      “There is, of course, no adequate reward for this service; we can in no way repay you, but in a measure we may show our appreciation. We have learned from the greatest psychologist of our nation, Tonlos, that in your world aluminum is plentiful, but gold and platinum are rare, and that morlus is unknown. I have had a small token made for you, and your friends. It is a little plaque, a disc of morlus, and on it there is a small map of the Solar System. On the reverse side there is a globe of Venus, with one of Earth beside it, as well as our men could copy the small globe you have given us. The northern hemisphere of each is depicted—America, your nation, and Lanor, ours, thus being shown. We want you, and each of your friends, to accept these. They are symbols of your wonderful flight across space!” The Venerians turned to each of the Terrestrians and presented each with a small metal disc.


      Arcot spoke for the Terrestrians.


      “On behalf of myself and my friends here, two of whom have not had an opportunity to learn your language, I wish to thank you for your great help when we most needed it. You, perhaps, have saved more than a city—you may have made it possible to save a world—our Earth. But the battle here has only begun.


      “There are now in the Kaxorian camp eighteen great ships. They have been badly defeated in the three encounters they have had with the Solarite so far. But no longer will they be vulnerable to our earlier methods of attack. Your spies report that the first plane, the plane which was first attacked by the Solarite, is still undergoing repairs. These will be completed within two days, and then, when they can leave a base guard of two ships, they will attack once more. Furthermore, they will attack with a new weapon. They have destroyed the usefulness of our weapon, invisibility, and in turn, now have it to use against us! We must seek out some new weapon. I hope we are on the right track now, but every moment is precious, and we must get back to the work. This address must be short. Later, when we have completed our preliminary work, we will have to give plans to your workmen, which you will be able to turn into metal, for we lack the materials. With this help we may succeed, despite our handicap.”


      The address was terminated at once. The Lanorians were probably disappointed, but they fully realized the necessity for haste.


      “I wish Terrestrian orators spoke like that,” remarked Morey as they returned to the ship. “He said all there was to say, but he didn’t run miles of speech doing it. He was a very forceful speaker, too!”


      “People who speak briefly and to the point generally are,” Arcot said.


      It was nearly noon that day before the theoretical discussion had been reduced to practical terms. They were ready to start work at once, but they had reason to work cheerfully now. Even through air they had found their ray would be able to reach thirty-five miles! They would be well out of the danger zone while attacking the gigantic planes of Kaxor.


      Morey, Wade and Arcot at once set to work constructing the electrical plant that was to give them the necessary power. It was lucky indeed that they had brought the great mass of spare apparatus! They had more than enough to make all the electrical machinery. The tubes, the coils, the condensers, all were there. The generator would easily supply the power, for the terrific forces that were to destroy the Kaxorian ships were to be generated in the plane itself. It was to destroy itself; the Solarite would merely be the detonator to set it off!


      * * * *


      While the physicists were busy on this, Fuller was designing the mechanical details of the projector. It must be able to turn through a spherical angle of 180 degrees, and was necessarily controlled electrically from the inside. The details of the projector were worked out by six that evening, and the numerous castings and machined pieces that were to be used were to be made in the Venerian machine shops.


      One difficulty after another arose and was overcome. Night came on, and still they continued work. The Venerian workmen had promised to have the apparatus for them by ten o’clock the next morning—or what corresponded to ten o’clock.


      Shortly after three o’clock that morning they had finished the apparatus, had connected all the controls, and had placed the last of the projector directors. Except for the projector they were ready, and Morey, Wade and Fuller turned in to get what sleep they could. But Arcot, telling them there was something he wished to get, took another dose of Immorpho and stepped out into the steaming rain.


      A few minutes after ten the next morning Arcot came back, followed by half a dozen Venerians, each carrying a large metal cylinder in a cradle. These were attached to the landing gear of the Solarite in such fashion that the fusing of one piece of wire would permit the entire thing to drop free.


      “So that’s what you hatched out, eh? What is it?” asked Wade as he entered the ship.


      “Just a thing I want to try out—and I’m going to keep it a deep, dark secret for a while. I think you’ll get quite a surprise when you see those bombs in action! They’re arranged to be released by turning current into the landing lights. We’ll have to forgo lights for the present, but I needed the bombs more.


      “The mechanics have finished working on your projector parts, Fuller, and they’ll be over here in a short time. Here comes the little gang I asked to help us. You can direct them.” Arcot paused and scowled with annoyance. “Hang it all—when they drill into the outer wall, we’ll lose the vacuum between the two walls, and all that hot air will come in. This place will be roasting in a short time. We have the molecular motion coolers, but I’m afraid they won’t be much good. Can’t use the generator—it’s cut off from the main room by vacuum wall.


      “I think we’d better charge up the gas tanks and the batteries as soon as this is done. Then tonight we’ll attack the Kaxorian construction camp. I’ve just learned that no spy reports have been coming in, and I’m afraid they’ll spring a surprise.”


      Somewhat later came the sound of drills, then the whistling roar as the air sucked into the vacuum, told the men inside that the work was under way. It soon became uncomfortably hot as, the vacuum destroyed, the heat came in through all sides. It was more than the little molecular coolers could handle, and the temperature soon rose to about a hundred and fifteen. It was not as bad as the Venerian atmosphere, for the air seemed exceedingly dry, and the men found it possible to get along without cooling suits, if they did not work. Since there was little they could do, they simply relaxed.


      It was nearly dark before the Lanorians had finished their work, and the gas tanks had been recharged. All that time Arcot had spent with Tonlos determining the position of the Kaxorian construction camp. Spy reports and old maps had helped, but it was impossible to do very accurate work by these means.


      It was finally decided that the Kaxorian construction camp was about 10,500 miles to the southwest. The Solarite was to start an hour after dark. Travelling westward at their speed, they hoped to reach the camp just after nightfall.


      VIII


      The Solarite sped swiftly toward the southwest. The sky slowly grew lighter as the miles flashed beneath them. They were catching up with the sun. As they saw the rolling ocean beneath them give way to low plains, they realized they were over Kaxorian land. The Solarite was flying very high, and as they showed no lights, and were not using the invisibility apparatus, they were practically undetectable. Suddenly they saw the lights of a mighty city looming far off to the east.


      “It’s Kanor. Pass well to the west of it. That’s their capital. We’re on course.” Arcot spoke from his position at the projector, telling Wade the directions to follow on his course to the berth of the giant planes.


      The city dropped far behind them in moments, followed by another, and another. At length, veering southward into the dusk, they entered a region of low hills, age-old folds in the crust of the planet, rounded by untold millennia of torrential rains.


      “Easy, Wade. We are near now.” Mile after mile they flashed ahead at about a thousand miles an hour—then suddenly they saw far off to the east a vast glow that reached into the sky, painting itself on the eternal clouds miles above.


      “There it is, Wade. Go high, and take it easy!”


      Swiftly the Solarite climbed, hovering at last on the very rim of the cloud blanket, an invisible mote in a sea of gray mist. Below them they saw a tremendous field carved, it seemed, out of the ancient hills. From this height all sense of proportion was lost. It seemed but an ordinary field, with eighteen ordinary airplanes resting on it. One of these now was moving, and in a moment it rose into the air! But there seemed to be no men on all the great field. They were invisibly small from this height.


      Abruptly Arcot gave a great shout. “That’s their surprise! They’re ready far ahead of the time we expected! If all that armada gets in the air, we’re done! Down, Wade, to within a few hundred feet of the ground, and close to the field!”


      The Solarite flashed down in a power dive—down with a sickening lurch. A sudden tremendous weight seemed to crush them as the ship was brought out of the dive not more than two hundred feet from the ground. Close to blacking out, Wade nevertheless shot it in as close to the field as he dared. Anxiously he called to Arcot, who answered with a brief “Okay!” The planes loomed gigantic now, their true proportions showing clearly against the brilliant light of the field. A tremendous wave of sound burst from the loudspeaker as the planes rolled across the ground to leap gracefully into the air—half a million tons of metal!


      From the Solarite there darted a pale beam of ghostly light, faintly gray, tinged with red and green—the ionized air of the beam. It moved in a swift half circle. In an instant the whirr of the hundreds, thousands of giant propellers was drowned in a terrific roar of air. Great snowflakes fell from the air before them; it was white with the solidified water vapor. Then came a titanic roar and the planet itself seemed to shake! A crash, a snapping and rending as a mighty fountain of soil and rock cascaded skyward, and with it, twisting, turning, hurled in a dozen directions at once, twelve titanic ships reeled drunkenly into the air!


      For a barely perceptible interval there was an oppressive silence as the ray was shut off. Then a bedlam of deafening sound burst forth anew, a mighty deluge of unbearable noise as the millions of tons of pulverized rock, humus and metal fell back. Some of it had ascended for miles; it settled amid a howling blizzard—snow that melted as it touched the madly churned airfield.


      High above there were ten planes flying about uncertainly. Suddenly one of these turned, heading for the ground far below, its wings screaming their protest as the motors roared, ever faster, with the gravity of the planet aiding them. There was a rending, crackling crash as the wings suddenly bent back along the sides. An instant later the fuselage tore free, rocketing downward; the wings followed more slowly—twisting, turning, dipping in mile-long swoops.


      The Solarite shot away from the spot at maximum speed—away and up, with a force that nailed the occupants to the floor. Before they could turn, behind them flared a mighty gout of light that struck to the very clouds above, and all the landscape, for miles about, was visible in the glare of the released energy.


      As they turned, they saw on the plain, below a tremendous crater, in its center a spot that glowed white and bubbled like the top of a huge cauldron.


      Nine great planes were circling in the air; then in an instant they were gone, invisible. As swiftly the Solarite darted away with a speed that defied the aim of any machine.


      High above the planes they went, for with his radar Arcot could trace them. They were circling, searching for the Solarite.


      The tiny machine was invisible in the darkness, but its invisibility was not revealed by the Kaxorian’s radio detectors. In the momentary lull, Fuller asked a question.


      “Wade, how is it that those ships can be invisible when they are driven by light, and have the light stored in them? They’re perfectly transparent. Why can’t we see the light?”


      “They are storing the light. It’s bound—it can’t escape. You can’t see light unless it literally hits you in the eye. Their stored light can’t reach you, for it is held by its own attraction and by the special field of the big generators.”


      They seemed to be above one of the Kaxorian planes now. Arcot caught the roar of the invisible propellers.


      “To the left, Wade—faster—hold it—left—ah!” Arcot pushed a button.


      Down from the Solarite there dropped a little canister, one of the bombs that Arcot had prepared the night before. To hit an invisible target is ordinarily difficult, but when that target is far larger than the proverbial side of a barn, it is not very difficult, at that. But now Arcot’s companions watched for the crash of the explosion, the flash of light. What sort of bomb was it that Arcot hoped would penetrate that tremendous armor?


      Suddenly they saw a great spot of light, a spot that spread with startling rapidity, a patch of light that ran, and moved. It flew through the air at terrific speed. It was a pallid light, green and wan and ghostly, that seemed to flow and ebb.


      For an instant Morey and the others stared in utter surprise. Then suddenly Morey burst out laughing.


      “Ho—you win, Arcot. That was one they didn’t think of, I’ll bet! Luminous paint—and by the hundred gallon! Radium paint, I suppose, and no man has ever found how to stop the glow of radium. That plane sticks out like a sore thumb!”


      Indeed, the great luminous splotch made the gigantic plane clearly evident against the gray clouds. Visible or not, that plane was marked.


      Quickly Arcot tried to maneuver the Solarite over another of the great ships, for now the danger was only from those he could not see. Suddenly he had an idea.


      “Morey—go back to the power room and change the adjustment on the meteorite avoider to half a mile!” At once Morey understood his plan, and hastened to put it into effect.


      The illuminated plane was diving, twisting wildly now. The Solarite flashed toward it with sickening speed, then suddenly the gigantic bulk of the plane loomed off to the right of the tiny ship, the great metal hull, visible now, rising in awesome might. They were too near; they shot away to a greater distance—then again that ghostly beam reached out—and for just a fraction of a second it touched the giant plane.


      The titanic engine of destruction seemed suddenly to be in the grip of some vastly greater Colossus—a clutching hand that closed! The plane jumped back with an appalling crash, a roar of rending metal. For an instant there came the sound like a mighty buzz-saw as the giant propellers of one wing cut into the body of the careening plane. In that instant, the great power storage tank split open with an impact like the bursting of a world. The Solarite was hurled back by an explosion that seemed to rend the very atoms of the air, and all about them was a torrid blaze of heat and light that seemed to sear their faces and hands with its intensity.


      Then in a time so brief that it seemed never to have happened, it was gone, and only the distant drone of the other ships’ propellers came to them. There was no luminous spot. The radium paint had been destroyed in the only possible way—it was volatilized through all the atmosphere!


      The Terrestrians had known what to expect; had known what would happen; and they had not looked at the great ship in that last instant. But the Kaxorians had naturally been looking at it. They had never seen the sun directly, and now they had been looking at a radiance almost as brilliant. They were temporarily blinded; they could only fly a straight course in response to the quick order of their squadron commander.


      And in that brief moment that they were unable to watch him, Arcot dropped two more bombs in quick succession. Two bright spots formed in the black night. No longer did these planes feel themselves invulnerable, able to meet any foe! In an instant they had put on every last trace of power, and at their top speed they were racing west, away from their tiny opponent—in the only direction that was open to them.


      But it was useless. The Solarite could pick up speed in half the time they could, and in an instant Arcot again trained his beam on the mighty splotch of light that was a fleeing plane.


      Out of the darkness came a ghostly beam, for an instant of time so short that before the explosive shells of the other could be trained on it, the Solarite had moved. Under that touch the mighty plane began crumbling, then it splintered beneath the driving blow of the great wing, as it shot toward the main body of the plane at several miles a second—driving into and through it! The giant plane twisted and turned as it fell swiftly downward into the darkness—and, again there came that world-rocking explosion, and the mighty column of light.


      Again and yet again the Solarite found and destroyed Kaxorian super-planes, protected in the uneven conflict by their diminutive size and the speed of their elusive maneuvering.


      But to remind the men of the Solarite that they were not alone, there came a sudden report just behind them, and they turned to see that one of the energy bombs had barely fallen short! In an instant the comparative midget shot up at top speed, out of danger. It looped and turned, hunting, feeling with its every detector for that other ship. The great planes were spread out now. In every direction they could be located—and all were leaving the scene of the battle. But one by one the Solarite shot after them, and always the speed of the little ship was greater.


      Two escaped. They turned off their useless invisibility apparatus and vanished into the night.


      The Solarite, supported by her vertical lift units, coasted toward a stop. The drone of the fleeing super-planes diminished and was gone, and for a time the thrum of the generator and the tap-dance of relays adjusting circuits was the only sound aboard.


      Wade sighed finally. “Well, gentlemen, now we’ve got it, what do we do with it?”


      “What do you mean?” Morey asked.


      “Victory. The Jack-pot. Having the devices we just demonstrated, we are now the sole owners, by right of conquest, of one highly disturbed nation of several million people. With that gadget there, we can pick it up and throw it away.


      “Personally, I have a feeling that we’ve just won the largest white elephant in history. We don’t just walk off and leave it, you know. We don’t want it. But we’ve got it.


      “Our friends in Sonor are not going to want the problem either; they just wanted the Kaxorians combed out of their hair.


      “As I say—we’ve got it, now—but what do we do with it?”


      “It’s basically their problem, isn’t it?” protested Fuller. Morey looked somewhat stricken, and thoroughly bewildered. “I hadn’t considered that aspect very fully; I’ve been too darned busy trying to stay alive.”


      Wade shook his head. “Look, Fuller—it was their problem before, too, wasn’t it? How’d they handle it? If you just let them alone, what do you suppose they’ll do with the problem this time?”


      “The same thing they did before,” Arcot groaned. “I’m tired. Let’s get some sleep first, anyway.”


      “Sure; that makes good sense,” Wade agreed. “Sleep on it, yes. But go to sleep on it—well, that’s what the not-so-bright Sonorans tried doing.


      “And off-hand, I’d say we were elected. The Kaxorians undoubtedly have a nice, two thousand year old hatred for the Sonorans who so snobbishly ignored them, isolated them, and considered them unfit for association. The Sonorans, on the other hand, are now thoroughly scared, and will be feeling correspondingly vindictive. They won this time by a fluke—our coming. I can just see those two peoples getting together and settling any kind of sensible, long-term treaty of mutual cooperation!”


      Arcot and Morey both nodded wearily. “That is so annoyingly correct,” Morey agreed. “And you know blasted well none of us is going to sleep until we have some line of attack on this white elephant disposal problem. Anybody any ideas?”


      Fuller looked at the other three. “You know, in design when two incompatible materials must be structurally united, we tie each to a third material that is compatible with both.


      “Sonor didn’t win this fight. Kaxor didn’t win it. Earth—in the persona of the Solarite—did. Earth isn’t mad at anybody, hasn’t been damaged by anybody, and hasn’t been knowingly ignoring anybody.


      “The Sonorans want to be let alone; it won’t work, but they can learn that. I think if we run the United Nations in on this thing, we may be able to get them to accept our white elephant for us.


      “They’ll be making the same mistake Sonor did if they don’t—knowingly ignoring the existence of a highly intelligent and competent race. It doesn’t seem to work, judging from history both at home and here.”


      The four looked at each other, and found agreement.


      “That’s something more than a problem to sleep on,” Morey said. “I’ll get in touch with Sonor and tell ’em the shooting is over, so they can get some sleep too.


      “It’s obvious a bunch of high-power research teams are going to be needed in both countries. Earth has every reason to respect Sonoran mental sciences as well as Kaxorian light-engineering. And Earth—as we just thoroughly demonstrated—has some science of her own. Obviously, the interaction of the three is to the maximum advantage of each—and will lead to a healing of the breach that now exists.”


      Arcot looked up and yawned. “I’m putting this on autopilot at twenty miles up, and going to sleep. We can kick this around for a month anyway—and this is not the night to start.”


      “The decision is unanimous,” Wade grinned.


      BOOK THREE: THE BLACK STAR PASSES


      PROLOGUE


      Taj Lamor gazed steadily down at the vast dim bulk of the ancient city spread out beneath him. In the feeble light of the stars its mighty masses of up-flung metal buildings loomed strangely, like the shells of some vast race of crustacea, long extinct. Slowly he turned, gazing now out across the great plaza, where rested long rows of slender, yet mighty ships. Thoughtfully he stared at their dim, half-seen shapes.


      Taj Lamor was not human. Though he was humanoid, Earth had never seen creatures just like him. His seven foot high figure seemed a bit ungainly by Terrestrial standards, and his strangely white, hairless flesh, suggesting unbaked dough, somehow gave the impression of near-transparency. His eyes were disproportionately large, and the black disc of pupil in the white corneas was intensified by contrast. Yet perhaps his race better deserved the designation homo sapiens than Terrestrians do, for it was wise with the accumulated wisdom of uncounted eons.


      He turned to the other man in the high, cylindrical, dimly lit tower room overlooking the dark metropolis, a man far older than Taj Lamor, his narrow shoulders bent, and his features grayed with his years. His single short, tight-fitting garment of black plastic marked him as one of the Elders. The voice of Taj Lamor was vibrant with feeling:


      “Tordos Gar, at last we are ready to seek a new sun. Life for our race!”


      A quiet, patient, imperturbable smile appeared on the Elder’s face and the heavy lids closed over his great eyes.


      “Yes,” he said sadly, “but at what cost in tranquility! The discord, the unrest, the awakening of unnatural ambitions—a dreadful price to pay for a questionable gain. Too great a price, I think.” His eyes opened, and he raised a thin hand to check the younger man’s protest. “I know—I know—in this we do not see as one. Yet perhaps some day you will learn even as I have that to rest is better than to engage in an endless struggle. Suns and planets die. Why should races seek to escape the inevitable?” Tordos Gar turned slowly away and gazed fixedly into the night sky.


      Taj Lamor checked an impatient retort and sighed resignedly. It was this attitude that had made his task so difficult. Decadence. A race on an ages-long decline from vast heights of philosophical and scientific learning. Their last external enemy had been defeated millennia in the past; and through easy forgetfulness and lack of strife, ambition had died. Adventure had become a meaningless word.


      Strangely, during the last century a few men had felt the stirrings of long-buried emotion, of ambition, of a craving for adventure. These were throwbacks to those ancestors of the race whose science had built their world. These men, a comparative handful, had been drawn to each other by the unnatural ferment within them; and Taj Lamor had become their leader. They had begun a mighty struggle against the inertia of ages of slow decay, had begun a search for the lost secrets of a hundred-million-year-old science.


      Taj Lamor raised his eyes to the horizon. Through the leaping curve of the crystal clear roof of their world glowed a blazing spot of yellow fire. A star—the brightest object in a sky whose sun had lost its light. A point of radiance that held the last hopes of an incredibly ancient race.


      The quiet voice of Tordos Gar came through the semidarkness of the room, a pensive, dreamlike quality in its tones.


      “You, Taj Lamor, and those young men who have joined you in this futile expedition do not think deeply enough. Your vision is too narrow. You lack perspective. In your youth you cannot think on a cosmic scale.” He paused as though in thought, and when he continued, it seemed almost as though he were speaking to himself.


      “In the far, dim past fifteen planets circled about a small, red sun. They were dead worlds—or rather, worlds that had not yet lived. Perhaps a million years passed before there moved about on three of them the beginnings of life. Then a hundred million years passed, and those first, crawling protoplasmic masses had become animals, and plants, and intermediate growths. And they fought endlessly for survival. Then more millions of years passed, and there appeared a creature which slowly gained ascendancy over the other struggling life forms that fought for the warmth of rays of the hot, red sun.


      “That sun had been old, even as the age of a star is counted, before its planets had been born, and many, many millions of years had passed before those planets cooled, and then more eons sped by before life appeared. Now, as life slowly forced its way upward, that sun was nearly burned out. The animals fought, and bathed in the luxury of its rays, for many millennia were required to produce any noticeable change in its life-giving radiations.


      “At last one animal gained the ascendancy. Our race. But though one species now ruled, there was no peace. Age followed age while semi-barbaric peoples fought among themselves. But even as they fought, they learned.


      “They moved from caves into structures of wood and stone—and engineering had its beginning. With the buildings came little chemical engines to destroy them; warfare was developing. Then came the first crude flying-machines, using clumsy, inefficient engines. Chemical engines! Engines so crude that one could watch the flow of their fuel! One part in one hundred thousand million of the energy of their propellents they released to run the engines, and they carried fuel in such vast quantities that they staggered under its load as they left the ground! And warfare became world-wide. After flight came other machines and other ages. Other scientists began to have visions of the realms beyond, and they sought to tap the vast reservoirs of Nature’s energies, the energies of matter.


      “Other ages saw it done—a few thousand years later there passed out into space a machine that forced its way across the void to another planet! And the races of the three living worlds became as one—but there was no peace.


      “Swiftly now, science grew upon itself, building with ever faster steps, like a crystal which, once started, forms with incalculable speed.


      “And while that science grew swiftly greater, other changes took place, changes in our universe itself. Ten million years passed before the first of those changes became important. But slowly, steadily our atmosphere was drifting into space. Through ages this gradually became apparent. Our worlds were losing their air and their water. One planet, less favored than another, fought for its life, and space itself was ablaze with the struggles of wars for survival.


      “Again science helped us. Thousands of years before, men had learned how to change the mass of matter into energy, but now at last the process was reversed, and those ancestors of ours could change energy into matter, any kind of matter they wished. Rock they took, and changed it to energy, then that energy they transmuted to air, to water, to the necessary metals. Their planets took a new lease of life!


      “But even this could not continue forever. They must stop that loss of air. The process they had developed for reformation of matter admitted of a new use. Creation! They were now able to make new elements, elements that had never existed in nature! They designed atoms as, long before, their fathers had designed molecules. At last their problem was solved. They made a new form of matter that was clearer than any crystal, and yet stronger and tougher than any metal known. Since it held out none of the sun’s radiations, they could roof their worlds with it and keep their air within!


      “This was a task that could not be done in a year, nor a decade, but all time stretched out unending before them. One by one the three planets became tremendous, roofed-in cities. Only their vast powers, their mighty machines made the task possible, but it was done.”


      The droning voice of Tordos Gar ceased. Taj Lamor, who had listened with a mixture of amusement and impatience to the recital of a history he knew as well as the aged, garrulous narrator, waited out of the inborn respect which every man held for the Elders. At length he exclaimed: “I see no point—”


      “But you will when I finish—or, at least, I hope you will.” Tordos Gar’s words and tone were gently reproving. He continued quietly:


      “Slowly the ages drifted on, each marked by greater and greater triumphs of science. But again and again there were wars. Some there were in which the population of a world was halved, and all space for a billion miles about was a vast cauldron of incandescent energy in which tremendous fleets of space ships swirled and fused like ingredients in some cosmic brew. Forces were loosed on the three planets that sent even their mighty masses reeling drunkenly out of their orbits, and space itself seemed to be torn by the awful play of energies.


      “Always peace followed—a futile peace. A few brief centuries or a few millennia, and again war would flame. It would end, and life would continue.


      “But slowly there crept into the struggle a new factor, a darkening cloud, a change that came so gradually that only the records of instruments, made during a period of thousands of years, could show it. Our sun had changed from bright red to a deep, sullen crimson, and ever less and less heat poured from it. It was waning!


      “As the fires of life died down, the people of the three worlds joined in a conflict with the common menace, death from the creeping cold of space. There was no need for great haste; a sun dies slowly. Our ancestors laid their plans and carried them out. The fifteen worlds were encased in shells of crystal. Those that had no atmosphere were given one. Mighty heating plants were built—furnaces that burned matter, designed to warm a world! At last a state of stability had been reached, for never could conditions change—it seemed. All external heat and light came from far-off stars, the thousands of millions of suns that would never fail.


      “Under stress of the Great Change one scarcely noticed, yet almost incredible, transformation had occurred. We had learned to live with each other. We had learned to think, and enjoy thinking. As a species we had passed from youth into maturity. Advancement did not stop; we went on steadily toward the goal of all knowledge. At first there was an underlying hope that we might some day, somehow, escape from these darkened, artificial worlds of ours, but with the passing centuries this grew very dim and at length was forgotten.


      “Gradually as millennia passed, much ancient knowledge was also forgotten. It was not needed. The world was unchanging, there was no strife, and no need of strife. The fifteen worlds were warm, and pleasant, and safe. Without fully realizing it, we had entered a period of rest. And so the ages passed; and there were museums and libraries and laboratories; and the machines of our ancestors did all necessary work. So it was—until less than a generation ago. Our long lives were pleasant, and death, when it came, was a sleep. And then—”


      “And then,” Taj Lamor interrupted, a sharp edge of impatience in his tone, “some of us awakened from our stupor!”


      The Elder sighed resignedly. “You cannot see—you cannot see. You would start that struggle all over again!” His voice continued in what Taj Lamor thought of as a senile drone, but the younger man paid scant attention. His eyes and thoughts were centered on that brilliant yellow star, the brightest object in the heavens. It was that star, noticeably brighter within a few centuries, that had awakened a few men from their mental slumbers.


      They were throwbacks, men who had the divine gift of curiosity; and sparked by their will to know, they had gone to the museums and looked carefully at the ancient directions for the use of the telectroscope, the mighty electrically amplified vision machine, had gazed through it. They had seen a great sun that seemed to fill all the field of the apparatus with blazing fire. A sun to envy! Further observation had revealed that there circled about the sun a series of planets, five, definitely; two more, probably; and possibly two others.


      Taj Lamor had been with that group, a young man then, scarcely more than forty, but they had found him a leader and they had followed him as he set about his investigation of the ancient books on astronomy.


      How many, many hours had he studied those ancient works! How many times had he despaired of ever learning their truths, and gone out to the roof of the museum to stand in silent thought looking out across the awful void to the steady flame of the yellow star! Then quietly he had returned to his self-set task.


      With him as teacher, others had learned, and before he was seventy there were many men who had become true scientists, astronomers. There was much of the ancient knowledge that these men could not understand, for the science of a million centuries is not to be learned in a few brief decades, but they mastered a vast amount of the forgotten lore.


      They knew now that the young, live sun, out there in space, was speeding toward them, their combined velocities equalling more than 100 miles each second. And they knew that there were not seven, but nine planets circling about that sun. There were other facts they discovered; they found that the new sun was far larger than theirs had ever been; indeed, it was a sun well above average in size and brilliance. There were planets, a hot sun—a home! Could they get there?


      When their ancestors had tried to solve the problem of escape they had concentrated their work on the problem of going at speeds greater than that of light. This should be an impossibility, but the fact that the ancients had tried it, seemed proof enough to their descendants that it was possible, at least in theory. In the distant past they had needed speeds exceeding that of light, for they must travel light years; but now this sun was coming toward them, and already was less than two hundred and fifty billion miles away!


      They would pass that other star in about seventy years. That was scarcely more than a third of a man’s lifetime. They could make the journey with conceivable speeds—but in that brief period they must prepare to move!


      The swift agitation for action had met with terrific resistance. They were satisfied; why move?


      But, while some men had devoted their time to arousing the people to help, others had begun doing work that had not been done for a long, long time. The laboratories were reopened, and workshops began humming again. They were making things that were new once more, not merely copying old designs.


      Their search had been divided into sections, search for weapons with which to defend themselves in case they were attacked, and search for the basic principles underlying the operation of their space ships. They had machines which they could imitate, but they did not understand them. Success had been theirs on these quests. The third section had been less successful. They had also been searching for secrets of the apparatus their forefathers had used to swing the planets in their orbits, to move worlds about at will. They had wanted to be able to take not only their space ships, but their planets as well, when they went to settle on these other worlds and in this other solar system.


      But the search for this secret had remained unrewarded. The secret of the spaceships they learned readily, and Taj Lamor had designed these mighty ships below there with that knowledge. Their search for weapons had been satisfied; they had found one weapon, one of the deadliest that their ancestors had ever invented. But the one secret in which they were most interested, the mighty force barrage that could swing a world in its flight through space, was lost. They could not find it.


      They knew the principles of the driving apparatus of their ships, and it would seem but a matter of enlargement to drive a planet as a ship, but they knew this was impossible; the terrific forces needed would easily be produced by their apparatus, but there was no way to apply them to a world. If applied in any spot, the planet would be torn asunder by the incalculable strain. They must apply the force equally to the entire planet. Their problem was one of application of power. The rotation of the planet made it impossible to use a series of driving apparatus, even could these be anchored, but again the sheer immensity of the task made it impossible.


      Taj Lamor gazed down again at the great ships in the plaza below. Their mighty bulks seemed to dwarf even the huge buildings about them. Yet these ships were his—for he had learned their secrets and designed them, and now he was to command them as they flew out across space in that flight to the distant star.


      He turned briefly to the Elder, Tordos Gar. “Soon we leave,” he said, a faint edge of triumph in his voice. “We will prove that our way is right.”


      The old man shook his head. “You will learn—” he began, but Taj Lamor did not want to hear.


      He turned, passed through a doorway, and stepped into a little torpedo-shaped car that rested on the metal roof behind him. A moment later the little ship rose, and then slanted smoothly down over the edge of the roof, straight for the largest of the ships below. This was the flagship. Nearly a hundred feet greater was its diameter, and its mile and a quarter length of gleaming metal hull gave it nearly three hundred feet greater length than that of the ships of the line.


      This expedition was an expedition of exploration. They were prepared to meet any conditions on those other worlds—no atmosphere, no water, no heat, or even an atmosphere of poisonous gases they could rectify, for their transmutation apparatus would permit them to change those gases, or modify them; they knew well how to supply heat, but they knew too, that that sun would warm some of its planets sufficiently for their purposes.


      Taj Lamor sent his little machine darting through the great airlock in the side of the gigantic interstellar ship and lowered it gently to the floor. A man stepped forward, opened the door for the leader, saluting him briskly as he stepped out; then the car was run swiftly aside, to be placed with thousands of others like it. Each of these cars was to be used by a separate investigator when they reached those other worlds, and there were men aboard who would use them.


      Taj Lamor made his way to a door in the side of a great metal tube that threaded the length of the huge ship. Opening the door he sat down in another little car that shot swiftly forward as the double door shut softly, with a low hiss of escaping air. For moments the car sped through the tube, then gently it slowed and came to rest opposite another door. Again came the hissing of gas as the twin doors opened, and Taj Lamor stepped out, now well up in the nose of the cruiser. As he stepped out of the car the outer and inner doors closed, and, ready now for other calls, the car remained at this station. On a ship so long, some means of communication faster than walking was essential. This little pneumatic railway was the solution.


      As Taj Lamor stepped out of the tube, a half-dozen men, who had been talking among themselves, snapped quickly to attention. Following the plans of the long-gone armies of their ancestors, the men of the expedition had been trained to strict discipline; and Taj Lamor was their technical leader and the nominal Commander-in-Chief, although another man, Kornal Sorul, was their actual commander.


      Taj Lamor proceeded at once to the Staff Cabin in the very nose of the great ship. Just above him there was another room, walled on all sides by that clear, glass-like material, the control cabin. Here the pilot sat, directing the motions of the mighty ship of space.


      Taj Lamor pushed a small button on his desk and in a moment a gray disc before him glowed dimly, then flashed into life and full, natural color. As though looking through a glass porthole, Taj Lamor saw the interior of the Communications Room. The Communications Officer was gazing at a similar disc in which Taj Lamor’s features appeared.


      “Have they reported from Ohmur, Lorsand, and Throlus, yet, Morlus Tal?” asked the commander.


      “They are reporting now, Taj Lamor, and we will be ready within two and one half minutes. The plans are as before; we are to proceed directly toward the Yellow Star, meeting at Point 71?”


      “The plans are as before. Start when ready.”


      The disc faded, the colors died, and it was gray again. Taj Lamor pulled another small lever on the panel before him, and the disc changed, glowed, and was steady; and now he saw the preparations for departure, as from an eye on the top of the great ship. Men streamed swiftly in ordered columns all about and into the huge vessels. In an incredibly short time they were in, and the great doors closed behind them. Suddenly there came a low, dull hum through the disc, and the sound mounted quickly, till all the world seemed humming to that dull note. The warning!


      Abruptly the city around him seemed to blaze in a riot of colored light! The mighty towering bulks of the huge metal buildings were polished and bright, and now, as the millions of lights, every color of the spectrum, flashed over all the city from small machines in the air, on the ground, in windows, their great metal walls glistening with a riot of flowing color. Then there was a trembling through all the frame of the mighty ship. In a moment it was gone, and the titanic mass of glistening metal rose smoothly, quickly to the great roof of their world above them. On an even keel it climbed straight up, then suddenly it leaped forward like some great bird of prey sighting its victim. The ground beneath sped swiftly away, and behind it there came a long line of ships, quickly finding their position in the formation. They were heading toward the giant airlock that would let them out into space. There was but one lock large enough to permit so huge a ship to pass out, and they must circle half their world to reach it.


      On three other worlds there were other giant ships racing thus to meet beyond their solar system. There were fifty ships coming from each planet; two hundred mighty ships in all made up this Armada of Space, two hundred gargantuan interstellar cruisers.


      One by one the giant ships passed through the airlock and out into space. Here they quickly reformed as they moved off together, each ship falling into its place in the mighty cone formation, with the flagship of Taj Lamor at the head. On they rushed through space, their speed ever mounting. Suddenly there seemed to leap out of nowhere another mass of shining machines that flew swiftly beside them. Like some strange, shining ghosts, these ships seemed to materialize instantly beside and behind their fleet. They fell in quickly in their allotted position behind the Flagship’s squadron. One—two more fleets appeared thus suddenly in the dark, and together the ships were flashing on through space to their goal of glowing fire ahead!


      Hour after hour, day after day the ships flashed on through the awful void, the utter silence relieved by the communications between themselves and the slowly weakening communications from the far-off home planets.


      But as those signals from home grew steadily weaker, the sun before them grew steadily larger. At last the men began to feel the heat of those rays, to realize the energy that that mighty sea of flame poured forth into space, and steadily they watched it grow nearer.


      Then came a day when they could make out clearly the dim bulk of a planet before them, and for long hours they slowed down the flying speed of the ships. They had mapped the system they were approaching; there were nine planets of varying sizes, some on the near and some on the far side of the sun. There were but three on the near side; one that seemed the outermost of the planets, about 35,000 miles in diameter, was directly in their path, while there were two more much nearer the sun, about 100,000,000 and 70,000,000 miles distant from it, each about seven to eight thousand miles in diameter, but they were on opposite sides of the sun. These more inviting and more accessible worlds were numbers two and three of the planetary system. It was decided to split the expedition into two parts; one part was to go to planet two, and the other to three. Taj Lamor was to lead his group of a hundred ships to the nearer planet at once.


      In a very brief time the great ships slanted down over what seemed to be a mighty globe of water. They were well in the northern hemisphere, and they had come near the planet first over a vast stretch of rolling ocean. The men had looked in wonder at such vast quantities of the fluid. To them it was a precious liquid, that must be made artificially, and was to be conserved, yet here they saw such vast quantities of natural water as seemed impossible. Still, their ancient books had told of such things, and of other strange things, things that must have been wondrously beautiful, though they were so old now, these records, that they were regarded largely as myths.


      Yet here were the strange proofs! They saw great masses of fleecy water vapor, huge billowy things that seemed solid, but were blown lightly in the wind. And natural air! The atmosphere extended for hundreds of miles off into space; and now, as they came closer to the surface of this world the air was dense, and the sky above them was a beautiful blue, not black, even where there were stars. The great sun, so brilliantly incandescent when seen from space, and now a glowing globe of reddish-yellow.


      And as they came near land, they looked in wonder at mighty masses of rock and soil that threw their shaggy heads high above the surrounding terrain, huge masses that rose high, like waves in the water, till they towered in solemn grandeur miles into the air! What a sight for these men of a world so old that age long erosion had washed away the last traces of hills, and filled in all of the valleys!


      In awe they looked down at the mighty rock masses, as they swung low over the mountains, gazing in wonder at the green masses of the strange vegetation; strange, indeed, for they for uncounted ages had grown only mushroom-like cellulose products, and these mainly for ornament, for all their food was artificially made in huge factories.


      Then they came over a little mountain lake, a body of water scarcely large enough to berth one of their huge ships, but high in the clear air of the mountains, fed by the melting of eternal snows. It was a magnificent sapphire in a setting green as emerald, a sparkling lake of clear water, deep as the sea, high in a cleft in the mountains.


      In wonder the men looked down at these strange sights. What a marvelous home!


      Steadily the great machines proceeded, and at last the end of the giant mountain was reached, and they came to a great plain. But that plain was strangely marked off with squares, as regularly as though plotted with a draftsman’s square. This world must be inhabited by intelligent beings!


      Suddenly Taj Lamor saw strange specks off in the far horizon to the south, specks that seemed to grow in size with terrific velocity; these must be ships, the ships of these people, coming to defend their home. The strangely pallid face of Taj Lamor tightened into lines of grim resolution. This was a moment he had foreseen and had dreaded. Was he to withdraw and leave these people unmolested, or was he to stand and fight for this world, this wonderfully beautiful home, a home that his race could live in for millions of years to come? He had debated this question many times before in his mind, and he had decided. There would never, never be another chance for his people to gain a new home. They must fight.


      Swiftly he gave his orders. If resistance came, if an attack were made, they were to fight back at once, with every weapon at their disposal.


      The strangers’ ships had grown swiftly larger to the eye, but still, though near now, they seemed too small to be dangerous. These giant interstellar cruisers were certainly invulnerable to ships so small; their mere size would give them protection! These ships were scarcely as long as the diameter of the smaller of the interstellar ships—a bare two hundred and fifty feet for the largest.


      The interstellar cruisers halted in their course, and waited for the little ships to approach. They were fast, for they drew alongside quickly, and raced to the front of the flagship. There was one small one that was painted white, and on it there was a large white banner, flapping in the wind of its passage. The rest of the ships drew off as this came forward, and stopped, hanging motionless before the control room of the giant machine. There were men inside—three strange men, short and oddly pink-skinned—but they were gesturing now, motioning that the giant machine settle to the ground beneath. Taj Lamor was considering whether or not to thus parley with the strangers, when suddenly there leaped from the white craft a beam of clear white—a beam that was directed toward the ground, then swung up toward the great cruiser in a swift arc!


      As one, a dozen swift beams of pale red flared out from the giant and bathed the pigmy craft. As they reached it, the white ray that had been sweeping up suddenly vanished, and for an instant the ship hung poised in the air; then it began to swing crazily, like the pendulum of a clock—swung completely over—and with a sickening lurch sped swiftly for the plain nearly five miles below. In moments there came a brief flare, then there remained only a little crater in the soft soil.


      But the red beams had not stopped with the little ship; they had darted out to the other machines, trying to reach them before they could bring those strange white rays into play. The cruisers obviously must win, for they carried dozens of projectors, but they might be damaged, their flight delayed. They must defeat those strangers quickly. The rays of Taj Lamor’s ship lashed out swiftly, but almost before they had started, all the other ships, a full hundred, were in action, and the flagship was darting swiftly up and away from the battle. Below, those pale red rays were taking a swift toll of the little ships, and nearly twenty of them rolled suddenly over, and dashed to destruction far below.


      But now the little ships were in swift darting motion. Because of their small size, they were able to avoid the rays of the larger interstellar cruisers, and as their torpedo-shaped hulls flashed about with bewildering speed, they began to fight back. They had been taken utterly by surprise, but now they went into action with an abandon and swiftness that took the initiative away from the gigantic interstellar liners. They were in a dozen places at once, dodging and twisting, unharmed, out of the way of the deadly red beams, and were as hard to hit as so many dancing feathers suspended over an air jet.


      And if the pilots were skillful in avoiding enemy rays, their ray men were as accurate in placing theirs. But then, with a target of such vast size, not so much skill was necessary.


      These smaller vessels were the ships of Earth. The people of the dark star had entered the solar system quite unannounced, except that they had been seen in passing the orbit of Mars, for a ship had been out there in space, moving steadily out toward Neptune, and the great interstellar cruisers, flashing in across space, away from that frigid planet, had not seen the tiny wanderer. But he had seen those mighty hulks, and had sent his message of danger out on the ether, warning the men of Earth. They had relayed it to Venus, and the ships that had gone there had received an equally warm reception, and were even now finding their time fully occupied trying to beat off the Interplanetary Patrol.


      The battle ended as swiftly as it began, for Taj Lamor, in his machine high above, saw that they were outclassed, and ordered them to withdraw at once. Scarcely ten minutes had elapsed, yet they had lost twenty-two of their giant ships.


      The expedition that had gone to Venus reported a similarly active greeting. It was decided at once that they should proceed cautiously to the other planets, to determine which were inhabited and which were not, and to determine the chemical and physical conditions on each.


      The ships formed again out in space, on the other side of the sun, however, and started at once in compact formation for Mercury.


      Their observations were completed without further mishap, and they set out for their distant home, their number depleted by forty-one ships, for nineteen had fallen on Venus.


      I


      The Terrestrian and Venerian governments had met in conference, a grim, businesslike discussion with few wasted words. Obviously, this was to be a war of science, a war on a scale never before known on either world. Agreements were immediately drawn up between the two worlds for a concerted, cooperative effort. A fleet of new and vastly more powerful ships must be constructed—but first they must have a complete report on the huge invading craft that had fallen in western Canada, and on Venus, for they might conceivably make their secrets their own.


      They called for the scientists whose work had made possible their successful resistance of the marauders: Arcot, Morey and Wade. They found them working in the Arcot Laboratories.


      “Wade,” called Arcot tensely as he snapped the switch of the televisophone, “bring Morey and meet me at the machine on the roof at once. That was a call from Washington. I’ll explain as soon as you get there.”


      On the roof Arcot opened the hangar doors, and entered the five-passenger molecular motion ship inside. Its sleek, streamlined sides spoke of power and speed. This was a special research model, designed for their experiments, and carrying mechanisms not found in commercial crafts. Among these were automatic controls still in the laboratory stage, but permitting higher speed, for no human being could control the ship as accurately as these.


      It took the trio a little less than a quarter of an hour to make the 5,000 mile trip from New York to the battlefield of Canada. As they sped through the air, Arcot told them what had transpired. The three were passed through the lines at once, and they settled to the ground beside one of the huge ships that lay half buried in the ground. The force of the impact had splashed the solid soil as a stone will splash soft mud, and around the ship there was a massive ridge of earth. Arcot looked at the titanic proportions of this ship from space, and turned to his friends:


      “We can investigate that wreck on foot, but I think it’ll be far more sensible to see what we can do with the car. This monster is certainly a mile or more long, and we’d spend more time in walking than in investigation. I suggest, we see if there isn’t room for the car inside. This beats even those huge Kaxorian planes for size.” Arcot paused, then grinned. “I sure would have liked to mix in the fight they must have had here—nice little things to play with, aren’t they?”


      “It would make a nice toy,” agreed Wade as he looked at the rows of wicked-looking projectors along the sides of the metal hull,“and I wonder if there might not be some of the crew alive in there? If there are, the size of the ship would prevent their showing themselves very quickly, and since they can’t move the ship, it seems to me that they’ll let us know shortly that they’re around. Probably, with the engines stopped, their main weapons are useless, but they would doubtless have some sort of guns. I’m highly in favor of using the car. We carry a molecular director ray, so if the way is blocked, we can make a new one.”


      Wade’s attention was caught by a sudden flare of light a few miles across the plain.“Look over there—that ship is still flaming—reddish, but almost colorless. Looks like a gas flame, with a bit of calcium in it. Almost as if the air in the ship were combustible. If we should do any exploring in this baby, I suggest we use altitude suits—they can’t do any harm in any case.”


      Three or four of the great wrecks, spread over a wide area, were burning now, hurling forth long tongues of colorless, intensely hot flame. Several of the ships had been only slightly damaged; one had been brought down by a beam that had torn free the entire tail of the ship, leaving the bow in good condition. Apparently this machine had not fallen far; perhaps the pilot had retained partial control of the ship, his power failing when he was only a comparatively short distance from Earth. This was rather well to one side of the plain, however, and they decided to investigate it later.


      The ship nearest them had crashed nose first, the point being crushed and shattered. Arcot maneuvered his craft cautiously toward the great hole at the nose of the ship, and they entered the mighty vessel slowly, a powerful spotlight illuminating the interior. Tremendous girders, twisted and broken by the force of impact, thrust up about them. It soon became evident that there was little to fear from any living enemies, and they proceeded more rapidly. Certainly no creature could live after the shock that had broken these huge girders! Several times metal beams blocked their path, and they were forced to use the molecular director ray to bend them out of the way.


      “Man,” said Arcot as they stopped a moment to clear away a huge member that was bent across their path, “but those beams do look as if they were built permanently! I’d hate to ram into one of them! Look at that one—if that has anywhere near the strength of steel, just think of the force it took to bend it!”


      At last they had penetrated to the long tube that led through the length of the ship, the communication tube. This admitted the small ship easily, and they moved swiftly along till they came to what they believed to be about the center of the invader. Here Arcot proposed that they step out and see what there was to be seen.


      The others agreed, and they at once put on their altitude suits of heavy rubberized canvas, designed to be worn outside the ship when at high altitude, or even in space. They were supplied with oxygen tanks that would keep the wearer alive for about six hours. Unless the atmosphere remaining in the alien ship was excessively corrosive, they would be safe. After a brief discussion, they decided that all would go, for if they met opposition, there would be strength in numbers.


      They met their first difficulty in opening the door leading out of the communication tube. It was an automatic door, and resisted their every effort—until finally they were forced to tear it out with a ray. It was impossible to move it in any other way. The door was in what was now the floor, since the ship seemed to have landed on one side rather than on its keel.


      They let themselves through the narrow opening one at a time, and landed on the sloping wall of the corridor beyond.


      “Lucky this wasn’t a big room, or we’d have had a nice drop to the far wall!” commented Wade. The suits were equipped with a thin vibrating diaphragm that made speech easy, but Wade’s voice came through with a queerly metallic ring.


      Arcot agreed somewhat absently, his attention directed toward their surroundings. His hand light pierced the blackness, finally halting at a gaping opening, apparently the entrance to a corridor. As they examined it, they saw that it slanted steeply downward.


      “It seems to be quite a drop,” said Wade as he turned his light into it, “but the surface seems to be rather rough. I think we can do it. I notice that you brought a rope, Morey; I think it’ll help. I’ll go first, unless someone else wants the honor.”


      “You go first?” Arcot hesitated briefly. “But I don’t know—if we’re all going, I guess you had better, at that. It would take two ordinary men to lower a big bulk like you. On the other hand, if anybody is going to stay, you’re delegated as elevator boy!


      “Hold everything,” continued Arcot. “I have an idea. I think none of us will need to hold the weight of the others with the rope. Wade, will you get three fairly good-sized pieces of metal, something we can tie a rope to? I think we can get down here without the help of anyone else. Morey, will you cut the rope in three equal pieces while I help Wade tear loose that girder?”


      Arcot refused to reveal his idea till his preparations were complete, but worked quickly and efficiently. With the aid of Wade, he soon had three short members, and taking the rope that Morey had prepared, he tied lengths of cord to the pieces of metal, leaving twenty foot lengths hanging from each. Now he carefully tested his handiwork to make sure the knots would not slip.


      “Now, let’s see what we can do.” Arcot put a small loop in one end of a cord, thrust his left wrist through this, and grasped the rope firmly with his hand. Then he drew his ray pistol, and adjusted it carefully for direction of action. The trigger gave him control over power. Finally he turned the ray on the block of metal at the other end of the rope. At once the metal pulled vigorously, drawing the rope taut, and as Arcot increased the power, he was dragged slowly across the floor.


      “Ah—it works.” He grinned broadly over his shoulder. “Come on, boys, hitch your wagon to a star, and we’ll go on with the investigation. This is a new, double action parachute. It lets you down easy, and pulls you up easier! I think we can go where we want now.” After a pause he added, “I don’t have to tell you that too much power will be very bad!”


      With Arcot’s simple brake, they lowered themselves into the corridor below, descending one at a time, to avoid any contact with the ray, since the touch of the beam was fatal.


      The scene that lay before them was one of colossal destruction. They had evidently stumbled upon the engine room. They could not hope to illuminate its vast expanse with their little hand lights, but they could gain some idea of its magnitude, and of its original layout. The floor, now tilted at a steep angle, was torn up in many places, showing great, massive beams, buckled and twisted like so many wires, while the heavy floor plates were crumpled like so much foil. Everywhere the room seemed covered with a film of white silvery metal; it was silver, they decided after a brief examination, spattered broadcast over the walls of the room.


      Suddenly Morey pointed ceilingward with his light. “That’s where the silver came from!” he exclaimed. A network of heavy bars ran across the roof, great bars of solid silver fully three feet thick. In one section gaped a ragged hole, suggesting the work of a disintegration ray, a hole that went into the metal roof above, one which had plainly been fused, as had the great silver bars.


      Arcot looked in wonder at the heavy metal bars. “Lord—bus bars three feet thick! What engines they must have! Look at the way those were blown out! They were short-circuited by the crash, just before the generator went out, and they were volatilized! Some juice!”


      With the aid of their improvised elevators, the three men attempted to explore the tremendous chamber. They had scarcely begun, when Wade exclaimed:


      “Bodies!”


      They crowded around his gruesome find and caught their first glimpse of the invaders from space. Anatomical details could not be distinguished since the bodies had been caught under a rain of crushing beams, but they saw that they were not too different from both Terrestrians and Venerians—though their blood seemed strangely pallid, and their skin was of a ghastly whiteness. Evidently they had been assembled before an unfamiliar sort of instrument panel when catastrophe struck; Morey indicated the dials and keys.


      “Nice to know what you’re fighting,” Arcot observed.“I’ve a hunch that we’ll see some of these critters alive—but not in this ship!”


      They turned away and resumed their examination of the shattered mechanisms.


      A careful examination was impossible; they were wrecks, but Arcot did see that they seemed mainly to be giant electrical machines of standard types, though on a gargantuan scale. There were titanic masses of wrecked metal, iron and silver, for with these men silver seemed to replace copper, though nothing could replace iron and its magnetic uses.


      “They are just electrical machines, I guess,” said Arcot at last. “But what size! Have you seen anything really revolutionary, Wade?”


      Wade frowned and answered. “There are just two things that bother me. Come here.” As Arcot jumped over, nearly suspended by his ray pistol, Wade directed his light on a small machine that had fallen in between the cracks in the giant mass of broken generators. It was a little thing, apparently housed in a glass case. There was only one objection to that assumption. The base of a large generator lay on it, metal fully two feet thick, and that metal was cracked where it rested on the case, and the case, made of material an inch and a half thick, was not dented!


      “Whewww—that’s a nice kind of glass to have!” Morey commented. “I’d like to have a specimen for examination. Oh—I wonder—yes, it must be! There’s a window in the side up there toward what was the bow that seemed to me to be the same stuff. It’s buried about three feet in solid earth, so I imagine it must be.”


      The three made their way at once to where they had seen the window. The frame appeared to be steel, or some such alloy, and it was twisted and bent under the blow, for this was evidently the outer wall, and the impact of landing had flattened the rounded side. But that “glass” window was quite undisturbed! There was, as a further proof, a large granite boulder lying against it on the outside—or what had been a boulder, though it had been shattered by the impact.


      “Say—that’s some building material!” Arcot indicated the transparent sheet. “Just look at that granite rock—smashed into sand! Yet the window isn’t even scratched! Look how the frame that held it is torn—just torn, not broken. I wonder if we can tear it loose altogether?” He stepped forward, raising his pistol. There was a thud as his metal bar crashed down when the ray was shut off. Then, as the others got out of the way, he stepped toward the window and directed his beam toward it. Gradually he increased the power, till suddenly there was a rending crash, and they saw only a leaping column of earth and sand and broken granite flying up through the hole in the steel shell. There was a sudden violent crash, then a moment later a second equally violent crash as the window, having flown up to the ceiling, came thumping back to the floor.


      After the dust had settled they came forward, looking for the window. They found it, somewhat buried by the rubbish, lying off to one side. Arcot bent down to tilt it and sweep off the dirt; he grasped it with one hand, and pulled. The window remained where it was. He grasped it with both hands and pulled harder. The window remained where it was.


      “Uh—say, lend a hand will you, Wade.” Together the two men pulled, but without results. That window was about three feet by two feet by one inch, making the total volume about one-half a cubic foot, but it certainly was heavy. They could not begin to move it. An equal volume of lead would have weighed about four hundred pounds, but this was decidedly more than four hundred pounds. Indeed, the combined strength of the three men did not do more than rock it.


      “Well—it certainly is no kind of matter we know of!” observed Morey. “Osmium, the heaviest known metal, has a density of twenty-two and a half, which would weigh about 730 pounds. I think we could lift that, so this is heavier than anything we know. At least that’s proof of a new system. Between Venus and Earth we have found every element that occurs in the sun. These people must have come from another star!”


      “Either that,” returned Arcot, “or proof of an amazing degree of technological advancement. It’s only a guess, of course—but I have an idea where this kind of matter exists in the solar system. I think you have already seen it—in the gaseous state. You remember, of course, that the Kaxorians had great reservoirs for storing light-energy in a bound state in their giant planes. They had bound light, light held by the gravitational attraction for itself, after condensing it in their apparatus, but they had what amounted to a gas—gaseous light. Now suppose that someone makes a light condenser even more powerful than the one the Kaxorians used, a condenser that forces the light so close to itself, increases its density, till the photons hold each other permanently, and the substance becomes solid. It will be matter, matter made of light—light matter—and let us call it a metal. You know that ordinary matter is electricity matter, and electricity matter metals conduct electricity readily. Now why shouldn’t our ‘light matter’ metal conduct light? It would be a wonderful substance for windows.”


      “But now comes the question of moving it,” Wade interposed. “We can’t lift it, and we certainly want to examine it. That means we must take it to the laboratory. I believe we’re about through here—the place is clearly quite permanently demolished. I think we had better return to the ship and start to that other machine we saw that didn’t appear to be so badly damaged. But—how can we move this?”


      “I think a ray may do the trick.” Arcot drew his ray pistol, and stepped back a bit, holding the weapon so the ray would direct the plate straight up. Slowly he applied the power, and as he gradually increased it, the plate stirred, then moved into the air.


      “It works! Now you can use your pistol, Morey, and direct it toward the corridor. I’ll send it up, and let it fall outside, where we can pick it up later.” Morey stepped forward, and while Arcot held it in the air with his ray, Morey propelled it slowly with his, till it was directly under the corridor leading upward. Then Arcot gave a sudden increase in power, and the plate moved swiftly upward, sailing out of sight. Arcot shut off his ray, and there came to their ears a sudden crash as the plate fell to the floor above.


      The three men regained their ropes and “double action parachutes” as Arcot called them, and floated up to the next floor. Again they started the process of moving the plate. All went well till they came to the little car itself. They could not use the ray on the car, for fear of damaging the machinery. They had to use some purely mechanical method of hoisting it in.


      Finally they solved the problem by using the molecular director ray to swing a heavy beam into the air, then one man pulled on the far end of it with a rope, and swung it till it was resting on the door of the ship on one end, and the other rested in a hole they had torn in the lining of the tube.


      Now they maneuvered the heavy plate till it was resting on that beam; then they released the plate, and watched it slide down the incline, shooting through the open doorway of the car. In moments the job was done. The plate at last safely stowed, the three men climbed into the car, and prepared to leave.


      The little machine glided swiftly down the tube through the mighty ship, finally coming out through the opening that had admitted them. They rose quickly into the air, and headed for the headquarters of the government ships.


      II


      A great number of scientists and military men were already gathered about the headquarters ship. As Arcot’s party arrived, they learned that each of the wrecks was being assigned to one group. They further learned that because of their scientific importance, they were to go to the nearly perfect ship lying off to the west. Two Air Patrolmen were to accompany them.


      “Lieutenant Wright and Lieutenant Greer will go with you,” said the Colonel. “In the event of trouble from possible—though unlikely—survivors, they may be able to help. Is there anything further we can do?”


      “These men are armed with the standard sidearms, aren’t they?” Arcot asked. “I think we’ll all be better off if I arm them with some of the new director-ray pistols. I have several in my boat. It will be all right, I suppose?”


      “Certainly, Dr. Arcot. They are under your command.”


      The party, increased to five now, returned to the ship, where Arcot showed the men the details of the ray pistols, and how to use them. The control for direction of operation was rather intricate in these early models, and required considerable explanation. The theoretical range of even these small hand weapons was infinity in space, but in the atmosphere the energy was rather rapidly absorbed by ionization of the air, and the dispersion of the beam made it ineffective in space over a range of more than thirty-five miles.


      Again entering the little molecular motion car, they went at once to the great hull of the fallen ship. They inspected it cautiously from overhead before going too close, for the dreadnought, obviously, had landed without the terrific concussion that the others had experienced, and there was a possibility that some of the crew had survived the crash. The entire stern of the huge vessel had been torn off, and evidently the ship was unable to rise, but there were lights glowing through the portholes on the side, indicating that power had not failed completely.


      “I think we’d better treat that monster with respect,” remarked Wade, looking down at the lighted windows. “They have power, and the hull is scarcely dented except where the stern was caught by a beam. It’s lucky we had those ray projector ships! They’ve been in service only about four months, haven’t they, Lieutenant?”


      “Just about that, sir,” the Air Patrolman replied. “They hadn’t gotten the hand weapons out in sufficient quantities to be issued to us as yet.”


      Morey scowled at the invader. “I don’t like this at all. I wonder why they didn’t greet us with some of their beams,” he said in worried tones. It did seem that there should be some of the rays in action now. They were less than a mile from the fallen giant, and moving rather slowly.


      “I’ve been puzzled about that myself,” commented Arcot,“and I’ve come to the conclusion that either the ray projectors are fed by a separate system of power distribution, which has been destroyed, or that the creatures from space are all dead.”


      They were to learn later, in their exploration of the ship, that the invaders’ ray projectors were fed from a separate generator, which produced a special form of alternating current wave for them. This generator had been damaged beyond use.


      The little machine was well toward the stern of the giant now, and they lowered it till it was on a level with the torn metal. It was plain that the ship had been subjected to some terrific tension. The great girders were stretched and broken, and the huge ribs were bent and twisted. The central tube, which ran the length of the ship, had been drawn down to about three quarters of its original diameter, making it necessary for them to use their ray to enter. In moments their speedster glided into the dark tunnel. The searchlight reaching ahead filled the metal tunnel with a myriad deceptive reflections. The tube was lighted up far ahead of them, and seemed empty. Cautiously they advanced, with Arcot at the controls.


      “Wade—Morey—where will we stop first?” he asked. “The engines? They’ll probably be of prime importance. We know their location. What do you say?”


      “I agree,” replied Wade, and Morey nodded his approval.


      They ran their craft down the long tube till they reached the door they knew must be the engine room landing, and stepped out, each wearing an altitude suit. This ship had landed level, and progress would be much easier than in the other one. They waited a moment before opening the door into the engine room, for this led into a narrow corridor where only one could pass. Caution was definitely in order. The Air Patrolmen insisted on leading the way. They had been sent along for the express purpose of protecting the scientists, and it was their duty to lead. After a brief argument Arcot agreed.


      The two officers stepped to the door, and standing off to one side, tore it open with a ray from their pistols. It fell with a clatter to the rounded metal floor of the tube, and lay there vibrating noisily, but no rays of death lanced out from beyond it. Cautiously they peered around the corner of the long corridor, then seeing nothing, entered. Wade came next, then Arcot, followed by Morey.


      The corridor was approximately thirty feet long, opening into the great engine room. Already the men could hear the smooth hum of powerful machines, and could see the rounded backs of vast mechanisms. But there was no sign of life, human or otherwise. They halted finally at the threshold of the engine room.


      “Well,” Arcot said softly. “We haven’t seen anyone so far, and I hope no one has seen us. The invaders may be behind one of those big engines, quite unaware of us. If they’re there, and they see us, they’ll be ready to fight. Now remember, those weapons you have will tear loose anything they hit, so take it easy. You know something about the power of those engines, so don’t put them out of commission, and have them splash us all over the landscape.


      “But look out for the crew, and get them if they try to get you!”


      Cautiously but quickly they stepped out into the great room, forming a rough half circle, pistols ready for action. They walked forward stealthily, glancing about them—and simultaneously the enemies caught sight of each other. There were six of the invaders, each about seven feet tall, and surprisingly humanoid. They somewhat resembled Venerians, but they weren’t Venerians, for their skin was a strange gray-white, suggesting raw dough. It seemed to Arcot that these strange, pale creatures were advancing at a slow walk, and that he stood still watching them as they slowly raised strange hand weapons. He seemed to notice every detail: their short, tight-fitting suits of some elastic material that didn’t hamper their movements, and their strange flesh, which just seemed to escape being transparent. Their eyes were strangely large, and the black spot of the pupil in their white corneas created an unnatural effect.


      Then abruptly their weapons came up—and Arcot responded with a sudden flick of his ray, as he flung himself to one side. Simultaneously his four companions let their beams fly toward the invaders. They glowed strangely red here, but they were still effective. The six beings were suddenly gone—but not before they had released their own beams. And they had taken toll. Lieutenant Wright lay motionless upon the floor.


      The Terrestrians scarcely had a chance to notice this, for immediately there was a terrific rending crash, and clean daylight came pouring in through a wide opening in the wall of the ship. The five rays had not stopped on contact with the enemy, but had touched the wall behind them. An irregular opening now gaped in the smooth metal.


      Suddenly there came a second jarring thud, a dull explosion; then a great sheet of flame filled the hole—a wall of ruddy flame swept rapidly in. Arcot swung up his ray pistol, pointing it at the mass of flaming gas. A mighty column of air came through the narrow corridor from the tube, rushing toward the outside, and taking the flame with it. A roaring mass of gas hovered outside of the ship.


      “Lieutenant,” said Arcot, swiftly, “turn your ray on that hole, and keep it there, blowing that flame outside with it. You’ll find you can’t put the fire out, but if you keep it outside the ship, I believe we’ll be reasonably safe.” The Patrolman obeyed instantly, relieving Arcot.


      Wade and Morey were already bending over the fallen man.


      “I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do for him,” the latter said grimly, “and every moment here is dangerous. Let’s continue our investigation and carry him back to the ship when we leave.” Arcot nodded silently.


      Solemnly they turned away from the motionless figure on the floor and set out on their investigation.


      “Arcot,” began Morey after a moment, “why is that gas burning like that? Can’t we put it out?”


      “Let’s get through with this job first,” replied Arcot somewhat tersely. “The discussion comes after.”


      The bodies of the invaders were gone, so they could not examine them now. That was a matter for the doctors and biologists, anyway. The engines were their main interest, huge things which overshadowed everything about them.


      It must have been the concealment afforded by the engines that permitted three of the enemy to get so close. The only warning the Terrestrians had was a faint pink haze as they stepped around the corner of an engine; and a sudden feeling of faintness swept over them. They leaped back, out of sight, peering around the corner with nerves and muscles tensed. There was no sign of movement.


      As they watched, they saw a pallid hand reaching out with a ray gun; and Wade swiftly pointed his own weapon. There came a sudden crash of metal, a groan and quiet. Two other aliens leaped from behind the great engine just as the Terrestrians dodged further back; as swiftly, they too found concealment.


      Arcot swung his ray up, and was about to pull the trigger that would send the huge engine toppling over upon them, when he saw that it was running. He thought of the unknown energies in the machine, the potential destruction, and he shook his head. Cautiously he looked around the edge of the towering mass, waiting—his beam flashed out, and there was a snapping sound as the ray caught a reaching hand and hurled its owner against a mighty transformer of some sort. For an instant the huge mass tottered, then was still. In the low concentration of power that Arcot had used, only a small portion had been touched, and the molecules of this portion had not been enough to tip over its tremendous weight.


      Only one enemy remained; and Arcot learned swiftly that he was still in action, for before he could dodge back there came that now-familiar pink haziness. It touched Arcot’s hand, outstretched as it had been when he fired, and a sudden numbness came over it. His pistol hand seemed to lose all feeling of warmth or cold. It was there; he could still feel the weapon’s deadened weight. Reflex action hurled him back, his hand out of range of the ray. In seconds feeling began to return, and in less than ten his hand was normal again.


      He turned to the others with a wry grin. “Whew—that was a narrow squeak! I must say their ray is a gentlemanly sort of thing. It either kills you, or doesn’t injure you at all. There it goes again!”


      A shaft of pink radiance reached the end of the engine, just grazing it, evidently absorbed by its mass. “Pinning us down,” Wade grated. They certainly couldn’t step out into the open space—but they couldn’t stay where they were indefinitely, either. Reinforcements might arrive!


      “Look,” Wade pointed with his pistol, “he’s under that big metal bar—up there in the roof—see it? I’ll pull it down; he may get nervous and come into sight.” Swiftly Arcot sprang forward and caught his arm.


      “Lord—don’t do that, Wade—there’s too much stuff here that we don’t know anything about. Too much chance of your smashing us with him. I’m going to try to get around to the other side of this machine and see what I can do, while you fellows keep him occupied.”


      Arcot disappeared around the black humming giant. Interminably the others waited for something to happen; then suddenly the beam that had been playing at irregular intervals across the end of the machine, swung quickly to the other side; and simultaneously another ray seemed to leap from the machine itself. They met and crossed. There came a momentary crashing arc, then both went dead, as the apparatus that generated them blew out under terrific overload.


      The invader evidently carried a spare, for the watchers saw him dart from concealment, clawing at his pocket pouch. They turned their rays on him, and just as his projector came free, a ray hurled him violently to the left. He crashed into a huge motor, and the result was not nice.


      The projector had been jerked from his hand and lay off to the side. Arcot ran to it and picked it up just as they heard the Lieutenant call an alarmed inquiry.


      “I think we’re okay now,” Arcot answered. “I hope there are no more—but by all means stay where you are, and use as little power as possible in blowing that flame outside. It uses up the atmosphere of the ship, and though we don’t need it, I think we’d better take things easy. Call us if anything looks odd to you.”


      For several minutes the three scientists looked about them in awe-struck wonder. They were the first men of Earth to see the driving equipment of one of the tremendous Kaxorian planes, and they felt tiny beside its great bulk; but now, as they examined this engine room, they realized that even the huge plane shrank into insignificance beside this interstellar cruiser.


      All about them loomed the great rounded backs of giant electric motor-generators of some sort. Across the roof ran a network of gigantic metal bars, apparently conductors, but so large that they suggested heavy structural members. The machines they ran into loomed fully thirty feet into the air; they were longer than cylinders, thirty feet in diameter, and there was a group of four main machines fully a hundred twenty feet long! There were many smaller mechanisms—yet these smaller ones would easily have constituted a complete power supply for the average big city. Along each wall ran a bank of transformers, cast in the same heroic mold. These seemed connected with the smaller machines, there being four conductors leading into each of the minor units, two intake, and two, apparently, output leads, suggesting rotary converters. The multiple units and the various types and sizes of transformers made it obvious that many different frequencies were needed. Some of the transformers had air cores, and led to machines surrounded with a silvery white metal instead of the usual iron. These, apparently, were generating current at an extremely high frequency.


      “Well,” Morey commented, “they ought to have power enough. But do you notice that those four main units have their leads radiating in different directions? The one on the left there seems to lead to that big power board at the front—or better, bow. I think it would be worth investigating.”


      Arcot nodded. “I had the same idea. You notice that two of the main power units are still working, but that those other two have stopped? Probably the two dead ones have something to do with the motion of the ship. But there’s one point I think is of even greater interest. All the machines we have seen, all the conspicuous ones, are secondary power sources. There are no primary sources visible. Notice that those two main conduits lead over to the right, and toward the bow. Let’s check where they go to.”


      As they talked they followed the huge conductors back to their point of convergence. Suddenly they rounded one of the huge main power units, and saw before them, at the center of square formed by these machines, a low platform of transparent light-metal. At the exact center of this platform, which was twenty feet in diameter, there was a table, about seven feet across and raised about five feet above the level of the platform on stout light-metal legs. On the table were two huge cubes of solid silver, and into these cubes ran all the conductors they had seen.


      In the space of about six inches left between the blocks of metal, there was a small box constructed of some strange new material. It was the most perfect reflecting surface that any of the men had ever imagined. Indeed, it was so perfect a reflector that they were unable to see it, but could detect its presence only by the mirror images, and the fact that it blotted out objects behind it.


      Now they noticed that through the huge blocks of metal there were two small holes, and two thin wires of this same reflecting material led into those holes. The wires led directly up to the roof, and, suspended on three-foot hangers of the light-metal, continued on toward the bow.


      Could this be the source of power for the entire ship? It seemed impossible, yet there were many other seeming impossible things here, among them that strangely reflecting matter.


      There was a low railing about the central platform, apparently intended to keep observers at a safe distance, so they decided against any more detailed investigation. As they were about to discuss their unusual find, the Lieutenant called that he heard sounds behind him.


      At once the three ran rapidly toward the narrow corridor that had given them entrance. The flaming gas was still shooting through the hole in the wall of the ship, and the rush of air through the corridor made it difficult to hear any sounds there, and exceedingly difficult to walk.


      “Turn on more power, Lieutenant, and see if we can’t draw out the enemy,” suggested Arcot, while they braced themselves around the tube exit.


      As the Patrolman increased the power of his beam, the moan of the air through the corridor increased suddenly to a terrific roar, and a cyclonic gale swept through. But none of the invaders were drawn out.


      After the Lieutenant had shut off the blast from his pistol at Arcot’s signal, the latter said: “I don’t think anything less than a war tank could stand that pressure. It’s probable that we’ll be attacked if we stay here much longer, though—and we may not be able to get out at all. I think, Lieutenant, I’ll ask you to stay here while we go out and get the ship ready to leave.” He paused, grinning. “Be sure to keep that flame outside. You’ll be in the position of Hercules after Atlas left him holding the skies on his shoulders. You can’t shut off the ray for long or we’ll have a first-rate explosion. We’ll signal when we’re ready by firing a revolver, and you make it to the ship as fast as you can travel.”


      Arcot’s expression became solemn. “We’ll have to carry Wright back to the ship. He was a brave man, and he certainly deserves burial in the soil of his own world. And, Morey, we’ll have to look up his family. Your father’s company will have to take care of them if they need help.”


      Slowly the men forced their way back toward their ship, fighting against the roaring column of air, their burden hindering them somewhat; but at last they reached the open tunnel. Even here the air was in violent motion.


      They got into their boat as quickly as possible, and set the controls for reverse flight. Then Wade fired the signal shot. In moments they saw Lieutenant Greer bucking against the current of air, continuing under its own momentum.


      By the time he was in the ship an ominous calm had fallen. Swiftly they sped down the corridor, and had almost reached the open air, when suddenly there was a dull rumble behind them, and they were caught on a wave of pressure that hurled them along at terrific speed. In a flash they sped into the open air, the great tunnel with its thick walls and flared opening acting like a gigantic blunderbuss, with the ship as its bullet. Arcot made no attempt to slow down the little craft, but pressed his foot heavily on the vertical accelerator. The ship rocketed up with terrific speed, and the acceleration pinned the men down to their seats with tripled weight.


      Anxiously they watched the huge invader as they sped away from it. At Arcot’s direction Morey signaled the other groups of scientists to get out of danger with all speed, warning of the impending blow-up. As the moments sped by the tension mounted. Arcot stared fixedly into the screen before him, keeping the giant space ship in focus. As they sped mile upon miles away from it, he began to relax a bit.


      Not a word was spoken as they watched and waited. Actually, very little time passed before the explosion, but to the watchers the seconds dragged endlessly. Then at twenty-seven miles, the screen flared into a sheet of blinding white radiance. There was a timeless instant—then a tremendous wave of sound, a roaring, stunning concussion smote the ship, shaking it with unrestrained fury—to cease as abruptly as it came.


      Immediately they realized the reason. They were rushing away from the explosion faster than the sound it made, hence could not hear it. After the first intolerable flash, details became visible. The great ship seemed to leap into countless tremendous fragments, each rushing away from the point of the blow-up. They did not go far; the force was not sustained long enough, nor was it great enough to overcome the inertia of so vast a mass for more than moments. Huge masses rained to earth, to bury themselves in the soil.


      There came a momentary lull. Then suddenly, from the mass which evidently held the wrecked engine room, there shot out a beam of intense white light that swept around in a wide, erratic arc. Whatever it touched fused instantly into a brilliantly glowing mass of liquid incandescence. The field itself, fragments of the wreckage, fused and mingled under its fury. The beam began to swing, faster and faster, as the support that was holding it melted; then abruptly it turned upon itself. There came a sudden blast of brilliance to rival that of the sun—and the entire region became a molten lake. Eyes streaming, temporarily blinded, the men turned away from the screen.


      “That,” said Arcot ruefully, “is that! It seems that our visitors don’t want to leave any of their secrets lying around for us to investigate. I’ve an idea that all the other wrecks will go like this one did.” He scowled. “You know, we really didn’t learn much. Guess we’d better call the headquarters ship and ask for further instructions. Will you attend to it, Lieutenant Greer?”


      III


      Swiftly Arcot’s sleek cruiser sped toward New York and the Arcot Laboratories. They had halted briefly at the headquarters ship of the Earth-Venus forces to report on their experience; and alone again, the three scientists were on their way home.


      With their course set, Arcot spoke to the others. “Well, fellows, what are your opinions on—what we’ve seen? Wade, you’re a chemist—tell us what you think of the explosion of the ship, and of the strange color of our molecular ray in their air.”


      Wade shook his head doubtfully. “I’ve been trying to figure it out, and I can’t quite believe my results. Still, I can’t see any other explanation. That reddish glow looked like hydrogen ions in the air. The atmosphere was certainly combustible when it met ours, which makes it impossible for me to believe that their air contained any noticeable amount of oxygen, for anything above twenty per cent oxygen and the rest hydrogen would be violently explosive. Apparently the gas had to mix liberally with our air to reach that proportion. That it didn’t explode when ionized, showed the absence of hydro-oxygen mixture.


      “All the observed facts except one seem to point to an atmosphere composed largely of hydrogen. That one—there are beings living in it! I can understand how the Venerians might adapt to a different climate, but I can’t see how anything approaching human life can live in an atmosphere like that.”


      Arcot nodded. “I have come to similar conclusions. But I don’t see too much objection to the thought of beings living in an atmosphere of hydrogen. It’s all a question of organic chemistry. Remember that our bodies are just chemical furnaces. We take in fuel and oxidize it, using the heat as our source of power. The invaders live in an atmosphere of hydrogen. They eat oxidizing fuels, and breathe a reducing atmosphere; they have the two fuel components together again, but in a way different from our method. Evidently, it’s just as effective. I’m sure that’s the secret of the whole thing.”


      “Sounds fairly logical.” Wade agreed. “But now I have a question for you. Where under the sun did these beings come from?”


      Arcot’s reply came slowly. “I’ve been wondering the same thing. And the more I wonder, the less I believe they did come from—under our sun. Let’s eliminate all the solar planets—we can do that at one fell swoop. It’s perfectly obvious that those ships are by no means the first crude attempts of this race to fly through space. We’re dealing with an advanced technology. If they have had those ships even as far away as Pluto, we should certainly have heard from them by now.


      “Hence, we’ve got to go out into interstellar space. You’ll probably want to ram some of my arguments down my throat—I know there is no star near enough for the journey to be made in anything less than a couple of generations by all that’s logical; and they’d freeze in the interstellar cold doing it. There is no known star close enough—but how about unknowns?”


      “What have they been doing with the star?” Morey snorted.“Hiding it behind a sun-shade?”


      Arcot grinned. “Yes. A shade of old age. You know a sun can’t radiate forever; eventually they die. And a dead sun would be quite black, I’m sure.”


      “And the planets that circle about them are apt to become a wee bit cool too, you know.”


      “Agreed,” said Arcot, “and we wouldn’t be able to do much about it. But give these beings credit for a little higher order of intelligence. We saw machines in that space ship that certainly are beyond us! They are undoubtedly heating their planets with the same source of energy with which they are running their ships.


      “I believe I have confirmation of that statement in two things. They are absolutely colorless; they don’t even have an opaque white skin. Any living creature exposed to the rays of a sun, which is certain to emit some chemical rays, is subject to coloration as a protection against those rays. The whites, who have always lived where sunlight is weakest, have developed a skin only slightly opaque. The Orientals, who live in more tropical countries, where less clothes and more sun is the motto, have slightly darker skins. In the extreme tropics Nature has found it necessary to use a regular blanket of color to stop the rays. Now extrapolating the other way, were there no such rays, the people would become a pigmentless race. Since most proteins are rather translucent, at least when wet, they would appear much as these beings do. Remember, there are very few colored proteins. Hemoglobin, such as in our blood, and hemocyanin, like that in the blue blood of the Venerians, are practically unique in that respect. For hydrogen absorption, I imagine the blood of these creatures contains a fair proportion of some highly saturated compound, which readily takes on the element, and gives it up later.


      “But we can kick this around some more in the lab.”


      Before starting for New York, Arcot had convinced the officer in charge that it would be wise to destroy the more complete of the invaders’ ships at once, lest one of them manage to escape. The fact that none of them had any rays in operation was easily explained; they would have been destroyed by the Patrol if they had made any show of weapons. But they might be getting some ready, to be used in possible escape attempts. The scientists were through with their preliminary investigations. And the dismembered sections would remain for study, anyway.


      The ships had finally been rayed apart, and when the three had left, their burning atmosphere had been sending mighty tongues of flame a mile or more into the air. The light gas of the alien atmosphere tended to rise in a great globular cloud, a ball that quickly burned itself out. It had not taken long for the last of the machines to disintegrate under the rays. There would be no more trouble from them, at any rate!


      Now Morey asked Arcot if he thought that they had learned all they could from the ships; would it not have been wiser to save them, and investigate more fully later, taking a chance on stopping any sudden attack by surviving marauders by keeping a patrol of Air Guards there.


      To which Arcot replied, “I thought quite a bit before I suggested their destruction, and I conferred for a few moments with Forsyth, who’s just about tops in biology and bacteriology. He said that they had by no means learned as much as they wished to, but they’d been forced to leave in any event. Remember that pure hydrogen, the atmosphere we were actually living in while on the ship, is quite as inert as pure oxygen—when alone. But the two get very rough when mixed together. The longer those ships lay there the more dangerously explosive they became. If we hadn’t destroyed them, they would have wrecked themselves. I still think we followed the only logical course.


      “Dr. Forsyth mentioned the danger of disease. There’s a remote possibility that we might be susceptible to their germs. I don’t believe we would be, for our chemical constitution is so vastly different. For instance, the Venerians and Terrestrians can visit each other with perfect freedom. The Venerians have diseases, and so do we, of course; but there are things in the blood of Venerians that are absolutely deadly to any Terrestrian organism. We have a similar deadly effect on Venerian germs. It isn’t immunity—it’s simply that our respective constitutions are so different that we don’t need immunity. Similarly, Forsyth thinks we would be completely resistant to all diseases brought by the invaders. However, it’s safer to remove the danger, if any, first, and check afterward.”


      The three men sped rapidly back to New York, flying nearly sixty miles above the surface of the Earth, where there would be no interfering traffic, till at length they were above the big city, and dropping swiftly in a vertical traffic lane.


      Shortly thereafter they settled lightly in the landing cradle at the Arcot Laboratories. Arcot’s father, and Morey’s, were there, anxiously awaiting their return. The elder Arcot had for many years held the reputation of being the nation’s greatest physicist, but recently he had lost it—to his son. Morey Senior was the president and chief stockholder in the Transcontinental Air Lines. The Arcots, father and son, had turned all their inventions over to their close friends, the Moreys. For many years the success of the great air lines had been dependent in large part on the inventions of the Arcots; these new discoveries enabled them to keep one step ahead of competition, and as they also made the huge transport machines for other companies, they drew tremendous profits from these mechanisms. The mutual interest, which had begun as a purely financial relationship, had long since become a close personal friendship.


      As Arcot stepped from his speedster, he called immediately to his father, telling of their find, the light-matter plate.


      “I’ll need a handling machine to move it. I’ll be right back.” He ran to the elevator and dropped quickly to the heavy machinery lab on the lower floor. In a short time he returned with a tractor-like machine equipped with a small derrick, designed to get its power from the electric mains. He ran the machine over to the ship. The others looked up as they heard the rumble and hum of its powerful motor. From the crane dangled a strong electro-magnet.


      “What’s that for?” asked Wade, pointing to the magnet.“You don’t expect this to be magnetic, do you?”


      “Wait and see!” laughed Arcot, maneuvering the handling machine into position. One of the others made contact with the power line, and the crane reached into the ship, lowering the magnet to the plate of crystal. Then Arcot turned the power into the lifting motor. The hum rose swiftly in volume and pitch till the full load began to strain the cables. The motor whined with full power, the cables vibrating under the tension. The machine pulled steadily, until, to Arcot’s surprise, the rear end of the machine rose abruptly from the floor, tipping forward.


      “Well—it was magnetic, but how did you know?” asked the surprised Wade. Since the ship was made of the Venerian metal, coronium, which was only slightly magnetic, the plate was obviously the magnet’s only load.


      “Never mind. I’ll tell you later. Get an I-beam, say about twenty feet long, and see if you can’t help lift that crazy mass. I think we ought to manage it that way.”


      And so it proved. With two of them straddling the I-beam, the leverage was great enough to pull the plate out. Running it over to the elevator, they lowered the heavy mass, disconnected the cable, and rode down to Arcot’s laboratory. Again the I-beam and handling machine were brought into play, and the plate was unloaded from the car. The five men gathered around the amazing souvenir from another world.


      “I’m with Wade in wondering how you knew the plate was magnetic, son,” commented the elder Arcot. “I can accept your explanation that the stuff is a kind of matter made of light, but I know you too well to think it was just a lucky guess. How did you know?”


      “It really was pretty much of a guess, Dad, though there was some logic behind the thought. You ought to be able to trace down the idea! How about you, Morey?” Arcot smiled at his friend.


      “I’ve kept discreetly quiet,” replied Morey, “feeling that in silence I could not betray my ignorance, but since you ask me, I can guess too. I seem to recall that light is affected by a powerful magnet, and I can imagine that that was the basis for your guess. It has been known for many years, as far back as Clerk Maxwell, that polarized light can be rotated by a powerful magnet.”


      “That’s it! And now we may as well go over the whole story, and tell Dad and your father all that happened. Perhaps in the telling, we can straighten out our own ideas a bit.”


      For the next hour the three men talked, each telling his story, and trying to explain the whys and wherefores of what he had seen. In the end all agreed on one point: if they were to fight this enemy, they must have ships that could travel though space with speed to match that of the invaders, ships with a self-contained source of power.


      During a brief lull in the conversation, Morey commented rather sarcastically: “I wonder if Arcot will now kindly explain his famous invisible light, or the lost star?” He was a bit nettled by his own failure to remember that a star could go black. “I can’t see what connection this has with their sudden attack. If they were there, they must have developed when the star was bright, and as a star requires millions of years to cool down, I can’t see how they could suddenly appear in space.”


      Before answering, Arcot reached into a drawer of his desk and pulled out an old blackened briar pipe. Methodically he filled it, a thoughtful frown on his face; then carefully lighting it, he leaned back, puffing out a thin column of gray smoke.


      “Those creatures must have developed on their planets before the sun cooled.” He puffed slowly. “They are, then, a race millions of years old—or so I believe. I can’t give any scientific reason for this feeling; it’s merely a hunch. I just have a feeling that the invaders are old, older than our very planet! This little globe is just about two billion years old. I feel that that race is so very ancient they may well have counted the revolutions of our galaxy as, once every twenty or thirty million years, it swung about its center.


      “When I looked at those great machines, and those comparatively little beings as they handled their projectors, they seemed out of place. Why?” He shrugged. “Again, just a hunch, an impression.” He paused again, and the slow smoke drifted upward.


      “If I’m granted the premise that a black, dead star is approaching the Solar System, then my theorizing may seem more logical. You agree?” The listeners nodded and Arcot continued. “Well—I had an idea—and when I went downstairs for the handling machine, I called the Lunar Observatory.” He couldn’t quite keep a note of triumph out of his voice. “Gentlemen—some of the planets have been misbehaving! The outermost planets, and even some of those closer to the sun have not been moving as they should. A celestial body of appreciable mass is approaching the System; though thus far nothing has been seen of the visitor!”


      A hubbub of excited comment followed this startling revelation. Arcot quieted them with an upraised hand. “The only reason you and the world at large haven’t heard about this as yet is the fact that the perturbation of the planets is so very slight that the astronomers figured they might have made an error in calculation. They’re rechecking now for mistakes.


      “To get back to my visualization—It must have been many millions of years ago that life developed on the planets of the black star, a warm sun then, for it was much younger. It was probably rather dim as suns go even its younger days. Remember, our own sun is well above average in brilliance and heat radiation.


      “In those long-gone ages I can imagine a race much like ours developing, differing chemically, in their atmosphere of hydrogen; but the chemical body is not what makes the race, it’s the thought process. They must have developed, and then as their science grew, their sun waned. Dimmer and dimmer it became, until their planets could not maintain life naturally. Then they had to heat them artificially. There is no question as to their source of power; they had to use the energy of matter—so called atomic energy—for no other source would be great enough to do what had to be done. It is probable that their science had developed this long before their great need arose.


      “With this must also have come the process of transmutation, and the process they use in driving their interstellar cruisers. I am sure those machines are driven by material energy.


      “But at last their star was black, a closed star, and their cold, black planets must circle a hot, black sun forever! They were trapped for eternity unless they found a way to escape to some other stellar system. They could not travel as fast as light, and they could escape only if they found some near-by solar system. Their star was dead—black. Let’s call it Nigra—the Black One—since like every other star it should have a name. Any objection?”


      There was none, so Arcot continued:


      “Now we come to an impossibly rare coincidence. That two suns in their motion should approach each other is beyond the point of logic. That both suns have a retinue of planets approaches the height of the ridiculous. Yet that is what is happening right now. And the Nigrans—if that’s the correct term—have every intention of taking advantage of the coincidence. Since our sun has been visible to them for a long, long time, and the approaching proximity of the suns evident, they had lots of time to prepare.


      “I believe this expedition was just an exploratory one; and if they can send such huge machines and so many of them, for mere exploration, I’m sure they must have quite a fleet to fight with.


      “We know little about their weapons. They have that death ray, but it’s not quite as deadly as we might have feared, solely because our ships could outmaneuver them. Next time, logically, they’ll bring with them a fleet of little ships, carried in the bellies of those giants, and they’ll be a real enemy. We’ll have to anticipate their moves and build to circumvent them.


      “As for their ray, I believe I have an idea how it works. You’re all familiar with the catalytic effects of light. Hydrogen and chlorine will stand very peacefully in the same jar for a long time, but let a strong light fall on them, and they combine with terrific violence. This is the catalytic effect of a vibration, a wave motion. Then there is such a thing as negative catalysis. In a certain reaction, if a third element or compound is introduced, all reaction is stopped. I believe that’s the principle of the Nigran death ray; it’s a catalyst that simply stops the chemical reactions of a living body, and these are so delicately balanced that the least resistance will upset them.”


      Arcot halted, and sat puffing furiously for a moment. During his discourse the pipe had died to an ember; with vigorous puffing he tried to restore it. At last he had it going and continued.


      “What other weapons they have we cannot say. The secret of invisibility must be very old to them. But we’ll guard against the possibility by equipping our ships against it. The only reason the patrol ships aren’t equipped already is that invisibility is useless with modern criminals; they all know the secret and how to fight it.”


      Morey interrupted with a question.


      “Arcot, it’s obvious that we have to get out into space to meet the enemy—and we’ll have to have freedom of movement there. How are we going to do it? I was wondering if we could use Wade’s system of storing the atomic hydrogen in solution. That yields about 100,000 calories for every two grams, and since this is a method of storing heat energy, and your molecular motion director is a method of converting heat into mechanical work with 100 per cent efficiency, why not use that? All we need, really, is a method of storing heat energy for use while we’re in space.”


      Arcot exhaled slowly before answering, watching the column of smoke vanish into the air.


      “I thought of that, and I’ve been trying to think of other, and if possible, better, cheaper, and quicker ways of getting the necessary power.


      “Let’s eliminate the known sources one by one. The usual ones, the ones men have been using for centuries, go out at once. The atomic hydrogen reaction stores more energy per gram than any other chemical reaction known. Such things as the storage battery, the electro-static condenser, the induction coil, or plain heat storage, are worthless to us. The only other method of storing energy we know of is the method used by the Kaxorians in driving their huge planes.


      “They use condensed light-energy. This is efficient to the ultimate maximum, something no other method can hope to attain. Yet they need huge reservoirs to store it. The result is still ineffective for our purpose; we want something we can put in a small space; we want to condense the light still further. That will be the ideal form of energy storage, for then we will be able to release it directly as a heat ray, and so use it with utmost efficiency. I think we can absorb the released energy in the usual cavity radiator.”


      A queer little smile appeared on Arcot’s face. “Remember—what we want is light in a more condensed form, a form that is naturally stable, and that does not need to be held in a bound state, but actually requires urging to bring about the release of energy. For example—”


      A shout from Wade interrupted him. “That’s really rare! Whoo—I have to hand it to you! That takes all the prizes!” He laughed delightedly. In puzzled wonder Morey and the two older men looked at him, and at Arcot who was grinning broadly now.


      “Well, I suppose it must be funny,” Morey began, then hesitated. “Oh—I see—say, that is good!” He turned to his father. “I see now what he’s been driving at. It’s been right here under our noses all the time.


      “The light-matter windows we found in the wrecked enemy ships contain enough bound light-energy to run all the planes we could make in the next ten years! We’re going to have the enemy supply us with power we can’t get in any other way. I can’t decide, Arcot, whether you deserve a prize for ingenuity, or whether we should receive booby-prizes for our stupidity.”


      Arcot Senior smiled at first, then looked dubiously at his son.


      “There’s definitely plenty of the right kind of energy stored there—but as you suggested, the energy will need encouragement to break free. Any ideas?”


      “A couple. I don’t know how they’ll work, of course; but we can try.” Arcot puffed at his pipe, serious now as he thought of the problems ahead.


      Wade interposed a question. “How do you suppose they condense that light energy in the first place, and, their sun being dead, whence all the light? Back to the atom, I suppose.”


      “You know as much as I do, of course, but I’m sure they must break up matter for its energy. As for the condensation problem, I think I have a possible solution of that too—it’s the key to the problem of release. There’s a lot we don’t know now—but we’ll have a bigger store of knowledge before this war is over—if we have anything at all!” he added grimly. “It’s possible that man may lose knowledge, life, his planets and sun—but there’s still plenty of hope. We’re not finished yet.”


      “How do you think they got their energy loose?” asked Wade. “Do you think those big blocks of what appeared to be silver were involved in the energy release?”


      “Yes, I do. Those blocks were probably designed to carry away the power once it was released. How the release was accomplished, though, I don’t know. They couldn’t use material apparatus to start their release of material energy; the material of the apparatus might ‘catch fire’ too. They had to have the disintegrating matter held apart from all other matter. This was quite impossible, if you are going to get the energy away by any method other than by the use of fields of force. I don’t think that is the method. My guess is that a terrific current of electricity would accomplish it if anything would.


      “How then are we going to get the current to it? The wires will be subject to the same currents. Whatever they do to the matter involved, the currents will do to the apparatus—except in one case. If that apparatus is made of some other kind of matter, then it wouldn’t be affected. The solution is obvious. Use some of the light-matter. What will destroy light-matter, won’t destroy electricity-matter, and what will destroy electricity-matter, won’t disturb light-matter.


      “Do you remember the platform of light-metal, clear as crystal? It must have been an insulating platform. What we started as our assumptions in the case of the light-metal, we can now carry further. We said that electricity-metals carried electricity, so light-metals would carry or conduct light. Now we know that there is no substance which is transparent to light, that will carry electricity by metallic conduction. I mean, of course, that there is no substance transparent to light, and at the same time capable of carrying electricity by electronic transmission. True, we have things like NaCl solutions in ordinary H2O which will carry electricity, but here it’s ionic conduction. Even glass will carry electricity very well when hot; when red hot, glass will carry enough electricity to melt it very quickly. But again, glass is not a solid, but a viscous liquid, and it is again carried by ionic conduction. Iron, copper, sodium, silver, lead—all metals carry the current by means of electron drift through the solid material. In such cases we can see that no transparent substance conducts electricity.


      “Similarly, the reverse is true. No substance capable of carrying electricity by metallic conduction is transparent. All are opaque, if in any thickness. Of course, gold is transparent when in leaf form—but when it’s that thin it won’t conduct very much! The peculiar condition we reach in the case of the invisible ship is different. There the effects are brought about by the high frequency impressed. But you get my point.


      “Do you remember those wires that we saw leading to that little box of the reflecting material? So perfectly reflecting it was that we didn’t see it. We only saw where it must be; we saw the light it reflected. That was no doubt light-matter, a non-metal, and as such, non-conductive to light. Like sulphur, an electric non-metal, it reflected the base of which it was formed. Sulphur reflects the base of which it was formed. Sulphur reflects electricity and—in the crystalline form—passes light. This light-non-metal did the same sort of thing; it reflected light and passed electricity. It was a conductor.


      “Now we have the things we need, the matter to disintegrate, and the matter to hold the disintegrating material in. We have two different types of matter. The rest is obvious—but decidedly not easy. They have done it, though; and after the war is over, there should be many of their machines drifting about in space waiting to give up their secrets.”


      Arcot Senior clapped his son on the back. “A fair foundation on which to start, anyway. But I think it’s time now that you got working on your problem; and since I’m officially retired, I’m going downstairs. You know I’m working in my lab on a method to increase the range and power of your projector for the molecular motion field. Young Norris is helping me, and he really has ideas. I’ll show you our math later.”


      The party broke up, the three younger men staying in their own labs, the older men leaving.


      IV


      The three immediately set to work. At Arcot’s suggestion, Wade and Morey attacked the plate of crystal in an attempt to tear off a small piece, on which they might work. Arcot himself went into the televisophone room and put through a second call to the Tychos Observatory, the great observatory that had so recently been established on the frigid surface of the Moon. The huge mirror, twenty feet in diameter, allowed an immense magnification, and stellar observations were greatly facilitated, for no one bothered them, and the “seeing” was always perfect.


      However, the great distance was rather a handicap to the ordinary televisophone stations, and all calls put through to the astronomers had to be made through the powerful sending station in St. Louis, where all interplanetary messages were sent and received, while that side of the Earth was facing the station; and from Constantinople, when that city faced the satellite. These stations could bridge the distance readily and clearly.


      For several minutes Arcot waited while connections were being made with the Moon; then for many more minutes he talked earnestly with the observer in this distant station, and at last satisfied, he hung up.


      He had outlined his ideas concerning the black star, based upon the perturbation of the planets; then he had asked them to investigate the possibilities, and see if they could find any blotting out of stars by a lightless mass.


      Finally he returned to Morey and Wade who had been working on the crystal plate. Wade had an expression of exasperation on his face, and Morey was grinning broadly.


      “Hello, Arcot—you missed all the fun! You should have seen Wade’s struggle with that plate!” The plate, during his absence, had been twisted and bent, showing that it had undergone some terrific stresses. Now Wade began to make a series of highly forceful comments about the properties of the plate in language that was not exactly scientific. It had value, though, in that it seemed to relieve his pent-up wrath.


      “Why, Wade, you don’t seem to like that stuff. Maybe the difficulty lies in your treatment, rather than in the material itself. What have you tried?”


      “Everything! I took a coronium hack saw that will eat through molybdenum steel like so much cheese, and it just wore its teeth off. I tried some of those diamond rotary saws you have, attached to an electric motor, and it wore out the diamonds. That got my goat, so I tried using a little force. I put it in the tension testing machine, and clamped it—the clamp was good for 10,000,000 pounds—but it began to bend, so I had to quit. Then Morey held it with a molecular beam, and I tried twisting it. Believe me, it gave me real pleasure to see that thing yield under the pressure. But it’s not brittle; it merely bends.


      “And I can’t cut it, or even get some shavings off the darned thing. You said you wanted to make a Jolly balance determination of the specific gravity, but the stuff is so dense you’d need only a tiny scrap—and I can’t break it loose!” Wade looked at the plate in thorough disgust.


      Arcot smiled sympathetically; he could understand his feelings, for the stuff certainly was stubborn. “I’m sorry I didn’t warn you fellows about what you’d run into, but I was so anxious to get that call through to the Moon that I forgot to tell you how I expected to make it workable. Now, Wade, if you’ll get another of those diamond-tooth rotary saws, I’ll get something that may help. Put the saw on the air motor. Use the one made of coronium.”


      Wade looked after the rapidly disappearing Arcot with raised eyebrows, then, scratching his head, he turned and did as Arcot had asked.


      Arcot returned in about five minutes with a small handling machine, and a huge magnet. It must have weighed nearly half a ton. This he quickly connected to the heavy duty power lines of the lab. Now, running the handling machine into position, he quickly hoisted the bent and twisted plate to the poles of the magnet, with the aid of the derrick. Then backing the handling machine out of the way, he returned briskly to his waiting associates.


      “Now we’ll see what we will see!” With a confident smile Arcot switched on the current of the big magnet. At once a terrific magnetic flux was set up through the light-metal. He took the little compressed-air saw, and applied it to the crystal plate. The smooth hiss of the air deepened to a harsh whine as the load came on it, then the saw made contact with the refractory plate.


      Unbelievingly Wade saw the little diamond-edge saw bite its way slowly but steadily into the plate. In a moment it had cut off a little corner of the light-matter, and this fell with a heavy thud to the magnet pole, drawn down by the attraction of the magnet and by gravity.


      Shutting off the magnet, Arcot picked up a pair of pliers and gripped the little fragment.


      “Whew—light-metal certainly isn’t light metal! I’ll bet this little scrap weights ten pounds! We’ll have to reduce it considerably before we can use it. But that shouldn’t be too difficult.”


      By using the magnet and several large diamond faceplates they were able to work the tough material down to a thin sheet; then with a heavy press, they cut some very small fragments, and with these, determined the specific gravity.


      “Arcot,” Wade asked finally, “just how does the magnet make that stuff tractable? I’m not physicist enough to figure out what takes place inside the material.”


      “Magnetism worked as it did,” Arcot explained, “because in this light-matter every photon is affected by the magnetism, and every photon is given a new motion. That stuff can be made to go with the speed of light, you know. It’s the only solid that could be so affected. This stuff should be able, with the aid of a molecular motion beam, which will make all the photons move in parallel paths, to move at the full speed of each photon—186,000 miles a second. The tremendous speed of these individual photons is what makes the material so hard. Their kinetic impulse is rather considerable! It’s the kinetic blow that the molecules of a metal give that keeps other metal from penetrating it. This simply gives such powerful impulse that even diamonds wouldn’t cut it.


      “You know that an iron saw will cut platinum readily, yet if both are heated to say, 1600 degrees, the iron is a liquid, and the platinum very soft—but now the platinum cuts through the iron!


      “Heat probably won’t have any effect on this stuff, but the action of the magnet on the individual photons corresponds to the effect of the heat on the individual atoms and molecules. The mass is softened, and we can work it. At least, that’s the way I figure it out.


      “But now, Wade, I wish you’d see if you can determine the density of the stuff. You’re more used to those determinations and that type of manipulation than we are. When you get through, we may be able to show you some interesting results ourselves!”


      Wade picked up a tiny chip of the light-metal and headed for his own laboratory. Here he set up his Jolly balance, and began to work on the fragment. His results were so amazing that he checked and rechecked his work, but always with the same answer. Finally he returned to the main lab where Arcot and Morey were busy at the construction of a large and complicated electro-static apparatus.


      “What did you find?” called out Arcot, as he saw Wade reenter the room. “Hold your report a second and give us a hand here, will you? I have a laboratory scale apparatus of the type the Kaxorians used in the storage of light. They’ve known, ever since they began working with them, that their machines would release the energy with more than normal violence, if certain changes were made in them. That is, the light condenser, the device that stored the photons so close to each other, would also serve to urge them apart. I’ve made the necessary changes, and now I’m trying to set up the apparatus to work on solid light-matter. It was developed for gaseous material, and it’s a rather tricky thing to change it over. But I think we’ve almost got it.


      “Wade, will you connect that to the high frequency oscillator there—no—through that counterbalanced condenser. We may have to change the oscillator frequency quite a bit, but a variable condenser will do that.


      “Now, what results did you get?”


      Wade shook his head doubtfully. “We all know it’s amazing stuff—and of course, it must be heavy—but still—well, anyway, I got a density of 103.5!”


      “Whewww—103.5! Lord! That’s almost five times as heavy as the heaviest metal hitherto known. There’s about half a cubic foot of the material; that would mean about 4000 pounds for the whole mass, or two tons. No wonder we couldn’t lift the plate!”


      They stopped their work on the Kaxorian apparatus to discuss the amazing results of the density test, but now they fell to again, rapidly assembling the device, for each was a trained experimenter. With all but the final details completed, Arcot stood back and surveyed their handiwork.


      “I think we’ll have enough urge to cause disintegration right here,” he said, “but I want to make sure, and so, before we set up the case over it, I think we may as well put that big magnet in place, and have it there to help in the work of disintegration, if need be.”


      At last the complete apparatus was set up, and the tiny bit of light-matter they were to work on was placed on the table of a powerful Atchinson projector microscope, the field of view being in the exact center of the field of both the magnet and the coil. Carefully, then, step by step, Arcot, Morey and Wade went over their work, checking and rechecking.


      “Well, we’re ready,” said Arcot finally, as he placed the projector screen in position and dimmed the lights in the room. A touch of the switch, and the projection screen was illuminated with the greatly enlarged image of the tiny scrap of light-metal.


      With his hand on the switch, Arcot spoke to the other two. “I won’t say there’s no danger, since we haven’t done this before; and if all the energy should be released at once, it’ll blow the top out of the building. But I’m reasonably sure that it will work safely. Any objections?”


      Wade shook his head, and Morey said: “I can’t see any flaws in our work.”


      Arcot nodded, and unconsciously tensing, he closed the switch. This put the powerful Arcot oscillator tubes into action, and the power was ready for application.


      Slowly he closed the rheostat and put the power into the coil. The little sliver of metal on the slide seemed to throb a bit, and its outline grew hazy; but at last, with full power on, the release was so slow as to be imperceptible.


      “Guess we need the magnet after all; I’ll put it on this time.”


      He opened the coil circuit and closed the magnet circuit at half voltage, then again he increased the current through the rheostat. This time the plate throbbed quite violently, it took the appearance of a bit of iodine. Dense vapors began pouring from it, and instantly those vapors became a blindingly brilliant flood of light. Arcot had snapped open the switch the moment he saw this display start, and it had had little time to act, for the instant the circuit was opened, it subsided. But even in that brief time, the light aluminum screen had suddenly become limp and slumped down, molten! The room was unbearably hot, and the men were half blinded by the intensity of the light.


      “It works!” yelled Wade. “It works! That sure was hot, too—it’s roasting in here.” He flung open a window. “Let’s have some air.”


      Arcot and Morey gripped hands with a broad grin. That display meant that Earth and Venus would have space ships with which to fight space ships. Reason enough for their joy.


      Though they had made an unusual amount of progress already, there was still a great deal of development work to be done. Fuller was needed, Arcot decided, so he called the elder Morey and requested his services if he could be spared from his present work. He could, and would arrive later that day.


      When Fuller appeared about mid-afternoon, he found the three friends already at work on the development of a more compact apparatus than the makeshift hookup used in making that first release mechanism.


      “And so you can see,” said Arcot as he finished his summary of their work to that point, “we still have quite a job ahead of us. I’m now trying to find some data for you to work on, but I can tell you this: We’ll need a ship that has plenty of strength and plenty of speed. There will be the usual power plant, of course; the generators, the power-tube board, and the electro-magnetic relays for the regular molecular motion controls. Then, in addition, we must have controls for the ray projector, though that must wait a while, for Dad is working on a method of doubling our range.… Oh yes, the driving units will be inside the ship now, for all our power will come from the energy of the light-matter.”


      They spent the next hour in discussing the manifold details involved in the design of their space ship: the mechanism involved in transferring the light-energy to the drivers; a means of warming the ship in interstellar space; a main horizontal drive for forward and backward motion as well as braking; three smaller vertical power units to give them freedom of direction in climb or descent; other smaller horizontal power units for turning and moving sideways.


      The ships, they decided, must be capable of six or seven thousand miles a second. They would need three types of ships: a small single-man speedster, without bunk or living quarters, simply a little power plant and weapon. Designed for speed and mobility, it would be very hard to hit, and because of its own offensive power would be dangerous to the enemy. They would need a fleet of mother ships—ships that would hold both the speedsters and their pilots—say thirty to a cruiser. There would also be some ten-man scouts, operating in the same manner as the larger cruisers, but with a smaller fleet of speedsters dependent on them.


      “For defense,” Arcot concluded, “we’ll have to depend on armor as heavy as we can make and still remain within the bounds of practical construction. I don’t believe we’ll be able to build up enough mass to insulate against their negative catalysis ray. We’ll have to depend on mobility and offense.


      “But now let’s get back to work. I think, Fuller, that you might call in the engineers of all the big aircraft and machine tool manufacturers and fabricators, and have them ready to start work at once when the plans are finally drawn up. You’d better get in touch with the Venerian producers, too. Those new works in Sorthol, Kaxor, will certainly be able to help a lot.


      “I suppose the Interplanetary Patrol men will have something to say, so they better be called in. Likewise the Venerian Council. Morey, maybe your dad can handle some of this.”


      As one they arose and set to work on their respective tasks—the planning and building of the Earth-Venus war fleet.


      V


      Despite their utmost endeavor and the hard work of the industrial might of two worlds, it was nearly six weeks before the fleet had grown to a thing of importance. The tests to which they subjected the tiny speedsters had been more than satisfactory. They behaved wonderfully, shooting about at terrific speed, and with all the acceleration a pilot could stand. These speedsters were literally piloted projectiles, and their amazing mobility made them a powerful arm of offense.


      There came into being a special corp dubbed, oddly enough, the “Rocket Squad”, a group of men who could stand plenty of “G’s”. This “Rocket Squad” was composed solely of Terrestrians, for they were accustomed to the gravity of Earth and could stand greater acceleration strains than could the Venerians. The pick of the Air Patrol formed the nucleus of this new military organization; and in short order, so great is the appeal of the new and novel, the cream of the young men of the planet were competing for a place among the Rocketeers.


      Each ship, both speedster and mother craft, was equipped with an invisibility locator, a sensitive short-wave directional receiver, that would permit the operator to direct his rays at invisible targets. The ships themselves could not be made invisible, since they depended in their very principle on the absorption of light-energy. If the walls of every part of the ship were perfectly transparent, they could absorb no energy at all, and they would still be plainly visible—even more so than before! They must remain visible, but they could also force the enemy to remain visible.


      Each ten-man ship carried an old-fashioned cannon that was equipped to hurl canisters carrying the luminous paint. They decided that these would have advantages, even if the invaders did not use invisibility, for in space a ship is visible only because it reflects or emits light. For this reason the ships were not equipped with any portholes except in the pilot room and at the observation posts. No light could escape. To reduce the reflection to the absolute minimum, the ships had each been painted with a 99% absorptive black. In space they would be exceedingly difficult targets.


      The heating effect of the sun on the black pigment when near the great star was rather disagreeably intense, and to cool the speedsters they had installed molecular director power units, which absorbed the heat and used the energy to drive the ship. Heaters offset the radiation loss of the black surface when too far from the sun.


      Each of the speedsters was equipped with a small machine-gun shooting luminous paint bullets. One of these, landing on another craft, made it visible for at least two hours, and since they could cover an area of about thirty feet, they were decidedly effective.


      It was found that ray practice was rather complicated. The government had ranges set up in great mountain districts away from any valuable property, but they soon found that spatial war-play could not be carried on on Earth. The rays very quickly demolished the targets, and in a short time made good progress toward demolishing the mountains as well. The problem was solved by using the barren surface of the moon and the asteroid belt beyond Mars as a proving ground.


      The ships were sent out in squadrons as fast as they could be finished and the men could be brought together and trained. They were establishing a great shield of ships across all that section of the system whence the Nigrans had appeared, and they hoped to intercept the next attack before it reached Earth, for they were certain the next attack would be in full force.


      Arcot had gone to the conference held on Venus with the other men who had investigated the great wrecks, and each scientist had related his view of things and had offered suggestions. Arcot’s idea of the black star was not very favorably received. As he later told Wade and Morey, who had not gone, there was good reason for their objection to his idea. Though the scientists were willing to admit that the invaders must have come from a great distance, and they agreed that they lived in an atmosphere of hydrogen, and judging from their pale skins, that they were not used to the rays of a sun, they still insisted on the theory of an outer planet of Sol.


      “You remember,” explained Arcot, “several years ago there was considerable discussion about the existence of a planet still further out from the sun than Pluto. It is well known that there are a number of irregularities in the orbits of Neptune and Pluto that can’t be caused by known planets, and an outer planet could have the necessary mass and orbit to account for them.


      “This attack from outer space was immediately taken as proof of that theory, and it was very easily supported, too. My one good point that stood for any length of time under their attacks was the fact that those ships weren’t developed in a year, nor a century, and that the chemical constitution of the men was so different. There were no new elements discovered, except the light-matter, but they are rather wondering about the great difference of earthly chemical constitution and the constitution of these invaders.


      “They had one argument that was just about enough to throw mine out, though they pointed to the odds against the thing happening. You know, of course, how planets are formed? They are the results of tidal action on two passing suns.


      “You can imagine two mighty stars careening through space and then drawing slowly nearer, till at last they come within a few billion miles of each other, and their gigantic masses reach out and bind them with a mighty chain of gravity. Their titanic masses swing about each other, each trying to pull free, and continue its path about the center of the galactic system. But as their huge bulks come nearer, the chains that bind them become stronger and stronger, and the tremendous pull of the one gargantuan fire ball on the other raises titanic tides of flame. Great streamers of gas shoot out, and all the space about is lighted by the flaming suns. The pull of gravity becomes more and more intense, and as the one circles the other, the tide is pulled up, and the mighty ball of fire, which, for all its existence has been practically motionless as far as rotation goes, begins to acquire a greater and greater rotational speed as the tidal drag urges it on. The flames begin to reach higher and higher, and the tides, now urged from the sun by centrifugal force, rise into an ever greater crest, and as the swinging suns struggle to break loose, the flaming gas is pulled up and up, and becomes a mighty column of fire, a column that reaches out across three—four—a dozen millions of miles of space and joins the two stars at last, as stalactites and stalagmites grow together. A flaming tie of matter joins them, two titanic suns, and a mighty rope of fire binds them, while far mightier chains of gravity hold them together.


      “But now their original velocity reasserts itself, and having spiraled about each other for who can say how long—a year—a million years seems more probable—but still only an instant in the life of a star—they begin to draw apart, and the flaming column is stretched out, and ever thinner it grows, and the two stars at last separate. But now the gas will never fall back into the sun. Like some giant flaming cigar it reaches out into space and it will stay thus, for it has been set in rotation about the sun at such a speed as is needed to form an orbit. The giant mass of gas is, however, too cool to continue to develop energy from matter, for it was only the surface of the sun, and cool. As it cools still further, there appear in it definite condensations, and the beginnings of the planets are there. The great filament that stretched from the sun to sun was cigar-shaped, and so the matter is more plentiful toward the center, and larger planets develop. Thus Jupiter and Saturn are far larger than any of the others. The two ends are tapering, thus Earth is larger than Venus, which is larger than Mercury, and Uranus and Neptune are both smaller than Saturn, Pluto being smaller than either.


      “Mars and the asteroids are hard to explain. Perhaps it is easier to understand when we remember that the planets thus formed must necessarily have been rotating in eccentric orbits when they were first born, and these planets came too near the sun while gaseous, or nearly so, and Mars lost much of its matter, while the other, which now exists only as the asteroids, broke up.


      “But now that other flaming star has retired, wandering on through space. The star has left its traces, for behind it there are planets where none existed before. But remember that it, too, must have planets now.


      “All this happened some 2,000 million years ago.


      “But in order that it might happen, it requires that two stars pass within the relatively short distance of a few billion miles of each other. Space is not overcrowded with matter, you know. The density of the stars has been compared with twenty tennis balls roaming about 8,000-mile sphere that the Earth fills up—twenty tennis balls in some 270 billion cubic miles of space. Now imagine two of those tennis balls—with plenty of room to wander in—passing within a few yards of each other. The chances are about as good as the chances of two stars passing close enough to make planets.


      “Now let us consider another possibility.


      “The Black Star, as I told you, has planets. That means that it must have thus passed close to another star. Now we have it coming close to another sun that has been similarly afflicted. The chances of that happening are inconceivably small. It is one chance in billions that the planets will form. Two stars must pass close to each other, when they have all space to wander about in. Then those afflicted stars separate, and one of them passes close by a new star, which has thus been similarly afflicted with that one chance in billions—well, that is then a chance in billions of billions.


      “So my theory was called impossible. I don’t know but what it is. Besides, I thought of an argument the other men didn’t throw at me. I’m surprised they didn’t, too—the explanation of the strange chemical constitution of these men of a solar system planet would not be so impossible. It is quite possible that they live on a planet revolving about the sun which is, nevertheless, a planet of another star. It is quite conceivable to me that the chemical constitution of Neptune and Pluto will be found to be quite different from that of the rest of our planets. The two filaments drawn out from the suns may not have mingled, though I think they did, but it is quite conceivable that, just before parting, our sun tore one planet, or even two or three, from the other star.


      “And that would explain these strange beings.


      “My other ideas were accepted. The agreed-on plan for the release of energy, and the source of the power.” Arcot puffed on his pipe meditatively for several moments, then stood up and stretched.


      “Ho—I wish they’d let me go on active duty with the space fleet! A scientific reputation can be an awful handicap at times,” he grinned. He had been rejected very emphatically when he had tried to enlist. The Interplanetary governments had stated flatly that he was too important as a scientist to be risked as a pilot of a space ship.


      On two worlds the great construction plants were humming with activity. Civilian production of all but the barest essentials had been put aside for the duration of the emergency. Space ships were being turned out at top speed, getting their fuel from the wrecks of the invaders’ cruisers. Each ship needed only a small amount of the light-metal, for the energy content was tremendous. And those ships had been gigantic.


      Already there was a fleet of speedsters and mother ships out there in space, and with every passing hour others left the home planets, always adding to the fighting force that was to engage the attackers deep in space, where no stray ships might filter through to destroy the cities of Earth or Venus. Assembly lines were now turning out ships so rapidly that the training of their operators was the most serious problem. This difficulty had finally been overcome by a very abbreviated training course in the actual manipulation of the controls on the home planets, and subsequent training as the squadrons raced on their outward courses.


      It was soon decided that there must be another service beside that of the ordinary ships. One plant was devoted to making huge interstellar liners. These giants, made on Venus, were nearly a quarter of a mile long, and though diminutive in comparison with the giant Nigran ships, they were still decidedly large. Twelve of these could be completed within the next month, it was found; and one was immediately set aside as an officers’ headquarters ship. It was recognized that the officers must be within a few hundred thousand miles of the actual engagements, for decisions would have to be made without too much loss of time in the transmission of reports.


      The ship must not be brought too near the front lest the officers be endangered and the entire engagement lost for want of the organizing central headquarters. The final solution had been the huge central control ship.


      The other large vessels were to be used to carry food and supplies. They were not to enter the engagement, for their huge size would make them as vulnerable to the tiny darting mites of space as the Nigran ships had been to the Interplanetary Patrol. The little ships could not conveniently stock for more than a week of engagement, then drop back to these warehouses of space, and go forward again for action.


      Throughout the long wait the officers of the Solarian forces organized their forces to the limit of their ability, planning each move of their attack. Space had been marked off into a great three-dimensional map, and each ship carried a small replica, the planets moving as they did in their orbits. The space between the planets was divided off into definite points in a series of Cartesian co-ordinates, the sun being the origin, and the plane of the elliptic being the X-Y plane.


      The OX line was taken pointing toward one of the brightest of the fixed stars that was in the plane of the elliptic. The entire solar system was thus marked off as had been the planets long ages before, into a system of three dimensional latitude and longitude. This was imperative, in order to assure the easy location of the point of first attack, and to permit the entire fleet to come into position there. A scattered guard was to remain free, to avoid any false attacks and a later attack from a point millions of miles distant. Earth and Venus were each equipped with gigantic ray projectors, mighty weapons that could destroy anything, even a body as large as the Moon, at a distance of ten thousand miles. Still, a ship might get through, and with the death ray—what fearful toll might be exacted from a vast city such as Chicago—with its thirty millions! Or Karos, on Venus, with its fifteen and one half millions!


      The tension became greater and greater as with each passing day the populace of two worlds awaited the call from the far-flung guard. The main bulk of the fleet had been concentrated in the center of their great spherical shell of ships. They could only wait—and watch—and prepare! Hundreds of miles apart, yet near enough so that no ship except perhaps a one-man craft could pass them undetected; and behind them were ships with delicate apparatus that could detect any foreign body of any size whatever within a hundred thousand miles of them.


      The Solar System was prepared to repel boarders from the vast sea of space!


      VI


      Taj Lamor gazed down at the tremendous field below him. In it lay close packed a great mass of ships, a concourse of Titans of Space, dreadnoughts that were soon to set out to win—not a nation, not even a world, but to conquer a solar system, and to win for their owners a vast new sun, a sun that would light them and heat them for long ages to come.


      Momentarily Taj Lamor’s gaze followed the retreating figure of Tordos Gar, the Elder; a figure with stooped shoulders and bowed head. His quiet yet vibrant parting words still resounded in his ears:


      “Taj Lamor, remember what I tell you. If you win this awful war—you lose. As will our race. Only if you lose will you win.”


      With a frown Taj Lamor stared down at the vast metal hulls glistening softly in the dull light of far-off stars, the single brightly beaming star that was their goal, and the dim artificial lighting system. From the distance came to him the tapping and humming of the working machines below as they strove to put the finishing touches to the great ships.


      He raised his eyes toward the far-off horizon, where a great yellow star flamed brilliantly against the black velvet of space. He thought of that planet where the sky had been blue—an atmosphere of such intensity that it colored the sky!


      Thoughtfully he gazed at the flaming yellow point.


      He had much to consider now. They had met a new race, barbarians in some ways, yet they had not forgotten the lessons they had learned; they were not decadent. Between his eon-old people and their new home stood these strange beings, a race so young that its age could readily be counted in millennia, but withal a strong, intelligent form of life. And to a race that had not known war for so many untold ages, it was an unthinkable thing that they must kill other living, intelligent beings in order that they might live.


      They had no need of moving, Tordos Gar and many others had argued; they could stay where they were forever, and never find any need for leaving their planet. This was the voice of decadence, Taj Lamor told himself; and he had grown to hate that voice.


      There were other men, men who had gone to that other solar system, men who had seen vast oceans of sparkling water, showering from their ruffled surfaces the brilliant light of a great, hot sun. They had seen towering masses of mountains that reached high into the blue sky of a natural atmosphere, their mighty flanks clothed with green growth; natural plants in abundance.


      And best of all, they had fought and seen action, such as no member of their race had known in untold ages. They knew Adventure and Excitement, and they had learned things that no member of their ancient race had known for millennia. They had learned the meaning of advancement and change. They had a new ardor, a new strength, a new emotion to drive them, and those who would have held them back became enthusiasts themselves. Enthusiasm may be contagious, but the spirit of their decadence was rapidly failing before this new urge. Here was their last chance and they must take it; they would!


      They had lost many men in that battle on the strange world, but their race was intelligent; they learned quickly, the small ships had been very hard targets, while their big ships were too easy to strike. They must have small ships, yet they must have large ships for cargo, and for the high speed driving apparatus. The small ships were not able to accelerate to the terrific speed needed. Once their velocity had been brought up to the desired value, it was easy to maintain it with the infinitely small friction of space as the only retarding force; one atom per cubic inch was all they must meet. This would not hold them up, but the great amount of fuel and the power equipment needed to accelerate to the desired speed could not be packed into the small ship. Into the vast holds of the huge ships the smaller ones were packed, long shining rows of little metal projectiles. Tiny they were, but they could dart and twist and turn as swiftly as could the ships they had met on that other world—tiny ships that flashed about with incredible suddenness, a target that seemed impossible to hit. These ships would be a match for those flashing motes of the Yellow Sun. Now it might be that their great transport and battle ships could settle down to those worlds and arrange them for their own people!


      And they had discovered new weapons, too. One of their mightiest was a very old apparatus, one that had been forgotten for countless ages. A model of it was in existence in some forgotten museum on a deserted planet, and with it long forgotten tomes that told of its principles, and of its consequences. Invisibility was now at their command. It was an ancient weapon, but might be exceedingly effective!


      And one other. They had developed a new thing! They had not learned of it in books, it was their invention! They did not doubt that there were other machines like it in their museums, but the idea was original with them. It was a beam of electrical oscillatory waves, projected with tremendous energy, and it would be absorbed by any conductor. They could melt a ship with this!


      And thus that great field had been filled with Giants of Space! And in each of these thousand great warships there nestled three thousand tiny one-man ships.


      Here was a sight to inspire any race!


      Taj Lamor watched as the last of the working machines dragged its slow way out of the great ships. They were finished! The men were already in them, waiting to start, and now there was an enthusiasm and an activity that had not been before; now the men were anxious to get that long journey completed and to be there, in that other system!


      Taj Lamor entered his little special car and shot swiftly down to the giant cruisers. He stepped out of his little craft and walked over to the tube conveyor ready for the trip to the nose of the great vessel. Behind him attendants quickly moved his car to a locked cradle berth beside long rows of similar vehicles.


      A short while later those who were to remain on the dark planet saw the first of the monsters of space rise slowly from the ground and leap swiftly forward; then as methodically as though released by automatic machinery, the others leaped in swift pursuit, rushing across half a world to the tremendous space lock that would let them out into the void. In a long, swift column they rushed on. Then one at a time they passed out into the mighty sea of space. In space they quickly formed and set out.


      As though by magic, far to the left of their flight, there suddenly appeared a similar flight of giant ships, and then to the right, and above them, another seemed to leap out of nothingness as the ships of other planets came into sight. Quickly they formed a vast cone about their leader’s ship, a protecting screen, yet a powerful offensive formation.


      Endlessly, it seemed, they sped on through the darkness. Then as the yellow star flamed brighter and brighter before them, they slowed their ships till the small fliers could safely be released into space.


      Like a swarm of insects flying about giant birds of space the little ships circled the mighty masses of the battle cruisers. So huge were they, that in the combined mass of the fleet there rested sufficient gravitational attraction to force the little fliers to form orbits about them. And so they sped on through the void, the vast conical fleet with its slowly circling belt of little ships. A fleet whose counterpart had never entered the Solar System.


      It was well beyond the orbit of Pluto that the first of the Solarian scouts detected the approaching invasion fleet. The tension that had gripped Earth and Venus and their guardian ships for so long a time suddenly snapped; and like a great machine set into sudden motion, or a huge boulder, balanced, given the last push that sends it spinning with destructive violence down a slope, the fleet went into action.


      It was merely a little scout, a ten-man cruiser, that sent in the message of attack, and then, upon receiving headquarters’ permission, went into action. Some of the tacticians had wanted to try to get the entire fleet into battle range for a surprise attack in power; but others felt that this could not possibly succeed. Most important, they decided, was the opportunity of learning if the invaders had any new weapons.


      The Nigrans had no warning, for a ten-man cruiser was invisible to them, though the vast bulk of their own ships stood out plainly, lighted by a blazing sun. No need here to make the sun stand still while the battle was finished! There was no change out here in all time! The first intimation of attack that the Nigrans had was the sudden splitting and destruction of the leading ship. Then, before they could realize what was happening, thirty-five other destructive molecular motion beams were tearing through space to meet them! The little ten-man cruiser and its flight of speedsters was in action! Twenty-one great ships crumpled and burst noiselessly in the void, their gases belching out into space in a great shining halo of light as the sun’s light struck it.


      Unable to see their tiny enemies, who now were striking as swiftly, as desperately as possible, knowing that death was practically certain, hoping only to destroy a more equal number of the giants, they played their beams of death about them, taking care to miss their own ships as much as possible.


      Another ship silently crumpled, and suddenly one cruiser right in the line of the flight was brought to a sudden halt as all its molecules were reversed. The ships behind it, unable to stop so suddenly, piled up on it in chaotic wreckage! A vast halo of shining gas spread out fifty thousand miles about, blinding further the other ships, the radiance about them making it impossible to see their tiny enemies.


      Now other of the Solarian ships were coming swiftly to the attack. Suddenly a combination of three of the ten-man cruisers stopped another of the great ships instantaneously. There was another soundless crash, and the giant mass of wreckage that heaped suddenly up glowed dully red from the energy of impact.


      But now the little ships of the invaders got into action. They had been delayed by the desperate attempts of the dreadnoughts to wipe out their enemies with the death rays, and they could not cover the great distances without some delay.


      When a battle spreads itself out through a ten-thousand mile cube of space—through a thousand billion cubic miles of space—it is impossible to cover it instantaneously with any machine.


      Already nearly a hundred and fifty of the giant liners had gone into making that colossal mass of junk in space. They must protect the remaining cruisers! And it was that flight of small ships that did protect them. Many of the Solarians went down to death under their rays. The death rays were exceedingly effective, but the heat rays were not able to get quite as long a range, and they were easily detected by the invisibility locators, which meant certain destruction, for a molecular motion ray would be there in moments, once they had been located.


      The main fleet of the Solar System was already on its way, and every moment drew closer to this running battle, for the great ships of the Nigrans had, although they were entering the system cautiously, been going at a very high speed, as interplanetary speeds are measured. The entire battle had been a running encounter between the two forces. The Solarian force, invisible because of its small size, was certainly getting the better of the encounter thus far, but now that the odds were changing, now that the small ships had come into the fray, engaging them at close range, they were not having so easy time of it.


      It would be many hours before the full strength of the Solarian fleet could be brought to bear on the enemy. They were not able to retire and await their arrival, for they must delay the Nigran fleet. If even one of those great ships should safely reach the two planets behind them—!


      But within a half hour of the original signal, the Rocket Squad had thrown itself into the battle with a fervor and abandon that has given that famous division a name that will last forever.


      The small fliers of the Nigrans were beginning to take an appalling toll in the thinning ranks of the Solarians. The coming of the Rocket Squad was welcome indeed! They were able to maneuver as swiftly as the enemy; the speedsters were harder to spot than the Solarian ten-man and thirty-man boats. The Solarian speedsters were even smaller than the comparable Nigran craft, and some of these did a tremendous amount of damage. The heat ray was quite ineffective against the ten-man ships, even when working at full capacity, when produced by the small generators of the Nigran one-man boats. The cruisers could absorb the heat and turn it into power faster than the enemy could supply it. Beams from the monster interstellar liners were another matter, of course.


      But the one-man speedsters had a truly deadly plan of attack against the liners. The plan was officially frowned upon because of the great risks the pilots must take. They directed their boats at one of the monster ships, all the power units on at full drive. As close to target as possible the man jumped from his ship, clothed, of course, in an altitude suit equipped with a radio transmitter and receiver.


      Death rays could not stop the speedsters, and with their momentum, the invaders could not make it less deadly with their heat beam, for, molten, it was still effective. A projectile weighing twenty-two tons, moving a hundred miles a second, can destroy anything man can lift off a planet! Their very speed made it impossible to dodge them, and usually they found their mark. As for the risk, if the Solarian forces were victorious, the pilots could be picked up later, provided too long a time had not elapsed!


      In the midst of the battle, the Solarians began to wonder why the Nigran fleet was decreasing so rapidly—certainly they had not caused all that damage! Then suddenly they found the answer. One of their ships—then another—and another fell victim to a pale red ray that showed up like a ghostly pillar of luminosity coming from nowhere and going nowhere! The answer? The invaders’ ships were becoming invisible! The invisibility detectors were being overloaded now, and the hunt was hard, while the Nigrans were slipping past them and silently destroying Solarian ships! The molecular motion rays were quite effective on an invisible ship—once it had been found. They were destroying the Nigrans as rapidly as they were being destroyed, but they were letting some of them slip past! The luminous paint bombs and bullets were now called into play. All enemy ships were shot at with these missiles, and invisibility was forestalled.


      At long last the dark bulk of the main fleet approached, a scarcely visible cloud of tiny darting metal ships. The battle so far had been a preliminary engagement. The huge ships of the Nigrans were forced to stop their attack, and releasing the last of the fliers, to retire to a distance, protected by a screen of small ships, for they were helpless against the Solarian speedsters. Invisibility fell into disfavor, too, now that there were plenty of Solarian ships, for the Nigrans were more conspicuous when invisible than when visible. The radio detector could pick them out at once.


      The entire Nigran fleet was beginning to reveal the disorder and uncertainty that arose from desperation, for they were cornered in the most undesirable position possible. They were outside the Solarian fleet, and their ships were lighted by the glare of the sun. The defenders, on the other hand, were in such a position that the enemy could see only the “night” side of them—the shadowed side—and, as there was no air to diffuse the light, they were exceedingly hard to find. In the bargain, the radium paint was making life for the Nigrans a brief and flitting thing!


      The invaders began to pay an awful toll in this their first real engagement. They lacked the necessary power to cover the entire Solarian fleet with their death rays, and their heat weapons were of little help. The power of the small ships did not count for much—and the big liners could not use their weapons effectively for their small fliers must be between them and their adversary. Despite this, however, the Nigrans so greatly outnumbered the Earth-Venus forces that it looked as though a long and costly war lay ahead.


      At last the Solarian generals tried a ruse, a ruse they hoped would work on these beings; but they who never before had to plan a war in space, were not sure that their opponents had not had experience in the art. True, the Nigrans hadn’t revealed any especially striking generalship—had, in fact, committed some inexcusable blunders—but they couldn’t be sure. Though they didn’t know it, the Solarians had the advantage of thousands of years of planetary warfare to rely on. This stood them in good stead now.


      The Nigrans were rallying rapidly. To their surprise, the forces of the Solarians were dwindling, and no matter how desperately this remnant fought, they could not hold back the entire force of the Nigran fliers. At last it appeared certain that the small ships could completely engage the Solarian fleet!


      Quickly the giant cruisers formed a great dense cone of attack, and at a given signal, the fliers cleared a hole for them through the great disc-shaped shield of the defenders. And with all their rays fanned out in a 100% overlap ahead of them, the Nigran fleet plunged through the disc of ships at close to four hundred miles per second. They broke through—were on their way to the unprotected planets!


      The Solarian ships closed the gap behind them, and eighteen of the giant ships burst into wreckage as powerful beams found them, but for the most part the remnant of the defending forces were far too busy with the fliers to attack the large ships. Now, as the monster engines of destruction raced on toward the planets still approximately two billion miles away, they knew that, far behind them, their fliers were engaging the Solarians. They had left their guard—but the guard was keeping the enemy occupied while they were free to drive in!


      Then from nowhere came the counterattack! Nearly five thousand thirty-man ships of Earth and Venus, invisible in the darkness of space, suddenly leaped into action as the dreadnoughts sped past. Their destroying rays played over the nigh-helpless giants, and the huge ships were crumbling into colossal derelicts. With the last of their guard stripped from them, they fell easy prey to the attackers. Faster than they could keep count they were losing their warships of space!


      The ruse had worked perfectly! Nearly all of the ten-man and one-man ships had been left behind them in the original disc, while all the thirty-man light cruisers, and a few hundred each of the ten-man and one-man crafts sped away to form a great ring twenty thousand miles farther back. The Nigran fleet had flown blindly into the ambush.


      There was only one thing left for them to do. They were defeated. They must return to their far-off black star and leave the Solarians in possession of their worlds. For all battle purposes their great force was nearly wiped out, only the fliers remained in force; and these could no longer be carried in the remnant of the great liners. Swiftly they fell back, passing again through the disc, losing thirty more vessels, then raced swiftly away from the fleet of their enemies.


      The Solarians, however, were not content. Their ships were forming in a giant hollow cylinder, and as the sphere of the Nigrans retreated, their beams playing behind them, the cylinder moved forward until it surrounded them, and they raced together toward the distant lightless sun. The Solar end of the cylinder swiftly closed, blocked by a group of huge ships which had taken no visible part in the battle. The Nigrans had stopped using their rays; and the Solarians followed in armed readiness, not molesting as long as they were not molested.


      Many days this strange flight lasted, till at last the great yellow sun, Sol, had faded in the distance to an unusually brilliant star. Then, suddenly visible out of the darkness, a strange black world loomed ahead, and the Nigran ships settled swiftly toward it. Through the airlocks the great liners settled to their planet. No action was taken so long as the Solarian ships were not menaced, but for eight long months the darting ships hung above the four englobed worlds of Nigra.


      Then at last the astronomers of Earth and Venus sent through the billions of miles of ether their message of safety. The guard could return home, for the sun they had been guarding would soon be too far from Earth or Venus to make any attack logical. Despite this, for years to come the fleet would guard the rim of the System, just to be sure; but it appeared that the suns had passed, never again to meet.


      A strange thing had happened during the passing of the stars. Pluto no longer circled Sol; it had been captured by Nigra! The great fleet returned to a changed Solar system. Sol was still at its center, but there were now ten planets, including two new ones that the sun had captured from Nigra in return for Pluto; and all the planets had shifted a bit in their orbits.


      What the ultimate effect on the planets will be, we cannot say as yet. The change thus far is certainly not very great, though a somewhat warmer climate exists now on Earth, and it is a bit cooler on Venus. The long-range difference, however, will be exceedingly interesting.


      The Solar System has just passed through an experience which is probably unique in all the history of the mighty nebula of which our sun is an infinitesimal part. The chances that one star, surrounded by a system of planets, should pass within a hundred billion miles of another star, similarly accompanied, was one in billions of billions. That both systems should have been inhabited by intelligent races—


      It is easy to understand why the scientists could not believe Arcot’s theory of attack from another sun until they had actually seen those other worlds.


      In that war between two solar systems we learned much and lost much. Yet, in all probability we gained more than we lost, for those two new-old planets will mean tremendous things to us. Already scientists are at work in the vast museums and ancient laboratories that are on them, and every day new things are being discovered. We lost many men, but we saved our worlds, and we learned many invaluable secrets from the invaders. In addition, we have but scratched the surface of a science that is at least a thousand million years old!


      EPILOGUE


      Taj Lamor looked out across the void of space toward a fading point of yellow light. Far in the distance it glowed, and every second moved it many more miles farther from him. They had lost their struggle for life and a new sun, he had thought when he turned back, defeated, from that distant sun. But time had brought new hope.


      They had lost many men in that struggle, and their dwindling resources had been strained to the limit, but now there was hope, for a new spirit had been born in their race. They had fought, and lost, but they had gained a spirit of adventure that had been dormant for millions of years.


      Below him, in the great dim mass that was their city, he knew that many laboratories were in the full swing of active work. Knowledge and its application were being discovered and rediscovered. New uses were being found for old things, and their daily life was changing. It was again a race awake, rejuvenated by a change!


      As the great sea of yellow fire that was that strange sun had faded behind their fleeing ships, leaving their dead planets still circling a dead sun, he had thought their last chance was gone forever. But hope had reawakened, with the birth of new ideas, new ways of doing things.


      Tordos Gar had been right! They had lost—but in the losing, they had won!


      Taj Lamor shifted his gaze to a blazing point of light, where a titanic sea of flame was burning with a brilliance and power that, despite the greater distance, made the remote yellow sun seem pale and dim. The blue-white glow told of a monster star, a star far brighter than the one they had just left. It had become the brightest star in their heavens. On their ancient star charts it was listed as a red giant, named Tongsil-239-e, which meant it was of the fifth magnitude and very distant. But in the long ages that had passed since it was classified, it had become a mighty sun—a star in its prime.


      How were they to reach it? It was eight and one half light years away!


      Their search for the force that would swing a world from its orbit had at last been successful. The knowledge had come too late to aid them in their fight for the yellow sun, but they might yet use it—they might even tear their planets from their orbits, and drive them as free bodies across the void. It would take ages to make the trip—but long ages had already passed as their dark planet swung through the void. What difference would it make if they were or were not accompanied by a dead star?


      True, the star that was now their goal was a double star; their planets could not find orbits about it, but they might remedy that—they could tear one star free and hurl it into space, making the remaining sun suitable for their use.


      But they would escape this dead sun.

    

  


  
    
      THE GALAXY PRIMES, by E.E. “Doc” Smith [Part 1]


      CHAPTER 1


      Her hair was a brilliant green. So was her spectacularly filled halter. So were her tight short-shorts, her lipstick, and the lacquer on her finger-and toe-nails. As she strolled into the Main of the starship, followed hesitantly by the other girl, she drove a mental probe at the black-haired, powerfully-built man seated at the instrument-banked console.


      Blocked.


      Then at the other, slenderer man who was rising to his feet from the pilot’s bucket seat. His guard was partially down; he was telepathing a pleasant, if somewhat reserved greeting to both newcomers.


      She turned to her companion and spoke aloud. “So these are the system’s best.” The emphasis was somewhere between condescension and sneer. “Not much to choose between, I’d say… ’port me a tenth-piece, Clee? Heads, I take the tow-head.”


      She flipped the coin dexterously. “Heads it is, Lola, so I get Jim—James James James the Ninth himself. You have the honor of pairing with Clee—or should I say His Learnedness Right the Honorable Director Doctor Cleander Simmsworth Garlock, Doctor of Philosophy, Doctor of Science, Prime Operator, President and First Fellow of the Galaxian Society, First Fellow of the Gunther Society, Fellow of the Institute of Paraphysics, of the Institute of Nuclear Physics, of the College of Mathematics, of the Congress of Psionicists, and of all the other top-bracket brain-gangs you ever heard of? Also, for your information, his men have given him a couple of informal degrees—P.D.Q. and S.O.B.”


      * * * *


      The big psionicist’s expression of saturnine, almost contemptuous amusement had not changed; his voice came flat and cold. “The less you say, Doctor Bellamy, the better. Obstinate, swell-headed women give me an acute rectal pain. Pitching your curves over all the vizzies in space got you aboard, but it won’t get you a thing from here on. And for your information, Doctor Bellamy, one more crack like that and I take you over my knee and blister your fanny.”


      “Try it, you big, clumsy, muscle-bound gorilla!” she jeered. “That I want to see! Any time you want to get both arms broken at the elbows, just try it!”


      “Now’s as good a time as any. I like your spirit, babe, but I can’t say a thing for your judgment.” He got up and started purposefully toward her, but both non-combatants came between.


      “Jet back, Clee!” James protested, both hands against the heavier man’s chest. “What the hell kind of show is that to put on?” And, simultaneously:


      “Belle! Shame on you! Picking a fight already, and with nobody knows how many million people looking on! You know as well as I do that we may have to spend the rest of our lives together, so act like civilized beings—please—both of you! And don’t.…”


      “Nobody’s watching this but us,” Garlock interrupted. “When pussy there started using her claws I cut the gun.”


      “That’s what you think,” James said sharply, “but Fatso and his number one girl friend are coming in on the tight beam.”


      “Oh?” Garlock whirled toward the hitherto dark and silent three-dimensional communications instrument. The face of a bossy-looking woman was already bright.


      “Garlock! How dare you try to cut Chancellor Ferber off?” she demanded. Her voice was deep-pitched, blatant with authority. “Here you are, sir.”


      The woman’s face shifted to one side and a man’s appeared—a face to justify in full the nickname “Fatso.”


      “‘Fatso’, eh?” Chancellor Ferber snarled. Pale eyes glared from the fat face. “That costs you exactly one thousand credits, James.”


      “How much will this cost me, Fatso?” Garlock asked.


      “Five thousand—and, since nobody can call me that deliberately, demotion three grades and probation for three years. Make a note, Miss Foster.”


      “Noted, sir.”


      “Still sure we aren’t going anywhere,” Garlock said. “What a brain!”


      “Sure I’m sure!” Ferber gloated. “In a couple of hours I’m going to buy your precious starship in as junk. In the meantime, whether you like it or not, I’m going to watch your expression while you push all those pretty buttons and nothing happens.”


      “The trouble with you, Fatso,” Garlock said dispassionately, as he opened a drawer and took out a pair of cutting pliers, “is that all your strength is in your glands and none in your alleged brain. There are a lot of things—including a lot of tests—you know nothing about. How much will you see after I’ve cut one wire?”


      “You wouldn’t dare!” the fat man shouted. “I’d fire you—blacklist you all over the sys.…”


      Voice and images died away and Garlock turned to the two women in the Main. He began to smile, but his mental shield did not weaken.


      “You’ve got a point there, Lola,” he said, going on as though Ferber’s interruption had not occurred. “Not that I blame either Belle or myself. If anything was ever calculated to drive a man nuts, this farce was. As the only female Prime in the system, Belle should have been in automatically—she had no competition. And to anybody with three brain cells working the other place lay between you, Lola, and the other three female Ops in the age group.


      “But no. Ferber and the rest of the Board—stupidity uber alles!—think all us Ops and Primes are psycho and that the ship will never even lift. So they made a Grand Circus of it. But they succeeded in one thing—with such abysmal stupidity so rampant I’m getting more and more reconciled to the idea of our not getting back—at least, for a long, long time.”


      “Why, they said we had a very good chance.…” Lola began.


      “Yeah, and they said a lot of even bigger damn lies than that one. Have you read any of my papers?”


      “I’m sorry. I’m not a mathematician.”


      “Our motion will be purely at random. If it isn’t, I’ll eat this whole ship. We won’t get back until Jim and I work out something to steer us with. But they must be wondering no end, outside, what the score is, so I’m willing to call it a draw—temporarily—and let ’em in again. How about it, Belle?”


      “A draw it is—temporarily.” Neither, however, even offered to shake hands.


      “Smile pretty, everybody,” Garlock said, and pressed a stud.


      “…the matter? What’s the matter? Oh.…” the worried voice of the System’s ace newscaster came in. “Power failure already?”


      “No,” Garlock replied. “I figured we had a couple of minutes of privacy coming, if you can understand the meaning of the word. Now all four of us tell everybody who is watching or listening au revoir or good-bye, whichever it may turn out to be.” He reached for the switch.


      “Wait a minute!” the newscaster demanded. “Leave it on until the last poss.…” His voice broke off sharply.


      “Turn it back on!” Belle ordered.


      “Nix.”


      “Scared?” she sneered.


      “You chirped it, bird-brain. I’m scared purple. So would you be, if you had three brain cells working in that glory-hound’s head of yours. Get set, everybody, and we’ll take off.”


      “Stop it, both of you!” Lola exclaimed. “Where do you want us to sit, and do we strap down?”


      “You sit here; Belle at that plate beside Jim. Yes, strap down. There probably won’t be any shock, and we should land right side up, but there’s no sense in taking chances. Sure your stuff’s all aboard?”


      “Yes, it’s in our rooms.”


      The four secured themselves; the two men checked, for the dozenth time, their instruments. The pilot donned his scanner. The ship lifted effortlessly, noiselessly. Through the atmosphere; through and far beyond the stratosphere. It stopped.


      “Ready, Clee?” James licked his lips.


      “As ready as I ever will be, I guess. Shoot!”


      The pilot’s right hand, forefinger outstretched, moved unenthusiastically toward a red button on his panel…slowed…stopped. He stared into his scanner at the Earth so far below.


      “Hit it, Jim!” Garlock snapped. “Hit it, for goodness sake, before we all lose our nerve!”


      James stabbed convulsively at the button, and in the very instant of contact—instantaneously; without a fractional microsecond of time-lapse—their familiar surroundings disappeared. Or, rather, and without any sensation of motion, of displacement, or of the passage of any time whatsoever, the planet beneath them was no longer their familiar Earth. The plates showed no familiar stars nor patterns of heavenly bodies. The brightly-shining sun was very evidently not their familiar Sol.


      “Well—we went somewhere…but not to Alpha Centauri, not much to our surprise.” James gulped twice; then went on, speaking almost jauntily now that the attempt had been made and had failed. “So now it’s up to you, Clee, as Director of Project Gunther and captain of the good ship Pleiades, to boss the more-or-less simple—more, I hope—job of getting us back to Tellus.”


      * * * *


      Science, both physical and paraphysical, had done its best. Gunther’s Theorems, which define the electromagnetic and electrogravitic parameters pertaining to the annihilation of distance, had been studied, tested, and applied to the full. So had the Psionic Corollaries; which, while not having the status of paraphysical laws, do allow computation of the qualities and magnitudes of the stresses required for any given application of the Gunther Effect.


      The planning of the starship Pleiades had been difficult in the extreme; its construction almost impossible. While it was practically a foregone conclusion that any man of the requisite caliber would already be a member of the Galaxian Society, the three planets and eight satellites were screened, psionicist by psionicist, to select the two strongest and most versatile of their breed.


      These two, Garlock and James, were heads of departments of, and under iron-clad contract to, vast Solar System Enterprises, Inc., the only concern able and willing to attempt the building of the first starship.


      Alonzo P. Ferber, Chancellor of SSE, however, would not risk a tenth-piece of the company’s money on such a bird-brained scheme. Himself a Gunther First, he believed implicitly that Firsts were in fact tops in Gunther ability; that these few self-styled “Operators” and “Prime Operators” were either charlatans or self-deluded crackpots. Since he could not feel that so-called “Operator Field,” no such thing did or could exist. No Gunther starship could ever, possibly, work.


      He did loan Garlock and James to the Galaxians, but that was as far as he would go. For salaries and for labor, for research and material, for trials and for errors; the Society paid and paid and paid.


      Thus the starship Pleiades had cost the Galaxian Society almost a thousand million credits.


      Garlock and James had worked on the ship since its inception. They were to be of the crew; for over a year it had been taken for granted that would be its only crew.


      * * * *


      As the Pleiades neared completion, however, it became clearer and clearer that the displacement-control presented an unsolved, and quite possibly an insoluble, problem. It was mathematically certain that, when the Gunther field went on, the ship would be displaced instantaneously to some location in space having precisely the Gunther coordinates required by that particular field. One impeccably rigorous analysis showed that the ship would shift into the nearest solar system possessing an Earth-type planet; which was believed to be Alpha Centauri and which was close enough to Sol so that orientation would be automatic and the return to Earth a simple matter.


      Since the Gunther Effect did in fact annihilate distance, however, another group of mathematicians, led by Garlock and James, proved with equal rigor that the point of destination was no more likely to be any one given Gunther point than any other one of the myriads of billions of equiguntherial points undoubtedly existent throughout the length, breadth, and thickness of our entire normal space-time continuum.


      The two men would go anyway, of course. Carefully-calculated pressures would make them go. It was neither necessary nor desirable, however, for them to go alone.


      Wherefore the planets and satellites were combed again; this time to select two women—the two most highly-gifted psionicists in the eighteen-to-twenty-five age group. Thus, if the Pleiades returned successfully to Earth, well and good. If she did not, the four selectees would found, upon some far-off world, a race much abler than the humanity of Earth; since eighty-three percent of Earth’s dwellers had psionic grades lower than Four.


      This search, with its attendant fanfare and studiedly blatant publicity, was so planned and engineered that two selected women did not arrive at the spaceport until a bare fifteen minutes before the scheduled time of take-off. Thus it made no difference whether the women liked the men or not, or vice versa; or whether or not any of them really wanted to make the trip. Pressures were such that each of them had to go, whether he or she wanted to or not.


      * * * *


      “Cut the rope, Jim, and let the old bucket drop,” Garlock said. “Not too close. Before we make any kind of contact we’ll have to do some organizing. These instruments,” he waved at his console, “show that ours is the only Operator Field in this whole region of space. Hence, there are no Operators and no Primes. That means that from now until we get back to Tellus.…”


      “If we get back to Tellus,” Belle corrected, sweetly.


      “Until we get back to Tellus there will be no Gunthering aboard this ship.…”


      “What?” Belle broke in again. “Have you lost your mind?”


      “There will be little if any lepping, and nothing else at all. At the table, if we want sugar, we will reach for it or have it passed. We will pick up things, such as cigarettes, with our fingers. We will carry lighters and use them. When we go from place to place, we will walk. Is that clear?”


      “You seem to be talking English,” Belle sneered, “but the words don’t make sense.”


      “I didn’t think you were that stupid.” Eyes locked and held. Then Garlock grinned savagely. “Okay. You tell her, Lola, in words of as few syllables as possible.”


      “Why, to get used to it, of course,” Lola explained, while Belle glared at Garlock in frustrated anger. “So as not to reveal anything we don’t have to.”


      “Thank you, Miss Montandon, you may go to the head of the class. All monosyllables except two. That should make it clear, even to Miss Bellamy.”


      “You…you beast!” Belle drove a tight-beamed thought. “I was never so insulted in my life!”


      “You asked for it. Keep on asking for it and you’ll keep on getting it.” Then, aloud, to all three, “In emergencies, of course, anything goes. We will now proceed with business.” He paused, then went on, bitingly, “If possible.”


      “One minute, please!” Belle snapped. “Just why, Captain Garlock, are you insisting on oral communication, when lepping is so much faster and better? It’s stupid—reactionary. Don’t you ever lep?”


      “With Jim, on business, yes; with women, no more than I have to. What I think is nobody’s business but mine.”


      “What a way to run a ship! Or a project!”


      “Running this project is my business, not yours; and if there’s any one thing in the entire universe it does not need, it’s a female exhibitionist. Besides your obvious qualifications to be one of the Eves in case of Ultimate Contingency.…” he broke off and stared at her, his contemptuous gaze traveling slowly, dissectingly, from her toes to the topmost wave of her hair-do.


      “Forty-two, twenty, forty?” he sneered.


      “You flatter me.” Her glare was an almost tangible force; her voice was controlled fury.


      “Thirty-nine, twenty-two, thirty-five. Five seven. One thirty-five. If any of it’s any of your business, which it isn’t. You should be discussing brains and ability, not vital statistics.”


      “Brains? You? No, I’ll take that back. As a Prime, you have got a brain—one that really works. What do you think you’re good for on this project? What can you do?”


      “I can do anything any man ever born can do, and do it better!”


      “Okay. Compute a Gunther field that will put us two hundred thousand feet directly above the peak of that mountain.”


      “That isn’t fair—not that I expected fairness from you—and you know it. That doesn’t take either brains or ability.…”


      “Oh, no?”


      “No. Merely highly specialized training that you know I haven’t had. Give me a five-tape course on it and I’ll come closer than either you or James; for a hundred credits a shot.”


      “I’ll do just that. Something you are supposed to know, then. How would you go about making first contact?”


      * * * *


      “Well, I wouldn’t do it the way you would—by knocking down the first native I saw, putting my foot on his face, and yelling ‘Bow down, you stupid, ignorant beasts, and worship me, the Supreme God of the Macrocosmic Universe’!”


      “Try again, Belle, that one missed me by.…”


      “Hold it, both of you!” James broke in. “What the hell are you trying to prove? How about cutting out this cat-and-dog act and getting some work done?”


      “You’ve got a point there,” Garlock admitted, holding his temper by a visible effort. “Sorry, Jim. Belle, what were you briefed for?”


      “To understudy you.” She, too, fought her temper down. “To learn everything about Project Gunther. I have a whole box of tapes in my room, including advanced Gunther math and first-contact techniques. I’m to study them during all my on-watch time unless you assign other duties.”


      “No matter what your duties may be, you’ll have to have time to study. If you don’t find what you want in your own tapes—and you probably won’t, since Ferber and his Miss Foster ran the selections—use our library. It’s good—designed to carry on our civilization. Miss Montandon? No, that’s silly, the way we’re fixed. Lola?”


      “I’m to learn how to be Doctor James’.…”


      “Jim, please, Lola,” James said. “And call him Clee.”


      “I’d like that.” She smiled winningly. “And my friends call me ‘Brownie’.”


      “I see why they would. It fits like a coat of lacquer.”


      * * * *


      It did. Her hair was a dark, lustrous brown, as were her eyebrows. Her eyes were brown. Her skin, too—her dark red playsuit left little to the imagination—was a rich and even brown. Originally fairly dark, it had been tanned to a more-than-fashionable depth of color by naked sun-bathing and by practically-naked outdoor sports. A couple of inches shorter than the green-haired girl, she too had a figure to make any sculptor drool.


      “I’m to be Dr. Jim’s assistant. I have a thousand tapes, more or less, to study, too. It’ll be quite a while, I’m afraid, before I can be of much use, but I’ll do the best I can.”


      “If we had hit Alpha Centauri that arrangement would have been good, but as we are, it isn’t.” Garlock frowned in thought, his heavy black eyebrows almost meeting above his finely-chiseled aquiline nose. “Since neither Jim nor I need an assistant any more than we need tails, it was designed to give you girls something to do. But out here, lost, there’s work for a dozen trained specialists and there are only four of us. So we shouldn’t duplicate effort. Right? You first, Belle.”


      “Are you asking me or telling me?” she asked. “And that’s a fair question. Don’t read anything into it that isn’t there. With your attitude, I want information.”


      “I am asking you,” he replied, carefully. “For your information, when I know what should be done, I give orders. When I don’t know, as now, I ask advice. If I like it, I follow it. Fair enough?”


      “Fair enough. We’re apt to need any number of specialists.”


      “Lola?”


      “Of course we shouldn’t duplicate. What shall I study?”


      “That’s what we must figure out. We can’t do it exactly, of course; all we can do now is to set up a rough scheme. Jim’s job is the only one that’s definite. He’ll have to work full time on nebular configurations. If we hit inhabited planets he’ll have to add their star-charts to his own. That leaves three of us to do all the other work of a survey. Ideally, we would cover all the factors that would be of use in getting us back to Tellus, but since we don’t know what those factors are.… Found out anything yet, Jim?”


      “A little. Tellus-type planet, apparently strictly so. Oceans and continents. Lots of inhabitants—farms, villages, all sizes of cities. Not close enough to say definitely, but inhabitants seem to be humanoid, if not human.”


      “Hold her here. Besides astronomy, which is all yours, what do we need most?”


      “We should have enough to classify planets and inhabitants, so as to chart a space-trend if there is any. I’d say the most important ones would be geology, stratigraphy, paleontology, oceanography, xenology, anthropology, ethnology, vertebrate biology, botany, and at least some ecology.”


      “That’s about the list I was afraid of. But there are only three of us. The fields you mention number much more.”


      “Each of you will have to be a lot of specialists in one, then. I’d say the best split would be planetology, xenology, and anthropology—each, of course, stretched all out of shape to cover dozens of related and non-related specialties.”


      “Good enough. Xenology, of course, is mine. Contacts, liaison, politics, correlation, and so on, as well as studying the non-human life forms—including as many lower animals and plants as possible. I’ll make a stab at it. Now, Belle, since you’re a Prime and Lola’s an Operator, you get the next toughest job. Planetography.”


      “Why not?” Belle smiled and began to act as one of the party. “All I know about it is a hazy idea of what the word means, but I’ll start studying as soon as we get squared away.”


      “Thanks. That leaves anthropology to you, Lola. Besides, that’s your line, isn’t it?”


      “Yes. Sociological Anthropology. I have my M.S. in it, and am—was, I mean—working for my Ph.D. But as Jim said, it isn’t only the one specialty. You want me, I take it, to cover humanoid races, too?”


      “Check. You and Jim both, then, will know what you’re doing, while Belle and I are trying to play ours by ear.”


      “Where do we draw the line between humanoid and non-human?”


      “In case of doubt we’ll confer. That covers it as much as we can, I think. Take us down, Jim—and be on your toes to take evasive action fast.”


      * * * *


      The ship dropped rapidly toward an airport just outside a fairly large city. Fifty thousand—forty thousand—thirty thousand feet.


      “Calling strange spaceship—you must be a spaceship, in spite of your tremendous, hitherto-considered-impossible mass—” a thought impinged on all four Tellurian minds, “do you read me?”


      “I read you clearly. This is the Tellurian spaceship Pleiades, Captain Garlock commanding, asking permission to land and information as to landing conventions.” He did not have to tell James to stop the ship; James had already done so.


      “I was about to ask you to hold position; I thank you for having done so. Hold for inspection and type-test, please. We will not blast unless you fire first. A few minutes, please.”


      * * * *


      A group of twelve jet fighters took off practically vertically upward and climbed with fantastic speed. They leveled off a thousand feet below the Pleiades and made a flying circle. Up and into the ring thus formed there lumbered a large, clumsy-looking helicopter.


      “We have no record of any planet named ‘Tellus’; nor of any such ship as yours. Of such incredible mass and with no visible or detectable means of support or of propulsion. Not from this part of the galaxy, certainly…could it be that intergalactic travel is actually possible? But excuse me, Captain Garlock, none of that is any of my business; which is to determine whether or not you four Tellurian human beings are compatible with, and thus acceptable to, our humanity of Hodell…but you do not seem to have a standard televideo testing-box aboard.”


      “No, sir; only our own tri-di and teevee.”


      “You must be examined by means of a standard box. I will rise to your level and teleport one across to you. It is self-powered and fully automatic.”


      “You needn’t rise, sir. Just toss the box out of your ’copter into the air. We’ll take it from there.” Then, to James, “Take it, Jim.”


      “Oh? You can lift large masses against much gravity?” The alien was all attention. “I have not known that such power existed. I will observe with keen interest.”


      “I have it,” James said. “Here it is.”


      “Thank you, sir,” Garlock said to the alien. Then, to Lola: “You’ve been reading these—these Hodellians?”


      “The officer in the helicopter and those in the fighters, yes. Most of them are Gunther Firsts.”


      “Good girl. The set’s coming to life—watch it.”


      The likeness of the alien being became clear upon the alien screen; visible from the waist up. While humanoid, the creature was very far indeed from being human. He—at least, it had masculine rudimentary nipples—had double shoulders and four arms. His skin was a vividly intense cobalt blue. His ears were black, long, and highly dirigible. His eyes, a flaming red in color, were large and vertically-slitted, like a cat’s. He had no hair at all. His nose was large and Roman; his jaw was square, almost jutting; his bright-yellow teeth were clean and sharp.


      After a minute of study the alien said: “Although your vessel is so entirely alien that nothing even remotely like it is on record, you four are completely human and, if of compatible type, acceptable. Are there any other living beings aboard with you?”


      “Excepting micro-organisms, none.”


      “Such life is of no importance. Approach, please, one of you, and grasp with a hand the projecting metal knob.”


      With a little trepidation, Garlock did so. He felt no unusual sensation at the contact.


      “All four of you are compatible and we accept you. This finding is surprising in the extreme, as you are the first human beings of record who grade higher than what you call Gunther Two…or Gunther Second?”


      “Either one; the terms are interchangeable.”


      “You have minds of tremendous development and power; definitely superior even to my own. However, there is no doubt that physically you are perfectly compatible with our humanity. Your blood will be of great benefit to it. You may land. Goodbye.”


      “Wait, please. How about landing conventions? And visiting restrictions and so on? And may we keep this box? We will be glad to trade you something for it, if we have anything you would like to have?”


      “Ah, I should have realized that your customs would be widely different from ours. Since you have been examined and accepted, there are no restrictions. You will not act against humanity’s good. Land where you please, go where you please, do what you please as long as you please. Take up permanent residence or leave as soon as you please. Marry if you like, or simply breed—your unions with this planet’s humanity will be fertile. Keep the box without payment. As Guardians of Humanity we Arpalones do whatever small favors we can. Have I made myself clear?”


      “Abundantly so. Thank you, sir.”


      “Now I really must go. Goodbye.”


      Garlock glanced into his plate. The jets had disappeared, the helicopter was falling rapidly away. He wiped his brow.


      “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said.


      When his amazement subsided he turned to the business at hand. “Lola, do you check me that this planet is named Hodell, that it is populated by creatures exactly like us? Arpalones?”


      “Exactly, except they aren’t ‘creatures’. They are humanoids, and very fine people.”


      “You’d think so, of course…correction accepted. Well, let’s take advantage of their extraordinarily hospitable invitation and go down. Cut the rope, Jim.”


      * * * *


      The airport was very large, and was divided into several sections, each of which was equipped with runways and/or other landing facilities to suit one class of craft—propellor jobs, jets, or helicopters. There were even a few structures that looked like rocket pits.


      “Where are you going to sit down, Jim? With the ’copters or over by the blast-pits?”


      “With the ’copters, I think. Since I can place her to within a couple of inches. I’ll put her squarely into that far corner, where she’ll be out of everybody’s way.”


      “No concrete out there,” Garlock said. “But the ground seems good and solid.”


      “We’d better not land on concrete,” James grinned. “Unless it’s terrific stuff we’d smash it. On bare ground, the worst we can do is sink in a foot or so, and that won’t hurt anything.”


      “Check. A few tons to the square foot, is all. Shall we strap down and hang onto our teeth?”


      “Who do you think you’re kidding, boss? Even though I’ve got to do this on manual, I won’t tip over a half-piece standing on edge.”


      James stopped talking, pulled out his scanner, stuck his face into it. The immense starship settled downward toward the selected corner. There was no noise, no blast, no flame, no slightest visible or detectable sign of whatever force it was that was braking the thousands of tons of the vessel’s mass in its miles-long, almost-vertical plunge to ground.


      When the Pleiades struck ground the impact was scarcely to be felt. When she came to rest, after settling into the ground her allotted “foot or so,” there was no jar at all.


      “Atmosphere, temperature, and so on, approximately Earth-normal,” Garlock said. “Just as our friend said it would be.”


      James scanned the city and the field. “Our visit is kicking up a lot of excitement. Shall we go out?”


      “Not yet!” Belle exclaimed. “I want to see how the women are dressed, first.”


      “So do I,” Lola added, “and some other things besides.”


      Both women—Lola through her Operator’s scanner; Belle by manipulating the ship’s tremendous Operator Field by the sheer power of her Prime Operator’s mind—stared eagerly at the crowd of people now beginning to stream across the field.


      “As an anthropologist,” Lola announced, “I’m not only surprised. I am shocked, annoyed, and disgruntled. Why, they’re exactly like white Tellurian human beings!”


      “But look at their clothes!” Belle insisted. “They’re wearing anything and everything, from bikinis to coveralls!”


      “Yes, but notice.” This was the anthropological scientist speaking now. “Breasts and loins, covered. Faces, uncovered. Heads and feet and hands, either bare or covered. Ditto for legs up to there, backs, arms, necks and shoulders down to here, and torsos clear down to there. We’ll not violate any conventions by going out as we are. Not even you, Belle. You first, Chief. Yours the high honor of setting first foot—the biggest foot we’ve got, too—on alien soil.”


      “To hell with that. We’ll go out together.”


      “Wait a minute,” Lola went on. “There’s a funny-looking automobile just coming through the gate. The Press. Three men and two women. Two cameras, one walkie-talkie, and two microphones. The photog in the purple shirt is really a sharpie at lepping. Class Three, at least—possibly a Two.”


      “How about screens down enough to lep, boss?” Belle suggested. “Faster. We may need it.”


      “Check. I’m too busy to record, anyway—I’ll log this stuff up tonight,” and thoughts flew.


      “Check me, Jim,” Garlock flashed. “Telepathy, very good. On Gunther, the guy was right—no signs at all of any First activity, and very few Seconds.”


      “Check,” James agreed.


      “And Lola, those ‘Guardians’ out there. I thought they were the same as the Arpalone we talked to. They aren’t. Not even telepathic. Same color scheme, is all.”


      “Right. Much more brutish. Much flatter cranium. Long, tearing canine teeth. Carnivorous. I’ll call them just ‘guardians’ until we find out what they really are.”


      * * * *


      The press car arrived and the Tellurians disembarked—and, accidentally or not, it was Belle’s green slipper that first touched ground. There was a terrific babel of thought, worse, even, than voices in similar case, in being so much faster. The reporters, all of them, wanted to know everything at once. How, what, where, when, and why. Also who. And all about Tellus and the Tellurian solar system. How did the visitors like Hodell? And all about Belle’s green hair. And the photographers were prodigal of film, shooting everything from all possible angles.


      “Hold it!” Garlock loosed a blast of thought that “silenced” almost the whole field. “We will have order, please. Lola Montandon, our anthropologist, will take charge. Keep it orderly, Lola, if you have to throw half of them off the field. I’m going over to Administration and check in. One of you reporters can come with me, if you like.”


      The man in the purple shirt got his bid in first. As the two men walked away together, Garlock noted that the man was in fact a Second—his flow of lucid, cogent thought did not interfere at all with the steady stream of speech going into his portable recorder. Garlock also noticed that in any group of more than a dozen people there was always at least one guardian. They paid no attention whatever to the people, who in turn ignored them completely. Garlock wondered briefly. Guardians? The Arpalones, out in space, yes. But these creatures, naked and unarmed on the ground? The Arpalones were non-human people. These things were—what?


      At the door of the Field Office the reporter, after turning Garlock over to a startlingly beautiful, leggy, breasty, blonde receptionist-usherette, hurried away.


      * * * *


      He flecked a feeler at her mind and stiffened. How could a Two—a high Two, at that—be working as an usher? And with her guard down clear to the floor? He probed—and saw.


      “Lola!” He flashed a tight-beamed thought. “You aren’t putting out anything about our sexual customs, family life, and so on.”


      “Of course not. We must know their mores first.”


      “Good girl. Keep your shield up.”


      “Oh, we’re so glad to see you, Captain Garlock, sir!” The blonde, who was dressed little more heavily than the cigarette girls in Venusberg’s Cartier Room, seized his left hand in both of hers and held it considerably longer than was necessary. Her dazzling smile, her laughing eyes, her flashing white teeth, the many exposed inches of her skin, and her completely unshielded mind; all waved banners of welcome.


      “Captain Garlock, sir, Governor Atterlin has been most anxious to see you ever since you were first detected. This way, please, sir.” She turned, brushing her bare hip against his leg in the process, and led him by the hand along a hallway. Her thoughts flowed. “I have been, too, sir, and I’m simply delighted to see you close up, and I hope to see a lot more of you. You’re a wonderfully pleasant surprise, sir; I’ve never seen a man like you before. I don’t think Hodell ever saw a man like you before, sir. With such a really terrific mind and yet so big and strong and well-built and handsome and clean-looking and blackish. You’re wonderful, Captain Garlock, sir. You’ll be here a long time, I hope? Here we are, sir.”


      She opened a door, walked across the room, sat down in an overstuffed chair, and crossed her legs meticulously. Then, still smiling happily, she followed with eager eyes and mind Garlock’s every move.


      Garlock had been reading Governor Atterlin; knew why it was the governor who was in that office instead of the port manager. He knew that Atterlin had been reading him—as much as he had allowed. They had already discussed many things, and were still discussing.


      The room was much more like a library than an office. The governor, a middle-aged, red-headed man a trifle inclined to portliness, had been seated in a huge reclining chair facing a teevee screen, but got up to shake hands.


      “Welcome, friend Captain Garlock. Now, to continue. As to exchange. Many ships visiting us have nothing we need or can use. For such, all services are free—or rather, are paid by the city. Our currency is based upon platinum, but gold, silver, and copper are valuable. Certain jewels, also.…”


      “That’s far enough. We will pay our way—we have plenty of metal. What are your ratios of value for the four metals here on Hodell?”


      “Today’s quotations are.…” He glanced at a screen, and his fingers flashed over the keys of a computer beside his chair. “One weight of platinum is equal in value to seven point three four six.…”


      “Decimals are not necessary, sir.”


      “Seven plus, then, weights of gold. One of gold to eleven of silver. One of silver to four of copper.”


      “Thank you. We’ll use platinum. I’ll bring some bullion tomorrow morning and exchange it for your currency. Shall I bring it here, or to a bank in the city?”


      “Either. Or we can have an armored truck visit your ship.”


      “That would be better yet. Have them bring about five thousand tanes. Thank you very much, Governor Atterlin, and good afternoon to you, sir.”


      “And good afternoon to you, sir. Until tomorrow, then.”


      Garlock turned to leave.


      “Oh, may I go with you to your ship, sir, to take just a little look at it?” the girl asked, winningly.


      “Of course, Grand Lady Neldine, I’d like to have your company.”


      She seized his elbow and hugged it quickly against her breast. Then, taking his hand, she walked—almost skipped—along beside him. “And I want to see Pilot James close up, too, sir—he’s not nearly as wonderful as you are, sir—and I wonder why Planetographer Bellamy’s hair is green? Very striking, of course, sir, but I don’t think I’d care for it much on me—unless you’d think I should, sir?”


      * * * *


      Belle knew, of course, that they were coming; and Garlock knew that Belle’s hackles were very much on the rise. She could not read him, except very superficially, but she was reading the strange girl like a book and was not liking anything she read. Wherefore, when Garlock and his joyous companion reached the great spaceship—


      “How come you picked up that little man-eating shark?” she sent, venomously, on a tight band.


      “It wasn’t a case of picking her up.” Garlock grinned. “I haven’t been able to find any urbane way of scraping her off. First Contact, you know.”


      “She wants altogether too much Contact for a First—I’ll scrape her off, even if she is one of the nobler class on this world.…” Belle changed her tactics even before Garlock began his reprimand. “I shouldn’t have said that, Clee, of course.” She laughed lightly. “It was just the shock; there wasn’t anything in any of my First Contact tapes covering what to do about beautiful and enticing girls who try to seduce our men. She doesn’t know, though, of course, that she’s supposed to be a bug-eyed monster and not human at all. Won’t Xenology be in for a rough ride when we check in? Wow!”


      “You can play that in spades, sister.” And for the rest of the day Belle played flawlessly the role of perfect hostess.


      It was full dark before the Hodellians could be persuaded to leave the Pleiades and the locks were closed.


      * * * *


      “I have refused one hundred seventy-eight invitations,” Lola reported then. “All of us, individually and collectively, have been invited to eat everything, everywhere in town. To see shows in a dozen different theaters and eighteen night spots. To dance all night in twenty-one different places, ranging from dives to strictly soup-and-fish. I was nice about it, of course—just begged off because we were dead from our belts both ways from our long, hard trip. My thought, of course, is that we’d better eat our own food and take it slowly at first. Check, Clee?”


      “On the beam, dead center. And you weren’t lying much, either. I feel as though I’d done a day’s work. After supper there’s a thing I’ve got to discuss with all three of you.”


      Supper was soon over. Then:


      “We’ve got to make a mighty important decision,” Garlock began, abruptly. “Grand Lady Neldine—that title isn’t exact, but close—wondered why I didn’t respond at all, either way. However, she didn’t make a point of it, and I let her wonder; but we’ll have to decide by tomorrow morning what to do, and it’ll have to be airtight. These Hodellians expect Jim and me to impregnate as many as possible of their highest-rated women before we leave. By their Code it’s mandatory, since we can’t hide the fact that we rate much higher than they do—their highest rating is only Grade Two by our standards—and all the planets hereabouts up-grade themselves with the highest-grade new blood they can find. Ordinarily, they’d expect you two girls to become pregnant by your choices of the top men of the planet; but they know you wouldn’t breed down and don’t expect you to. But how in all hell can Jim and I refuse to breed them up without dealing out the deadliest insult they know?”


      There was a minute of silence. “We can’t,” James said then. A grin began to spread over his face. “It might not be too bad an idea, at that, come to think of it. That ball of fire they picked out for you would be a blue-ribbon dish in anybody’s cook-book. And Grand Lady Lemphi—” He kissed the tips of two fingers and waved them in the air. “Strictly Big League Material; in capital letters.”


      “Is that nice, you back-alley tomcat?” Belle asked, plaintively; then paused in thought and went on slowly, “I won’t pretend to like it, but I won’t do any public screaming about it.”


      “Any anthropologist would say you’ll have to,” Lola declared without hesitation. “I don’t like it, either. I think it’s horrible; but it’s excellent genetics and we cannot and must not violate systems-wide mores.”


      “You’re all missing the point!” Garlock snapped. He got up, jammed his hands into his pockets, and began to pace the floor. “I didn’t think any one of you was that stupid! If that was all there were to it we’d do it as a matter of course. But think, damn it! There’s nothing higher than Gunther Two in the humanity of this planet. Telepathy is the onlyESP they have. High Gunther uses hitherto unused portions of the brain. It’s transmitted through genes, which are dominant, cumulative, and self-multiplying by interaction. Jim and I carry more, stronger, and higher Gunther genes than any other two men known to live. Can we—dare we—plant such genes where none have ever been known before?”


      Two full minutes of silence.


      “That one has really got a bone in it,” James said, unhelpfully.


      * * * *


      Three minutes more of silence.


      “It’s up to you, Lola,” Garlock said then. “It’s your field.”


      “I was afraid of that. There’s a way. Personally, I like it less even than the other, but it’s the only one I’ve been able to think up. First, are you absolutely sure that our refusal—Belle’s and mine, I mean—to breed down will be valid with them?”


      “Positive.”


      “Then the whole society from which we come will have to be strictly monogamous, in the narrowest, most literal sense of the term. No exceptions whatever. Adultery, anything illicit, has always been not only unimaginable, but in fact impossible. We pair—or marry, or whatever they do here—once only. For life. Desire and potency can exist only within the pair; never outside it. Like eagles. If a man’s wife dies, even, he loses all desire and all potency. That would make it physically impossible for you two to follow the Hodellian Code. You’d both be completely impotent with any women whatever except your mates—Belle and me.”


      “That will work,” Belle said. “How it will work!” She paused. Then, suddenly, she whistled; the loud, full-bodied, ear-piercing, tongue-and-teeth whistle which so few women ever master. Her eyes sparkled and she began to laugh with unrestrained glee. “But do you know what you’ve done, Lola?”


      “Nothing, except to suggest a solution. What’s so funny about that?”


      “You’re wonderful, Lola—simply priceless! You’ve created something brand-new to science—an impotent tomcat! And the more I think about it.…” Belle was rocking back and forth with laughter. She could not possibly talk, but her thought flowed on, “I just love you all to pieces! An impotent tomcat, and he’ll have to stay true to me—Oh, this is simply killing me—I’ll never live through it!”


      “It does put us on the spot—especially Jim,” came Garlock’s thought.


      * * * *


      He, too, began to laugh; and Lola, as soon as she stopped thinking about the thing only as a problem in anthropology, joined in. James, however, did not think it was very funny.


      “And that’s less than half of it!” Belle went on, still unable to talk. “Think of Clee, Lola. Six two—over two hundred—hard as nails—a perfect hunk of hard red meat—telling this whole damn cockeyed region of space that he’s impotent, too! And with a perfectly straight face! And it ties in so beautifully with his making no response, yes or no, when she propositioned him. The poor, innocent, impotent lamb just simply didn’t have even the faintest inkling of what she meant! Oh, my.…”


      “Listen—listen—listen!” James managed finally to break in. “Not that I want to be promiscuous, but.…”


      “There, there, my precious little impotent tomcat,” Belle soothed him aloud, between giggles and snorts. “Us Earth-girls will take care of our lover-boys, see if we don’t. You won’t need any nasty little.…” Belle could not hold the pose, but went off again into whoops of laughter. “What a brain you’ve got, Lola! I thought I could imagine anything, but to make these two guys of ours—the two absolute tops of the whole Solar System—it’s a stroke of genius.…”


      “Shut up, will you, you human hyena, and listen!” James roared aloud. “There ought to be some better way than that.”


      “Better? Than sheer perfection?” Belle was still laughing but could now talk coherently.


      “If you can think of another way, Jim, the meeting is still open.” Garlock was wiping his eyes. “But it’ll have to be a dilly. I’m not exactly enamored of Lola’s idea, either, but as the answer it’s one hundred percent to as many decimal places as you want to take time to write zeroes.”


      There was more talk, but no improvement could be made upon Lola’s idea.


      “Well, we’ve got until morning,” Garlock said, finally. “If anybody comes up with anything by then, let me know. If not, it goes into effect the minute we open the locks. The meeting is adjourned.”


      * * * *


      Belle and James left the room; and, a few minutes later, Garlock went out. Lola followed him into his room and closed the door behind her. She sat down on the edge of a chair, lighted a cigarette, and began to smoke in short, nervous puffs. She opened her mouth to say something, but shut it without making a sound.


      “You’re afraid of me, Lola?” he asked, quietly.


      “Oh, I don’t.… Well, that is.…” She wouldn’t lie, and she wouldn’t admit the truth. “You see, I’ve never… I mean, I haven’t had very much experience.”


      “You needn’t be afraid of me at all. I’m not going to pair with you.”


      “You’re not?” Her mouth dropped open and the cigarette fell out of it. She took a few seconds to recover it. “Why not? Don’t you think I could do a good enough job?”


      She stood up and stretched, to show her splendid figure to its best advantage.


      Garlock laughed. “Nothing like that, Lola; you have plenty of sex appeal. It’s just that I don’t like the conditions. I never have paired. I never have had much to do with women, and that little has been urbane, logical, and strictly en passant; on the level of mutual physical desire. Thus, I have never taken a virgin. Pairing with one is very definitely not my idea of urbanity and there’s altogether too much obligation to suit me. For all of which good reasons I am not going to pair with you, now or ever.”


      “How do you know whether I’m a virgin or not? You’ve never read me that deep. Nobody can. Not even you, unless I let you.”


      “Reading isn’t necessary—you flaunt it like a banner.”


      “I don’t know what you mean.… I certainly don’t do it intentionally. But I ought to pair with you, Clee!” Lola had lost all of her nervousness, most of her fear. “It’s part of the job I was chosen for. If I’d known, I’d’ve gone out and got some experience. Really I would have.”


      “I believe that. I think you would have been silly enough to have done just that. And you have a very high regard for your virginity, too, don’t you?”


      “Well, I… I used to. But we’d better go ahead with it. I’ve got to.”


      “No such thing. Permissible, but not obligatory.”


      “But it was assumed. As a matter of course. Anyway…well, when that girl started making passes at you, I thought you could have just as much fun, or even more—she’s charming; a real darling, isn’t she?—without pairing with me, and then I had to open my big mouth and be the one to keep you from playing games with anyone except me, and I certainly am not going to let you suffer.…”


      “Bunk!” Garlock snorted. “Sheer flapdoodle! Pure psychological prop-wash, started and maintained by men who are either too weak to direct and control their drives or who haven’t any real work to occupy their minds. It applies to many men, of course, possibly to most. It does not, however, apply to all, and, it lacks one whole hell of a lot of applying to me. Does that make you feel better?”


      “Oh, it does…it does. Thanks, Clee. You know, I like you, a lot.”


      “Do you? Kiss me.”


      She did so.


      “See?”


      “You tricked me!”


      * * * *


      “I did not. I want you to see the truth and face it. Your idealism is admirable, permanent, and shatter-proof; but your starry-eyed schoolgirl’s mawkishness is none of the three. You’ll have to grow up, some day. In my opinion, forcing yourself to give up one of your hardest-held ideals—virginity—merely because of the utter bilge that those idiot head-shrinkers stuffed you with, is sheer, plain idiocy. I suppose that makes you like me even less, but I’m laying it right on the line.”


      “No…more. I’ll argue with you, when we have time, about some of your points, but the last one—if it’s valid—has tremendous force. I didn’t know men felt that way. But no matter what my feeling for you really is, I’m really grateful to you for the reprieve…and you know, Clee, I’m pretty sure you’re going to get us back home. If anyone can, you can.”


      “I’m going to try to. Even if I can’t, it will be Belle, not you, that I’ll take for the long pull. And not because you’d rather have Jim—which you would, of course.…”


      “To be honest, I think I would.”


      “Certainly. He’s your type. You’re not mine; Belle is. Well, that buttons it up, Brownie, except for one thing. To Jim and Belle and everyone else, we’re paired.”


      “Of course. Urbanity, as well as to present a united front to any and all worlds.”


      “Check. So watch your shield.”


      “I always do. That stuff is ’way, ’way down. I’m awfully glad you called me ‘Brownie,’ Clee. I didn’t think you ever would.”


      “I didn’t expect to—but I never talked to a woman this way before, either. Maybe it had a mellowing effect.”


      “You don’t need mellowing—I do like you a lot, just exactly as you are.”


      “If true, I’m very glad of it. But don’t strain yourself; and I mean that literally, not as sarcasm.”


      “I know. I’m not straining a bit, and this’ll prove it.”


      She kissed him again, and this time it was a production.


      “That was an eminently convincing demonstration, Brownie, but don’t do it too often.”


      “I won’t.” She laughed, gayly and happily. “If there’s any next time, you’ll have to kiss me first.”


      She paused and sobered. “But remember. If you should change your mind, any time you really want to…to kiss me, come right in. I won’t be as silly and nervous and afraid as I was just now. That’s a promise. Good night, Clee.”


      “Good night, Brownie.”


      CHAPTER 2


      Next morning, Garlock was the last one, by a fraction of a minute, into the Main. “Good morning, all,” he said, with a slight smile.


      “Huh? How come?” James demanded, as all four started toward the dining nook.


      Garlock’s smile widened. “Lola. She brought me a pot of coffee and wouldn’t let me out until I drank it.”


      “Brought?”


      “Yeah. They haven’t read their room-tapes yet, so they don’t know that room-service is practically unlimited.”


      “Why didn’t I think of that coffee business a couple of years ago?”


      “Well, why didn’t I think of it myself, ten years ago?”


      Belle’s eyes had been going from one, man to the other. “Just what are you two talking about? If it’s anybody’s business except your own?”


      “He is an early-morning grouch,” James explained, as they sat down at the table. “Not fit to associate with man or beast—not even his own dog, if he had one—when he first gets up. How come you were smart enough to get the answer so quick, Brownie?”


      “Oh, the pattern isn’t too rare.” She shrugged daintily, sweeping the compliment aside. “Especially among men on big jobs who work under tremendous pressure.”


      “Then how about Jim?” Belle asked.


      “Clee’s the Big Brain, not me,” James said.


      “You’re a lot Bigger Brain than any of the men Lola’s talking about,” Belle insisted.


      “That’s true,” Lola agreed, “but Jim probably is—must be—an icebox raider. Eats in the middle of the night. Clee probably doesn’t. It’s a good bet that he doesn’t nibble between meals at all. Check, Clee?”


      “Check. But what has an empty stomach got to do with the case?”


      “Everything. Nobody knows how. Lots of theories—enzymes, blood sugar, endocrine balance, what have you—but no proof. It isn’t always true. However, six or seven hours of empty stomach, in a man who takes his job to bed with him, is very apt to uglify his pre-breakfast disposition.”


      Breakfast over and out in the Main:


      “But when a man’s disposition is ugly all the time, how can you tell the difference?” Belle asked, innocently.


      “I’ll let that pass,” Garlock’s smile disappeared, “because we’ve got work to do. Have any of you thought of any improvement on Lola’s monogamous society?”


      No one had. In fact—


      “There may be a loop-hole in it,” Lola said, thoughtfully. “Did any of you happen to notice whether they know anything about artificial insemination?”


      “D’you think I’d stand for that?” Belle blazed, before Garlock could begin to search his mind. “I’d scratch anybody’s eyes out—if you’d thought of that idea as a woman instead of as a near-Ph.D. in anthropology you’d’ve thrown it into the converter before it even hatched!”


      “Invasion of privacy? That covers it, of course, but I didn’t think it would bother you a bit.” Lola paused, studying the other girl intently. “You’re quite a problem yourself. Callous—utterly savage humor—yet very sensitive in some ways—fastidious.…”


      “I’m not on the table for dissection!” Belle snapped. “Study me all you please, but keep the notes in your notebook. I’d suggest you study Clee.”


      “Oh, I have been. He baffles me, too. I’m not very good yet, you.…”


      “That’s the unders.…”


      “Cut it!” Garlock ordered, sharply. “I said we had work to do. Jim, you’re hunting up the nearest observatory.”


      “How about transportation? No teleportation?”


      “Out. Rent a car or hire a plane, or both. Fill your wallet—better have too much money than not enough. If you’re too far away tonight to make it feasible to come back here, send me a flash. Brownie, you’ll work this town first. Belle and I will have to work in the library for a while. We’ll all want to compare notes tonight.…”


      “Yeah,” James said into the pause, “I could tune in remote, but I don’t know where I’ll be, so it might not be so good.”


      “Check. You can ’port, but be damn sure nobody sees or senses you doing it. That buttons it up, I guess.”


      James and Lola left the ship; Garlock and Belle went into the library.


      “If I didn’t know you were impotent, Clee,” Belle shivered affectedly and began to laugh, “I’d be scared to death to be alone with you in this great big spaceship. Lola hasn’t realized yet what she really hatched out—the screamingest screamer ever pulled on anybody!”


      “It isn’t that funny. You have got a savage sense of humor.”


      “Perhaps.” She shrugged her shoulders. “But you were on the receiving end, which makes a big difference. She’s a peculiar sort of duck. Brainy, but impersonal—academic. She knows all the words and all their meanings, all the questions and all the answers, but she doesn’t apply any of them to herself. She’s always the observer, never the participant. Pure egg-head…pure? That’s it. She looks, acts, talks, and thinks like a virgin.… Well, if that’s all, she isn’t any—or is she? Even though you’ve started calling her ‘Brownie,’ like my now-tamed tomcat, you might not.…” She stared at him.


      “Go ahead. Probe.”


      “Why waste energy trying to crack a Prime’s shield? But just out of curiosity, are you two pairing, or not?”


      “Tut-tut; don’t be inurbane. Let’s talk about Jim instead. I thought he’d be gibbering.”


      “No, I’m working under double wraps—full dampers. I don’t want him in love with me. You want to know why?”


      “I think I know why.”


      “Because having him mooning around underfoot would weaken the team and I want to get back to Tellus.”


      “I was wrong, then. I thought you were out after bigger game.”


      Belle’s face went stiff and still. “What do you mean by that?”


      “Plain enough, I would think. Wherever you are, you’ve got to be the Boss. You’ve never been in any kind of a party for fifteen minutes without taking it over. When you snap the whip everybody jumps—or else—and you swing a wicked knife. For your information I don’t jump, I am familiar with knives, and you will never run this project or any part of it.”


      * * * *


      Belle’s face set; her eyes hardened. “While we’re putting out information, take note that I’m just as good with actual knives as with figurative ones. If you’re still thinking of blistering my fanny, don’t try it. You’ll find a rawhide haft sticking up out of one of those muscles you’re so proud of—clear enough Mr. Garlock.”


      “Why don’t you talk sense, instead of such yak-yak?”


      “Huh?”


      “I know you’re a Prime, too, but don’t let it go to your head. I’ve got more stuff than you have, so you can’t Gunther me. You weigh one thirty-five to my two seventeen. I’m harder, stronger, and faster than you are. You’re probably a bit limberer—not too much—but I’ve forgotten more judo than you ever will know. So what’s the answer?”


      Belle was breathing hard. “Then why don’t you do it right now?”


      “Several reasons. I couldn’t brag much about licking anybody I outweigh by eighty-two pounds. I can’t figure out your logic—if any—but I’m pretty sure now it wouldn’t do either of us any good. Just the opposite.”


      “From your standpoint, would that be bad?”


      “What a hell of a logic! You have got the finest brain of any woman living. You’re stronger than Jim is by a lot more than the Prime-to-Operator ratio—you’ve got more initiative, more drive, more guts. You know as well as I do what your brain may mean before we get back. Why in all hell don’t you start using it?”


      “You are complimenting me?”


      “No. It’s the truth, isn’t it?”


      “What difference does that make? Clee Garlock, I simply can’t understand you at all.”


      “That makes it mutual. I can’t understand a geometry in which the crookedest line between any two given points is the best line. Let’s get to work, shall we?”


      “Uh-huh, let’s. One more bit of information, though, first. Any such idea as taking the Project away from you simply never entered my mind!” She gave him a warm and friendly smile as she walked over to the file-cabinets.


      For hours, then, they worked; each scanning tape after tape. At mid-day they ate a light lunch. Shortly thereafter, Garlock put away his reader and all his loose tapes. “Are you getting anywhere, Belle? I’m not making any progress.”


      “Yes, but of course planets are probably pretty much the same everywhere—Tellus-type ones, I mean, of course. Is all the Xenology as cockeyed as I’m afraid it must be?”


      “Check. The one basic assumption was that there are no human beings other than Tellurians. From that they derive the secondary assumption that humanoid types will be scarce. From there they scatter out in all directions. So I’ll have to roll my own. I’ve got to see Atterlin, anyway. I’ll be back for supper. So long.”


      * * * *


      At the Port Office, Grand Lady Neldine met him even more enthusiastically than before; taking both his hands and pressing them against her firm, almost-bare breasts. She tried to hold back as Garlock led her along the corridor.


      “I have an explanation, and in a sense an apology, for you, Grand Lady Neldine, and for you, Governor Atterlin,” he thought carefully. “I would have explained yesterday, but I had no understanding of the situation here until our anthropologist, Lola Montandon, elucidated it very laboriously to me. She herself, a scientist highly trained in that specialty, could grasp it only by referring back to somewhat similar situations which may have existed in the remote past—so remote a past that the concept is known only to specialists and is more than half mythical, even to them.”


      He went on to give in detail the sexual customs, obligations, and limitations of Lola’s purely imaginary civilization.


      “Then it isn’t that you don’t want to, but you can’t?” the lady asked, incredulously.


      “Mentally, I can have no desire. Physically, the act is impossible,” he assured her.


      “What a shame!” Her thought was a peculiar mixture of disappointment and relief: disappointment in that she was not to bear this man’s super-child; relief in that, after all, she had not personally failed—if she couldn’t have this perfectly wonderful man herself, no other woman except his wife could ever have him, either. But what a shame to waste such a man as that on any one woman! It was really too bad.


      “I see… I see—wonderful!” Atterlin’s thought was not at all incredulous, but vastly awed. “It is of course logical that as the power of mind increases, physical matters become less and less important. But you will have much to give us; we may perhaps have some small things to give you. If we could visit your Tellus, perhaps…?”


      “That also is impossible. We four in the Pleiades are lost in space. This is the first planet we have visited on our first trial of a new method—new to us, at least—of interstellar travel. We missed our objective, probably by many millions of parsecs, and it is quite possible that we four will never be able to find our way back. We are trying now, by charting the galaxies throughout billions of cubic parsecs of space, to find merely the direction in which our own galaxy lies.”


      “What a concept! What stupendous minds! But such immense distances, sir…what can you possibly be using for a space-drive?”


      “None, as you understand the term. We travel by instantaneous translation, by means of something we call ‘Gunther’.… I am not at all sure that I can explain it to you satisfactorily, but I will try to do so, if you wish.”


      “Please do so, sir, by all means.”


      * * * *


      Garlock opened the highest Gunther cells of his mind. There was nothing as elementary as telepathy, teleportation, telekinesis, or the like; it was the pure, raw Gunther of the Gunther Drive, which even he himself made no pretense of understanding fully. He opened those cells and pushed that knowledge at the two Hodellian minds.


      The result was just as instantaneous and just as catastrophic as Garlock had expected. Both blocks went up almost instantly.


      “Oh, no!” Atterlin exclaimed, his face turning white.


      The girl shrieked once, covered her face with her hands, and collapsed on the floor.


      “Oh, I’m so sorry…excuse my ignorance, please!” Garlock implored, as he picked the girl up, carried her across the room to a sofa, and assured himself that she had not been really hurt. She recovered quickly. “I’m very sorry, Grand Lady Neldine and Governor Atterlin, but I didn’t know…that is, I didn’t realize.…”


      “You are trying to break it gently.” Atterlin was both shocked and despondent. “This being the first planet you have visited, you simply did not realize how feeble our minds really are.”


      “Oh, not at all, really, sir and lady.” Garlock began deftly to repair the morale he had shattered. “Merely younger. With your system of genetics, so much more logical and efficient than our strict monogamy, your race will undoubtedly make more progress in a few centuries than we made in many millennia. And in a few centuries more you will pass us—will master this only partially-known Gunther Drive.


      “Esthetically, Lady Neldine, I would like very much to father you a child.” He allowed his coldly unmoved gaze to survey her charms. “I am sorry indeed that it cannot be. I trust that you, Governor Atterlin, will be kind enough to spread word of our physical shortcomings, and so spare us further embarrassment?”


      “Not shortcomings, sir, and, I truly hope, no embarrassment,” Atterlin protested. “We are immensely glad to have seen you, since your very existence gives us so much hope for the future. I will spread word, and every Hodellian will do whatever he can to help you in your quest.”


      “Thank you, sir and lady,” and Garlock took his leave.


      “What an act, my male-looking but impotent darling!” came Belle’s clear, incisive thought, bubbling with unrestrained merriment. “For our Doctor Garlock, the Prime Exponent and First Disciple of Truth, what an act! Esthetically, he’d like to father her a child, it says here in fine print—Boy, if she only knew! One tiny grain of truth and she’d chase you from here to Andromeda! Clee, I swear this thing is going to kill me yet!”


      “Anything that would do that I’m very much in favor of!” Garlock growled the thought and snapped up his shield.


      This one was, quite definitely, Belle’s round.


      * * * *


      Garlock took the Hodellian equivalent of a bus to the center of the city, then set out aimlessly to walk. The buildings and their arrangement, he noted—not much to his surprise now—were not too different from those of the cities of Earth.


      With his guard down to about the sixth level, highly receptive but not at all selective, he strolled up one street and down another. He was not attentive to detail yet; he was trying to get the broad aspects, the “feel” of this hitherto unknown civilization.


      The ether was practically saturated with thought. Apparently this was the afternoon rush hour, as the sidewalks were crowded with people and the streets were full of cars. It did not seem as though anyone, whether in the buildings, on the sidewalks, or in the cars, was doing any blocking at all. If there were any such things as secrets on Hodell, they were scarce. Each person, man, woman, or child, went about his own business, radiating full blast. No one paid any attention to the thoughts of anyone else except in the case of couples or groups, the units of which were engaged in conversation. It reminded Garlock of a big Tellurian party when the punch-bowls were running low—everybody talking at the top of his voice and nobody listening.


      This whole gale of thought was blowing over Garlock’s receptors like a Great Plains wind over miles-wide fields of corn. He did not address anyone directly; no one addressed him. At first, quite a few young women, at sight of his unusual physique, had sent out tentative feelers of thought; and some men had wondered, in the same tentative and indirect fashion, who he was and where he came from. However, when the information he had given Atterlin spread throughout the city—and it did not take long—no one paid any more attention to him than they did to each other.


      Probing into and through various buildings, he learned that groups of people were quitting work at intervals of about fifteen minutes. There were thoughts of tidying up desks; of letting the rest of this junk go until tomorrow; of putting away and/or covering up office machines of various sorts. There were thoughts of powdering noses and of repairing make-up.


      He pulled in his receptors and scanned the crowded ways for guardians—he’d have to call them that until either he or Lola found out their real name. Same as at the airport—the more people, the more guardians. What were they? How? And why?


      * * * *


      He probed; carefully but thoroughly. When he had talked to the Arpalone he had read him easily enough, but here there was nothing whatever to read. The creature simply was not thinking at all. But that didn’t make sense! Garlock tuned, first down, then up; and finally, at the very top of his range, he found something, but he did not at first know what it was. It seemed to be a mass-detector…no, two of them, paired and balanced. Oh, that was it! One tuned to humanity, one to the other guardians—balanced across a sort of bridge—that was how they kept the ratio so constant! But why? There seemed to be some wide-range receptors there, too, but nothing seemed to be coming in.…


      While he was still studying and still baffled, some kind of stimulus, which was so high and so faint and so alien that he could neither identify nor interpret it, touched the Arpalone’s far-flung receptors. Instantly the creature jumped, his powerful, widely-bowed legs sending him high above the heads of the crowd and, it seemed to Garlock, directly toward him. Simultaneously there was an insistent, low-pitched, whistling scream, somewhat like the noise made by an airplane in a no-power dive; and Garlock saw, out of the corner of one eye, a yellowish something flashing downward through the air.


      At the same moment the woman immediately in front of Garlock stifled a scream and jumped backward, bumping into him and almost knocking him down. He staggered, caught his balance, and automatically put his arm around his assailant, to keep her from falling to the sidewalk.


      * * * *


      In the meantime the guardian, having landed very close to the spot the woman had occupied a moment before, leaped again; this time vertically upward. The thing, whatever it was, was now braking frantically with wings, tail, and body; trying madly to get away. Too late. There was a bone-crushing impact as the two bodies came together in mid-air; a jarring thud as the two creatures, inextricably intertwined, struck the pavement as one.


      The thing varied in color, Garlock now saw, shading from bright orange at the head to pale yellow at the tail. It had a savagely-tearing curved beak; tremendously powerful wings; its short, thick legs ended in hawk-like talons.


      The guardian’s bowed legs had already immobilized the yellow wings by clamping them solidly against the yellow body. His two lower arms were holding the frightful talons out of action. His third hand gripped the orange throat, his fourth was exerting tremendous force against the jointure of neck and body. The neck, originally short, was beginning to stretch.


      For several seconds Garlock had been half-conscious that his accidental companion was trying, with more and more energy, to disengage his encircling left arm from her waist. He wrenched his attention away from the spectacular fight—to which no one else, not even the near-victim, had paid the slightest attention—and now saw that he had his arm around the bare waist of a statuesque matron whose entire costume would have made perhaps half of a Tellurian sun-suit. He dropped his arm with a quick and abject apology.


      “I should apologize to you instead, Captain Garlock,” she thought, with a wide and friendly smile, “for knocking you down, and I thank you for catching me before I fell. I should not have been startled, of course. I would not have been, except that this is the first time that I, personally, have been attacked.”


      “But what are they?” Garlock blurted.


      “I don’t know.” The woman turned her head and glanced, in complete disinterest, at the two furiously-battling creatures. Garlock knew now that this was the first time, except for that instantly-dismissed thrill of surprise at being the actual target of an attack, that she had thought of either of them. “Orange-yellow? It could be a…a fumapty, perhaps, but I’ve no idea, really. You see, such things are none of our business.”


      She thought at him, a half-shrug, half-grimace of mild distaste—not at the personal contact with the man nor at the savage duel; but at even thinking of either the guardian or the yellow monster—and walked away into the crowd.


      Garlock’s attention flashed back to the fighters. The yellow thing’s neck had been stretched to twice its natural length and the guardian hadeaten almost through it. There was a terrific crunch, a couple of smacking, gobbling swallows, and head parted from body. The orange beak still clashed open and shut, however, and the body still thrashed violently.


      Shifting his grips, the guardian proceeded to tear a hole into his victim’s body, just below its breast-bone. Thrusting two arms into the opening, he yanked out two organs—one of which, Garlock thought, could have been the heart—and ate them both; if not with extreme gusto, at least in a workmanlike and thoroughly competent fashion. He then picked up the head in one hand, grabbed the tip of a wing with another, and marched up the street for half a block, dragging the body behind him.


      He lifted a manhole cover with his two unoccupied hands, dropped the remains down the hole thus exposed, and let the cover slam back into place. He then squatted down, licked himself meticulously clean with a long, black, extremely agile tongue, and went on about his enigmatic business quite as though nothing had happened.


      Garlock strolled around a few minutes longer, but could not recapture any interest in the doings of the human beings around him. He had filed away every detail of what had just happened, and it had so many bizarre aspects that he could not think of anything else. Wherefore he flagged down a “taxi” and was taken out to the Pleiades. Belle and Lola were in the Main.


      * * * *


      “I saw the damndest thing, Clee!” Lola exclaimed. “I’ve been gnawing my fingernails off up to the knuckles, waiting for you!”


      Lola’s experience had been very similar to Garlock’s own, except in that her monster was an intense green in color and looked something like a bat about four feet long, with six-inch canine teeth and several stingers.…


      “Did you find out the name of the thing?” Garlock asked.


      “No. I asked half-a-dozen people, but nobody would even listen to me except one half-grown boy, and the best he could do was that it might be something he had heard another boy say somebody had told him might be a ‘lemart.’ And as to those lower-case Arpalones, the best I could dig out of anybody was just ‘guardians.’ Did you do any better?”


      “No, I didn’t do as well,” and he told the girls about his own experience.


      “But I didn’t find any detectors or receptors, Clee,” Lola frowned. “Where were they?”


      “’Way up—up here,” he showed her. “I’ll make a full tape tonight on everything I found out about the guardians and the Arpalones—besides my regular report, I mean—since they’re yours, and you can make me one about your friend the green bat.…”


      * * * *


      “Hey, I like that!” Belle broke in. “That could be taken amiss, you know, by such a sensitive soul as I!”


      “Check.” Garlock chuckled. “I’ll have to file that one, in case I want to use it sometime. How’re you coming, Belle?”


      “Nice!” Belle’s voracious mind had been so busy absorbing new knowledge that she had temporarily forgotten about her fight with her captain. “I’m just about done here. I’ll be ready tomorrow, I think, to visit their library and tape up some planetological and planetographical—notice how insouciantly I toss off those two-credit words?—data on this here planet Hodell.”


      “Good going. You’ve been listening to this stuff Lola and I were chewing on—does any of it make sense to you?”


      “It does not. I never heard anything to compare with it.”


      “Excuse me for changing the subject,” Lola put in, plaintively, “but when, if ever, do we eat? Do we have to wait until that confounded James boy gets back from wherever it was he went?”


      “If you’re hungry, we’ll eat now.”


      “Hungry? Look!” Lola turned herself sidewise, placed one hand in the small of her back, and pressed hard with the other her flat, taut belly. “See? Only a couple of inches from belt-buckle to backbone—dangerously close to the point of utter collapse.”


      “You poor, abused little thing!” Garlock laughed and all three crossed the room to the dining alcove. While they were still ordering, James appeared beside them.


      “Find out anything?” Garlock asked.


      “Yes and no. Yes, in that they have an excellent observatory, with a hundred-eighty-inch reflector, on a mountain only seventy-five miles from here. No, in that I didn’t find any duplication of nebulary configurations with the stuff I had with me. However, it was relatively coarse. Tomorrow I’ll take a lot of fine stuff along. It’ll take some time—a full day, at least.”


      “I expected that. Good going, Jim!”


      All four ate heartily, and, after eating, they taped up the day’s reports. Then, tired from their first real day’s work in weeks, all went to their rooms.


      * * * *


      A few minutes later, Garlock tapped lightly at Lola’s door.


      “Come in.” She stiffened involuntarily, then relaxed and smiled. “Oh, yes, Clee: of course. You’re.…”


      “No, I’m not. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about you since last night, and I may have come up with an answer or two. Also, Belle knows we aren’t pairing, and if we don’t hide behind a screen at least once in a while, she’ll know we aren’t going to.”


      “Screen?”


      “Screen. Didn’t you know these four private rooms are solid? Haven’t you read your house-tape yet?”


      “No. But do you think Belle would actually peek?”


      “Do you think she wouldn’t?”


      “Well, I don’t like her very much, but I wouldn’t think she would do anything like that, Clee. It isn’t urbane.”


      “She isn’t urbane, either, whenever she thinks it might be advantageous not to be.”


      “What a terrible thing to say!”


      “Take it from me, if Belle Bellamy doesn’t know everything that goes on it isn’t from lack of trying. You wouldn’t know about room service, either, then—better scan that tape before you go to sleep tonight—what’ll you have in the line of a drink to while away enough time so she will know we’ve been playing games?”


      “Ginger ale, please.”


      “I’ll have ginger beer. You do it like so.” He slid a panel aside, his fingers played briefly on a typewriter-like keyboard. Drinks and ice appeared. “Anything you want—details of the tape.”


      He lighted two cigarettes, handed her one, stirred his drink. “Now, fair lady—or should I say beauteous dark lady?—we will follow the precept of that immortal Chinese philosopher, Chin On.”


      “You are a Prime Operator, aren’t you?” She laughed, but sobered quickly. “I’m worried. You said I flaunted virginity like a banner, and now Belle.… What am I doing wrong?”


      “There’s a lot wrong. Not so much what you’re doing as what you aren’t doing. You’re too aloof—detached—egg-headish. You know the score, words and music, but you don’t sing. All you do is listen. Belle thinks you’re not only a physical virgin, but a psychic-blocked prude. I know better. You’re so full of conflict between what you want to do—what you know is right—and what those three-cell-brained nincompoops made you think you ought to do that you have got no more degrees of freedom than a piston-rod. You haven’t been yourself for a minute since you came aboard. Check?”


      “You have been thinking, haven’t you? You may be right; except that it’s been longer than that…ever since the first preliminaries, I think. But what can I do about it, Clee?”


      “Contact. Three-quarters full, say; enough for me to give you what I think is the truth.”


      “But you said you never went screens down with a woman?”


      “There’s a first time for everything. Come in.”


      * * * *


      She did so, held contact for almost a minute, then pulled herself loose.


      “Ug-gh-gh.” She shivered. “I’m glad I haven’t got a mind like that.”


      “And the same from me to you. Of course the real truth may lie somewhere in between. I may be as far off the beam on one side as you are on the other.”


      “I hope so. But it cleared things up no end—it untied a million knots. Even that other thing—brotherly love? It’s a very nice concept—you see, I never had any brothers.”


      “That’s probably one thing that was the matter with you. Nothing warmer than that, certainly, and never will be.”


      “And I suppose you got the thought—it must have jumped up and smacked you—” Lola’s hot blush was visible even through her heavy tan, “how many times I’ve felt like running my fingers up and down your ribs and grabbing a handful of those terrific muscles of yours, just to see if they’re as hard as they look?”


      “I’m glad you brought that up; I don’t know whether I would have dared to or not. You’ve got to stop acting like a Third instead of an Operator; and you’ve got to stop acting as though you had never been within ten feet of me. Now’s as good a time as any.” He took off his shirt and struck a strong-man’s pose. “Come ahead.”


      “By golly, I’m going to!” Then, a moment later, “Why, they’re even harder! How do you, a scientist, psionicist, and scholar, keep in such hard shape as that?”


      “An hour a day in the gym, three hundred sixty-five days a year. Many are better—but a hell of a lot are worse.”


      “I’ll say.” She finished her ginger ale, sat down in her chair, leaned back and put her legs up on the bed. “That was a relief of tension if there ever was one. I haven’t felt so good since they picked me as home-town candidate—and that was a mighty small town and eight months ago. Bring on your dragons, Clee, and I’ll slay ’em far and wide. But I can’t actually be like she is.…”


      “Thank God for that. Deliver me from two such pretzel-benders aboard one ship.”


      “…but I could have been a pretty good actress, I think.”


      “Correction, please. ‘Outstanding’ is the word.”


      “Thank you, kind sir. And women—men, too, of course—do bring up certain memories, to…to.…”


      “To roll ’em around on their tongues and give their taste-buds a treat.”


      “Exactly. So where I don’t have any appropriate actual memories to bring up, I’ll make like an actress. Check?”


      “Good girl! Now you’re rolling—we’re in like Flynn. Well, we’ve been in screen long enough, I guess. Fare thee well, little sister Brownie, until we meet again.” He tossed the remains of their refreshments, trays and all, into the chute, picked up his shirt, and started out.


      “Put it on, Clee!” she whispered, intensely.


      “Why?” He grinned cheerfully. “It’d look still better if I peeled down to the altogether.”


      “You’re incorrigible,” she said, but her answering grin was wide and perfectly natural. “You know, if I had had a brother something like you it would have saved me a lot of wear and tear. I’ll see you in the morning before breakfast.”


      * * * *


      And she did. They strolled together to breakfast; not holding hands, but with hip almost touching hip. Relaxed, friendly, on very cordial and satisfactory terms. Lola punched breakfast orders for them both. Belle drove a probe, which bounced—Lola’s screen was tight, although her brown eyes were innocent and bland.


      But during the meal, in response to a double-edged, wickedly-barbed remark of Belle’s, a memory flashed into being above Lola’s shield. It was the veriest flash, instantly suppressed. Her eyes held clear and steady; if she blushed at all it did not show.


      Belle caught it, of course, and winked triumphantly at Garlock. She knew, now, what she had wanted to know. And, Prime Operator though he was, it was all he could do to make no sign; for that fleetingly-revealed memory was a perfect job. He would not have—couldnot have—questioned it himself, except for one highly startling fact. It was of an event that had not happened and never would!


      And after breakfast, at some distance from the others, “That is my girl, Brownie! You’re firing on all forty barrels. You’re an Operator, all right; and it takes a damn good one to lie like that with her mind!”


      “Thanks to you, Clee. And thanks a million, really. I’m me again—I think.”


      Then, since Belle was looking, she took him by both ears, pulled his head down, and kissed him lightly on the lips. The spontaneity and tenderness were perfect at that moment. Clee’s appreciation was obvious.


      “I know I said you’d have to kiss me next time,” Lola said, very low, “but this act needs just this much of an extra touch. Anyway, suchlittle, tiny, sisterly ones as this, and out in public, don’t count.”


      CHAPTER 3


      Lola and Garlock went to town in the same taxi. As they were about to separate, Garlock said:


      “I don’t like those hell-divers, yellow, green, or any other color; and you, Brownie, are very definitely not expendable. Are you any good at mind-bombing?”


      “Why, I never heard of such a thing.”


      “You isolate a little energy in the Op field, remembering of course, that you’re handling a hundred thousand gunts. Transpose it into platinum or uranium—anything good and heavy. For one of these monsters you’d need two or three micrograms. For a battleship, up to maybe a gram or so. ’Port it to the exact place you want it to detonate. Reconvert and release instantaneously. One-hundred-percent-conversion atomic bomb, tailored exactly to fit the job. Very effective.”


      “It would be. My God, Clee, can you do that?”


      “Sure—so can you. Any Operator can.”


      “Well, I won’t. I never will. Besides, I’d probably kill too many people, besides the monster. No, I’ll ’port back to the Main if anything attacks me. I’m chain lightning at that.”


      “Do that, then. And if anything very unusual happens give me a flash.”


      “I’ll do that. ’Bye, Clee.” She turned to the left. He walked straight on, toward the business center, to resume his study at the point where he had left off the evening before.


      For over an hour he wandered aimlessly about the city; receiving, classifying, and filing away information. He saw several duels between guardians and yellow and green-bat monsters, to none of which he paid any more attention than did the people around him. Then a third kind of enemy appeared—two of them at once, flying wing-and-wing—and Garlock stopped and watched.


      Vivid, clear-cut stripes of red and black, even on the tremendously long, strong wings. Distinctly feline as to heads, teeth, and claws. While they did not at all closely resemble flying saber-toothed tigers, that was the first impression that leaped into Garlock’s mind.


      Two bow-legged guardians came leaping as usual, but one of them was a fraction of a second too late. That fraction was enough. While the first guardian was still high in air, grappling with one tiger, the other swung on a dime—the blast of air from his right wing blowing people in the crowd below thither and yon and knocking four of them flat—and took the guardian’s head off his body with one savage swipe of a frightfully-armed paw. Disregarding the carcass both attackers whirled sharply at the second guardian, meeting him in such fashion that he could not come to firm grips with either of them, and that battle was very brief indeed. More and more guardians were leaping in from all directions, however, and the two tigers were forced to the ground and slaughtered.


      Since six guardians had been killed, eight guardians marched up the street, dragging grisly loads. Eight bodies, friend and foe alike, were dumped into a manhole; eight creatures squatted down and cleaned themselves meticulously before resuming their various patrols.


      * * * *


      Ten or fifteen minutes later, Garlock felt Lola’s half-excited, half-frightened thought. “Clee, do you read me?”


      “Loud and clear.”


      “There’s something coming that’s certainly none of my business—maybe not even yours.”


      “Coming,” and with the thought he was there. “Where?”


      She pointed a thought, he followed it. Far away yet, but coming fast, was an immense flock of flying tigers!


      Lola licked her lips. “I’m going home, if you don’t mind.”


      “Beat it.”


      She disappeared.


      “Jim!” Garlock thought. “Where are you?”


      “Observatory. Need me?”


      “Yes. Bombing. Two point four microgram loads. Focus spot on my right—teleport in.”


      “Coming in on your right.”


      “And I on your left!” Belle’s thought drove in as he had never before felt it driven. Being a Prime, she did not need a focus spot and appeared the veriest instant later than did James.


      “Can you bomb?” Garlock snapped.


      “What do you think?” she snapped back.


      A moment of flashing thought and the three Tellurians disappeared, materializing five hundred feet in air, two hundred feet ahead of the van of that horrible flight of monsters, drifting before it.


      Belle got in the first shot. Not only did the victim disappear—a couple of dozen around it were torn to fragments and the force of the blast staggered all three Tellurians.


      “Damn it, Belle, cut down or get to hell out!” Garlock yelped. “I said two point four micrograms, not milligrams. Just kill ’em, don’t scatter ’em all over hell’s half acre—less mess to clean up and Idon’t want you to kill people down below. Especially I don’t want you to kill us—not even yourself.”


      “’Scuse, please, I guess I was a bit enthusiastic in my weighing.”


      There began a series of muffled explosions along the front; each followed by the plunge of a tiger-striped body to the ground. Faster and faster the explosions came as the Operator and the Primes learned the routine and the rhythm of the job.


      Nor were they long alone. The roaring, screaming howl of jets came up from behind them; four Arpalones appeared at their left, strung out along the front. Each held an extraordinarily heavy-duty blaster in each of his four hands; sixteen terrific weapons were hurling death into the flying horde.


      “Slide over, Terrestrials,” came a calm thought. “You three take their left front, we’ll take their right and center.”


      As they obeyed the instructions, “They don’t give a damn where the pieces fly!” Belle protested. “Why should we be fussy about their street-cleaning department? I’m starting to use fives.”


      “Okay. We’ll have to hit ’em harder, anyway, to keep up. Five or maybe six—just be damn sure not to knock us or the Arpalones out of the air.”


      Carnage went on. The battle-front, while inside the city limits, was now almost stationary.


      “Ha! Help—I hear footsteps approaching on jet-back,” Garlock announced. “Give ’em hell, boys—shovel on the coal!”


      * * * *


      A flight of fighter-planes, eight abreast and wing-tips almost touching, howled close overhead and along the line of invasion. They could not fire, of course, until they reached the city limits. There they opened up as one, and the air below became literally filled with falling monsters. Some had only broken wings; some were dead, but more or less whole; many were blown to unrecognizable bits and scraps of flesh.


      Another flight screamed into place immediately behind the first; then another and another and another until six flights had passed. Then came four helicopters, darting and hovering, whose gunners picked off individually whatever survivors had managed to escape all six waves of fighters.


      “That’s better,” came a thought from the Arpalone nearest Garlock. “Situation under control, thanks to you Tellurians. Supposed to be two squads of us gunners, but the other squad was busy on another job. Without you, this could have developed into a fairly nasty little infection. I don’t know what you’re doing or how you’re doing it—we were told that you weren’t like any other humans, and how true thatis—but I’m in favor of it. I thought there were four of you?”


      “One of us is not a fighter.”


      “Oh. You can knock off now, if you like. We’ll polish off. Thanks much.”


      “But don’t the boys on the ground need some help?”


      “The Arpales? Those idiots you have been thinking of as ‘guardians’? Which they are, of course. Uh-uh. Besides, we’re air-fighters. Ground work is none of our business. Also, these guns would raise altogether too much hell down there. Bound to hit some humans.”


      “Check. Those Arpales aren’t very intelligent, you Arpalones are extremely so. Any connection?”


      “’Way back, they say. Common ancestry, and doing two parts of the same job. Killing these fumapties and lemarts and sencors and what-have-you. I don’t know what humanity’s job is and don’t give a damn. Probably fairly important, some way or other, though, since it’s our job to see that the silly, gutless things keep on living. We have nothing to do with ’em, ever. The only reason I’m talking to you is you’re not really human at all. You’re a fighter, too, and a damn good one.”


      “I know what you mean,” and the three Tellurians turned their attention downward to the scene on the ground.


      * * * *


      The heaviest fighting had been over a large park at the city’s edge, which was now literally a shambles. Very few people were to be seen, and those few more moving unconcernedly away from the center of violence. All over the park thousands of Arpales were fighting furiously and hundreds of them were dying. For hundreds of the sencors had suffered only wing injuries, the long fall to ground had not harmed them further, and their tremendous fighting ability had been lessened very little if at all.


      “But I’d think, just for efficiency if nothing else,” Garlock argued, “you’d support the Arpales some way. Lighter guns or something. Why, thousands of them must have been killed, just in this last hour or so.”


      “Yeah, but that’s their business. They breed fast and die fast. Everything has to balance, you know.”


      “Perhaps so.” Garlock was silenced, if not convinced. “Well, it’s about over. What happens to the bodies they’re dumping down manholes? They can’t go down a sewer that way?”


      “Oh, you didn’t know? Food.”


      “Food? For what?”


      “The Arpales and us, of course.”


      “What? You don’t mean—you can’t mean that they—and by your thought, you Arpalones, too—are cannibals!”


      “Cannibals? Explain, please? Oh, eaters-of-our-own-species. Of course—certainly. Why not?”


      “Why, self-respect…common decency…respect for one’s fellow-man…family ties.…” Garlock was floundering; to be called upon to explain his ingrained antipathy to such a custom was new to his experience.


      “You are silly. Worse, squeamish. Worst, supremely illogical.” The Arpalone paused, then went on as though trying to educate a hopelessly illogical inferior, “While we do not kill Arpales purposely—except when they over-breed—why waste good meat as fertilizer? If a diet is wholesome, nutritious, well-balanced, and tasty, what shred of difference can it possibly make what its ingredients once were?”


      “Well, I’ll be damned.” Garlock quit.


      Belle agreed. “This whole deal makes me sick at the stomach and I think my face is turning green too. But I’m devilishly and gleefully glad, Clee, that I was here to hear somebody give you cards, spaces, and big casino and still beat the lights and liver out of you at your own game of cold-blooded logic!”


      “We gunners must go now. Would you like to come along with us and see the end of this particular breeding-hole of sencors?”


      At high speed the seven flew back along the line of advance of the flying-tiger horde; across a barren valley, toward and to the side of a mountain.


      * * * *


      An area almost a mile square of that mountain’s side was a burned, blasted, churned, pocked, cratered and flaming waste; and the four helicopters were still working on it. High-energy beams blasted, fairly volatilizing the ground as they struck in as deep as they could be driven. High-explosive shells bored deep and detonated, hurling shattered rock and soil and yellow smoke far and wide; establishing new craters by destroying the ones existing a moment before.


      While it seemed incredible that any living thing larger than a microbe could emerge under its own power from such a hell of energy, many flying tigers did; apparently being blown aloft along with the hitherto undisturbed volume of soil in which the creatures had been. Most of them were not fully grown; some were so immature as to be unrecognizable to an untrained eye; but from all four helicopters hand-guns snapped and cracked. Nothing—but nothing—was leaving that field of carnage alive.


      “What are you gunners supposed to be doing here?” Garlock asked.


      “Oh, the ’copters will be leaving pretty soon—they’ve got other places to go. But they won’t get them all—some of the hatches are too deep—so us four gunners will stick around for two-three days to kill the late-hatchers as they come out.”


      “I see,” and Garlock probed. “There are four cells they won’t reach. Shall I bomb ’em out?”


      “I’ll ask.” The slitted red eyes widened and he sent a call. “Commander Knahr, can you hop over here a minute? I want you to meet these things we’ve been hearing about. They look human, but they really aren’t. They’re killers, with more stuff and more brains than any of us ever heard of.”


      Another Arpalone appeared, indistinguishable to Tellurian eyes from any one of the others.


      “But why do you want to mix into something that’s none of your business?” Knahr was neither officious nor condemnatory. He simply could not understand.


      “Since you have no concept of our quality of curiosity, just call it education. The question is, do or do you not want those four deeply-buried cells blasted out of existence?”


      “Of course I do.”


      “Okay. You’ve got all of ’em you’re going to get. Tell your ’copters to give us about five miles clearance, and we’ll all fall back, too.”


      They drew back, and there were four closely-spaced explosions of such violence that one raggedly mushroom-shaped cloud went into the stratosphere and one huge, ragged crater yawned where once churned ground had been.


      “But that’s atomic!” Knahr gasped the thought. “Fall-out!”


      “No fall-out. Complete conversion. Have you got a counter?”


      They had. They tested. There was nothing except the usual background count.


      “There’s no life left underground, so you needn’t keep this squad of gunners tied up here,” Garlock told the commander. “Before we go, I want to ask a question. You have visitors once in a while from other solar systems, so you must have a faster-than-light drive. Can you tell me anything about it?”


      “No. Nothing like that would be any of my business.” Knahr and the four gunners disappeared; the helicopters began to lumber away.


      “Well, that helps—I don’t think,” Garlock thought, glumly. “What a world! Back to the Main?”


      * * * *


      In the Main, after a long and fruitless discussion, Garlock called Governor Atterlin, who did not know anything about a faster-than-light drive, either. There was one, of course, since it took only a few days or a few weeks to go from one system to another; but Hodell didn’t have any such ships. No ordinary planet did. They were owned and operated by people who called themselves “Engineers.” He had no idea where the Engineers came from; they didn’t say.


      Garlock then tried to get in touch with the Arpalone Inspector who had checked the Pleiades in, and could not find out even who it had been. The Inspector then on duty neither knew or cared anything about either faster-than-light drives or Engineers. Such things were none of his business.


      “What difference would it make, anyway?” James asked. “No drive that takes ‘a few weeks’ for an intra-galaxy hop is ever going to get us back to Tellus.”


      “True enough; but if there is such a thing I want to know how it works. How are you coming with your calculations?”


      “I’ll finish up tomorrow easily enough.”


      Tomorrow came, and James finished up, but he did not find any familiar pattern of Galactic arrangement. The other three watched James set up for another try for Earth.


      “You don’t think we’ll ever get back, do you, Clee?” Belle asked.


      “Right away, no. Some day, yes. I’ve got the germ of an idea. Maybe three or four more hops will give me something to work on.”


      “I hope so,” James said, “because here goes nothing,” and he snapped the red switch.


      * * * *


      It was not nothing. Number Two was another guardian Inspector and another planet very much like Hodell. It proved to be so far from both Earth and Hodell, however, that no useful similarities were found in any two of the three sets of charts.


      Number Three was equally unproductive of helpful results. James did, however, improve his technique of making galactic charts; and he and Garlock designed and built a high-speed comparator. Thus the time required per stop was reduced from days to hours.


      Number Four produced a surprise. When Garlock touched the knob of the testing-box he yanked his hand away before it had really made contact. It was like touching a high-voltage wire.


      “You are incompatible with our humanity and must not land,” the Inspector ruled.


      “Suppose we blast you and your jets out of the air and land anyway?” Garlock asked.


      “That is perhaps possible,” the Inspector agreed, equably enough. “We are not invincible. However, it would do you no good. If any one of you four leaves that so-heavily-insulated vessel in the atmosphere of this planet you will die. Not quickly, but slowly and with difficulty.”


      “But you haven’t tested me!” Belle said. “Do you mean they’ll attack us on sight?”


      “There is no need to test more than one. Anyone who could live near any of you could not live on this planet. Nor will they attack you. Don’t you know what the thought ‘incompatible’ means?”


      “With us it does not mean death.”


      “Here it does, since it refers to life forces. The types are mutually, irreconcilably antagonistic. Your life forces are very strong. Thus, no matter how peaceable your intentions may be, many of our human beings would die before you would, but you will not live to get back to your ship if you land it and leave its protective insulation.”


      “Why? What is it? How does it work?” Belle demanded.


      “It is not my business to know; only to tell. I have told. You will go away now.”


      Garlock’s eyes narrowed in concentration. “Belle, can you blast? I mean, could you if you wanted to?”


      “Certainly…why, I don’t want to, Clee!”


      “I don’t, either—and I’ll file that one away to chew on when I’m hungry some night, too. Take her up, Jim, and try another shot.”


      * * * *


      Numbers Five to Nine, inclusive, were neither productive nor eventful. All were, like the others, Hodell all over again, in everything fundamental. One was so far advanced that almost all of its humanity were Seconds; one so backward—or so much younger—that its strongest telepaths were only Fours. The Tellurians became acquainted with, and upon occasion fought with, various types of man-sized monsters in addition to the three varieties they had seen on Hodell.


      Every planet they visited had Arpalones and Arpales. Not by those names, of course. Local names for planets, guardians, nations, cities, and persons went into the starship’s tapes, but that welter of names need not be given here; this is not a catalogue. Every planet they visited was peopled by Homo Sapiens; capable of inter-breeding with the Tellurians and eager to do so—especially with the Tellurian men. Their strict monogamy was really tested more than once; but it held. Each had been visited repeatedly by starships; but all Garlock could find out about them was that they probably came from a world somewhere that was inhabited by compatible human beings of Grade Two. He could learn nothing about the faster-than-light drive.


      Number Ten was another queer—the Tellurians were found incompatible.


      “Let’s go down anyway.” Belle suggested. “Overcome this unwillingness of ours and find out. What do you think they’ve got down there, Clee Garlock, that could possibly handle you and me both?”


      “I don’t think it’s a case of ‘handling’ at all. I don’t know what it is, but I believe it’s fatal. We won’t go down.”


      “But it doesn’t make sense!” Belle protested.


      “Not yet, no; but it’s a datum. Enough data and we’ll be able to formulate a theory.”


      * * * *


      “You and your theories! I wish we could get some facts!”


      “You can call that a fact. But I want you and Jim to do some math. We know that we’re making mighty long jumps. Assuming that they’re at perfect random, and of approximately the same length, the probability is greater than one-half that we’re getting farther and farther away from Tellus. Is there a jump number, N, at which the probability is one-half that we land nearer Tellus instead of farther away? My jump-at-conclusions guess is that there isn’t. That the first jump set up a bias.”


      “Ouch. That isn’t in any of the books,” James said. “In other words, do we or do we not attain a maximum? You’re making some bum assumptions; among others that space isn’t curved and that the dimensions of the universe are very large compared to the length of our jumps. I’ll see if I can put it into shape to feed to Compy. You’ve always held that these generators work at random—the rest of those assumptions are based on your theory?”


      “Check. I’m not getting anywhere studying my alleged Xenology, so I’m going to work full time on designing a generator that will steer.”


      “You tried to before. So did everybody else.”


      “I know it, but I’ve got a lot more data now. And I’m not promising, just trying. Okay? Worth a try?”


      “Sure—I’m in favor of anything that has any chance at all of working.”


      Jumping went on; and Garlock, instead of going abroad on the planets, stayed in the Pleiades and worked.


      * * * *


      At Number Forty-three, their reception was of a new kind. They were compatible with the people of this world, but the Inspector advised them against landing.


      “I do not forbid you,” he explained, carefully. “Our humans are about to destroy themselves with fission and fusion bombs. They send missiles, without warning, against visitors. Thus, the last starship to visit us here disregarded my warning and sent down a sensing device as usual—Engineers do not land on non-telepathic worlds, you know—and it was destroyed.”


      “You’re a Guardian of Humanity,” Garlock said. “Can’t you straighten people out?”


      “Of course not!” The Arpalone was outraged. “We guard humanity against incompatibles and non-humans; but it is not our business to interfere with humanity if it wishes to destroy itself. That is its privilege and its own business!”


      Garlock probed down. “No telepathy, even—not even a Seven. This planet is backward—back to Year One. And nothing but firecrackers—we’re going down, aren’t we?”


      “I’ll say we are!” Belle said. “This will break the monotony, at least,” and the others agreed.


      “You won’t object, I take it,” Garlock said to the Inspector, “if we try to straighten them out. We can postpone the blow-up a few years, at least.”


      “No objections, of course. In fact, I can say that we Guardians of Humanity would approve such action.”


      Down the Pleiades went, into the air of the nation known as the “Allied Republican Democracies of the World,” and an atomic-warheaded rocket came flaming up.


      “Hm…m…m. Ingenious little gadget, at that,” James reported, after studying it thoroughly. “Filthy thing for fall-out, though, if it goes off. Where’ll I flip it, Clee? One of their moons?”


      “Check. Third one out—no chance of any contamination from there.”


      The missile vanished; and had any astronomer been looking at that world’s third and outermost moon at the moment, he might have seen a tremendous flash of light, a cloud of dust, and the formation of a new and different crater among the hundreds already there.


      “No use waiting for ’em, Jim. All three of you toss everything they’ve got out onto that same moon, being sure not to hurt anybody—yet. I’ll start asking questions.”


      The captain who had fired the first missile appeared in the Main. He reached for his pistol, to find that he did not have one. He tensed his muscles to leap at Garlock, to find that he could not move.


      Garlock drove his probe. “Who is your superior officer?” and before the man could formulate a denial, that superior stood helpless beside him.


      * * * *


      Then three—and four. At the fifth:


      “Oh, you are the man I want. Prime Minister—euphemism for Dictator—Sovig. Missile launching stations and missile storage? You don’t know? Who does?”


      Another man appeared, and for twenty minutes the Pleiades darted about the continent.


      “Now submarines, atomic and otherwise, and all surface vessels capable of launching missiles.” Another man appeared.


      This job took a little longer, since the crew of each vessel had to be teleported back to their bases. An immense scrap-pile, probably visible with a telescope of even moderate power, built up rapidly on the third moon.


      “Now a complete list of your uranium-refining plants, your military reactors, heavy-water and heavy-hydrogen plants, and so on.” Another man appeared, but the starship did not move.


      “Here is a list of plants,” and Garlock named them, coldly. “You will remember them. I will return you to your office, and you may—or may not, as you please—order them evacuated. Look at your watch. We start destroying them in exactly seventy-two of your hours from this moment. Any and all persons on the properties will be killed; any within a radius of ten of your miles may be killed. Our explosives are extremely powerful, but there is no radioactivity and no danger from the fall-out. The danger is from flash-blindness, flash-burn, sheer heat, shock-wave, concussion, and flying debris of all kinds.”


      The officer vanished and Garlock turned back to the Prime Minister.


      “You have an ally, a nation known as the ‘Brotherhood of People’s Republics.’ Where is its capital? Slide us over there, Jim. Now, Prime Minister Sovig, you and your ally, the second and first most populous nations of your world, are combining to destroy—a pincers movement, let us say?—the third largest nation, or rather, group of nations—the Nations of the North.… Oh, I see. Third only in population, but first in productive capacity and technology. They should be destroyed because their ideology does not agree with yours. They are too idealistic to strike first, so you will. After you strike, they will not be able to. Whereupon you, personally, will rule the world. I will add to that something you are not thinking, but should: You will rule it until one of your friends puts his pistol to the back of your neck and blows your brains out.”


      * * * *


      They were now over the ally’s capitol; which launched five missiles instead of one. Garlock collected four more men and studied them.


      “Just as bad—if possible, worse. Who, Lingonor, is the leader of your opposition, if any?” Another man, very evidently of the same race, appeared.


      “Idealistic, in a way, but spineless and corrupt,” Garlock announced to all. “His administration was one of the most corrupt ever known on this world. We’ll disarm them, too.”


      They did. The operation did not take very long; as this nation—or group, it was not very clear exactly what it was—while very high in manpower, was very low in technology.


      The starship moved to a station high above the Capitol Building of the Nations of the North and moved slowly downward until it hung poised one scant mile over the building. Missiles, jets, and heavy guns were set and ready, but no attack was made. Therefore Garlock introduced himself to various personages and invited them aboard instead of snatching them; nor did he immobilize them after they had been teleported aboard.


      “The president, the chief of staff, the Chief Justice, the most eminent scientist, the head of a church, the leaders of the legislative body and four political bosses, the biggest business man, biggest labor leader, and biggest gangster. Fourteen men.” As Garlock studied them his face hardened. “I thought to leave your Nations armed, to entrust this world’s future to you, but no. Only two of you are really concerned about the welfare of your peoples, and one of those two is very weak. Most of you are of no higher motivation than are the two dictators and your gangster Clyden. You are much better than those we have already disarmed, but you are not good enough.”


      Garlock’s hard eyes swept over the group for two minutes before he went on:


      “I am opening all of your minds, friend and foe alike, to each other, so that you may all see for yourselves what depths of rottenness exist there and just how unfit your world is to associate with the decent worlds of this or any other galaxy. It would take God Himself to do anything with such material, and I am not God. Therefore, when we have rid this world of atomics we will leave and you will start all over again. If you really try, you can not only kill all animal life on your planet, but make it absolutely uninhabitable for.…”


      “Stop it, Clee!” Lola jumped up, her eyes flashing. Garlock dropped the tuned group, but Belle took it over. Everyone there understood every thought. “Don’t you see, you’ve done enough? That now you’re going too far? That these twenty-odd men, having had their minds opened and having been given insight into what is possible, will go forward instead of backward?”


      “Forward? With such people as the Prime Ministers, the labor and business leaders, the bosses and the gangsters to cope with? Do you think they’ve got spines stiff enough for the job?”


      “I’m sure of it. Our world did it with no better. Millions and millions of other worlds did it. Why can’t this one do it? Of course it can.”


      “May I ask a couple of questions?” This thought came from the tall, trim, soldierly Chief of Staff.


      “Of course, General Cordeen.”


      “We have all been taking it for granted that you four belong to some super-human race; some kind or other of Homo Superior. Do I understand correctly your thought that your race is Homo Sapiens, the same as ours?”


      “Why, of course it is,” Lola answered in surprise. “The only difference is that we are a few thousand years older than you are.”


      “You said also that there were ‘millions and millions’ of worlds that have solved the problems facing us. Were all these worlds also peopled by Homo Sapiens? It seems incredible.”


      “True, nevertheless. On any and every world of this type humanity is identical physically; and the mental differences are due only to their being in different stages of development. In fact, every planet we have visited except this one makes a regular custom of breeding its best blood with the best blood of other solar systems. And as to the ‘millions and millions,’ I meant only a very large but indefinite number. As far as I know, not even a rough estimate has ever been made—has there, Clee?”


      “No, but it will probably turn out to be millions of millions, instead of millions and millions; and squared and then cubed at that. My guess is that it’ll take another ten thousand years of preliminary surveying such as we’re doing, by all the crews the various Galaxian Societies can put out, before even the roughest kind of an estimate can be made as to how many planets are inhabited by mutually fertile human peoples.”


      * * * *


      For a moment the group was stunned. Then:


      “Do you mean to say,” asked the merchant prince, “that you Galaxians are not the only ones who have interstellar travel?”


      “Far from it. In fact, yours is the only world we have seen that does not have it, in one form or another.”


      “Oh? More than one way? That makes it still worse. Would you be willing to sell us plans, or lease us ships…?”


      “So that you could exploit other planets? We will not. You would get nowhere, even if you had an interstellar drive right now. You, personally, are a perfect example of what is wrong with this planet. Rapacious, insatiable; you violate every concept of ethics, common decency, and social responsibility. Your world’s technology is so far ahead of its sociology that you not only should be, but actually are being, held in quarantine.”


      “What?”


      “Exactly. One race I know of has been inspecting you regularly for several hundreds of your years. They will not make contact with you, or allow you to leave your own world, until you grow up to something beyond the irresponsible-baby stage. Thus, about two and one-half of your years ago, a starship of that race sent down a sensing element—unmanned, of course—to check your state of development. Brother Sovig volatilized it with an atomic missile.”


      “We did not do it,” the dictator declared. “It was the war-mongering capitalists.”


      “You brainless, mindless, contemptible idiot,” Garlock sneered. “Are even you actually stupid enough to try to lie with your mind? To minds linked to your own and to mine?”


      “We did do it, then, but it was only a flying saucer.”


      “Just as this ship was, to you, only a flying saucer, I suppose. So here’s something else for you to think about, Brother Sovig, with whatever power your alleged brain is able to generate. When you shot down that sensor, the starship did not retaliate, but went on without taking any notice of you. When you tried to shoot us down, we took some slight action, but did not kill anyone and are now discussing the situation. Listen carefully now, and remember—it is very possible that the next craft you attack in such utterly idiotic fashion will, without any more warning than you gave, blow this whole planet into a ball of incandescent gas.”


      “Can that actually be done?” the scientist asked. For the first time, he became really interested in the proceedings.


      “Very easily, Doctor Cheswick,” Garlock replied. “We could do it ourselves with scarcely any effort and at very small cost. You are familiar, I suppose, with the phenomenon of ball lightning?”


      “Somewhat. Its mechanism has never been elucidated in any very satisfactory mathematics.”


      “Well, we have at our disposal a field some.…”


      “Hold it, Clee,” James warned. “Do you want to put out that kind of stuff around here?”


      “Um…m…m. What do you think?”


      * * * *


      James studied Cheswick’s mind. “Better than I thought,” he decided. “He has made two really worthwhile intuitions—a genius type. He’s been working on what amounts almost to the Coupler Theory for ten years. He’s almost got it, but you know intuitions of that caliber can’t be scheduled. He might get it tomorrow—or never. I’d say push him over the hump.”


      “Okay with me. We’ll take a vote—one blackball kills it. Brownie? Just the link, of course. A few hints, perhaps, at application, but no technological data.”


      “I say give it to him. He’s earned it. Besides, he isn’t young and may die before he gets it, and that would lose them two or three hundred years.”


      “Belle?”


      “In favor. Shall I drop the linkage? No,” she answered her own question. “No other minds here will have any idea of what it means, and it may do some of them a bit of good to see one of their own minds firing on more than one barrel.”


      “Thank you, Galaxians.” The scientist’s mind had been quivering with eagerness. “I am inexpressibly glad that you have found me worthy of so much help.”


      * * * *


      Garlock entered Cheswick’s mind. First he impressed, indelibly, six symbols and their meanings. Second, a long and intricate equation; which the scientist studied avidly.


      During the ensuing pause, Garlock cut the President and Chief of Staff out of the linkage. “We have just given Cheswick a basic formula. In a couple of hundred years it will give you full telepathy, and then you will begin really to go up. There’s nothing secret about it—in fact, I’d advise full publication—but even so it might be a smart idea to give him both protection and good working conditions. Brains like his are apt to be centuries apart on any world.”


      “But this is…it could be…it must be!” Cheswick exclaimed. “I never would have formulated that! It isn’t quite implicit, of course, but from this there derives the existence of, and the necessity for, electrogravitics! An entirely new field of reality and experiment in science!”


      “There does indeed,” Garlock admitted, “and it is far indeed from being implicit. You leaped a tremendous gap. And yes, the resultant is more humanistic than technological.”


      Belle’s ear-splitting whistle resounded throughout the Main. “How do you like them tid-bits, Clee?” she asked. “Two hundred years in seventy-eight seconds? You folks will have telepathy by the time your present crop of babies grows up. Clee, aren’t you sorry you got mad and blew your top and wanted to pick up your marbles and go home? Threesuch intuitions in one man’s lifetime beats par, even for the genius course.”


      “It sure does,” Garlock admitted, ruefully. “I should have studied these minds—particularly his—before jumping at conclusions.”


      “May I say a few words?” the president asked.


      “You may indeed, sir. I was hoping you would.”


      “We have been discouraged; faced with an insoluble problem. Sovig and Lingonor, knowing that their own lives were forfeit anyway, were perfectly willing to destroy all the life on this world to make us yield. Now, however, with the insight and the encouragement you Galaxians have given us, the situation has changed. Reduced to ordinary high explosives, they cannot conquer us.…”


      “Especially without an airforce,” Lola put in. “I, personally, will see to it that every bomber and fighter plane they now have goes to the third moon. It will be your responsibility to see to it that they do not rebuild.”


      “Thank you, Miss Montandon. We will see to it. As for our internal difficulties—I think, under certain conditions, they can be handled. Our lawless element,” he glanced at the gangster, “can be made impotent. The corrupt practices of both capital and labor can be stopped. We have laws,” here he looked at the members of Congress and the judge, “which can be enforced. The conditions I mentioned would be difficult at the moment, since so few of us are here and it is manifest that few if any of our people will believe that such people as you Galaxians really exist. Would it be possible for you, Miss Montandon, to spend a few days—or whatever time you can spare—in showing our Congress, and as many other groups as possible, what humanity may hope to become?”


      “Of course, sir. I was planning on it.”


      “I’m afraid that is impossible,” the Chief of Staff said.


      “Why, General Cardeen?” Lola asked.


      “Because you’d be shot,” Cardeen said, bluntly. “We have a very good Secret Service, it is true, and we would give you every protection possible; but such an all-out effort as would be made to assassinate you would almost certainly succeed.”


      “Shot?” Garlock asked in surprise. “What with? You haven’t anything that could even begin to crack an Operator’s Shield.”


      “With this, sir.” Cardeen held out his automatic pistol for inspection.


      “Oh, I hadn’t studied it…a pellet-projector.…”


      “Pellet! Do you call a four-seventy-five slug a pellet?”


      “Not much of that, really…it shoots eight times—shoot all eight of them at her. None of them will touch her.”


      “What? I will not! One of those slugs will go through three women like her, front to back in line.”


      “I will, then.” The pistol leaped into Garlock’s hand. “Hold up one hand, Brownie, and catch ’em. Don’t let ’em splash—no deformation, so he can recognize his own pellets.”


      Holding the unfamiliar weapon in a clumsy, highly unorthodox grip—something like a schoolgirl’s first attempt—Garlock glanced once at Lola’s upraised palm and eight shots roared out as fast as the gases of explosion could operate the mechanism. The pistol’s barrel remained rigidly motionless under all the stress of ultra-rapid fire. Lola’s slim, deeply-tanned arm did not even quiver under the impact of that storm of heavy bullets against her apparently unsupported hand. No one saw those bullets strike that gently-curved right palm, but everyone saw them drop into her cupped left hand, like drops of water dripping rapidly from the end of an icicle into a bowl.


      “Here are your pellets, General Cardeen.” Lola handed them to him with a smile.


      “Holy—Jumping—Snakes!” the general said, and:


      “Wotta torpedo!” came the gangster’s envious thought.


      “You see, I am perfectly safe from being ‘shot,’ as you call it,” Lola said. “So I’ll come down and work with you. You might have your news services put out a bulletin, though. I never have killed anyone, and am not going to here, but anyone who tries to shoot me or bomb me or anything will lose both hands at the wrists just before he fires. That would keep them from killing anyone standing near me, don’t you think?”


      “I should think it would,” General Cordeen thought, and a pall of awe covered the linked minds. The implications of the naively frank remark just uttered by this apparently inoffensive and defenseless young woman were simply too overwhelming to be discussed.


      “Anything else on the agenda, Clee?” Lola asked.


      There was not, and the starship’s guests were returned, each to his own home place.


      And not one of them, it may be said, was exactly the same as he had been.


      CHAPTER 4


      “I think I’ll come along with you and bodyguard you, Lola,” Belle said, the following morning after breakfast. “Clee’s going to be seven thousand miles deep in mathematics and Jim’s doing his stuff at the observatory, and I can’t help either of ’em at the moment. You’d do a better job, wouldn’t you, if you could concentrate on it?”


      “Of course. Thanks, Belle. But remember, it’s already been announced—no death. Just hands. I can’t really believe that I’ll be attacked, but they seem pretty sure of it.”


      “I’d like to separate anyone like that from his head instead of his hands, but as it is published so it will be performed.”


      “How about wearing some kind of half-way-comfortable shoes instead of those slippers?” Garlock asked. “That could turn out to be a long, tough brawl, and your dogs’ll be begging for mercy before you get back here.”


      “Uh-uh. Very comfortable and a perfect fit. Besides, if I have to suffer just a little bit for good appearance’s sake in a matter of intergalactic amity.…”


      “A matter of showing off, you mean.”


      “Why, Clee!” Belle widened her eyes at him. “How you talk! But they’re ready, Lola—let’s go.”


      The two girls disappeared from the Main, to appear on the speakers’ stand in front of the Capitol Building. President Benton was there, with his cabinet and certain other personages. General Cordeen and his staff. And many others.


      “Oh, Miss Bellamy, too? I’m very glad you are here,” Benton said, as he shook hands cordially with both.


      “Thank you. I came along as bodyguard. May I meet your Secret Service Chief, please?”


      “Why, of course. Miss Bellamy, may I present Mr. Avengord?”


      “You have the hospital room ready?… Where is it, please?”


      “Back of us, in the wing.…”


      “Just think of it, please, and I will follow your thought.… Ah, yes, there it is. I hope it will not be used. You agree with General Cordeen that there will be one or more attempts at assassination?”


      “I’m very much afraid so. This town is literally riddled with enemy agents, and of course we don’t know all of them—especially the best ones. They know that if these meetings go through, they’re sunk; so they’re desperate. We’ve got this whole area covered like dew—we’ve arrested sixteen suspects already this morning—but all the advantage is theirs,” Avengord finished glumly.


      “Not all of it, sir,” Belle smiled at him cheerfully. “You have me, and I am a Prime Operator. That is, a wielder of power of no small ability. Oh, you are right. There is an attempt now being prepared.”


      * * * *


      While Belle had been greeting and conversing, she had also been scanning. Her range, her sensitivity, and her power were immensely greater than Lola’s; were probably equal to Garlock’s own. She scanned by miles against the scant yards covered by the Secret Service.


      “Where?”


      “Give me your thought.” The Secret Service man did not know what she meant—telepathy was of course new to him—so she seized his attention and directed it to a certain window in a building a couple of miles away on a hill.


      “But they couldn’t, from there!”


      “But they can. They have a quite efficient engine of destruction—a ‘rifle’ is their thought. Large, and long, with a very good telescope on it—with crosshairs. If I scan their minds more precisely you may know the weapon.… Ah, they think of it as a ‘Buford Mark Forty Anti-Aircraft Rifle’.”


      “A Buford! My God, they can hit any button on her clothes—get her away, quick!” He tried to jump, but could not move.


      “As you were,” she directed. “There was another Buford there, and another over there.” She guided his thought. “Two men to each Buford. There are now six handless men in your hospital room. If you will send men to those three places you will find the Bufords and the hands. Your surgeon will have no difficulty in matching the hands to the men. If any seek to remove either Bufords or hands before your men get there, I will de-hand them, also.”


      * * * *


      To say that the Secret Service man was flabbergasted is to put it very mildly indeed. Cordeen had told him, with much pounding on his desk and in searing, air-blueing language, what to expect-or, rather, to expectanything, no matter what and with no limits whatever—but he hadn’t believed it then and simply could not believe it now. Goddamn it, such things couldn’t happen. And this beautiful, beautifully-stacked, half-naked woman—girl, rather, she couldn’t be a day over twenty-five—even if it had been their black-browed, toplofty leader, Captain Garlock himself.…


      “I am twenty-three of your years old, not twenty-five,” she informed him, coldly, “and I will permit no distinction of sex. In your primitive culture the women may still be allowing you men to believe in the fallacy of the superiority of the male, but know right now that I can do anything any man ever born can do and do it better.”


      “Oh, I’m… I’m sure…certainly.…” Avengord’s thought was incoherent.


      “If you want me to work with you you had better start believing right now that there are a lot of things you don’t know,” Belle went on relentlessly. “Stop believing that just because a thing has not already happened on this primitive, backward, mudball planet of yours, it can’t happen anywhere or anywhen. You do believe, however, whether you want to or not, things you see with your own eyes?”


      “Yes. I can not be hypnotized.”


      “I’m very glad you believe that much.” Avengord did not notice that she neither confirmed nor denied the truth of his statement. “To that end you will go now into the hospital room and see the bandaging going on. You will see and hear the news broadcast going out as I prepared it.”


      He went, and came back a badly shaken man.


      “But they’re sending it out exactly as it happened!” he protested. “They’ll all scatter out so fast and so far we’ll never catch them!”


      “By no means. You see, the amputees didn’t believe that they would lose their hands. Their superiors didn’t believe it, either; they assured each other and their underlings that it was just capitalistic bluff and nonsense. And since they are all even more materialistic and hidebound and unbelieving than you are, they all are now highly confused—at a complete loss.”


      “You can say that again. If I, working with you and having you pounding it into my head, couldn’t more than half believe it.…”


      “So they are now very frightened, as well as confused, and the director of their whole spy system is now violating rule and precedent by sending out messengers to summon certain high agents to confer with him in his secret place.”


      “If you’ll tell me where, I’ll get over to my office.…”


      “No. We’ll both be in your office in plenty of time. We’ll watch Lola get started. It will be highly instructive for you to watch a really capable Operator at work.”


      * * * *


      President Benton had been introduced; had in turn finished introducing Lola. The crowd, many thousands strong, was cheering. Lola was stepping into the carefully marked speaker’s place.


      “You may disconnect these,” she waved a hand at the battery of microphones, “since I do not use speech. Not only do I not know any of your various languages, but no one language would suffice. My thought will go to every person on this, your world.”


      “World?” the President asked in surprise. “Surely not behind the Curtains? They will jam you, I’m afraid.”


      “My thought, as I shall drive it, will not be stopped,” Lola assured him. “Since this world has no telepathy, it has no mind-blocks and I can cover the planet as easily as one mind. Nor does it matter whether it be day or night, or whether anyone is awake or asleep. All will receive my message. Since you wish a record, the cameras may run, although they are neither necessary nor desirable for me. Everyone will see me in his mind, much better than on the surface of any teevee tube.”


      “And I was going to have her address Congress!” the President whispered, aside, to General Cordeen.


      Then Lola put her whole fine personality into a smile, directed apparently not only at each separate individual within sight, but also individually at every person on the globe; and when Brownie Montandon set out to make a production of a smile, it had the impact of a pile-driver. Then came her smooth, gently-flowing, friendly thought:


      “My name, friends of this world Ormolan, is Lola Montandon. Those of you who are now looking at teevee screens can see my imaged likeness. All of you can see me very much better within your own minds.


      “I am not here as an invader in any sense, but only as a citizen of the First Galaxy of this, our common universe. I have attuned my mind to each of yours in order to give you a message from the United Galaxian Societies.


      “There are four of us Galaxians in this Exploration Team. As Galaxians it is our purpose here and our duty here to open your minds to certain basic truths, to be of help to you in clearing your minds of fallacies, of lies, and of undefensible prejudices; to the end that you will more rapidly become Galaxians yourselves.…”


      “Okay. This will go on and on. That’s enough to give you an idea of what a trained and polished performer can do. What do you think of themcomfits, Chief?” Belle deliberately knocked the Secret Service man out of his Lola-induced mood.


      “Huh? Oh, yes.” Avengord was still groggy. “She’s phenomenal—good—I don’t mean goody-goody, but sincere and really.…”


      “Yeah, but don’t fall in love with her. Everybody does and it doesn’t do any of them a bit of good. That’s her specialty and she’s very good at it. I told you she’s a smooth, smooth worker.”


      “You can say that again.” Avengord did not know that he was repeating himself. “But it isn’t an act. She means it and it’s true.”


      “Of course she means it and of course it’s true. Otherwise even she, with all her training, couldn’t sell such a big bill of goods.” Then, in answer to the man’s unspoken question, “Yes, we’re all different. She’s the contactor, the spreader of the good old oil, the shining example of purity and sweetness and light—in short, the Greaser of the Ways. I’m a fighter, myself. Do you think she could actually have de-handed those men? Uh-uh. At the last minute she would have weakened and brought them in whole. My job in this operation is to knock hell out of the ones Lola can’t convince, such as those spies you and I are going to interview pretty quick.”


      “Even they ought to be convinced. I don’t see how anybody could help but be.”


      “Uh-uh. It’ll bounce off like hailstones off of a tin roof. The only thing to do to that kind of scum is kill them. If you’ll give me a thought as to where your office is we’ll hop over and.…”


      * * * *


      Belle and Avengord disappeared from the stand; and, such was Lola’s hold, no one on the platform or in the throng even noticed that they were gone. They materialized in Avengord’s private office; he sitting as usual at his desk, she reclining in legs-crossed ease in a big leather chair.


      “…get to work.” Belle’s thought had not been interrupted by any passage of time whatever. “What do you want to do first?”


      “But I thought you were covering Miss Montandon?”


      “I am. Like a blanket. Just as well here as anywhere. I will be, until she gets back to the Pleiades. What first?”


      “Oh. Well, since I don’t know what your limits are—if you have any—you might as well do whatever you think best and I’ll watch you do it.”


      “That’s the way to talk. You’re going to get a shock when you see who the Head Man is. George T. Basil.”


      “Basil! I’ll say it’s a shock!” Avengord steadied, frowned in concentration. “Could be, though. He would never be suspected—but they’re very good at that.”


      “Yeah. His name used to be Baslovkowitz. He was trained for years, then planted. None of this can be proved, as his record is perfect. Born citizen, highest standing in business and social circles. Unlimited entry and top security clearance. Right?”


      “Right…and getting enough evidence, in such cases as that, is pure, unadulterated hell.”


      “I suppose I could kill him, after we’ve recorded everything he knows,” Belle suggested.


      “No!” He snapped. “Too many people think of us as a strong-arm squad now. Anyway, I’d rather kill him myself than wish the job off onto—you don’t like killing, do you?”


      “That’s the understatement of the century. No civilized person does. In a hot fight, yes; but killing anyone who is helpless to fight back—in cold blood—ugh! It makes me sick in my stomach even to think of it.”


      “With the way you can read minds, we can get evidence enough to send them all to jail, and that we’ll have to do.”


      “How about this?” Belle grinned as another solution came to mind. “From those first eight top men, we’ll find out a lot of others lower down, and so on, until we have ’em all locked up here. We’ll announce that exactly so many spies and agents—giving names, addresses, and facts, of course—got panicky after Lola’s address. They fired up their hidden planes and flew back behind the Curtain. Then, when we’ve scanned their minds and recorded everything you want, I’ll pack them all, very snugly and carefully, into Sovig’s private office. With the world situation what it then will be, he won’t dare kill them—he simply won’t know what to do when faced with it.”


      * * * *


      Avengord agreed happily. He reached out and flipped the switch of his intercom. “Miss Kimling, come in, please.”


      The door burst open. “Why, it is you! But you were on the rostrum just a minute.… Oh!” She saw Belle, and backed, eyes wide, toward the door she had just entered. “She was there, too, and it’s fifteenmiles.…”


      “Steady, Fram. I’d like to present you to Prime Operator Belle Bellamy, who is cleaning out the entire Curtain organization for us.”


      “But how did you.…”


      “Never mind that. Teleportation. It took her half an hour to pound it into me, and we can’t take time to explain anything now. I’ll tell everybody everything I know as soon as I can. In the meantime, don’t be surprised at anything that happens, and by that I mean anything. Such as solid people appearing on this carpet—on that spot right there—instantaneously. I want you to pay close attention to everything your mind receives, put your phenomenal memory into high gear, listen to everything I record, stop me any time I’m wrong, and be sure I get everything we need.”


      “I don’t know exactly what you’re talking about, sir, but I’ll try.”


      “Frankly, I don’t, either—we’ll just have to roll it as we go along. We’re ready for George T. Basil now, Miss Bellamy—I hope. Don’t jump, Fram.”


      * * * *


      Basil appeared and Fram jumped. She did not scream, however, and did not run out of the office. The master spy was a big, self-assured, affluent type. He had not the slightest idea of how he had been spirited out of his ultra-secret sub-basement and into this room; but he knew where he was and, after one glance at Belle, he knew why. He decided instantly what to do about it.


      “This is an outrage!” he bellowed, hammering with his fist on Avengord’s desk. “A stupid, high-handed violation of the rights.…”


      Belle silenced him and straightened him up.


      “High-handed? Yes,” she admitted quite seriously. “However, from the Galaxian standpoint, you have no rights at all and you are going to be extremely surprised at just how high-handed I am going to be. I am going to read your mind to its very bottom—layer by layer, like peeling an onion—and everything you know and everything you think is going down in Mr. Avengord’s Big Black Book.”


      Belle linked all four minds together and directed the search, making sure that no item, however small, was missed. Avengord recorded every pertinent item. Fram Kimling memorized and correlated and double-checked.


      Soon it was done, and Basil, shouting even louder about this last and worst violation of his rights—those of his own private mind—was led away by two men and “put away where he would keep.”


      “But this is a flagrant violation of law.…” Miss Kimling began.


      “You can say that again!” her boss gloated. “And if you only knew how tickled I am to do it, after the way they’ve been kicking me around!


      “But I wonder…are you sure we can get away with it?”


      “Certainly,” Belle put in. “We Galaxians are doing it, not your government or your Secret Service. We’ll start you clean—but it’ll be up to you to keep it clean, and that will be no easy job.”


      “No, it won’t; but we’ll do it. Come around again, say in five or six years, and see.”


      “You know, I might take you up on that? Maybe not this same team, but I’ve got a notion to tape a recommendation for a re-visit, just to see how you get along. It’d be interesting.”


      “I wish you would. It might help, too, if everybody thought you’d come back to check. Suppose you could?”


      “I’ve no idea, really. I’d like to, though, and I’ll see what I can do. But let’s get on with the job. They’re all in what you call the ‘tank’ now. Which one do you want next?”


      The work went on. That evening there was of course a reception; and then a ball. And Belle’s feet did hurt when she got back to the Pleiades, but of course she would not admit the fact—most especially not to Garlock.


      Exactly at the expiration of the stipulated seventy-two hours, the Galaxians began to destroy military atomic plants; and, shortly thereafter, the starship’s crew was again ready to go.


      And James rammed home the red button that would send them—all four wondered—where?


      It turned out to be another Hodell-type world; and, even with the high-speed comparator, it took longer to check the charts than it did to make them.


      * * * *


      The next planet was similar. So was the next, and the next. The time required for checking grew longer and longer.


      “How about cutting out this checking entirely, Clee?” James asked then. “What good does it do? Even if we find a similarity, what could we do about it? We’ve got enough stuff now to keep a crew of astronomers busy for five years making a tank of it.”


      “Okay. We probably are so far away now, anyway, that the chance of finding a similarity is vanishingly small. Keep on taking the shots, though; they’ll prove, I think, that the universe is one whole hell of a lot bigger than anybody has ever thought it was. That reminds me—are you getting anywhere on that N-problem? I’m not.”


      “I’m getting nowhere, fast. You should have been a math prof in a grad school, Clee. You could flunk every advanced student you had with that one. Belle and I together can’t feed it to Compy in such shape as to get a definite answer. We think, though, that your guess was right—if we ever stabilize anywhere it will probably be relative to Hodell, not to Tellus. But the cold fact of how far away we must be by this time just scares the pants off of me.”


      “You and me both, my ripe and old. We’re a long ways from home.”


      * * * *


      Jumping went on; and, two or three planets later, they encountered an Arpalone Inspector who did not test them for compatibility with the humanity of his world.


      “Do not land,” the creature said, mournfully. “This world is dying, and if you leave the protection of your ship, you too will die.”


      “But worlds don’t die, surely?” Garlock protested. “People, yes—but worlds?”


      “Worlds die. It is the Dilipic. The humans die, too, of course, but it is the world itself that is attacked, not the people. Some of them, in fact, will live through it.”


      Garlock drove his attention downward and scanned.


      “You Arpalones are doing what looks like a mighty good job of fighting. Can’t you win?”


      “No, it is too late. It was already too late when they first appeared, two days ago. When the Dilipics strike in such small force that none of their—agents?—devices?—whatever they are?—can land against our beaming, a world can be saved; but such cases are very few.”


      “But this thought, ‘Dilipic’?” Garlock asked, impatiently. “It is merely a symbol—it doesn’t mean anything—to me, at least. What are they? Where do they come from?”


      “No one knows anything about them,” came the surprising answer. “Not even their physical shape—if they have any. Nor where they come from, or how they do what they do.”


      “They can’t be very common,” Garlock pondered. “We have never heard of them before.”


      “Fortunately, they are not,” the Inspector agreed. “Scarcely one world in five hundred is ever attacked by them—this is the first Dilipic invasion I have seen.”


      “Oh, you Arpalones don’t die with your worlds, then?” Lola asked. She was badly shaken. “But I suppose the Arpales do, of course.”


      “Practically all of the Arpales will die, of course. Most of us Arpalones will also die, in the battles now going on. Those of us who survive, however, will stay aloft until the rehabilitation fleet arrives, then we will continue our regular work.”


      “Rehab?” Belle exclaimed. “You mean you can restore planets so badly ruined that all the people die?”


      “Oh, yes. It is a long and difficult work, but the planet is always re-peopled.”


      “Let’s go down,” Garlock said. “I want to get all of this on tape.”


      They went down, over what had been one of that world’s largest cities. The air, the stratosphere, and all nearby space were full of battling vessels of all shapes and sizes; ranging from the tremendous globular spaceships of the invaders down to the tiny, one-man jet-fighters of the Arpalones.


      * * * *


      The Dilipics were using projectile weapons only—ranging in size, with the size of the vessels, from heavy machine guns up to seventy-five-millimeter quick-firing rifles. They were also launching thousands of guided missiles of fantastic speed and of tremendous explosive power.


      The Arpalones were not using anything solid at all. Each defending vessel, depending upon its type and class, carried from four up to a hundred or so burnished-metal reflectors some four feet in diameter; each with a small black device at its optical center and each pouring out a tight beam of highly effective energy. It was at these reflectors, and particularly at these tiny devices, that the small-arms fire was directed, and the marksmanship of the Dilipics was very good indeed. However, each projector was oscillating irregularly and each fighter-plane was taking evasive action; and, since a few bullet-holes in any reflector did not reduce its efficiency very much, and since the central mechanisms were so small and were moving so erratically, a good three-quarters of the Arpalonian beams were still in action.


      * * * *


      There was no doubt at all that those beams were highly effective. Invisible for the most part, whenever one struck a Dilipic ship or plane everything in its path flared almost instantly into vapor and the beam glared incandescently, blindingly white or violet or high blue—never anything lower than blue. Almost everything material, that is; for guns, ammunition, and missiles were not affected. They did not even explode. When whatever fabric it was that supported them was blasted away, all such things simply dropped; simply fell through thousands or hundreds of thousands of feet of air to crash unheeded upon whatever happened to be below.


      The invading task force was arranged in a whirling, swirling, almost cylindrical cone, more or less like an Earthly tornado. The largest vessels were high above the stratosphere; the smallest fighters were hedge-hoppingly close to ground. Each Dilipic unit seemed madly, suicidally determined that nothing would get through that furious wall to interfere with whatever it was that was coming down from space to the ground through—along?—the relatively quiet “eye” of the pseudo-hurricane.


      On the other hand, the Arpalones were madly, suicidally determined to break through that vortex wall, to get into the “eye,” to wreak all possible damage there. Group after group after group of five jet-fighters each came driving in; and, occasionally, the combined blasts of all five made enough of opening in the wall so that the center fighter could get through. Once inside, each pilot stood his little, stubby-winged craft squarely on her tail, opened his projectors to absolute maximum of power and of spread, and climbed straight up the spout until he was shot down.


      And the Arpalones were winning the battle. Larger and larger gaps were being opened in the vortex wall; gaps which it became increasingly difficult for the Dilipics to fill. More and more Arpalone fighters were getting inside. They were lasting longer and doing more damage all the time. The tube was growing narrower and narrower.


      All four Galaxians perceived all this in seconds. Garlock weighed out and detonated a terrific matter-conversion bomb in the exact center of one of the largest vessels of the attacking fleet. It had no effect. Then a larger one. Then another, still heavier. Finally, at over a hundred megatons equivalent, he did get results—of a sort. The invaders’ guns, ammunition, and missiles were blown out of the ship and scattered outward for miles in all directions; but the structure of the Dilipic ship itself was not harmed.


      Belle had been studying, analyzing, probing the things that were coming down through that hellish tube.


      “Clee!” She drove a thought. “Cut out the monkey-business with those damn firecrackers of yours and look here—pure, solid force, like ball lightning or our Op field, but entirely different—see if you can analyze the stuff!”


      “Alive?” Garlock asked, as he drove a probe into one of the things—they were furiously-radiating spheres some seven feet in diameter—and began to tune to it.


      “I don’t know—don’t think so—if they are, they’re a form of life that no sane human being could even imagine!”


      “Let’s see what they actually do,” Garlock suggested, still trying to tune in with the thing, whatever it was, and still following it down.


      This particular force-ball happened to hit the top of a six-story building. It was not going very fast—fifteen or twenty miles an hour—but when it struck the roof it did not even slow down. Without any effort at all, apparently, it continued downward through the concrete and steel and glass of the building; and everything in its path became monstrously, sickeningly, revoltingly changed.


      “I simply can’t stand any more of this,” Lola gasped. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to my room, set all the Gunther blocks it has, and bury my head under a pillow.”


      “Go ahead, Brownie,” James said. “This is too tough for anybody to watch. I’d do the same, except I’ve got to run these cameras.”


      Lola disappeared.


      * * * *


      Garlock and Belle kept on studying. Neither had paid any attention at all to either Lola or James.


      Instead of the structural material it had once been, the bore that the thing had traversed was now full of a sparkling, bubbling, writhing, partly-fluid-partly-viscous, obscenely repulsive mass of something unknown and unknowable on Earth; a something which, Garlock now recalled, had been thought of by the Arpalone Inspector as “golop.”


      As that unstoppable globe descended through office after office, it neither sought out people nor avoided them. Walls, doors, windows, ceilings, floors and rugs, office furniture and office personnel; all alike were absorbed into and made a part of that indescribably horrid brew.


      Nor did the track of that hellishly wanton globe remain a bore. Instead, it spread. That devil’s brew ate into and dissolved everything it touched like a stream of boiling water being poured into a loosely-heaped pile of granulated sugar. By the time the ravening sphere had reached the second floor, the entire roof of the building was gone and the writhing, racing flood of corruption had flowed down the outer walls and across the street, engulfing and transforming sidewalks, people, pavement, poles, wires, automobiles, people-anything and everything it touched.


      * * * *


      The globe went on down, through basement and sub-basement, until it reached solid, natural ground. Then, with its top a few inches below the level of natural ground, it came to a full stop and—apparently—did nothing at all. By this time, the ravening flood outside had eaten far into the lower floors of the buildings across the street, as well as along all four sides of the block, and tremendous masses of masonry and steel, their supporting structures devoured, were subsiding, crumbling, and crashing down into the noisome flood of golop—and were being transformed almost as fast as they could fall.


      One tremendous mass, weighing hundreds or perhaps thousands of tons, toppled almost as a whole; splashing the stuff in all directions for hundreds of yards. Wherever each splash struck, however, a new center of attack came into being, and the peculiarly disgusting, abhorrent liquidation went on.


      “Can you do anything with it, Clee?” Belle demanded.


      “Not too much—it’s a mess,” Garlock replied. “Besides, it wouldn’t get us far, I don’t think. It’ll be more productive to analyze the beams the Arpalones are using to break them up, don’t you think?”


      Then, for twenty solid minutes, the two Prime Operators worked on those enigmatic beams.


      “We can’t assemble that kind of stuff with our minds,” Belle decided then.


      “I’ll say we can’t,” Garlock agreed. “Ten megacycles, and cycling only twenty per second.” He whistled raucously through his teeth. “My guess is it’d take four months to design and build a generator to put out that kind of stuff. It’s worse than our Op field.”


      “I’m not sure I could ever design one,” Belle said, thoughtfully, “but of course I’m not the engineer you are.…” Then, she could not help adding, “…yet.”


      “No, and you never will be,” he said, flatly.


      “No? That’s what you think!” Even in such circumstances as those, Belle Bellamy was eager to carry on her warfare with her Project Chief.


      “That’s exactly what I think—and I’m so close to knowing it for a fact that the difference is indetectible.”


      Belle almost—but not quite—blew up. “Well, what are you going to do?”


      “Unless and until I can figure out something effective to do, I’m not going to try to do anything. If you, with your vaunted and flaunted belief in the inherent superiority of the female over the male, can dope out something useful before I do, I’ll eat crow and help you do it. As for arguing with you, I’m all done for the moment.”


      Belle gritted her teeth, flounced away, and plumped herself down into a chair. She shut her eyes and put every iota of her mind to work on the problem of finding something—anything—that could be done to help this doomed world and to show that big, overbearing jerk of a Garlock that she was a better man than he was. Which of the two objectives loomed more important, she herself could not have told, to save her life.


      And Garlock looked around. The air and the sky over the now-vanished city were both clear of Dilipic craft. The surviving Arpalone fighters and other small craft were making no attempt to land, anywhere on the world’s surface. Instead, they were flying upward toward, and were being drawn one by one into the bowels of, huge Arpalonian space-freighters. When each such vessel was filled to capacity, it flew upward and set itself into a more-or-less-circular orbit around the planet.


      Around and around and around the ruined world the Pleiades went; recording, observing, charting. Fifty-eight of those atrocious Dilipic vortices had been driven to ground. Every large land-mass surrounded by large bodies of water had been struck once, and only once; from the tremendous area of the largest continent down to the relatively tiny expanses of the largest islands. One land-mass, one vortex. One only.


      “What d’you suppose that means?” James asked. “Afraid of water?”


      “Damfino. Could be. Let’s check…mountains, too. Skip us back to where we started—oceans and mountains both fairly close there.”


      The city had disappeared long since; for hundreds of almost-level square miles there extended a sparkling, seething, writhing expanse of—of what? The edge of that devouring flood had almost reached the foot-hills, and over that gnawing, dissolving edge the Pleiadespaused.


      * * * *


      Small lakes and ordinary rivers bothered the golop very little if at all. There was perhaps a slightly increased sparkling, a slight stiffening, a little darkening, some freezing and breaking off of solid blocks; but the thing’s forward motion was not noticeably slowed down. It drank a fairly large river and a lake one mile wide by ten miles long while the two men watched.


      The golop made no attempt to climb either foot-hills or mountains. It leveled them. It ate into their bases at its own level; the undermined masses, small and large, collapsed into the foul, corrosive semi-liquid and were consumed. Nor was there much raising of the golop’s level, even when the highest mountains were reached and miles-high masses of solid rock broke off and toppled. There was some raising, of course; but the stuff was fluid enough so that its slope was not apparent to the eye.


      * * * *


      Then the Pleiades went back, over the place where the city had been and on to what had once been an ocean beach. The original wave of degradation had reached that shore long since, had attacked its sands out into deep water, and there it had been stopped. The corrupt flood was now being reinforced, however, by an ever-rising tide of material that had once been mountains. And the slope, which had not been even noticeable at the mountains or over the plain, was here very evident.


      As the rapidly-flowing golop struck water, the water shivered, came to a weirdly unforgettable cold boil, and exploded into drops and streamers and jagged-edged chunks of something that was neither water nor land; or rock or soil or sand or Satan’s unholy brew. Nevertheless, the water won. There was so much of it! Each barrel of water that was destroyed was replaced instantly and enthusiastically; with no lowering of level or of pressure.


      And when water struck the golop, the golop also shivered violently, then sparkled even more violently, then stopped sparkling and turned dark, then froze solid. The frozen surface, however, was neither thick enough nor strong enough to form an effective wall.


      Again and again the wave of golop built up high enough to crack and to shatter that feeble wall; again and again golop and water met in ultimately furious, if insensate, battle. Inch by inch the ocean’s shoreline was driven backward toward ocean’s depths; but every inch the ocean lost was to its tactical advantage, since the advancing front was by now practically filled with hard, solid, dead blocks of its own substance which it could neither assimilate nor remove from the scene of conflict.


      Hence the wall grew ever thicker and solider; the advance became slower and slower.


      Then, finally, ocean waves of ever-increasing height and violence rolled in against the new-formed shore. What caused those tremendous waves—earthquakes, perhaps, due to the shifting of the mountains’ masses?—no Tellurian ever surely knew. Whatever the cause, however, those waves operated to pin the golop down. Whenever and wherever one of those monstrous waves whitecapped in, hurling hundreds of thousands of tons of water inland for hundreds of yards, the battle-front stabilized then and there.


      All over that world the story was the same. Wherever there was water enough, the water won. And the total quantity of water in that world’s oceans remained practically unchanged.


      “Good. A lot of people escaped,” James said, expelling a long-held breath. “Everybody who lives on or could be flown to all the islands smaller than the biggest ones…if they can find enough to eat and if the air isn’t poisoned.”


      “Air’s okay—so’s the water—and they’ll get food,” Garlock said. “The Arpalones will handle things, including distribution. What I’m thinking about is how they’re going to rehabilitate it. That, as an engineering project, is a feat to end all feats.”


      “Brother! You can play that in spades!” James agreed. “Except that it’ll take too many months before they can even start the job, I’d like to stick around and see how they go about it. How does this kind of stuff fit into that theory you’re not admitting is a theory?”


      “Not worth a damn. However, it’s a datum—and, as I’ve said before and may say again, if we can get enough data we can build a theory out of it.”


      Then it began to rain. For many minutes the clouds had been piling up—black, far-flung, thick and high. Immense bolts of lightning flashed and snapped and crackled; thunder crashed and rolled and rumbled; rain fell, and continued to fall, like a cloud-burst in Colorado. And shortly thereafter—first by square feet and then by acres and then by square miles—the surface of the golop began to die. To die, that is, if it had ever been even partially alive. At least it stopped sparkling, darkened, and froze into thick skins; which broke up into blocks; which in turn sank—thus exposing an ever-renewed surface to the driving, pelting, relentlessly cascading rain.


      “Well, I don’t know that there’s anything to hold us here any longer,” Garlock said, finally. “Shall we go?”


      They went; but it was several days before any of the wanderers really felt like smiling; and Lola did not recover from her depression for over a week.


      CHAPTER 5


      Supper was over, but the four were still at the table, sipping coffee and smoking. During a pause in the casual conversation, James suddenly straightened up.


      “I want an official decision, Clee,” he said, abruptly. “While we’re out of touch with United Worlds you, as captain of the ship and director of the project, are Boss, with a capital B. The Lord of Justice, High and Low. The Works. Check?”


      “On paper, yes; with my decisions subject to appeal and/or review when we get back to Base. In practice, I didn’t expect to have to make any very gravid rulings.”


      “I never thought you’d have to, either, but Belle fed me one with a bone in it, so.…”


      “Just a minute. How official do you want it? Full formal, screens down and recorded?”


      “Not unless we have to. Let’s explore it first. As of right now, are we under the Code or not?”


      “Of course we are.”


      “Not necessarily,” Belle put in, sharply. “Not slavishly to the letter. We’re so far away and our chance of getting back is so slight that it should be interpreted in the light of common sense.”


      * * * *


      Garlock stared at Belle and she stared back, her eyes as clear and innocent as a baby’s.


      “The Code is neither long enough nor complicated enough to require interpretation,” Garlock stated, finally. “It either applies in full and exactly or not at all. My ruling is that the Code applies, strictly, until I declare the state of Ultimate Contingency. Are you ready, Belle, to abandon the project, find an uninhabited Tellurian world, and begin to populate it?”


      “Well, not quite, perhaps.”


      “Yes or no, please.”


      “No.”


      “We are under the Code, then. Go ahead, Jim.”


      “I broke pairing with Belle and she refused to confirm.”


      “Certainly I refused. He had no reason to break with me.”


      “I had plenty of reason!” James snapped. “I’m fed up to here—” he drew his right forefinger across his forehead, “—with making so-called love to a woman who can never think of anything except cutting another man’s throat. She’s a heartless conniver.”


      “You both know that reasons are unnecessary and are not discussed in public,” Garlock said, flatly. “Now as to confirmation of a break. In simple pairing there is no marriage, no registration, no declaration of intent or of permanence. Thus, legally or logically, there is no obligation. Morally, however, there is always some obligation. Hence, as a matter of urbanity, in cases where no injury exists except as concerns chastity, the Code calls for agreement without rancor. If either party persists in refusal to confirm, and cannot show injury, that party’s behavior is declared inurbane. Confirmation is declared and the offending party is ignored.”


      “Just how would you go about ignoring Prime Operator Belle Bellamy?”


      “You’ve got a point there, Jim. However, she hasn’t persisted very long in her refusal. As a matter of information, Belle, why did you take Jim in the first place?”


      “I didn’t.” She shrugged her shoulders. “It was pure chance. You saw me flip the tenth-piece.”


      “Am I to ignore the fact that you are one of the best telekineticists living?”


      “I don’t have to control things unless I want to!” She stamped her foot. “Can’t you conceive of me flipping a coin honestly?”


      “No. However, since this is not a screens-down inquiry, I’ll give you—orally, at least—the benefit of the doubt. The next step, I presume, is for Lola to break with me. Lola?”


      “Well… I hate to say this, Clee.… I thought that mutual consent would be better, but.…” Lola paused, flushing in embarrassment.


      “She feels,” James said, steadily, “as I do, that there should be much more to the sexual relation than merely releasing the biological tensions of two pieces of human machinery. That’s hardly civilized.”


      “I confirm, Lola, of course,” Garlock said; then went on, partly thinking aloud, partly addressing the group at large. “Ha. Reasons again, and very well put—not off the cuff. Evasions. Flat lies. Something very unfunny here—as queer as a nine-credit bill. In sum, indefensible actions based upon unwarranted conclusions drawn from erroneous assumptions. The pattern is not clear…but I won’t order screens down until I have to…if the reason had come from Belle.…”


      “Me?” Belle flared. “Why from me?”


      “…instead of Jim.…” Ignoring Belle’s interruption, Garlock frownedin thought. After a minute or so his face cleared.


      “Jim,” he said, sharply, “have you been consciously aware of Belle’s manipulation?”


      “Why, no, of course not. She couldn’t!”


      “That’s really a brainstorm, Clee,” Belle sneered. “You’d better turn yourself in for an overhaul.”


      “Nice scheme, Belle,” Garlock said. “I underestimated—at least, didn’t consider carefully enough—your power; and overestimated your ethics and urbanity.”


      “What are you talking about, Chief?” James asked. “You lost me ten parsecs back.”


      “Just this. Belle is behind this whole operation; working under a perfectly beautiful smokescreen.”


      “I’m afraid the boss is cracking up, kids,” Belle said. “Listen to him, if you like, but use your own judgment.”


      “But nobody could make Jim and me really love each other,” Lola argued, “and we really do. It’s real love.”


      “Admitted,” Garlock said. “But she could have helped it along; and she’s all set to take every possible advantage of the situation thus created.”


      “I still don’t see it,” James objected. “Why, she wouldn’t even confirm our break. She hasn’t yet.”


      “She would have, at the exactly correct psychological moment; after holding out long enough to put you both under obligation to her. There would have, also, been certain strings attached. Her plan was, after switching the pairings.…”


      “I wouldn’t pair with you,” Belle broke in viciously, “if you were the only man left in the macrocosmic universe!”


      “Part of the smokescreen,” Garlock explained. “The re-pairings would give her two lines of attack on me, to be used simultaneously. First, to work on me in bed.…”


      “See?” Belle interrupted. “He doesn’t think I’ve got any heart at all.”


      “Oh, you may have one, but it’s no softer than your head, and that could scratch a diamond. Second, to work on you two, with no holds barred, to form a three-unit team against me. Her charges that I am losing my grip made a very smart opening lead.”


      “Do you think I’d let her work on me?” James demanded.


      “She’s a Prime—you wouldn’t know anything about it. However, nothing will happen. Nor am I going to let her confuse the real issue. Belle, you are either inside the Code or a free agent outside it. Which?”


      “I have made my position clear.”


      “To me, yes. To Jim and Lola, decidedly unclear.”


      “Unclear, then. You can not coerce me!”


      “If you follow the Code, no. If you don’t, I can and will. If you make any kind of a pass at Jim James from now on, I’ll lock you into your room with a Gunther block.”


      “You wouldn’t dare!” she breathed. “Besides, you couldn’t, not to another prime.”


      “Don’t bet on it,” he advised.


      After a full minute of silence Garlock’s attitude changed suddenly to his usual one of casual friendliness. “Why not let this one drop right here, Belle? I can marry them, with all the official trimmings. Why not let ’em really enjoy their honeymoon?”


      “Why not?” Belle’s manner changed to match Garlock’s and she smiled warmly. “I confirm, Jim. You two are really serious, aren’t you? Marriage, declarations, registration, and everything? I wish—I sincerely and really wish you—every happiness possible.”


      “We really are serious,” James said, putting his arm around Lola’s waist. “And you won’t…won’t interfere?”


      “Not a bit. I couldn’t, now, even if I wanted to.” Belle grinned wryly. “You see, you kids missed the main feature of the show, since you can’t know exactly what a Prime Operator is. Especially you can’t know what Cleander Simmsworth Garlock really is—he’s an out-and-out tiger on wheels. The three of us could have smacked him bow-legged, but of course all chance of that blew up just now. So if you two want to take the big jump you can do it with my blessing as well as Clee’s. I’ll clear the table.”


      * * * *


      That small chore taken care of—a quick folding-up of everything into the tablecloth and a heave into the chute did it—Belle set up the recorder.


      “Are you both fully certain that you want the full treatment?” Garlock asked.


      Both were certain, and Garlock read the brief but solemn marriage lines.


      As the newlyweds left the room, Belle turned to Garlock with a quizzical smile. “Are you going to ask me to pair with you, Clee?”


      “I certainly am.” He grinned back at her. “I owe you that much revenge, at least. But seriously, I’d like it immensely and we fit like Grace and Poise. Look at that mirror. Did you ever see a better-matched couple? Will you give me a try, Belle?”


      “I will not,” she said, emphatically. I’ll take back what I said a while ago—if you were really the only man left, I would—but as it is, the answer is a definite, resounding, and final ‘No’.”


      “‘Definite’ and ‘resounding,’ yes. ‘Final,’ I won’t accept. I’ll wait.”


      “You’ll wait a long time, Buster. My door will be locked from now on. Good night, Doctor Garlock, I’m going to bed.”


      “So am I.” He walked with her along the corridor to their rooms, the doors of which were opposite each other. “In view of the Code, locking your door is a meaningless gesture. Mine will remain unlocked. I invite you to come in whenever you like, and assure you formally that no such entry will be regarded as an invasion of privacy.”


      Without a word she went into her room and closed the door with a firmness just short of violence. Her lock clicked sharply.


      * * * *


      The next morning, after breakfast, James followed Garlock into his room and shut the door.


      “Clee, I want to tell you.… I don’t want to get sloppy but.…”


      “Want to lep it?”


      “Hell, no!”


      “It’s about Brownie, then.”


      “Uh-huh. I’ve always liked you immensely. Admired you. Hero, sort of.…”


      “Yeah. I quote. ‘Harder than Pharaoh’s heart.’ ‘Colder than frozen helium,’ and all the rest. But this thing about Brownie.…” He reached out; two hard hands met in a crushing grip. “How could you possibly lay off? Just the strain, if nothing else.”


      “A little strain doesn’t hurt a man unless he lets it. I’ve done without for months at a stretch, with it running around loose on all sides of me.”


      “But she’s so…she’s got everything!”


      “There speaketh the ensorcelled bridegroom. For my taste, she hasn’t. She told you, I suppose, when explaining a certain fact, that I told her she wasn’t my type?”


      “Yes, but.…”


      “She still isn’t. She’s a very fine person, with a very fine personality. She is one of the two most nearly perfect young women of her race. Her face is beautiful. Her body is an artist’s dream. Her mind is one of the very best. Besides all that, she’s a very good egg and a mighty tasty dish. But put yourself in my place.


      * * * *


      “Here’s this paragon we have just described. She has extremely high ideals and she’s a virgin; never really aroused. Also, she’s so full of this sickening crap they’ve been pouring into us—propaganda, rocket-oil, prop-wash, and psychological gobbledygook—that it’s running out of her ears. She’s so stuffed with it that she’s going to pair with you, ideals and virginity be damned, even if it kills her; even though she’s shaking, clear down to her shoes—scared yellow. Also, she is and always will be scared half to death of you—she thinks you’re some kind of robot. She’s a starry-eyed, soft-headed sissy. A sapadilla. A sucker for a smooth line of balloon-juice and flapdoodle. No spine; no bottom. A gutless doll-baby. Strictly a pet—you could no more love her, ever, than you could a half-grown kitten.…”


      “That’s a hell of a picture!” James broke in savagely. “Even with your cold-blooded reputation.”


      “People in love can’t be objective, is all. If I saw her through the same set of filters you do, I’d be in love with her, too. So let’s see if you can use your brain instead of your outraged sensibilities to answer a hypothetical question. If the foregoing were true, what wouldyou do, Junior?”


      “I’d pass, I guess. I’d have to, if I wanted to look at myself in the mirror next morning. But that’s such an ungodly cockeyed picture, Clee.… But if that’s actually your picture of Brownie—and you’re no part of a liar—just what kind of a woman could you love? If any?”


      “Belle.”


      “Belle! Belle Bellamy? Hell’s flaming furies! That iceberg? That egomaniac? That Jezebel? She’s the hardest-boiled babe that ever went unhung.”


      “Right, on all counts. Also she’s crooked and treacherous. She’s a ground-and-lofty liar by instinct and training. I could add a lot more. But she’s got brains, ability, and guts—guts enough to supply the Women’s Army Corps. She’s got the spine and the bottom and the drive. So just imagine her thawed out and really shoveling on the coal—blasting wide open on all forty torches. Back to back with you when you’re surrounded; she wouldn’t cave and she wouldn’t give. Or wing and wing—holding the beam come hell or space-warps. Roll that one around on your tongue, Jim, and give your taste-buds a treat.”


      “Well, maybe…if I’ve got that much imagination…that’s a tough blueprint to read. I can’t quite visualize the finished article. However, you’re as hard as she is—even harder. You’ve got more of what it takes. Maybe you can make a Christian out of her. If so, you might have something; but I’m damned if I can see exactly what. Whatever it turned out to be, I wouldn’t care for any part of it. You could have it all.”


      “Exactly; and you can have your Brownie.”


      “I’m beginning to see. I didn’t think you had anything like that in your chilled-steel carcass. And I want to apolo.…”


      “Don’t do it, boy. If the time ever comes when you go so soft on me as to quit laying it on the line and start sifting out your language.…” Garlock paused. For one of the very few times in his life, he was at a loss for words. He thrust his hands into his pockets and shrugged his shoulders. “Hell, I don’t want to get maudlin, either…so…well, how many men, do you think, could have gone the route with me on this hellish job without killing me or me killing them?”


      “Oh, that’s not.…”


      “Lay it on the line, Jim. I know what I am. Just one. You. One man in six thousand million. Okay; how many women could live with me for a year without going crazy?”


      “Lots of ’em; but, being masochists, they’d probably drive you nuts. And you can’t stand ‘stupidity’; which, by definition, lets everybody out. Nope, it’s a tough order to fill.”


      “Check. She’d have to be strong enough and hard enough not to be afraid of me, by any trace. Able and eager to stand up to me and slug it out. To pin my ears back flat against my skull whenever she thinks I’m off the beam. Do it with skill and precision and nicety, with power and control; yet without doing herself any damage and without changing her basic feeling for me. In short, a female Jim James Nine.”


      “Huh? Hell’s blowtorches! You think I’m like Belle Bellamy?”


      “Not by nine thousand megacycles. Like Belle Bellamy could be and should be. Like I hope she will be. I’d have to give, too, of course—maybe we can make Christians out of each other. It’s quite a dream, I admit, but it’ll be Belle or nobody. But I’m not used to slopping over this way—let’s go.”


      “I’m glad you did, big fellow—once in a lifetime is good for the soul. I’d say you were in love with her right now—except that if you were, you couldn’t possibly dissect her like a specimen on the table, the way you’ve just been doing. Are you or aren’t you?”


      “I’ll be damned if I know. You and Brownie believe that the poets’ concept of love is valid. In fact, you make a case for its validity. I never have, and don’t now…but under certain conditions… I simply don’t know. Ask me again sometime; say in about a month?”


      “That’s the surest thing you know. Oh, brother! This is a thing I’m going to watch with my eyes out on stalks!”


      * * * *


      For the next week, Belle locked her door every night. For another few nights, she did not lock it. Then, one night, she left it ajar. The following evening, the two again walked together to their doors.


      “I left my door open last night.”


      “I know you did.”


      “Well?”


      “And have you scream to high heaven that I opened it? And put me on a tape for willful inurbanity? For deliberate intersexual invasion of privacy?”


      * * * *


      “Blast and damn! You know perfectly well, Clee Garlock, I wouldn’t pull such a dirty, lousy trick as that.”


      “Maybe I should apologize, then, but as a matter of fact I have no idea whatever as to what you wouldn’t do.” He stared at her, his face hard in thought. “As you probably know, I have had very little to do with women. That little has always been on a logical level. You are such a completely new experience that I can’t figure out what makes you tick.”


      “So you’re afraid of me,” she sneered. “Is that it?”


      “Close enough.”


      “And I suppose it’s you that cartoonist what’s-his-name is using as a model for ‘Timorous Timmy’?”


      “Since you’ve guessed it, yes.”


      “You…you weasel!” She took three quick steps up the corridor, then back. “You say my logic is cockeyed. What system are you using now?”


      “I’m trying to develop one to match yours.”


      “Oh… I invited that one, I guess, since I know you aren’t afraid of God, man, woman, or devil…and you’re big enough so you don’t have to be proving it all the time.” She laughed suddenly, her face softening markedly. “Listen, you big lug. Why don’t you ever knock me into an outside loop? If I were you and you were me, I’d’ve busted me loose from my front teeth long ago.”


      “I’m not sure whether I know better or am afraid to. Anyway, I’m not rocking any boat so far from shore.”


      “Says you. You’re wonderful, Clee—simply priceless. Do you know you’re the only man I ever met that I couldn’t make fall for me like a rock falling down a cliff? And that the falling is altogether too apt to be the other way?”


      “The first, I have suspected. The second is chemically-pure rocket-oil.”


      “I hope it is.… I wish I could be as certain of it as you are.… You see, Clee, I really expected you to come in, last night, and there really wasn’t any bone in it. Surely, you don’t think I’m going toinvite you into my room, do you?”


      “I can’t see why not. However, since no valid system of logic seems to apply, I accept your decision as a fact. By the same reasoning—however invalid—if I ask you again you will again refuse. So all that’s left, I guess, is for me to drag you into my room by force.”


      He put his left arm around her and applied a tiny pressure against her side; under which she began to move slowly toward his door.


      “You admit that you’re using force?” she asked. Her face was unreadable; her mental block was at its fullest force. “That I’m being coerced? Definitely?”


      “Definitely,” he agreed. “At least ten dynes of sheer brute force. Not enough to affect a tape, but enough, I hope, to affect you. If it isn’t, I’ll use more.”


      “Oh, ten dynes is enough. Just so it’s force.”


      She raised her face toward his and threw both arms around his neck. His right arm went into action with his left, and Cleander Garlock forgot all about dynes and tapes.


      After a time she disengaged one arm; reached out; opened his door. He gathered her up and, lips still locked to lips, carried her over the threshold.


      * * * *


      A few jumps later they met their first really old Arpalone. This Inspector was so old that his skin, instead of the usual bright, clear cobalt blue, was dull and tending toward gray. The old fellow was strangely garrulous, for a Guardian; he wanted them to pause a while and gossip.


      “Yes, I am lonesome,” he admitted. “It has been a long time since I exchanged thoughts with anyone. You see, nobody has visited this planet—Groobe, its name is—since almost all our humanity was killed, a few periods ago.…”


      “Killed? How?” Garlock asked sharply. “Not Dilipic?”


      “Oh, you have seen them? I never have, myself. No, nothing nearly that bad. Merely the Ozobes. The world itself was scarcely harmed at all. Rehabilitation will be a simple matter, so there’s no real reason why some of those Engineers.…”


      “The beast!” Lola shot a tight-beam thought at her husband. “Who cares anything about the rock and dirt of a planet? It’s the people that count and his are dead and he’s perfectly complaisant about it—just lonesome!”


      “Don’t let it throw you, pet,” James soothed. “He’s an Arpalone, you know; not a sociological anthropologist.”


      “…shouldn’t come out here and spend a few hours once in a while, but they don’t. Too busy with their own business, they say. But while you are physically human, mentally you are not. You’re all too…too… I can’t put my thought exactly on it, but…more as though you were human fighters, if such a thing could be possible.”


      “We are fighters. Where we come from, most human beings are fighters.”


      “Oh? I never heard of such a thing. Where can you be from?”


      This took much explanation, since the Arpalone had never heard of inter-galactic travel. “You are willing, then, to fight side by side with us Arpalones against the enemies of humanity? You have actually done so, at times, and won?”


      “We certainly have.”


      “I am glad. I am expecting a call for help any time now. Will you please give me enough of your mental pattern, Doctor Garlock, so that I can call you in case of need? Thank you.”


      “What makes you think you’re going to get an S.O.S. so soon? Where from?”


      “Because these Ozobe invasions come in cycles, years apart, but there are always several planets attacked at very nearly the same time. We were the first, this time; so there will be one or two others very shortly.”


      “Do they always…kill all the people?” Lola asked.


      “Oh, no. Scarcely half of the time. Depends on how many fighters the planet has, and how much outside help can get there soon enough.”


      “Your call could come from any of the other solar systems in this neighborhood, then?” Garlock asked.


      “Yes. There are fifteen inhabited planets within about six light-years of us, and we form a close-knit group.”


      “What are these Ozobes?”


      “Animals. Warm-blooded, but egg-layers, not mammals. Like this,” and the Inspector spread in their minds a picture of a creature somewhat like the flying tigers of Hodell, except that the color was black, shading off to iridescent green at the extremities. Also, it was armed with a short and heavy, but very sharp, sting.


      “They say that they come from space, but I don’t believe it,” the old fellow went on. “What would a warm-blood be doing out in space? Besides, they couldn’t find anybody to lay their eggs in out there. No, sir, I think they live right here on Groobe somewhere, maybe holed up in caves or something for ten or thirteen years…but that wouldn’t make sense, either, would it? I just don’t know.…”


      * * * *


      Garlock finally broke away from the lonesome Inspector and thePleiades started down.


      “That’s the most utterly horrible thing I ever heard of in my life!” Lola burst out. “Like wasps—only worse—people aren’t bugs! Why don’t all the planets get together and develop something to kill every Ozobe in every system of the group?”


      “That one has got too many bones in it for me to answer,” James said.


      “I’m going to get hold of that Engineer as soon as we land,” Lola said, darkly, “and stick a pin into him.”


      They found the Engineering Office easily enough, in a snug camp well outside a large city. They grounded the starship and went out on foot; enjoying contact with solid ground. The Head Engineer was an Arpalone, too—Engineers were not a separate race, but dwellers on a planet of extremely high technology—but he did know anything about space-drives. His specialty was rehabilitation; he was top boss of a rehab crew.…


      * * * *


      Then Lola pushed Garlock aside. Yes, the Ozobes came from space. He was sure of it. Yes, they laid eggs in human bodies. Yes, they probably stayed alive quite a while—or might, except for the rehab crew. No, he didn’t know what would hatch out—he’d never let one live that long, but what the hell else could hatch except Ozobes? No, not one. Not one single damn one. If just one ever did, on any world where he bossed the job, he’d lose his job as boss and go to the mines for half a year.…


      “Ridiculous!” Lola snapped. “If Ozobes hatched, they couldn’t possibly have come from space. If they did come from space, the adult form would have to be something able to get back into space, some way or other. That is simple elementary biology. Don’t you see that?”


      He didn’t see it. He didn’t give a damn, either. It was none of his business; he was a rehab man.


      Lola ran back to the ship in disgust.


      “Something else is even more ridiculous, and is your business,” James told the Head Engineer. “Garlock and I are both engineers—top ones. We know definitely that a one-hundred-percent clean-up on such a job as this—millions—simply can’t be done. Ever. Under any conditions. Are you lying in your teeth or are you dumb enough to believe it yourself?”


      “Neither one,” the Engineer insisted, stubbornly. “I’ve wondered, myself, at how I could get ’em all, but I always do—every time so far. That’s why they give me the big job. I’m good at it.”


      “Oh—Lola’s right, Jim,” Garlock said. “It’s the adult form that hatches; something so different they don’t even recognize it. Something able to get into space. Enough survivors to produce the next generation.”


      “Sure. I’ll tell Brownie—she’ll be tickled.”


      “She’ll be more than tickled—she’ll want to hunt up somebody around here with three brain cells working and give ’em an earful.” Then, to the Engineer, “Do you know how they rehab a planet that’s been leveled flat by the golop?”


      “You’ve seen one? I never have, but of course I’ve studied it. Slow, but not too difficult. After killing, the stuff weathers down in a few years—wonderful soil it makes—what makes it slow is that you have to wait fifty or a hundred years for the mountains to get built up again and for the earthquakes to quit.…”


      “Excuse me, please—I’ve got a call—we have to leave, right now.”


      The call was from the Inspector. The nearest planet, Clamer, was being invaded by the Ozobes and needed all the help they could get.


      * * * *


      In seconds the Pleiades was at the Port of Entry.


      “Where is this Clamer?” Garlock asked.


      The Inspector pointed a thought; all four followed it.


      “Let’s go, Jim. Maybe.…”


      “Just a minute!” Lola snapped. She was breathing hard, her eyes were almost shooting sparks as she turned to the old Arpalone and drove a thought so forcibly that he winced.


      “Do you so-called ‘Guardians of Humanity’ care at all about the humanity you’re supposed to be protecting?” she demanded viciously, the thought boring in and twisting, “or are you just loafing on the job and doing as little as you possibly can without getting fired?”


      Belle and Garlock looked at each other and grinned. James was surprised and shocked. This woman blowing her top was no Brownie Montandon any of them knew.


      “We do everything we possibly can,” the Inspector was not only shocked, but injured and abused. “If there’s any one possible thing we haven’t done, even the tiniest.…”


      “There’s plenty!” she snapped. “Plain, dumb stupidity, then, it must be. There must be somebody around here who has been at least exposed to elementary biology! You should have exterminated these Ozobe vermin ages ago. All you have to do is find out what its life cycle is. How many stages and what they are. How the adults get into space and where they go,” and she went on, in flashing thoughts, to explain in full detail.


      “Are you smart enough to understand that?”


      “Oh, yes. Your thought may be the truth, at that.”


      “And are you interested enough to find out whose business it would be, and follow through on it?”


      “Yes, of course. If it works, I’ll be quite famous for suggesting it. I’ll give you part of the credit.…”


      “Keep the credit—just see to it that it gets done!” She whirled on James. “This loss of human life is so appallingly unnecessary! This time we’re going to Clamer, and nowhere else. Push the button, Jim.”


      “All I can do is set up for it, pet. Whether we.…”


      “We’ll get there!” she blazed. “It’s high time we got a break. Punch it! This time the ship’s going to Clamer, if we have to all get out and push it there! Now punch that button!”


      James pushed the button, glanced into his scanner, and froze; eyes staring. He did not even whistle. Belle, however, did; with ear-shattering volume. Garlock’s mouth fell open in the biggest surprise of his life. They were in the same galaxy!


      All three had studied charts of nebular configurations so long and so intensely that recognition of a full-sphere identity was automatic and instantaneous.


      Lola, head buried in scanner, had already checked in with the Port Inspector.


      “It is Clamer!” she shrieked aloud. “I told you it was time for our luck to change, if we pulled hard enough! They are being invaded by Ozobes and they did call for help and they didn’t think we could possibly get here this fast and we don’t need to be inspected because we’re compatible or we couldn’t have landed on Groobe!”


      For five long minutes Garlock held the starship motionless while he studied the entire situation. Then he drove a probe through the mental shield of the general in charge of the whole defense operation.


      “Battle-Cruiser Pleiades, Captain Garlock commanding, reporting for duty in response to your S.O.S. received on Groobe.”


      The general, furiously busy as he was, dropped all other business. “But you’re human! You can’t fight!”


      “Watch us. You don’t know, apparently, that the Ozobe bases are on the far side of your moon. They’re bringing their fighters in most of the way in transports.”


      “Why, they can’t be! They’re coming in from all directions from deep space!”


      “That’s what they want you to think. They’re built to stand many hours of zero pressure and almost absolute zero cold. Question: if we destroy all their transport, say in three hours, can you handle all the fighters who will be in the air or in nearby space at that time?”


      “Very easily. They’ve hardly started yet. I appoint you Admiral-pro-tem Garlock, in command of Space Operations, and will refer to you any other space-fighters who may come. I thank you, sir. Good luck.”


      The general returned his attention to his boiling office. His mind was seething with questions as to what these not-human beings were, how or if they knew so much, and so on; but he forced them out of his mind and went, fast and efficient, back to work. James shot the Pleiades up to within a thousand miles or so of the moon.


      “How long does it take to learn this bombing business, Jim?” Lola asked.


      “About fifteen seconds. All you have to do is want to. Do you, really?”


      “I really do. If I don’t do something to help these people,” it did not occur to her that she had already done a tremendous job, “I’ll never forgive myself.”


      James showed her; and, much to her surprise, she found it very easy to do.


      * * * *


      The vessels transporting the invading forces were huge, spherical shells equipped with short-range drives—and with nothing else. No accommodations, no facilities, no food, no water, not even any air. Each transport, when filled to the bursting-point with as-yet-docile cargo, darted away; swinging around to approach Clamer from some previously-assigned direction. It did not, however, approach the planet’s surface. At about two thousand miles out, great ports opened and the load was dumped out into space, to fall the rest of the way by gravity. Then the empty shell, with only its one pilot aboard, rushed back for another load.


      “How heavy shots, Clee?” James asked. He and Lola were getting into their scanners. “Wouldn’t take as much as a kiloton equivalent, would it?”


      “Half a kilo is plenty, but no use being too fussy about precision out here.”


      * * * *


      Garlock and Belle were already bombing; James and Lola began. Slow and awkward at first, Lola soon picked up the technique and was firing blast for blast with the others. No more loaded transport vessels left the moon. No empty one, returning toward the moon, reached there. In much less than the three hours Garlock had mentioned, every Ozobian transport craft had been destroyed.


      “And now the real job begins,” Garlock said, as James dropped the starship down to within a few miles of the moon’s surface.


      That surface was cratered and jagged, exactly like that of the half always facing Clamer. No sign of activity could be seen by eye, nor anything unusual. Even the immense trap-doors, all closed now, matched exactly their surroundings. Underground, however, activity was violently intense; and, now, confused in the extreme.


      “Why, there isn’t a single adult anywhere!” Lola exclaimed. “I thought the whole place would be full of ’em!”


      “So did I,” Belle said. “However, by hindsight, it’s plain enough. Their job done, they were killed and eaten. Last meal, perhaps.”


      “I’m afraid so. Whatever they were, they had hands and brains. Just look at those shops and machines!”


      “What do we do, boss?” James asked. “Run a search pattern first?”


      “We’ll have to, I guess, before we can lay the job out.”


      It was run and Garlock frowned in thought. “Almost half the moon covered—honeycombed. We’ll have to fine-tooth it. Around the periphery first, then spiral into the center. This moon isn’t very big, but even so this is going to be a hell of a long job. Any suggestions, anybody? Jim?”


      “The only way, I guess. You can’t do it hit-or-miss. I’m damn glad we’ve got plenty of stuff in our Op field and plenty of hydride for the engines. The horses will all know they’ve been at work before they get the field filled up again.”


      “So will you, Junior, believe me.… Ready, all? Start blasting.”


      Then, for three hours, the Pleiades moved slowly—for her—along a plotted and automatically-controlled course. It was very easy to tell where she had been; the sharply-cut, evenly-spaced, symmetrical pits left by the Galaxian’s full-conversion blasts were entirely different from the irregularly-cratered, ages-old original surface.


      “Knock off, Brownie,” Garlock said then. “Go eat all you can hold and get some sleep. Come back in three hours. Jim, cut our speed to seventy-five percent.”


      Lola shed her scanner, heaved a tremendous sigh of relief, and disappeared.


      Three silent hours later—all three were too intensely busy to think of anything except the work in hand—Lola came back.


      “Take Belle’s swath, Brownie. Okay, Belle, you can lay off. Three hours.”


      “I’ll stay,” Belle declared. “Go yourself; or send Jim.”


      “Don’t be any more of a damn fool than you have to. I said beat it.”


      “And I said I wouldn’t. I’m just as good.…”


      “Chop it off!” Garlock snapped. “It isn’t a case of being just as good as. It’s a matter of physical reserves. Jim and I have more to draw on for the long shifts than you have. So get the hell out of here or I’ll stop the ship and slap you even sillier than you are now.”


      Belle threw up her head, tossing her shoulder-length green mop in her characteristic gesture of defiance; but after holding Garlock’s hard stare for a moment she relaxed and smiled.


      “Okay, Clee—and thanks for the kind words.”


      She disappeared and the work went on.


      And finally, when all four were so groggy that they could scarcely think, the job was done and checked. Clamer’s moon was as devoid of life as any moon had ever been.


      * * * *


      Lola pitched her scanner at its rack and threw herself face-down on a davenport, sobbing uncontrollably. James sat down beside her and soothed her until she quieted down.


      “You’d better eat something, sweetheart, and then for a good, long sleep.”


      “Eat? Why, I couldn’t, Jim, not possibly.”


      “Let her sleep first, I think, Jim,” Belle said, and followed with her eyes as Jim picked his wife up and carried her into the corridor.


      “We’d better eat something, I suppose,” Belle said, thoughtfully. “I don’t feel like eating, either, but I never realized until this minute just how much this has taken out of me and I’d better start putting it back in.… She did a wonderful job, Clee, even if she couldn’t take it full shift toward the last.”


      “I’ll say she did. I hated like the devil to let her work that way, but…you knew I was scared witless every second until we topped off.”


      Exhausted and haggard as she was, Belle laughed. “I know damn-blasted well you weren’t; but I know what you mean. Fighting something you don’t know anything about, and can’t guess what may happen next, is tough. Seconds count.” Side by side, they strolled toward the alcove.


      “I simply didn’t think she had it in her,” Belle marveled.


      “She didn’t. She hasn’t. It’ll take her a week to get back into shape.”


      “Right. She was going on pure nerve at the last—nothing else…but she did a job, and she’s so sweet and fine.… I wonder, Clee, if…if I’ve been missing the boat.…”


      “You have not.” Garlock sent the thought so solidly that Belle jumped. “If you’d just let yourself be, you’d be worth a million of her, just as you stand.”


      “Yes? You lie in your teeth, Cleander, but I love it.… Oh, I don’t know what I want to eat—if anything.”


      “I’ll think up yours, too, along with mine.”


      “Please. Something light, and just a little.”


      “Yeah. Sit down. Just a light snack—a two-pound steak, rare; a bowl of mushrooms fried in butter; French fries, french dips, salad, and a quart of coffee. The same for me, except more of each. Here we are.”


      “Why, Clee, I couldn’t possibly eat half of that.…” Then, after a quarter of it was gone, “I am hungry, at that—simply ravenous. I could eat a horse and saddle, and chase the rider.”


      “That’s what I thought. I knew I could, and figured you accordingly.”


      * * * *


      They ate those tremendous meals slowly, enjoying every bite and sip; in an atmosphere of friendliness and good fellowship; chatting on a wide variety of subjects as they ate. Neither was aware of the fact that this was the first time they had ever been on really friendly terms. And finally every dish and container was empty, almost polished clean.


      “One hundred percent capacity—can chew but can’t swallow,” Garlock said then, lighting two cigarettes and giving Belle one. “How’s that for a masterly job of calibration?”


      “Me, too. It’ll pass.” Belle sighed in repletion. “Your ability to estimate the exact capacity of containers is exceeded only by your good looks and by the size of your feet. And now to hit the good old sack for an indefinite but very long period of time.”


      “You chirped it, birdie.” Still eminently friendly, the two walked together to their doors. Belle put up a solid block and paused, irresolute, twisting the toe of one slipper into the carpet.


      “Clee, I… I wonder…if.…” Her voice died away.


      “I know what you mean.” He put his arms around her gently, tenderly, and looked deep into her eyes. “I want to tell you something, Belle. You’re a woman, not in seven thousand million women, but in that many planets full of women. What it takes, you very definitely and very abundantly have got. And you aren’t the only one that’s pooped. I don’t need company tonight, either. I’m going to sleep until I wake up, if it takes all day. Or say, if you wake up first, why not punch me and we’ll have breakfast together?”


      “That’s a thought. Do the same for me. Good night, Clee.”


      “Good night, ace.” He kissed her, as gently as he had been holding her, opened her door, closed it after her, and stepped across the corridor into his own room.


      “What a man!” Belle breathed to herself, behind the solid screens of her room. “He thought I was too tired, not just scared to death too. What a man! Belle Bellamy, you ought to be kicked from here to Tellus.…” Then she threw back her head, drove a hard little fist into a pillow, and spoke aloud through clenched teeth. “No, damn and blast it, I won’t give in. I won’t love him. I’ll take the Project away from him if it’s the last thing I ever do in this life!”


      * * * *


      She woke up the next morning—not morning, either, since it was well after noon—a little before Garlock did, but not much. When she went into his room he was shaved and fully dressed except for one shoe, which he was putting on.


      “Hi, boss! Better we eat, huh? Not only am I starving by inches, but if we don’t eat pretty quick we’ll get only one meal today instead of three. Did you eat your candy bar?”


      “I sure did, ace.”


      “Oh, I’m still ‘ace’? You can kiss me, then,” and she raised her face toward his.


      He kissed her, still tenderly, and they strolled to and through the Main and into the alcove. James and Lola, the latter looking terribly strained and worn, had already eaten, but joined them in their after-breakfast coffee and cigarettes.


      “You’ve checked, of course,” Garlock said. “Everything on the beam?”


      “Dead center. Even to Lola and her biologists. Everybody’s full of joy and gratitude and stuff—as well as information. And we managed to pry ourselves loose without waking you two trumpet-of-doom sleepers up. So we’re ready to jump again. I wonder where in hell we’ll wind up thistime.”


      “I’m glad you said that, Jim.” Garlock said. “It gives me the nerve to spring a thing on you that I’ve been mulling around in my mind ever since we landed here.”


      “Nerve? You?” James asked, incredulously. “Pass the coffee-pot around again, Brownie. If that character there said what I heard him say, this’ll make your hair stand straight up on end.”


      “On our jumps we’ve had altogether too much power and no control whatever.…” Garlock paused in thought.


      “Like a rookie pitcher,” Belle suggested.


      “Uh-uh,” Lola objected. “It couldn’t be that wild. He’d have to stand with his back to the plate and pitch the ball over the center-field stands and seven blocks down-town.”


      “Cut the persiflage, you two,” Garlock ordered. “Consider three things. First, as you all know, I’ve been trying to figure out a generator that would give us intrinsic control, but I haven’t got any farther with it than we did back on Tellus. Second, consider all the jumps we’ve made except this last one. Every time we’ve taken off, none of us has had his shield really up. You, Jim, were concentrating on the drive, and so were wide open to it. The rest of us were at least thinking about it, and so were more or less open to it. Not one of us has ever ordered it to take us to any definite place; in fact, I don’t believe that anyone of us has ever even suggested a destination. Each one of us has been thinking, at the instant of energization of the fields, exactly what you just said, and with exactly the same emphasis.


      “Third, consider this last jump all by itself. It’s the first time we’ve ever stayed in the same galaxy. It’s the first time we’ve ever gone where we wanted to. And it’s the first time—here’s the crux, as I see it—that any of us has been concentrating on any destination at the moment of firing the charge. Brownie was willing the Pleiades to this planet so hard that we all could taste it. The rest of us, if not really pushing to get here, were at least not opposed to the idea. Check?”


      “Check.” “That’s right.” “Yes, I was pushing with all my might,” came from the three listeners, and James went on:


      “Are you saying the damn thing’s alive?”


      “No. I’m saying I don’t believe in miracles. I don’t believe in coincidence—that concept is as meaningless as that of paradox. I certainly do not believe that we hit this planet by chance against odds of almost infinity to one. So I’ve been looking for a reason. I found one. It goes against my grain—against everything I’ve ever believed—but, since it’s the only possible explanation, it must be true. The only possible director of the Gunther Drive must be the mind.”


      “Hell’s blowtorches—Now you’re insisting that the damn thing’s alive.”


      “Far from it. It’s Brownie who’s alive. It was Brownie who got us here. Nothing else—repeat, nothing else—makes sense.”


      James pondered for a full minute. “I wouldn’t buy it except for one thing. If you, the hardest-boiled skeptic that ever went unhung, can feed yourself the whole bowl of such a mess as that, I can at least take a taste of it. Shoot.”


      “Okay. You know that we don’t know anything really fundamental about either teleportation or the drive. I’m sure now that the drive is simply mechanical teleportation. If you tried to ’port yourself without any idea of where you wanted to go, where do you think you’d land?”


      “You might scatter yourself all over space—no, you wouldn’t. You wouldn’t move, because it wouldn’t be teleportation at all. Destination is an integral part of the concept.”


      “Exactly so—but only because you’ve been conditioned to it all your life. This thing hasn’t been conditioned to anything.”


      “Like a new-born baby,” Lola suggested.


      “Life again,” James said. “I can’t see it—too many bones in it. Pure luck, even at those odds, makes a lot more sense.”


      “And to make matters worse,” Garlock went on as though neither of them had spoken. “Just suppose that a man had four minds instead of one and they weren’t working together. Then where would he go?”


      This time, James simply whistled; the girls stared, speechless.


      “I think we’ve proved that my school of mathematics was right—the thing was built to operate purely at random. Fotheringham was wrong. However, I missed the point that if control is possible, the controller must be a mind. Such a possibility never occurred to me or anyone working with me. Or to Fotheringham or to anybody else.”


      “I can’t say I’m sold, but it’s easy to test and the results can’t be any worse. Let’s go.”


      “How would you test it?”


      “Same way you would. Only way. First, each one of us alone. Then pairs and threes. Then all four together. Fifteen tests in all. No. Three destinations for each set-up; near, medium, and far. Except Tellus, of course; we’d better save that shot until we learn all we can find out. Everybody not in the set should screen up as solidly as they can set their blocks—eyes shut, even, and concentrating on something else. Check?”


      James did not express the thought that Tellus must by now be so far away that no possible effort could reach it; but he could not repress the implication.


      “Check. I’ll concentrate on a series of transfinite numbers. Belle, you work on the possible number of shades of the color green. Lola, on how many different perfumes you can identify by smell. Jim, hit the button.”

    

  


  
    
      THE GALAXY PRIMES, by E.E. “Doc” Smith [Part 2]


      CHAPTER 6


      Since the tests took much time, and were strictly routine in nature, there is no need to go into them in detail. At their conclusion, Garlock said:


      “First: either Jim alone, or Lola alone, or Jim and Lola together, can hit any destination within any galaxy, but can’t go from one galaxy to another.


      “Second: either Belle or I, or any combination containing either of us without the other, has no control at all.


      “Third: Belle and I together, or any combination containing both of us, can go intergalactic under control.


      “In spite of confession being supposed to be good for the soul, I don’t like to admit that we’ve put gravel in the gear-box—do you, Belle?” Garlock’s smile was both rueful and forced.


      “You can play that in spades.” Belle licked her lips; for the first time since boarding the starship she was acutely embarrassed. “We’ll have to, of course. It was all my fault—it makes me look like a damned stupid juvenile delinquent.”


      “Not by nineteen thousand kilocycles, since neither of us had any idea. I’ll be glad to settle for half the blame.”


      * * * *


      “Will you please stop talking Sanskrit?” James asked. “Or lep it, so we two innocent bystanders can understand it?”


      “Will do,” and Garlock went on in thought. “Remember what I said about this drive not being conditioned to anything? I was wrong. Belle and I have conditioned it, but badly. We’ve been fighting so much that something or other in that mess down there has become conditioned to her; something else to me. My part will play along with anyone except Belle; hers with anybody except me. Anti-conditioning, you might call it. Anyway, they lay back their ears and balk.”


      “Oh, hell!” James snorted. “Talk about gobbledygook! You are still saying that that conglomeration of copper and silver and steel and insulation that we built ourselves has got intelligence, and I still won’t buy it.”


      “By no means. Remember, Jim, that this concept of mechanical teleportation, and that the mind is the only possible controller, are absolutely new. We’ve got to throw out all previous ideas and start new from scratch. I postulate, as a working hypothesis drawn from original data as modified by these tests, that that particular conglomeration of materials generates at least two fields about the properties of which we know nothing at all. That one of those properties is the tendency to become preferentially resonant with one mind and preferentially non-resonant with another. Clear so far?”


      “As mud. It’s a mighty tough blueprint to read.” James scowled in thought. “However, it’s no harder to swallow than Sanderson’s Theory of Teleportation. Or, for that matter, the actual basic coupling between mind and ordinary muscular action. Does that mean we’ll have to rebuild half a million credits’ worth of…no, you and Belle can work it, together.”


      “I don’t know.” Garlock paced the floor. “I simply can’t see any possible mechanism of coupling.”


      “Subconscious, perhaps,” Belle suggested.


      “For my money that whole concept is invalid,” Garlock said. “It merely changes ‘I don’t know’ to ‘I can’t know’ and I don’t want any part of that. However, ‘unconscious’ could be the answer…if so, we may have a lever.… Belle, are you willing to bury your hatchet for about five minutes—work with me like a partner ought to?”


      “I certainly am, Clee. Honestly. Screens down flat, if you say so.”


      “Half-way’s enough, I think—you’ll know when we get down there.” Her mind joined his and he went on, “Ignore the machines themselves completely. Consider only the fields. Feel around with me—keep tuned!—see if there’s anything at all here that we can grab hold of and manipulate, like an Op field except probably very much finer. I’ll be completely damned if I can see how this type of Gunther generator can put out a manipulable field, but it must. That’s the only—O-W-R-C-H-H!”


      This last was a yell of pure mental agony. Both hands flew to his head, his face turned white, sweat poured, and he slumped down unconscious.


      He came to, however, as the other three were stretching him out on a davenport. Belle was mopping his face with a handkerchief.


      “What happened, Clee?” All three were exclaiming at once.


      “I found my manipulable field, but a bomb went off in my brain when I straightened it out.” He searched his mind anxiously, then smiled. “But no damage done—just the opposite. It opened up a Gunther cell I didn’t know I had. Didn’t it sock you, too, Belle?”


      “Uh-uh,” she said, more than half bitterly. “I must not have one. That makes you a Super-Prime, if I may name a new classification.”


      “Nonsense! Of course you’ve got it. Unconscious, of course, like me, but without it you couldn’t have conditioned the field. But why.… Oh, what bit me was the one conditioned to me.”


      “Oh, nice!” Belle exclaimed. “Come on, Clee—let’s go get mine!”


      “Do you want a bit of knowledge that badly, Belle?” Lola asked. “Besides, wait, he isn’t strong enough yet.”


      “Of course he’s strong enough. A little knock like that? Want it! I’d give my right leg and…and almost anything for it. It didn’t kill him, so it won’t kill me.”


      “There may be an easier way,” Garlock said. “I wouldn’t wish a jolt like that onto my worst enemy. But that had two hundred kilovolts and four hundred kilogunts behind it. Since I know now where and what the cell is, I think I can open it up for you without being quite so rough.”


      “Oh, lovely. Come in, quick! I’m ready now.”


      * * * *


      Garlock went in; and wrought. It took longer—half an hour, in fact—but it was very much easier to take.


      “What did it feel like, Belle?” Lola asked, eagerly. “You winced like he was drilling teeth and struck a couple of nerves.”


      “Uh-uh. More like being stretched all out of shape. Like having a child, maybe, in a small way. Let’s go, Clee!”


      They joined up and went.


      “Ha, there you are, you cantankerous little fabrication of nothings!” Belle said aloud, in a low, throaty, gloating voice. “Take that—and that! And now behave yourself. If you don’t, mama spank—but good!” Then, breaking connection, “Thanks a million, Clee; you’re tall, solid gold. Do you want to run some more tests, to see which of us is the intergalactic transporter?”


      “Not unless you do.”


      “Who, me? I’ll be tickled to death not to; just like I’d swallowed an ostrich feather. Back to Tellus, then?”


      “Tellus, here we come,” Garlock said. “Jim, what are the Tellurian figures for exactly five hundred miles up?”


      “I’ll punch ’em—got ’em in my head.” James did so. “Shall Brownie and I set our blocks?”


      “No,” Belle said. “Nothing can interfere with us now.”


      “Ready.” Garlock sat down in the pilot’s seat. “Cluster ’round, chum.”


      * * * *


      Belle leaned against the back of the chair and put both arms around Garlock’s neck. “I’m clustered.”


      “The spot we’re shooting at is exactly over the exact center of the middle blast-pit at Port Gunther. In sync?”


      “To a skillionth of a whillionth of a microphase. I’m exactly on and locked. Shoot.”


      “Now, you sheet-iron bucket of nuts and bolts, jump!” and Garlock snapped the red switch.


      Earth lay beneath them. So did Port Gunther.


      “Hu-u-u-uh!” Garlock’s huge sigh held much more of relief than of triumph.


      “They did it! We’re home!” Lola shrieked; and, breaking into unashamed and unrestrained tears, went into her husband’s extended arms.


      “Cry ahead, sweet. I’d bawl myself if Garlock wasn’t looking. Maybe I will, anyway,” James said. Then, extending his right arm to Garlock and to Belle, “I was scared to death you couldn’t make it except by back tracking. Good going, you two Primes,” but his thoughts said vastly more than his words.


      Belle’s eyes, too, were wet; Garlock’s own were not quite dry.


      “You weren’t as sure as you looked, then, that we could do it the hard way,” Belle said. “All inside, I was one quivering mass of jelly.”


      “Afterward, you mean. You were solid as Gibraltar when I fired the charge. You’re the kind of woman a man wants with him when the going’s tough. Slide around here a little, so I can get hold of you.”


      Garlock released Belle—finally—and turned to the pilot, who was just pulling a data-sheet from Compy the Computer. “How far did we miss target, Jim?”


      * * * *


      James held up his right hand, thumb and forefinger forming a circle. “You’re one point eight seven inches high, and off center point five three inches to the north northeast by east. I hereby award each of you the bronze medal of Marksman First. Shall I take her down now or do you want to check in from here first?”


      “Neither… I think. What do you think, Belle?”


      “Right. Not until you-know-what.”


      “Check. Until we decide whether or not to let them know just yet that we can handle the ship. If we do, how many of our taped reports we turn in and how many we toss down the chute.”


      “I get it!” James exclaimed, with a spreading grin. “That, my dear people, is something I never expected to live long enough to see—our straight-laced Doctor Garlock applying the Bugger Factor to a research problem!”


      “I prefer the term ‘Monk’s Coefficient,’ myself,” Garlock said, “from the standpoint of mathematical rigor.”


      “At Polytech we called it ‘Finagle’s Formula’,” Belle commented. “The most widely applicable operator known.”


      “Have you three lost your minds?” Lola demanded. “That’s nothing to joke about—you wouldn’t destroy official reports! All that astronomy and anthropology that nobody ever even dreamed of before? You couldn’t! Not possibly!”


      “Each of us knows just as well as you do how much data we have, exactly how new and startling it is; but we’ve thought ahead farther than you have. None of us likes the idea of destroying it a bit better than you do. We won’t, either, without your full, unreserved, wholehearted consent, nor without your fixed, iron-clad, unshakable determination never to reveal any least bit of it.”


      “That language is far too strong for me. I’d like to be able to go along with you, but on those terms, I simply can’t.”


      “I think you can, when you’ve thought it through. You’ve met Alonzo P. Ferber, haven’t you? Read him?”


      “One glimpse; that was all I could stand. He pawed me mentally and wanted to paw me physically, the first time I ever saw him.”


      “Check. So I’m going to ask you two questions, which you may answer as an anthropologist, as Lola Montandon, as Mrs. James James James the Ninth, as a member of our team, or as any other character you choose to assume. Remembering that Ferber’s a Gunther First—and pretends to be an Operator whenever he can get away with it—should he, or anyone like him, ever be allowed to visit Hodell? Second question: if there is any possible way for him to get there, can he be made to stay away?”


      “Oh… Grand Lady Neldine and that perfectly stunning Grand Lady Lemphi they picked out for Jim…they’re such nice people…and the Gunther genes.…” As Lola thought on, her expressive face showed a variety of conflicting emotions before it hardened into decision. “The answer to both questions—the only possible answer—is no. I subscribe; on the exact terms you stipulated. And you don’t believe, Clee, that my thesis had anything to do with my holding out at first?”


      “Certainly I don’t. Besides.…”


      “What thesis?” Belle asked.


      * * * *


      “For my Ph.D. in anthropology. I thought I had it made, but it just went down the chute. And I don’t know if any of you realize just how nearly impossible it is to make a really worthwhile original contribution to science in that field.”


      “As I started to tell you, Brownie,” Garlock said, “I don’t think you’ve lost a thing. There’s a bigger and better one coming up.”


      “What?”


      “Sh-h-h-h,” Belle stage-whispered. “He’s got a theory—such a weirdie that he won’t talk about it to anybody.”


      “It isn’t a theory yet—at least, not ripe enough to pick—but it’s something more than a hunch,” Garlock said.


      “But what could possibly make as good a thesis as those extra-galactic tapes?” Lola wailed. “They would have made my thesis a summer breeze.”


      “More like a hurricane—the hottest thing since doctorate disputations first started,” Garlock said. “However, as I started to say twice before, it still will be. Intra-galactic tapes will be just as good. In this case, better.”


      “W-e-l-l…possibly. But we haven’t any.”


      “That is what this conference is about. We can’t destroy the stuff we have unless we can replace it with something better. My idea is that we should visit a few—say fifty—Tellus-type planets in this galaxy; the ones closest to Tellus. I’m pretty sure they’ll be inhabited by Homo Sapiens. There’s a chance, of course, that they’ll be like Hodell and the others we’ve seen; in which case I don’t see how we can keep Gunther genes confined to Earth. However, I’m pretty sure in my own mind that we’ll find them all very much like Tellus, Gunther and all. What would you think of that for a thesis, Lola?”


      “Oh, wonderful!”


      “Okay. Now to get back to whether we want to check in or not. I don’t like to duck out without letting them know we can handle this heap—after a fashion, that is; they don’t need to know we can really handle it—but we’ve got nothing we can report and Fatso will blow his stack—Oh-oh! Should’ve remembered Tellus isn’t Hodell; the tri-di’s setting up! Belle, you take it. She’d give me Fatso, because he wants to chew me out, but she won’t put him on for you. Cut her throat, but good! Brownie, hide somewhere! Jim, set up for Beta Centauri—not Alpha, but Beta—and fast! Give her hell, Belle!” Garlock sent this last thought from behind a davenport, from which hiding-place he could see the tri-di screen and both Belle and James; but anyone on the screen could not see him.


      * * * *


      Miss Foster’s likeness appeared upon the screen. Chancellor Ferber’s secretary was a big woman, but not fat; middle-aged, gray-haired, wearing consciously the aura and the domineering, overbearing expression of a woman who has great power and an even greater drive to exert her authority.


      “Why haven’t you reported in?” Miss Foster snapped, with a glare that was pure frost. “You arrived thirteen minutes ago. Such delay is inexcusable. Get Garlock.”


      “Captain Garlock is off-watch; asleep. I, Commander Bellamy, am in command.” Standing stiffly at attention, Belle paused to exchange glares with the woman across the big desk. If Miss Foster’s was frost, Commander Bellamy’s was helium ice.


      “Ready to go, Jim?” Belle flashed the thought.


      “Half a minute yet.”


      “Any time after I sign off. Pick your own spot.” Then aloud into the screen: “I will report to Chancellor Ferber. I will not report to Chancellor Ferber’s secretary.”


      “Doctor James!” Miss Foster’s voice was neither as cold nor as steady as it had been. “Bring that ship down at once!”


      James made no sign that he had heard the order. Belle stood changelessly stiff. She had not for an instant taken her coldly competent eyes from those of the woman on the ground. Her emotionless, ultra-refrigerated voice went, as ever, directly into the screen.


      “I trust that this conversation is being recorded?”


      “It certainly is!”


      “Good. I want it on record that we, the personnel of the starship Pleiades, are not subject to the verbal orders of the Chancellor’s secretary. You will now connect me with Chancellor Ferber, please.”


      “The Chancellor is in conference and is not to be disturbed. I have authority to act for him. You will report to me, and do it right now.” Foster’s voice rose almost to a scream.


      “That ground has been covered. Since you have taken it upon yourself to exceed your authority to such an extent as to refuse to connect the officer in command of the Pleiades with the Chancellor, I cannot report to him either the reasons why we are not landing at this time or when we expect to return to Tellus. You are advised that we may leave at any instant, just like that!” Belle snapped her finger under the imaged nose. “You may inform the Chancellor, or not inform him if you prefer, that our control of the starship Pleiades is something less than perfect. I do not know exactly how many seconds longer we will be here. Commander Bellamy signing off. Over and out.”


      “Commander Bellamy, indeed! Commander my left foot!” Miss Foster was screaming now, in thwarted fury. “You’re no more a commander than my lowest office-girl is! Just wait ’till you get down here, you green-haired hussy, you shameless notor.…” The set went instantaneously from full volume to zero sound as James drove the red button home.


      “Belle, you honey!” Garlock scrambled out from behind the davenport, seized her around the waist, and swung her, feet high in air, through four full circles before he let her down and kissed her vigorously. “You little sweetheart! You’re the first living human being ever to really pull Foster’s cork!”


      “What a goat-getting!” James applauded. “That will go down in history as the star-spangled act of the century.”


      * * * *


      Belle was, however, unusually diffident. “I stuck my neck out a mile—worse, Clee’s. I’m sorry, Clee. I had to have some weight to throw around, and I had only a second to think, and that was the first thing I thought of, and after half a minute she made me so damn mad that I went entirely too far.”


      “Uh-uh. Just far enough. That was a perfect job.”


      “But she’ll never forget that, and she’ll crucify you, as well as me, when we land. She knows I’m not a commander.”


      “She just thinks you ain’t. The official log will show, though, that after only one day out I discovered that we should all be officers—one captain and three commanders—with pay and perquisites of rank. I’ll think up good and sufficient reasons for it between now and when I make up the log.”


      “But you can’t! Or can you, really?”


      “Well, nobody told me I couldn’t, so I assumed the right. Besides, you didn’t tell her commander of what, so I’ll make it stick, too—see if I don’t. Or else I’ll tear two or three offices apart finding out why I can’t. You can be sure of that.”


      “All that may not be necessary,” Lola said. “That tape will never be heard. I’ll bet she’s erased it already.”


      “Perhaps; but ours isn’t going to be erased—it will be heard exactly where it will do the most good.”


      “I’m awfully glad you don’t think we’re on the hook. All that’s left, then, is that second-in-command business. Both of you know, of course, that that was just window-dressing.”


      “You were telling the truth and didn’t know it,” James said, cheerfully. “You have actually been second-in-command ever since the drive tests.”


      “I haven’t, and I won’t. Surely you don’t think I’m enough of a heel, Jim, to step on your toes like that?”


      “Nothing like that involved. You tell her, Clee.”


      “Gunther ability is what counts. You’re a Prime, Jim’s an Operator; so, now that we can handle the heap, you’ll have to be second-in-command whether you like it or not. Any time you can out-Gunther me we’ll trade places. And you won’t have to take the job away from me—I’ll give it to you.”


      “But…no hard feelings, Jim? No reservations? Screens down?”


      “None whatever. In fact, I’m relieved. I’m Gunthered for this board here—for that one I’m not. Come in and look; and shake on it.”


      * * * *


      Belle looked; and while they were shaking hands, she flashed a thought at Lola. “Do you know that we’ve got two of the finest men that ever lived?”


      “I’ve known that for a long time,” Lola flashed back, “but you’ve hardly started to realize what they really are.”


      “Well, shall we start earning our pay and perquisites by getting to work on this planet, that we haven’t even looked—wait a minute! We’re just about to open up the galaxy, aren’t we?”


      They were.


      “Then there’ll have to be some kind of a unifying and correlating authority—a Galactic Council or something—and the quicker it’s set up the better; the less confusion and turmoil and jockeying-for-position there will be. Question: should this authority be political?”


      “It should not!” James declared. “It takes United Worlds seven solid days of debate to decide whether or not to buy one lead pencil.”


      “Military—or naval, I suppose it’d be—that’s what Clee’s driving at,” Belle said. “You’re wonderful, Clee—simply priceless! We’re officers of the brand-new Galactic Navy. Subject to civilian control, of course, but the civilians will be the United Galaxian Societies of the Galaxy, and nobody else. Beautiful, Clee! There are ten Operators, Jim. Right?”


      * * * *


      “Check. Brownie and I are here; the other eight are running the Galaxian Society under Clee. And the whole Society eats out of his hand.”


      “I don’t know about that, but Belle and I together could swing it, I think.”


      “I’ll say we could,” Belle breathed. “And I simply can’t wait to see you kick Fatso’s teeth in with this one!”


      “I don’t like the word ‘Navy’,” Garlock said. “It’s tied definitely to warfare. How about calling it the ‘Galactic Service’? Applicable to either war or peace. Brass Hats will think of us in terms of war, even though we will actually work for peace. Any objections?”


      There were no objections.


      “About the uniforms,” Lola said, eagerly. “Space-black and star-white, with chromium comets and things on the shoulders.…”


      “To hell with uniforms,” Garlock broke in. “Why do women have to go off the deep end on clothes?”


      “She’s right—you’re wrong, Clee,” James said. “Without a uniform you won’t get off the ground, not even with the Society. And you’ll be talking to Top Planetary Brass. Also, they’re Gunthered plenty—you can feel their Op field clear out here.”


      “Could be,” Garlock conceded. “Okay, you girls dope it out to suit yourselves. But think you can stand it, Belle, to wear more than twelve square inches of clothes?”


      “Wait ’til you see it, chum. I’ve been designing a uniform for myself for positively years.”


      “I can’t wait. And you’re a captain, of course.”


      “Huh? You can’t have two cap.… Oh, I see. Primes. I appreciate that, Clee. Thanks.”


      “Hold on, both of you,” James said. “You haven’t thought this through far enough. Suppose we meet forces already organized? Better start high than low. You’ve got to be top admiral, Clee.”


      “Rocket-oil! Suppose we don’t find anything at all?”


      “You’re right, Jim,” Belle said. “Clee, you talk like a man with a paper nose. It’s you who’s been yowling for two solid years about being ready for anything. We’ve got to do just that.”


      “Correction accepted. Brief me.”


      “Ranks should be different from those of United Worlds. They should be descriptive, but impressive. Tops could be Galactic Admiral. That’s you. Vice Galactic Admiral; me.…”


      “Galactic Vice Admiral would be better,” Lola said.


      “Accepted. Those two we’ll make stick come hell or space-warps. Right?”


      Garlock did not reply immediately. “Up to either one of two points,” he agreed, finally.


      “What points?”


      “War, or being out-Gunthered. Top Gunther takes top place; man, woman, bird, beast, fish, or bug-eyed monster.”


      “Oh.” Belle was staggered for a moment. “No war, of course. As to the other… I hadn’t thought of that.”


      “There are a lot of things none of us has thought of, but as amended I’ll buy it.”


      “Then several Regional Admirals, each with his Regional Vice Admiral. Then System Admirals and Vices, and World or Planetary—naming the planet, you know—Admirals and Vices. Let the various Galaxian Societies take over from there down. How do you like them potatoes, Buster?”


      “Nice. And formal address, intra-ship, will be Mister and Miss. Jim and Brownie?”


      They liked it. “Where do we fit in?” James asked.


      “Pick your own spots,” Garlock said.


      “If we stick to the Solar System we aren’t so apt to get bumped by Primes. So make me Solar System Admiral and Brownie my Vice.”


      “Okay. How long will it take you, Belle, to materialize those uniforms?”


      “Fifteen seconds longer than it takes the converter to scan us. Lola’s color scheme is right, and I’ve got everything else down to the last curlicue of chrome. Let’s go.”


      * * * *


      They went: and came back into the Main in uniform. Belle had really done a job.


      That of the men, while something on the spectacular side, was more or less conventional, with stiff-visored, screened, heavily-chromed caps; but the women’s! Slippers, overseas caps, shorts and jackets—but what jackets!


      “Well.…” Garlock said, after examining the two girls speechlessly for a good half minute. “It doesn’t look exactly like a spray-on job; but if you ever take a deep breath it’ll split from here to there. Fly off—leave you naked as a jay-bird.”


      “Oh, no. The fabric stretches a little. See? Nothing like a sweater, but a similar effect—perhaps a bit more so.”


      “Quite a bit more so, I’d say. However, since Operators and Primes are automatically stacked like Tennick Towers, I don’t suppose your recruits will be unduly perturbed at, or will squawk too much about, overexposure. Are we finally ready to go down and get to work?”


      “I am,” James said. “How do you want to handle it?”


      “Run a search pattern. Belle and I will center their Op field and check on Ops and Primes. You two probe at will.”


      Around and around the planet, in brief bursts of completely incomprehensible speed, the huge ship darted; the biggest, solidest, yet most elusive and fantastic “flying saucer” ever to visit that world. The tremendous oceans and six great continents were traversed; the ice-caps; the frigid, the temperate, and the torrid zones. Wherever she went, powerful and efficient radar scanned and tracked her; wherever she went, excitement seethed.


      “Beta Centauri Five,” Garlock reported, after a few minutes. “Margonia, they call it. Biggest continent and nation named Nargoda. Capital city Margon; Margon Base on coast nearby. Lots of Gunther Firsts. All the real Gunther, though, is clear across the continent. They’re building a starship. Fourteen Ops and two Primes—man and woman. Deggi Delcamp’s a big bruiser, with a God-awful lot of stuff. Ugly as hell, though. He’s a bossy type.”


      “I’m amazed,” James played it straight. “I thought all male Primes would be just like you. Timorous Timmies.”


      “Huh? Oh.…” Garlock was taken slightly aback, but went on quickly, “What do you think of your opposite number, Belle?” He whistled a wolf-call and made hour-glass motions with his hands. “I’d thought of trading you in on a new model, but Fao Talaho is no bargain, either—andnobody’s push-over.”


      “Trade! You tomcat!” Belle’s nostrils flared. “You know what that bleached-blonde tried to do? High-hat me!”


      “I noticed. When we four get down to business, face to face, there should be some interesting by-products.”


      “You chirped it, boss. Primes seem to be such nice people.” James rolled his eyes upward and steepled his hands. “If you’ve got all the dope, no use finishing this search pattern.”


      “Go ahead. Window dressing. The Brass hasn’t any idea of what’s going on, any more than ours did.”


      The search went on until, “This is it,” James reported. “Where? Over Margon Base?”


      “Check. Kick us over there, ten or twelve hundred miles up.”


      “On the way, boss. Looks like your theory is about ready to pick.”


      “It isn’t much of a theory yet; just that cultural and evolutionary patterns should be more or less homogeneous within galaxies. Until it can explain why so many out-galaxies are just alike it doesn’t amount to much. By the way, I’m glad you people insisted on organization and rank and uniforms. The Brass is going to take a certain amount of convincing. Take over, Brownie—this is your dish.”


      “I was afraid of that.”


      The others watched Lola drive her probe—a diamond-clear, razor-sharp bolt of thought that no Gunther First could possibly either wield or stop—down into the innermost private office of that immense and far-flung base. Through Lola’s inner eyes they saw a tall, trim, handsome, fiftyish man in a resplendent uniform of purple and gold; they watched her brush aside that officer’s hard-held mental block.


      * * * *


      “I greet you, Supreme Grand Marshal Entlore, Highest Commander of the Armed Forces of Nargoda. This is the starship Pleiades, of System Sol, Planet Tellus. I am Sol-System Vice-Admiral Lola Montandon. I have with me as guests three of my superior officers of the Galactic Service, including the Galactic Admiral himself. We are making a good-will tour of the Tellus-Type planets of this region of space. I request permission to land and information as to your landing conventions. The landing pad—bottom—of the Pleiades is flat; sixty feet wide by one hundred twenty feet long. Area loading is approximately eight tons per square foot. Solid, dry ground is perfectly satisfactory. While we land vertically, with little or no shock impact, I prefer not to risk damaging your pavement.”


      They all felt the Marshal’s thoughts race. “Starship! Tellus—Sol, that insignificant Type G dwarf! Interstellar travel a commonplace! A ship that size and weight—an organized, uniformed, functioning Galaxy-wide Navy and they don’t want to damage my pavement! My God!”


      “Good going, Brownie! Kiss her for me, Jim.” Garlock flashed the thought.


      Entlore, realizing that his every thought was being read, pulled himself together. “I admit that I was shocked, Admiral Montandon. But landing—really, I have nothing to do with landings. They are handled by.…”


      “I realize that, sir; but you realize that no underling could possibly authorize my landing. That is why I always start at the top. Besides, I do not like to waste time on officers of much lower rank than my own, and,” Lola allowed a strong tinge of good humor to creep into her thought, “the bigger they are, the less apt they are to pass the well-known buck.”


      “You have had experience, I see,” the Marshal laughed. He did have a sense of humor. “While landing here is forbidden—top secret, you know—would my refusal mean much to you?”


      “Having made satisfactory contact, I introduce you to Galactic Admiral Garlock. Take over, sir, please.”


      * * * *


      Entlore winced, for the probe Garlock used then compared to Lola’s very much as a diamond drill compares to a piece of soft brass pipe.


      “It would mean everything to us,” Garlock assured him. “Our mission is a perfectly friendly one. We will have a friendly visit or none. If you do not care for our friendship, another nation will.”


      “That wouldn’t do, either, of course.” Entlore paused in thought. “It boils down to this: I must either welcome you or destroy you.”


      “You may try.” Garlock grinned in frankly self-satisfied amusement. “However, the best you can do is lithium-hydride fusion missiles in the hundreds-of-megatons range. Firecrackers. Every once in a while a planet has to try a few such things on us before it will believe that we are powerful as well as friendly. Would you like to test our defenses? If so, I will neither take offense nor retaliate.”


      Supreme Grand Marshal Entlore was floored. “Why…er…not at all. I read in your mind.…” He broke off, to quell an invasion into his own private office. “Damn it, keep still!” all four “heard” him yell. “I know they ran a search pattern. I know that, too. I know everythingabout it, I tell you! I’m in full rapport with their Supreme Grand Admiral. There’s only the one ship, they’re friendly, and I’m inviting them to land here on Margon Base. Give that to the press. Say also that entrance restrictions to Margon Base will not be relaxed at present. Grand Marshal Holson and ComOff Flurnoy, stay here and tune in. The rest of you get out and stay out! Throw all reports about any alien vessel or flying saucer or what-have-you into the waste-basket!”


      “Resume command, please, Miss Montandon,” Garlock directed; and withdrew his probe from Entlore’s mind.


      “I thank you, Supreme Grand Marshal Entlore, for your welcome,” Lola sent. “I’m sorry that our visits cause so much disturbance, but I suppose it can’t be helped. Our Gunther blocks are down. Would you and your two assistants like to teleport out here to us, and con us down yourselves?” Lola knew instantly that they could not, and covered deftly for them. “But of course you can’t, without knowing a focus spot here in the Main. Shall I teleport you aboard?”


      * * * *


      ComOff Flurnoy’s face—she was an attractive, nicely-built red-head wearing throat-mike, earphone, and recorder—turned so pale that a faint line of freckles stood out across the bridge of her nose. She very evidently wanted to scream a protest, but would not. Both men, strangely enough, were eager to go. Instantly all three were standing in line on the deep-piled rug of the Main, facing the four Tellurians. Seven bodies came rigidly to attention, seven right hands snapped into two varieties of formal salute. Standing thus, each party studied the other for a couple of seconds.


      There was no doubt at all as to which two of the visitors the two Nargodian men were studying; but neither of them could quite make up his mind as to which of the black-and-white-clad women to study first or most. The red-head’s glance, too, flickered between Belle and Garlock—incredulous envy and equally incredulous admiration lit her eyes.


      “At rest, please, fellow-officers,” Garlock said, and Lola performed the necessary introductions, adding, “We do not, however, use titles aboard ship. Mister and Miss are customary and sufficient.”


      Behind each row of officers a long davenport appeared; between them a table loaded with sandwiches, olives, pickles, relishes, fruits, nuts, soft drinks, cigars, and cigarettes.


      “Help yourselves,” Garlock invited. “We serve neither intoxicants nor drugs, but you should find something there to your taste.”


      “Indeed we shall, and thank you,” Entlore said. “Is there any objection, Mr. Garlock, to Miss Flurnoy transmitting information of this meeting and of this ship to our base?”


      “None whatever. Send as you please, Miss Flurnoy, or as Mr. Entlore directs.”


      “I’m glad I didn’t quite scare myself out of coming up here,” the Communications Officer said. “This is the biggest and nicest thrill I ever had. Such a thrill that I don’t know just where to begin.” She cocked an eyebrow at her commanding officer.


      “As usual. Whatever you think should be sent.” Entlore sent her a steadying thought. Then, as the girl settled back with a sandwich in one hand and a tall glass of ginger-ale in the other, he went on, to Garlock, “She is a very fine and very strong telepath—by our standards, at least.”


      “By galactic standards also.” Garlock had of course been checking. “Accurate, sharp, wide-range, clear-thinking, and fast. Not one of us four could do it any better.”


      “I thank you, Mr. Garlock,” the girl said, with a blush of pleasure—and with scarcely a perceptible pause in her work.


      * * * *


      A tour of the ship followed; and as it progressed, the more confused and dismayed the two Nargodian commanders became.


      “But no crew at all?” Holson demanded incredulously. “How can a thing like this possibly work?”


      “It’s fully Gunthered,” Lola explained. “It works itself. That is, almost all the time. Whenever we land on any planet for the first time, one of us has to control it. Or for any other special job not in its memory banks. When you’re ready for us to land I’ll show you—it’s my turn to work.”


      “Miss Flurnoy, have they cleared the air over Pylon Six?”


      “Yes, sir. Clearance came through five minutes ago. They are holding it clear for us.”


      “Thank you. Miss Montandon, you may land at your convenience.”


      “Thank you, sir.” Lola took the pilot’s chair. “This is the scanner. I pull it over my face and head, so. Since I am always in tune with the field.…”


      “What does that mean?” Entlore asked, dark foreboding in his mind.


      “I was afraid of that. You can’t feel an Operator Field. I’m sorry, sir, but that means you can’t handle these forces and never will be able to. Certain Gunther areas of your brain are inoperative. On our scale you are a Gunther First.…”


      “On ours, I’m an Esper Ten, the highest rating in the world—except for a few theoretical crackpots who.… Excuse me, please, I shouldn’t have said that, in view of what I see happening here.”


      “No offense taken, sir. Those who developed the Gunther Drive were crackpots until they got the first starship out into space. But with this scanner on, I think of where I want to look and I can see it. I then think the ship a few miles sidewise—so—and we are now directly over your Pylon Six. I’m starting down, but I won’t go into free fall.”


      Apparent weight grew less and less, until: “This is about enough for you, Miss Flurnoy?”


      “Just,” the ComOff agreed, with a gulp. “One pound less and I’m afraid I’ll upchuck that lovely lunch I just ate.”


      “We’re going fast enough now. Everyone sitting down? Brace yourselves, please. You’ll be about fifty percent overweight for a while.”


      * * * *


      As bodies settled deeper into cushions Entlore sent Garlock a thought. “We three weigh about five hundred pounds. You lifted us—instantaneously or nearly so, but I’ll pass the question of acceleration for the moment—eleven hundred miles straight up. How did you repeal the Law of Conservation?”


      “We didn’t. We have fusion engines of twenty million horsepower. Our Operator Field, which has a radius of fifteen thousand miles and is charged to an electrogravitic potential of one hundred thousand gunts, stores energy. Its action is not exactly like that of an electrical condenser or of a storage battery, but is more or less analogous to both. Thus, the energy required to lift you three came from the field, but the amount was so small that it did not lower the potential of the field by any measurable amount. Setting this ship down—call it sixty thousand tons for a thousand miles at one gravity—will increase the field’s potential by approximately one-tenth of one gunt. Have you studied paraphysics?”


      “No.”


      “It wasn’t practical, eh?” Garlock smiled. “Then I can’t make even a stab at explaining instantaneous translation to you. I’ll just say that there is no acceleration involved, no time lapse. There is no violation of the Law of Conservation since departure and arrival points are equi-Guntherial. But what I am really interested in is that small group of high espers you mentioned.”


      “Yes, I inferred that from Miss Montandon’s comments.” Entlore fell silent and Garlock watched his somber thoughts picture Margon Base and his nation’s capital being attacked and destroyed by a fleet of invincible and invulnerable starships like this Pleiades.


      “You are wrong, sir,” Garlock put in, quietly. “The Galactic Service has not had, does not and will not have, anything to do with intra-planetary affairs. We have no connection with, and no responsibility to, any world or any group of worlds. We are an arm of the United Galaxian Societies of the Galaxy. Our function is to control space. To forbid, to prevent, to rectify any interplanetary or interstellar aggression. Above all, to prevent, by means of procedures up to and including total destruction of planets if necessary, any attempt whatever to form any multi-world empire.”


      The three Nargodians gasped as one, as much at the scope of the thing as at the calmly cold certainty of ability carried by the thought.


      “You are transmitting this precisely, Miss Flurnoy?” Entlore asked.


      “Precisely, sir; including background, fringes, connotations, and implications; just as he is giving it to us.”


      “Let us assume that your Nargodian government decides to conquer all the other nations of your planet Margonia. Assume farther that it succeeds. We will not object; in fact, we will, as a usual thing, not even be informed of it. If then, however, your government decides that one world is not enough for it to rule and prepares to conquer, or take aggressive action against, any other world, we will be informed and we will step in. First, warning will be given. Second, any and all vessels dispatched on such a mission will be annihilated. Third, if the offense is continued or repeated, trial will be held before the Galactic Council and any sentence imposed will be carried out.”


      In spite of Garlock’s manner and message, both marshals were highly relieved. “You’re in plenty of time, with us, sir,” Entlore said. “We have just sent our first rocket to our nearer moon…that is, unless that group of—of espers gets their ship off the ground.”


      “How far along are they?”


      “The ship itself is built, but they are having trouble with their drive. The hull is spherical, and much smaller than this one. It has atomic engines, but no blasts or ion-plates…but neither has this one!”


      “Exactly; they may be pretty well along. I’d like to get in touch with them as soon as possible. May I borrow a ‘talker’ like Miss Flurnoy for a few days? You have others, I suppose?”


      “Yes, but I’ll let you have her; it is of the essence that you have the best one available. Miss Flurnoy?”


      “Yes, sir?” Besides reporting, she had been conversing busily with James and Belle.


      “Would you like to be assigned to Mr. Garlock for the duration of his stay on Margonia?”


      “Oh, yes, sir!” she replied, excitedly.


      “You are so assigned. Take orders from him or from any designate as though I myself were issuing them.”


      “Thank you, sir…but what limits? And do I transmit to and/or record for you, sir?”


      “No limit. These four Galaxians are hereby granted nation-wide top clearance. Transmit as usual whatever is permitted.”


      “Full reporting is not only permitted, but urged,” Garlock said. “There is nothing secret about our mission.”


      * * * *


      As the Pleiades landed: “If you will give us your focus spot, Mr. Entlore, we can all ’port to your office and save calling staff cars.”


      “And cause a revolution?” Entlore laughed. “Apparently you haven’t been checking outside.”


      “Afraid I haven’t. I’ve been thinking.”


      “Take a look. I got orders from the Cabinet to put guards wherever people absolutely must not go, and open everything else to the public. Ihope there are enough guards to keep a lane open for us, but I wouldn’t bet on it.” Garlock was very glad that the military men’s stiff formality had disappeared. “You Galaxians took this whole planet by storm while you were still above the stratosphere.”


      * * * *


      There is no need to go into detail concerning the reception and celebration. On Earth, one inauguration of a president and one coronation of a monarch were each almost as well covered by broadcasters, if not as turbulently and enthusiastically prolonged. From the Pleiades they went to the Administration Building, where an informal reception was held. Thence to the Capitol, where the reception was very formal indeed. Thence to the Grand Ballroom of the city’s largest hotel, where a tremendous—and long-winded—banquet was served.


      At Garlock’s request, all sixteen members of the “crackpot” group—the most active members of the Deep Space Club—had been invited to the banquet. And, even though Garlock was a very busy man, his talker tuned in to each one of the sixteen, tuned them all to the Galactic Admiral, and in odd moments a great deal of business was done.


      After being told most of the story—in tight-beamed thoughts that ComOff Flurnoy could not receive—the whole group was wildly enthusiastic. They would change the name of their club forthwith to The Galaxian Society Of Margonia. They laid plans for a world-wide organization which would have tremendous prestige and tremendous income. They already had a field—Garlock knew about their ship—they wanted the Pleiades to move over to it as soon as possible—Yes, Garlock thought he could do it the following day—if not, as soon as he could.…


      * * * *


      The Pleiades had landed at ten o’clock in the forenoon, local time; the banquet did not come to an end until long after midnight. Throughout all this time the four Galaxians carried on, without a slip, the act that all this was, to them, old stuff.


      It was just a little before daylight when they returned, exhausted, to the ship. ComOff Flurnoy went with them. She was still agog at the wonder of it all as Belle and Brownie showed her to her quarters.


      CHAPTER 7


      Since everyone, including the ebullient ComOff, slept late the following morning, they all had brunch instead of breakfast and lunch. All during the meal Garlock was preoccupied and stern.


      “Hold everything for a while, Jim,” he said, when everyone had eaten. “Before we move, Belle and I have got to have a conference.”


      “Not a Fatso Ferber nine-o’clock type, I hope.” James frowned in mock reproach and ComOff Flurnoy cocked an eyebrow in surprise. “Monkey-business on company time is only for Big Shots like him; not for small fry such as you.”


      “Well, it won’t be exclusively monkey-business, anyway. While we’re gone you might clear with the control tower and take us up into take-off position. Come on, Belle.” He took her by one elbow and led her away.


      “Why, Doctor Garlock.” Mincing along beside him, pretending high reluctance, she looked up at him wide-eyed. “I’m surprised, I really am. I’m shocked, too. I’m not that kind of a girl, and if I wasn’tafraid of losing my job I would scream. I never even suspectedthat you would use your position as my boss to force yourunwelcome attentions on a poor and young and innocent andsuffering.…”


      Inside his room Garlock, who had been grinning, sobered down and checked every Gunther block—a most unusual proceeding.


      * * * *


      Belle stopped joking in the middle of the sentence.


      “Yeah, how you suffer,” he said. “I was just checking to be sure we’re prime-proof. I’m not ready for Deggi Delcamp yet. That guy, Belle, as you probably noticed, has got one God-awful load of stuff.”


      “Not as much as you have, Clee. Nor as much push behind what he has got. And his shield wouldn’t make patches for yours.”


      “Huh? How sure are you of that?”


      “I’m positive. I’m the one who is going to get bumped, I’m afraid. That Fao Talaho is a hard-hitting, hard-boiled hellcat on wheels.”


      “I’ll be damned. You’re wrong. I checked her from stem to gudgeon and you lay over her like a circus tent. What’s the answer?”


      “Oh? Do I? I’m mighty glad…funny, both of us being wrong…it must be, Clee, that it’s sex-based differences. We’re used to each other, but neither of us has ever felt a Prime of the same sex before, and there must be more difference between Ops and Primes than we realized. Suppose?”


      “Could be—I hope. But that doesn’t change the fact that we aren’t ready. We haven’t got enough data. If we start out with this grandiose Galactic Service thing and find only two or three planets Gunthered, we make jackasses of ourselves. On the other hand, if we start out with a small organization or none, and find a lot of planets, it’ll be one continuous cat-fight. On the third hand.…”


      “Three hands, Clee? What are you, an octopussy or an Arpalone?”


      “Keep your beautiful trap shut a minute. On the third hand, we’ve got to start somewhere. Any ideas?”


      “I never thought of it that way.… Hm-m-m-m… I see.” She thought for a minute, then went on, “We’ll have to start without starting, then…quite a trick.… But how about this? Suppose we take a fast tour, with you and I taking quick peeks, without the peekees ever knowing we’ve been peeking?”


      “That’s using the brain, Belle. Let’s go.” Then, out in the Main, “Jim, we want to hit a few high spots, as far out as you can reach without losing orientation. Beta Centauri here is pretty bright, Rigel and Canopus are real lanterns. With those three as a grid, you could reach fifteen hundred or two thousand light-years, couldn’t you?”


      “More than that. That many parsecs, at least.”


      “Good. Belle and I want to make a fast, random-sampling check of Primes and Ops around here. We’ll need five minutes at each planet—quite a ways out. So set up as big a globe as you can and still be dead sure of your locations; then sample it.”


      “Not enough data. How many samples do you want?”


      “As many as we can get in the rest of today. Six or seven hours, say—eight hours max.”


      “Call it seven.… Brownie on the guns, me on Compy.… Five minutes for you.… I should be able to lock down the next shot in five…one minute extra, say, for safety factor…that’d be ten an hour. Seventy planets enough?”


      “That’ll be fine.”


      “Okay. We’re practically at Number One now,” and James and Lola donned their scanners, ready for the job.


      * * * *


      “Miss Flurnoy,” Garlock said, “you might tell Mr. Entlore that we’re.…”


      “Oh, I already have, sir.”


      “You don’t have to come along, of course, if you’d rather stay here.”


      “Stay here, sir? Why, he’d kill me! I’m off the air for a minute,” this last thought was a conspiratorial whisper. “Besides, do you think I’d miss a chance to be the first person—and just a girl, too—of a whole world to see other planets of other suns? Unless, of course, you invite Mr. Entlore and Mr. Holson along. They’re both simply dying to go, I know, but of course won’t admit it.”


      “You’d be just as well pleased if I didn’t?”


      “What do you think, sir?”


      “We’ll be working at top speed and they’d be very much in the way, so they’ll get theirs later—after you’ve licked the cream off the top of the.…”


      “Ready to roll, Clee,” James announced.


      “Roll.”


      “Why, I lost contact!” Miss Flurnoy exclaimed.


      “Naturally,” Garlock said. “Did you expect to cover a distance it takes light thousands of years to cross? You can record anything you see in the plates. You can talk to Jim or Lola any time they’ll let you. Don’t bother Miss Bellamy or me from now on.”


      Garlock and Belle went to work. All four Galaxians worked all day, with half an hour off for lunch. They visited seventy planets and got back to Margonia in time for a very late dinner. ComOff Flurnoy had less than a quarter of one roll of recorder-tape left unused, and the Primes had enough information to start the project they had in mind.


      And shortly after dinner, all five retired.


      “In one way, Clee, I’m relieved,” Belle pondered, “but I can’t figure out why all the Primes—the grown-up ones, I mean—on all the worlds are just about the same cantankerous, you-be-damned, out-and-out stinkers as you and I are. How does that fit into your theory?”


      “It doesn’t. Too fine a detail. My guess is—at least it seems to me to make sense—it’s because we haven’t had any competition strong enough to smack us down and make Christians out of us. I don’t know what a psychologist would say.…”


      “And I know exactly what you’d think of whatever he did say, so you don’t need to tell me.” Belle laughed and presented her lips to be kissed. “Good night, Clee.”


      “Good night, ace.”


      * * * *


      And the next morning, early, Garlock and Belle teleported themselves—by arrangement and appointment, of course—across almost the full width of a nation and into the private office in which Deggi Delcamp and Fao Talaho awaited them.


      For a time which would not have been considered polite in Tellurian social circles the four Primes stood still, each couple facing the other with blocks set tight, studying each other with their eyes. Delcamp was, as Garlock had said, a big bruiser. He was shorter and heavier than the Tellurian. Heavily muscled, splendidly proportioned, he was a man of tremendous physical as well as mental strength. His hair, clipped close all over his head, was blonde; his eyes were a clear, keen, cold dark blue.


      Fao Talaho was a couple of inches shorter than Belle; and a good fifteen pounds heavier. She was in no sense fat, however, or even plump—actually, she was almost lean. She was wider and thicker than was the Earthwoman; with heavier bones forming a wider and deeper frame. She, too, was beautifully—yes, spectacularly—built. Her hair, fully as thick as Belle’s own and worn in a free-falling bob three or four inches longer than Belle’s, was bleached almost white. Her eyes were not really speckled, nor really mottled, but were regularly patterned in lighter and darker shades of hazel. She was, Garlock decided, a really remarkable hunk of woman.


      Both Nargodians wore sandals without either socks or stockings. Both were dressed—insofar as they were dressed at all—in yellow. Fao’s single garment was of a thin, closely-knitted fabric, elastic and sleek. Above the waist it was neckless, backless, and almost frontless; below, it was a very short, very tight and clinging skirt. Delcamp wore a sleeveless jersey and a pair of almost legless shorts.


      Garlock lowered his shield enough to send and to receive a thin layer of superficial thought; Delcamp did the same.


      “So far, I like what I see,” Garlock said then. “We are well ahead of you, hence I can help you a lot if you want me to and if you want to be friendly about it. If you don’t, on either count, we leave now. Fair enough?”


      “Fair enough. I, too, like what I have seen so far. We need help, and I appreciate your offer. Thanks, immensely. I can promise full cooperation and friendship for myself and for most of our group; and I assure you that I can and will handle any non-cooperation that may come up.”


      “Nicely put, Deggi.” Garlock smiled broadly and let his guard down to a comfortable lepping level. “I was going to bring that up—the faster it’s cleared the better. Belle and I are paired. Some day—unless we kill each other first—we may marry. However, I’m no bargain and she’s one-third wildcat, one-third vixen, and one-third cobra. How do you two stand?”


      “You took the thought right out of my own mind. Your custom of pairing is not what you call ‘urbane’ on this world. Nevertheless, Fao and I are paired. We had to. No one else has ever interested either of us; no one else ever will. We should not fight, but we do, furiously. But no matter how vigorously we fly apart, we inevitably fly together again just as fast. No one understands it, but you two are pretty much the same.”


      “Check. Just one more condition, then, and we can pull those women of ours apart.” Belle and Fao were still staring at each other, both still sealed tight. “The first time Fao Talaho starts throwing her weight at me, I’m not going to wait for you to take care of her—I’m going to give her the surprise of her life.”


      “It’d tickle me silly if it could be done,” Delcamp smiled and was perfectly frank, “But the man doesn’t live that can do it. How would you go about trying it?”


      “Set your block solid.”


      Delcamp did so, and through that block—the supposedly impenetrable shield of a Prime Operator—Garlock insinuated a probe. He did not crack the screen or break it down by force; he neutralized and counter-phased, painlessly and almost imperceptibly, its every component and layer.


      * * * *


      “Like this,” Garlock said, in the depths of the Margonian’s mind.


      “My God! You can do that?”


      “If I tell her, this deep, to play ball or else, do you think she’d need two treatments?”


      “She certainly oughtn’t to. This makes you Galactic Admiral, no question. I’d thought, of course, of trying you out for Top Gunther, but this settles that. We will support you, sir, wholeheartedly—and my heartfelt thanks for coming here.”


      “I have your permission, then, to give Fao a little discipline when she starts rocking the boat?”


      “I wish you would, sir. I’m not too easy to get along with, I admit, but I’ve tried to meet her a lot more than half-way. She’s just too damned cocky for anybody’s good.”


      “Check. I wish somebody would come along who could knock hell out of Belle.” Then, aloud, “Belle, Delcamp and I have the thing going. Do you want in on it?”


      Delcamp spoke to Fao, and the two women slowly, reluctantly, lowered their shields to match those of the men.


      “Your Galaxian shaking of the hands—handshake, I mean—is very good,” Delcamp said, and he and Garlock shook vigorously.


      Then the crossed pairs, and lastly the two girls—although neither put much effort into the gesture.


      “Snap out of it, Belle!” Garlock sent a tight-beamed thought. “She isn’t going to bite you!”


      “She’s been trying to, damn her, and I’m going to bite her right back—see if I don’t.”


      * * * *


      Garlock called the meeting to order and all four sat down. The Tellurians lighted cigarettes and the others—who, to the Earthlings’ surprise, also smoked—assembled and lit two peculiar-looking things half-way between pipe and cigarette. And both pairs of smokers, after a few tentative tests, agreed in not liking at all the other’s taste in tobacco.


      “You know, of course, of the trip we took yesterday?” Garlock asked.


      “Yes,” Delcamp admitted. “We read ComOff Flurnoy. We know of the seventy planets, but nothing of what you found.”


      “Okay. Of the seventy planets, all have Op fields and all have two or more Operators; one planet has forty-four of them. Only sixty-one of the planets, however, have Primes old enough for us to detect. Each of these worlds has two, and only two, Primes—one male and one female—and on each world the two Primes are of approximately the same age. On fifteen of these worlds the Primes are not yet adult. On the forty-six remaining worlds, the Primes are young adults, from pretty much like us four down to considerably younger. None of these couples is married-for-family. None of the girls has as yet had a child or is now pregnant.


      “Now as to the information circulating all over this planet about us. Part of it is false. Part of it is misleading—to impress the military mind. Thus, the fact is that the Pleiades, as far as we know, is the only starship in the whole galaxy. Also, the information is very incomplete, especially as to the all-important fact that we were lost in space for some time before we discovered that the only possible controller of the Gunther Drive is the human mind.…”


      “What!!!!” and argument raged until Garlock stopped it by declaring that he would prove it in the Margonians’ own ship.


      Then Garlock and Belle together went on to explain and to describe—not even hinting, of course, that they had ever been outside the galaxy or had even thought of trying to do so—their concept of what the Galaxian Societies of the Galaxy would and should do; or what the Galaxian Service could, should, and would become—the Service to which they both intended to devote their lives. It wasn’t even in existence yet, of course. Fao and Deggi were the only other Primes they had ever talked to in their lives. That was why they were so eager to help the Margonians get their ship built. The more starships there were at work, the faster the Service would grow into a really tremendous.…


      “Fao’s getting ready to blow her top,” Delcamp flashed Garlock a tight-beamed thought. “If I were doing it I’d have to start right now.”


      * * * *


      “I’ll let her work up a full head of steam, then smack her bow-legged.”


      “Cheers, brother! I hope you can handle her!”


      …organization. Then, when enough ships were working and enough Galaxian Societies were rolling, there would be the Regional organizations and the Galactic Council.…


      “So, on a one-planet basis and right out of your own little fat head,” Fao sneered, “you have set yourself up as Grand High Chief Mogul, and all the rest of us are to crawl up to you on our bellies and kiss your feet?”


      “If that’s the way you want to express it, yes. However, I don’t know how long I personally will be in the pilot’s bucket. As I told you, I will enforce the basic tenet that top Gunther is top boss—man, woman, snake, fish, or monster.”


      “Top Gunther be damned!” Fao blazed. “I don’t and won’t take orders from any man—in hell or in heaven or on this Earth or on any planet of any.…”


      “Fao!” Delcamp exclaimed, “Please keep still—please!”


      “Let her rave,” Garlock said, coldly. “This is just a three-year-old baby’s tantrum. If she keeps it up, I’ll give her the damnedest jolt she ever got in all her spoiled life.”


      Belle whistled sharply to call Fao’s attention, then tight-beamed a thought. “If you’ve got any part of a brain, slick chick, you’d better start using it. The boy friend not only plays rough, but he doesn’t bluff.”


      “To hell with all that!” Fao rushed on. “We don’t have anything to do with your organization—go on back home or anywhere else you want to. We’ll finish our own ship and build our own organization and run it to suit ourselves. We’ll.…”


      “That’s enough of that.” Garlock penetrated her shield as easily as he had the man’s, and held her in lock. “You are not going to wreck this project. You will start behaving yourself right now or I’ll spread your mind wide open for Belle and Deggi to look at and see exactly what kind of a half-baked jerk you are. If that doesn’t work, I’ll put you into a Gunther-blocked cell aboard the Pleiades and keep you there until the ship is finished and we leave Margonia. How do you want it?”


      Fao was shocked as she had never been shocked before. At first she tried viciously to fight; but, finding that useless against the appalling power of the mind holding hers, she stopped struggling and began really to think.


      “That’s better. You’ve got what it takes to think with. Go ahead and do it.”


      And Fao Talaho did have it. Plenty of it. She learned.


      “I’ll be good,” she said, finally. “Honestly. I’m ashamed, really, but after I got started I couldn’t stop. But I can now, I’m sure.”


      “I’m sure you can, too. I know exactly how it is. All us Primes have to get hell knocked out of us before we amount to a whoop in Hades. Deggi got his one way, I got mine another, you got yours this way. No, neither of the others knows anything about this conversation and they won’t. This is strictly between you and me.”


      “I’m awfully glad of that. And I think I…yes, damn you, thanks!”


      Garlock released her and, after a few sobs, a couple of gulps, and a dabbing at her eyes with an inadequate handkerchief, she said: “I’m sorry, Deggi, and you, too, Belle. I’ll try not to act like such a fool any more.”


      Delcamp and Belle both stared at Garlock; Belle licked her lips.


      “No comment,” he thought at the man; and, to Belle, “She just took a beating. Will you sheathe your claws and take a lot of pains to be extra nice to her the rest of the day?”


      “Why, surely. I’m always nice to anybody who is nice to me.”


      “Says you,” Garlock replied, skeptically, and all four went to work as though nothing had happened.


      * * * *


      They went through the shops and the almost-finished ship. They studied blueprints. They met all the Operators and discussed generators and fields of force and mathematics and paraphysics and Guntherics. They argued so hotly about mental control that Garlock had James bring thePleiades over to new-christened Galaxian Field so that he could prove his point then and there.


      Entlore and Holson came along this time, as well as the ComOff; and all three were nonplussed and surprised to see each member of the “crackpot” group hurl the huge starship from one solar system to any other one desired, apparently merely by thinking about it. And the “crackpots” were extremely surprised to find themselves hopelessly lost in uncharted galactic wildernesses every time they did not think, definitely and positively, of one specific destination. Then Garlock took a chance. He had to take it sometime; he might just as well do it now.


      “See if you can hit Andromeda, Deggi,” he suggested.


      While Belle, James, and Lola held their breaths, Delcamp tried. The starship went toward the huge nebula, but stopped at the last suitable planet on the galaxy’s rim.


      “Can you hit Andromeda?” Delcamp asked, more than half jealously, and Belle tensed her muscles.


      “Never tried it,” Garlock said, easily. “I suppose, though, since you couldn’t kick the old girl out of our good old home galaxy, she’ll just sit right here for me, too.”


      He went through the motions and the Pleiades did sit right there—which was exactly what he had told her to do. And everybody—even the “crackpots”—breathed more easily.


      * * * *


      And Belle was “nice” to Fao; she didn’t use her claws, even once, all day. And, just before quitting time—


      “Does he… I mean, did he ever…well, sort of knock you around?” Fao asked.


      “I’ll say he hasn’t!” Belle’s nostrils flared slightly at the mere thought. “I’d stick a knife into him, the big jerk.”


      “Oh, I didn’t mean physically.…”


      “Through my blocks? A Prime’s blocks? Don’t be ridiculous, Fao!”


      “What do you mean, ‘ridiculous’?” Fao snapped. “You tried my blocks. What did they feel like to you—mosquito netting? What I thought was.… Oh, all he really said was that all Primes had to have hell knocked out of them before they could be any good. That he had had it one way, Deggi another, and me a third. I see—you haven’t had yours yet.”


      “I certainly haven’t. And if he ever tries it, I’ll.…”


      “Oh, he won’t. He couldn’t, very well, because after you’re married, it would.…”


      “Did the big lug tell you I was going to marry him?”


      “Of course not. No fringes, even. But who else are you going to marry? If the whole universe was clear full of the finest men imaginable—pure dreamboats, no less—can you even conceive of you marrying any one of them except him?”


      “I’m not going to marry anybody. Ever.”


      “No? You, with your Prime’s mind and your Prime’s body, not have any children? And you tell me not to be ridiculous?”


      That stopped Belle cold, but she wouldn’t admit it. Instead—“I don’t get it. What did he do to you, anyway?”


      Fao’s block set itself so tight that it took her a full minute to soften it down enough for even the thinnest thought to get through. “That’s something nobody will ever know. But anyway, unless…unless you find another Prime as strong as Clee is—and I don’t really think there are any, do you?”


      “Of course there aren’t. There’s only one of his class, anywhere. He’s it,” Belle said, with profound conviction.


      “That makes it tough for you. You’ll have the toughest job imaginable. The very toughest. I know.”


      “Huh? What job?”


      “Since Clee won’t do it for you, and since nobody else can, you’ll have to just simply knock hell out of yourself.”


      And in Garlock’s room that night, getting ready for bed, Belle asked suddenly, “Clee, what in hell did you do to Fao Talaho?”


      “Nothing much. She’s a mighty good egg, really.”


      “Could you do it, whatever it was, to me?”


      “I don’t know; I never tried it.”


      “Would you, then, if I asked you to?”


      “No.”


      “Why not?”


      “Answer that yourself.”


      “And it was ‘nothing much,’ it says here in fine print. But I think I know just about what it was. Don’t I?”


      “I wouldn’t be surprised.”


      “You knocked hell out of yourself, didn’t you?”


      “I lied to her about that. I’m still trying to.”


      “So I’ve got to do it to myself. And I haven’t started yet?”


      “Check. But you’re several years younger than I am, you know.”


      * * * *


      Belle thought it over for a minute, then stubbed out her cigarette and shrugged her shoulders. “No sale. Put it back on the shelf. I like me better the way I am. That is, I think I do.… In a way, though, I’m sorry, Clee darling.”


      “Darling? Something new has been added. I wish you really meant that, ace.”


      “I’m still ‘ace’ after what I just said? I’m glad, Clee. ‘Ace’ is ever so much nicer than ‘chum.’”


      “Ace. The top of the deck. You are, and always will be.”


      “As for meaning it, I wish I didn’t.” Ready for bed, Belle was much more completely and much less revealingly dressed than during her working hours. She slid into bed beside him, pulled the covers up to her chin, and turned off the light by glancing at the switch. “If I thought anything could ever come of it, though, I’d do it if I had to pound myself unconscious with a club. But I wouldn’t be here, then, either—I’d scoot into my own room so fast my head would spin.”


      “You wouldn’t have to. You wouldn’t be here.”


      “I wouldn’t, at that. That’s one of the things I like so much about you. But honestly, Clee—seriously, screens-down honestly—can you see any possible future in it?”


      “No. Neither of us would give that much. Neither of us can. And there’s nothing one-sided about it; I’m no more fit to be a husband than you are to be a wife. And God help our children—they’d certainly need it.”


      “We’d never have any. I can’t picture us living in marriage for nine months without committing at least mayhem. Why, in just the little time we’ve been paired, how many times have you thrown me out of this very room, with the fervent hope that I’d drown in deep space before you ever saw me again?”


      “At a guess, about the same number of times as you have stormed out under your own power, slamming the door so hard it sprung half the seams of the ship and swearing you’d slice me up into sandwich meat if I ever so much as looked at you again.”


      “That’s what I mean. But how come we got off on this subject, I wonder? Because when we aren’t fighting, like now, it’s purely wonderful. So I’ll say it again. Good night, Clee, darling.”


      “Good night, ace.” In the dark his lips sought hers and found them.


      The fervor of her kiss was not only much more intense than any he had ever felt before. It was much, very much more intense than Belle Bellamy had either wanted it or intended it to be.


      * * * *


      Next morning, at the workman’s hour of eight o’clock, the four Tellurians appeared in the office of Margonia’s Galaxian Field.


      “The first thing to do, Deggi, is to go over in detail your blueprints for the generators and the drive,” Garlock said.


      “I suppose so. The funny pictures, eh?” Delcamp had learned much, the previous day; his own performance with the Pleiades had humbled him markedly.


      “By no means, my friend,” Garlock said, cheerfully. “While your stuff isn’t exactly like ours—it couldn’t be, hardly; the field is so big and so new—that alone is no reason for it not to work. James can tell you. He’s the Solar System’s top engineer. What do you think, Jim?”


      “What I saw in the ship yesterday will work. What few of the prints I saw yesterday will fabricate, and the fabrications will work. The main trouble with this project, it seems to me, is that nobody’s building the ship.”


      “What do you mean by that crack?” Fao blazed.


      “Just that. You’re a bunch of prima donnas; each doing exactly as he pleases. So some of the stuff is getting done three or four times, in three or four different ways, while a lot of it isn’t getting done at all.”


      “Such as?” Delcamp demanded, and—


      “Well, if you don’t like the way we are doing things you can.…” Fao began.


      “Just a minute, everybody.” Lola came in, with a disarming grin. “How much of that is hindsight, Jim? You’ve built one, you know—and from all accounts, progress wasn’t nearly as smooth as your story can be taken to indicate.”


      “You’ve got a point there, Lola,” Garlock agreed. “We slid back two steps for every three we took forward.”


      “Well…maybe,” James admitted.


      “So why don’t you, Fao and Deggi, put Jim in charge of construction?”


      Fao threw back her silvery head and glared, but Delcamp jumped at the chance. “Would you, Jim?”


      “Sure—unless Miss Talaho objects.”


      “She won’t.” Delcamp’s eyes locked with Fao’s, and Fao kept still. “Thanks immensely, Jim. And I know what you mean.” He went over to a cabinet of wide, flat drawers and brought back a sheaf of drawings. Not blueprints, but original drawings in pencil. “Such as this. I haven’t even got it designed yet, to say nothing of building it.”


      * * * *


      James began to leaf through the stack of drawings. They were full of erasures, re-drawings, and such notations as “See sheets 17-B, 21-A, and 27-F.” Halfway through the pile he paused, turned backward three sheets, and studied for minutes. Then, holding that one sheet by a corner, he went rapidly through the rest of the stack.


      “This is it,” he said then, pulling the one sheet out and spreading it flat. “What we call Unit Eight—the heart of the drive.” Then, tight-beamed to Garlock:


      “This is the thing that you designed in toto and that I never could understand any part of. All I did was build it. It must generate those Prime fields.”


      “Probably,” Garlock flashed back. “I didn’t understand it any too well myself. How does it look?”


      “He isn’t even close. He’s got only half of the constants down, and half of the ones he has got down are wrong. Look at this mess here.…”


      “I’ll take your word for it. I haven’t your affinity for blueprints, you know, or your eidetic memory for them.”


      “Do you want me to give him the whole works?”


      “We’ll have to, I think. Or the ship might not work at all.”


      “Could be—but how about intergalactic hops?”


      “He couldn’t do it with the Pleiades, so he won’t be able to with this. Besides, if we change it in any particular he might. You see, I don’t know very much more about Unit Eight than you do.”


      “That could be, too.” Then, as though just emerging from his concentration on the drawings, James thought at Delcamp and Fao, but on the open, general band.


      “A good many errors and a lot of blanks, but in general you’re on the right track. I can finish up this drawing in a couple of hours, and we can build the unit in a couple of days. With that in place, the rest of the ship will go fast.


      “If Miss Talaho wants me to,” he concluded, pointedly.


      “Oh, I do, Jim—really I do!” At long last, stiff-backed Fao softened and bent. She seized both his hands. “If you can, it’d be too wonderful for words!”


      “Okay. One question. Why are you building your ship so small?”


      “Why, it’s plenty big enough for two,” Delcamp said. “For four, in a pinch. Why did you make yours so big? Your Main is big enough almost for a convention hall.”


      “That’s what we figured it might have to be, at times,” Garlock said. “But that’s a very minor point. With yours so nearly ready to flit, no change in size is indicated now. But Belle and I have got to have another conference with the legal eagle. So if you and Brownie, Jim, will ’port whatever you need out of the Pleiades, we’ll be on our way.


      “So long—see you in a few days,” he added, and the Pleiades vanished; to appear instantaneously high above the stratosphere over what was to become the Galaxian Field of Earth.


      * * * *


      “Got a minute, Gene?” he sent a thought.


      “For you two Primes, as many as you like. We haven’t started building or fencing yet, as you suggested, but we have bought all the real estate. So land the ship anywhere out there and I’ll send a jeep out after you.”


      “Thanks, but no jeep. Nobody but you knows that we’ve really got control of the Pleiades, and I want everybody else to keep on thinking it’s strictly for the birds. We’ll ’port in to your office whenever you say.”


      “I say now.”


      In no time at all the two Primes were seated in the private office of Eugene Evans, Head of the Legal Department of the newly re-incorporated Galaxian Society of Sol, Inc. Evans was a tall man, slightly thin, slightly stooped, whose thick tri-focals did nothing whatever to hide the keenness of his steel-gray eyes.


      “The first thing, Gene,” Garlock said, “is this employment contract thing. Have you figured out a way to break it?”


      “It can’t be broken.” The lawyer shook his head.


      “Huh? I thought you top-bracket legal eagles could break anything, if you really tried.”


      “A good many things, yes, especially if they’re long and complicated. The Standard Employment Contract, however, is short, explicit, and iron-clad. The employer can discharge the employee for any one of a number of offenses, including insubordination; which, as a matter of fact, the employer himself is allowed to define. On the other hand, the employee cannot quit except for some such fantastic reason as the non-tendering—not non-payment, mind you, but non-tendering—of salary.”


      “I didn’t expect that—it kicks us in the teeth before we get started.” Garlock got up, lighted a cigarette, and prowled about the big room. “Okay. Jim and I will have to get ourselves fired, then.”


      “Fired!” Belle snorted. “Clee, you talk like a man with a paper nose! Who else could run the Project? That is,” her whole manner changed; “he doesn’t know I can run it as well as you can—or better—but I could tell him—and maybe you think I wouldn’t!”


      “You won’t have to. Gene, you can start spreading the news that Belle Bellamy is a real, honest-to-God Prime Operator in every respect. That she knows more about Project Gunther than I do and could run it better. Ferber undoubtedly knows that Belle and I have been at loggerheads ever since we first met—spread it thick that we’re fighting worse than ever. Which, by the way, is the truth.”


      “Fighting? Why, you seemed friendly enough.…”


      “Yeah, we can be friendly for about fifteen minutes if we try real hard, as now. The cold fact is, though, that she’s just as much three-quarters hellcat and one-quarter potassium cyanide as she.…”


      “I like that!” Belle stormed. She leaped to her feet, her eyes shooting sparks. “All my fault! Why, you self-centered, egotistical, domineering jerk, I could write a book.…”


      “That’s enough—let it go—please!” Evans pleaded. He jumped up, took each of the combatants by a shoulder, sat them down into the chairs they had vacated, and resumed his own seat. “The demonstration was eminently successful. I will spread the word, through several channels. Chancellor Ferber will get it all, rest assured.”


      “And I’ll get the job!” Belle snapped. “And maybe you think I won’t take it!”


      “Yeah?” came Garlock’s searing thought. “You’d do anything to get it and to keep it. Yeah. I do think.”


      “Oh?” Belle’s body stiffened, her face hardened. “I’ve heard stories, of course, but I couldn’t quite…but surely, he can’t be thatstupid—to think he can buy me like so many pounds of calf-liver?”


      “He surely is. He does. And it works. That is, if he’s ever missed, nobody ever heard of it.”


      “But how could a man in such a big job possibly get away with such foul stuff as that?”


      “Because all the SSE is interested in is money, and Alonzo P. Ferber is a tremendously able top executive. In the big black-and-red money books he’s always ’way, ’way up in the black, and nobody cares about his conduct.”


      * * * *


      Belle, even though she was already convinced, glanced questioningly at Evans.


      “That’s it, Miss Bellamy. That’s it, in a precise, if somewhat crude, nutshell.”


      “That’s that, then. But just how, Clee—if he’s as smart as you say he is—do you think you can make him fire you?”


      “I don’t know—haven’t thought about it yet. But I could be pretty insubordinate if I really tried.”


      “That’s the understatement of the century.”


      “I’ll devote the imponderable force of the intellect to the problem and check with you later. Now, Gene, about the proposed Galactic Service, the Council, and so on. What is the reaction? Yours, personally, and others?”


      “My personal reaction is immensely favorable; I think it the greatest advance that humanity has ever made. I have been very cautious, of course, in discussing, or even mentioning the matter, but the reaction of everyone I have sounded—good men; big men in their respective fields—has been as enthusiastic as my own.”


      “Good. It won’t surprise you, probably, to be told that you are to be this system’s councillor and—if we can swing it and I think we can—the first President of the Galactic Council?”


      Evans was so surprised that it was almost a minute before he could reply coherently. Then: “I am surprised—very much so. I thought, of course, that you yourself would.…”


      “Far from it!” Garlock said, positively. “I’m not the type. You are. You’re better than anyone else of the Galaxians—which means than anyone else period. With the possible exception of Lola, and she fits better on our exploration team. Check, Belle?”


      “Check. For once, I agree with you without reservation. That’s a job we can work at all the rest of our lives, and scarcely start it.”


      “True—indubitably true. I appreciate your confidence in me, and if the vote so falls I will do whatever I can.”


      “We know you will, and thank you. How long will it take to organize? A couple of weeks? And is there anything else we have to cover now?”


      “A couple of weeks!” Evans was shocked. “You are naive indeed, young man, to think anything of this magnitude can even be started in such a short time as that. And yes, there are dozens of matters—hundreds—that should be discussed before I can even start to work intelligently.”


      Hence discussions went on and on and on. It was three days before Garlock and Belle ’ported themselves up into the Pleiades and the starship displaced itself instantaneously to Margonia.


      * * * *


      Meanwhile, on Margonia, James James James the Ninth went directly to the heart of his job by leading Lola and Fao into Delcamp’s office and setting up its Gunther blocks.


      “You said you want me to build your starship. Okay, but I want you both—Fao especially—to realize exactly what that means. I know what to do and how to do it. I can handle your Operators and get the job done. However, I can’t handle either of you, since you both out-Gunther me, and I’m not going to try to. But there can’t be two bosses on any one job, to say nothing of three or seventeen. So either I run the job or I don’t. If either of you steps in, I step out and don’t come back in. And remember that you’re not doing us any favors—it’s strictly vice versa.”


      “Jim!” Lola protested. Fao’s hackles were very evidently on the rise; Delcamp’s face was hardening. “Don’t be so rough, Jim, please. That’s no way to.…”


      “If you can pretty this up, pet, I’ll be glad to have you say it for me. Here’s what you have to work on. If I do the job they’ll have their starship in a few weeks. The way they’ve been going, they won’t have it in twenty-five years. And the only way to get that bunch out there to really work is to tell each one of them to cooperate or else—and enforce the ‘or else.’”


      “But they’d quit!” Delcamp protested. “They’ll all quit!”


      “With suspension or expulsion from the Society the consequences? Hardly.” James said.


      “But you wouldn’t do that—you couldn’t.”


      “I wouldn’t?”


      “Of course he wouldn’t,” Lola put in, soothingly, “except as a very last resort. And, even at worst, Jim could build it almost as easily with common labor. You Primes don’t really have to have any Operators at all, you know; but all your Operators together would be perfectly helpless without at least one Prime.”


      “How come?” and “In what way?” Delcamp and Fao demanded together.


      “Oh, didn’t you know? After the ship is built and the fields are charged and so on, everything has to be activated—the hundred and one things that make it so nearly alive—and that is strictly a Prime’s job. Even Jim can’t do it.”


      “I see…or, rather, I don’t see at all,” Fao said, thoughtfully. She was no longer either excited or angry. “A few weeks against twenty-five years…what do you think of his time estimate, Deg my dear?”


      “I hadn’t thought it would take nearly that long; but this ‘activation’ thing scares me. Nothing in my theory even hints at any such thing. So—if there’s so much I don’t know yet, even in theory, it would take a long time. Maybe I’d never get it.”


      “Well, anyway, I want our Celestial Queen done in weeks, not years,” Fao said, extending her hand to James and shaking his vigorously. “So I promise not to interfere a bit. If I feel any such urge coming on, I’ll dash home and lock myself up in a closet until it dies. Fair enough?”


      Since Fao really meant it, that was fair enough.


      * * * *


      For a whole day James did nothing except study blueprints; going over in detail and practically memorizing every drawing that had been made. He then went over the ship, studying minutely every part, plate, member, machine and instrument that had been installed. He noted what each man and woman was doing and what they intended to do. He went over material on hand and material on order, paying particular attention to times of delivery. He then sent a few—surprisingly few—telegrams.


      Finally he called all fourteen Operators together. He told them exactly what the revised situation was and exactly what he was going to do about it. He invited comments.


      There was of course a riot of protest; but—in view of what James had said anent suspensions and expulsions from the Galaxian Society—not one of them actually did quit. Four of them, however, did appeal to Delcamp, considerably to his surprise, to oust the interloper and to put things back where they had been; but they did not get much satisfaction.


      “James says that he can finish building this starship in a few weeks,” Delcamp told them, flatly. “Specifically, three weeks, if we can get the special stuff made fast enough. Fao and I believe him. Therefore, we have put him in full charge. He will remain in charge unless and until he fails in performance. You are all good friends of Fao’s and mine, and we hope that all of you will stay with the project. If, however, we must choose now between you—any one of you or all of you—and James, there is no need to tell you what the choice will be.”


      Wherefore all fourteen went back to work; grudgingly at first and dragging their feet. In a very few hours, however, it became evident to all that James did in fact know what he was doing and that the work was going faster and smoother than ever before; whereupon all opposition and all malingering disappeared. They were Operators, and they were all intensely interested in their ship. Morale was at a high.


      Thus, when the Pleiades landed beside the now seething Celestial Queen, Garlock found James with feet on desk, hands in pockets, and scanner on head; doing—apparently—nothing at all. Nevertheless, he was a very busy man.


      “Hey, Jim!” A soprano shriek of thought emanated from a gorgeous seventeen-year-old blonde. “I can’t read this funny-picture, it’s been folded too many times. Where does this lead go to?”


      “Data insufficient. Careful, Vingie; I’d hate to have to send you back to school.”


      “’Scuse, please, Junior. Unit Six, Sub-Assembly Tee Dash Ni-yun. Terminal Fo-wer. From said terminal, there’s a lead—Bee Sub something-or-other—goes somewhere. Where?”


      “B sub Four. It goes to Unit Seven, Sub-Assembly Q dash Three, Terminal Two. And watch your insulation—that’s a mighty hot lead.”


      “Uh-huh, I got that. Double Sink Mill Mill; Class Albert Dog Kittens. Thanks, boss!”


      * * * *


      “Hi, Jim,” Garlock said. Then, to Delcamp. “I see you’re rolling.”


      “He’s rolling, you mean.” Delcamp had not yet recovered fully from a state of near-shock. “So that’s what an eidetic memory is? He knows every nut, bolt, lead, and coil in the ship!”


      “More than that. He’s checking every move everybody makes. When they’re done, you won’t have to just hope everything was put together right—you’ll know it was.”


      Jim was their man.


      * * * *


      And Fao sidled over toward Belle. There was something new about the silver-haired girl, Belle decided instantly. The difference was slight—Belle couldn’t put her finger on it at first. She seemed—quieter? Softer? More subdued? No, definitely. More feminine? No; that would be impossible. More…more adult? Belle hated to admit it, even to herself, but that was what it was.


      “Deg and I got married day before yesterday,” Fao confided, via tight beam.


      “Oh—so you’re pregnant!”


      “Of course. I saw to that the first thing. I knew you’d want to be the first one to know. Oh, isn’t it wonderful?” She seized Belle’s arm and hugged it ecstatically against her side. “Just too perfectly marvelous for anything?”


      “Oh, I’m sure it is; and I’m so happy for you, Fao!” And it would have taken the mind of a Garlock to perceive anything either false or forced in thought or bearing.


      Nevertheless, when Belle went into Garlock’s room that night, storm signals were flying high in her almost-topaz eyes.


      “Fao Talaho-Delcamp is pregnant!” she stormed, “and it’s all yourfault!”


      “Uh-huh,” he demurred, trying to snap her out of her obviously savage mood. “Not me, ace. Not a chance in the world. It was Deggi.”


      “You…you weasel! You know very well, Clee Garlock, what I meant. If you hadn’t given her that treatment she’d have kept on fighting with him and they wouldn’t have been married and had any children for positively years. So now she’ll have the first double-Prime baby and it ought to be mine. I’m older than she is—our group is ’way ahead of theirs—we have the first and only starship—and then you do that. And you wouldn’t give me that treatment. Oh, no—just to her, that bleached-blonde! I’d like to strangle you to death with my own bare hands!”


      “What a hell of a logic!” Garlock had been trying to keep his own temper in leash, but the leash was slipping. “Assume I tried to work on you—assume I succeeded—what would you be? What would I have? What age do you think this is—that of the Vikings? When SOP in getting a wife was to beat her unconscious with a club and drag her into the longboat by her hair? Hardly! I do not want and will not have a conquered woman. Nor a spoiled-rotten, mentally-retarded brat.…”


      “You unbearable, conceited, overbearing jerk! Why, I’d rather.…”


      “Get out! And this time, stay out!”


      Belle got out—and if door and frame had not been built of super-steel, both would have been wrecked by the blast of energy she loosed in closing the door behind her.


      In her own room, with Gunther blocks full on, she threw herself face down on the bed and cried as she had not cried since she was a child.


      And finally, without even taking off her clothes, she cried herself to sleep.


      CHAPTER 8


      Next morning, early, Belle tapped lightly on Garlock’s door.


      “Come in.”


      She did so. “Have you had your coffee?”


      “Yes.”


      “So have I.”


      Neither Belle nor Garlock had recovered; both faces showed strain and drain.


      “I think we’d better break this up,” Belle said, quietly.


      “Check. We’ll have to, if we expect to get any work done.”


      Belle could not conceal her surprise.


      “Oh, not for the reason you think,” Garlock went on, quickly. “Your record as a man-killer is still one hundred point zero zero zero percent. I’ve been in love with you ever since we paired. Before that, even.”


      “Flapdoodle!” she snorted, inelegantly. “Why, I.…”


      “Keep still a minute. And I’m not going to fight with you again. Ever. I’m not going to touch you again until I can control myself a lot better than I could last night.”


      “Oh? That was mostly my fault, of course. But in love? Uh-uh, I’ve seen men in love. You aren’t. I couldn’t make you be, not with the best I could do. Not even in bed. You aren’t, Clee—if you are, I’m an Australian bushman.”


      “Perhaps I’m an atypical case. I’m not raving about your perfect body—you know what that is like already. Nor about your mind, which is the only one I know of as good as my own. Maybe I’m in love with what I think you ought to be…or what I hope you will be. Anyway, I’m in love with something connected with you—and with no other woman alive. Shall we go eat?”


      “Uh-huh—let’s.”


      They joined Lola and James at the table; and if Lola noticed anything out of the ordinary, she made no sign.


      And after breakfast, in the Main—


      “About three weeks, Jim, you think?” Garlock asked.


      “Give or take a couple of days, yes.”


      “And Belle and I would just be in the way—at least until time to show Deggi about the activation…and all those Primes to organize…we’d better leave you here, don’t you think, and get going?”


      “I’ll buy that. We’ll finish as soon as possible.”


      Lola and James moved a few personal belongings planetside; Garlock and Belle shot the Pleiades across a vast gulf of space to one of the planets they had scanned so fleetingly on their preliminary survey. Its name was, both remembered, Lizoria; its two Primes were named Rezdo Semolo and Mirea Mitala—male and female, respectively.


      After sending down a very brief and perfunctory request for audience—which was in effect a declaration of intent and nothing else—Garlock and Belle teleported themselves down into Semolo’s office, where both Lizorian Primes were.


      Both got up out of peculiar-looking chairs to face their visitors. Both were tall; both were peculiarly thin. Not the thinness of emaciation, but that of bodily structure.


      “On them it looks good,” Belle tight-beamed a thought to Garlock.


      Both moved fast and with exquisite control; both were extraordinarily graceful. “Snaky” was Belle’s thought of the woman; “sinuous” was Garlock’s of the man. Both were completely hairless, of body and of head—not by nature, but via electric-shaver clipping. Both wore sandals. The man wore shorts and a shirt-like garment of nylon or its like; the woman wore just enough ribbons and bands to hold a hundred thousand credits’ worth of jewels in place. She appeared to be about twenty years—Tellurian equivalent—old; he was probably twenty-three or twenty-four.


      “We did not invite you in and we do not want you here,” Semolo said, coldly. “So get out, both of you. If you don’t, when I count three I’ll throw you out, and I won’t be too careful about how many of your bones I break. One.… Two.…”


      “Pipe down, Rezdo!” the girl exclaimed. “They have something we haven’t, or they wouldn’t be here. Whatever it is, we want it.”


      “Oh, let him try, Miss Mitala,” Garlock said, through her hard-held block, in the depth of her mind. “He won’t hurt us a bit and it may do him some good. While he’s wasting effort I’ll compare notes with my partner here, Galactic Vice-Admiral Belle Bellamy. I’m glad to see that one of you has at least a part of a brain.”


      “…Three!” Semolo did his best, with everything he had, without even attracting Garlock’s attention. He then tried to leap at the intruder physically, despite the latter’s tremendous advantage in weight and muscle, but found that he could not move.


      Then, through Belle’s solidly-set blocks, “How are you doing, ace? Getting anywhere?”


      “My God!” came Belle’s mental shriek. “What—how can—but no, youdidn’t give that to Fao, surely!”


      “I’ll say I didn’t—nor to Delcamp. But you’re going to need it, I’m thinking.”


      “But can you? Even if you would—and I’m just beginning to realize how big a man you really are—can that kind of stuff be taught? I probably haven’t got the brain-cells it takes to handle it.”


      “I’m not sure, but I’ve reworked our Prime Fields into one and made a couple of other changes. Theoretically, it ought to work. Shall I come in and try it?”


      “Don’t be an idiot, darling. Of course!”


      * * * *


      As impersonally as a surgeon exploring an organ, Garlock went into Belle’s mind. “Tune to the field…that’s it—fine! Then—I’ll do it real slow, and watch me close—you do like so…get it?”


      “Uh-huh!” Belle breathed, excitedly. “Got it!”


      “Then this…and this…and there you are. You can try it on me, if you like.”


      “Uh-uh. No sale. I don’t need practice and I’d like to preserve the beautiful illusion that maybe I could crack your shield if I wanted to. I’ll work on Miss Snake-Hips here, the serpentine charmer—but say, I’ll bet there’s a bone in it. You can block it, can’t you?”


      “Yes. It goes like this.” He showed her. “It takes full mastery of the Prime Field, but you’ve got that.”


      “Oh, wonderful! Thanks, Clee darling. But do you mean to actually say I can now completely block you or any other Prime out?”


      “You’re going too far, ace. Me, yes—but don’t forget that there very well may be people—or things—as far ahead of us as we are ahead of pointer pups.”


      “Huh! Balloon-juice and prop-wash! I just know, Clee, that you’re the absolute tops of the whole, entire, macrocosmic universe.”


      “Well, we can dream, of course.” Garlock withdrew his mind from Belle’s and turned his attention to the now quiet Semolo. “Well, my over-confident and contumacious young squirt; are you done horsing around or do you want to keep it up until you addle completely what few brains you have?”


      The Lizorian made no reply; but merely glared.


      “The trouble with you half-baked, juvenile—I almost added ‘delinquent’ to that, and perhaps I should have—Primes is that you know too damned much that isn’t true. As an old Tellurian saying hath it, ‘you’re altogether too big for your britches.’


      “Thus, simply because you have lived a few years on one single planet and haven’t encountered anyone able to stand up to you, you’ve sold yourself on the idea that there’s nobody, anywhere, who can. You’re wrong—you couldn’t be more so if you had an army to help you.


      “What, actually, have you done? What, actually, have you got? Practically nothing. You haven’t even started a starship; you’ve scarcely started making plans. You realize dimly that the theory is not in any of the books, that you’ll have to slug it out for yourself, but that is work. So you’re still just posing and throwing your weight around.


      “As a matter of fact, you’re merely a drop in a lake. There are thousands of millions of planets, and thousands of millions of Prime Operators. Most of them are probably a lot stronger than you are; many of them may be stronger than my partner and I are. I am not at all certain that you will pass even the first screening; but since you are without question a Prime Operator, I will deliver the message we came to deliver. Miss Mitala, do you want to listen or shall we drive it into you, too?”


      “I want to listen to anyone or anything who has a working starship and who can do what you have just done.”


      “Very well,” and Garlock told the general-distribution version of the story of the Galactic Service.


      “Quite interesting,” Semolo said loftily, at its end. “Whether or not I would be interested depends, of course, on whether there’s a position high enough for.…”


      “I doubt very much if there’s one low enough,” Garlock cut in sharply. “However, since it’s part of my job, I’ll get in touch with you later. Okay, Belle.”


      And in the Main—“What a jerk!” Belle exclaimed. “What a half-cooked, half-digested pill! I simply marvel at your forbearance, Clee. You should have turned him inside out and hung him up to dry—especially behind the ears!” Then, suddenly, she giggled. “But do you know what I did?”


      “I can guess. A couple of shots in the arm?”


      “Uh-huh. Next time he pitches into her she’ll slap his ears right off. Oh, brother!”


      “Check and double-check. But let’s hop to Number Two.… Here it is.”


      * * * *


      “Oh, yes,” came a smooth, clear, diamond-sharp thought in reply to Garlock’s introductory call. “This world, as you have perceived, is Falne. I am indeed Baver 14WD27, my companion Prime is indeed Glarre 12WD91. You are, we perceive, Bearers of the Truth; of great skill and of high advancement. Your visit here will, I am sure, be of immense benefit to us and possibly, I hope, of some small benefit to you. We will both be delighted to have you both ’port yourselves to us at once.”


      The Tellurians did so—and in the very instant of appearance Garlock was met by a blast of force the like of which he had never even imagined. The two Falnian Primes, capable operators both, had built up their highest possible potentials and had launched both terrific bolts without any hint of warning.


      Belle’s mind, however, was already fused with Garlock’s. Their combined blocks were instantaneous in action; their counter-thrust was nearly so. Both Falnians staggered backward until they were stopped by the room’s wall.


      “Ah, yes,” Garlock said, then. “You are indeed, in a small and feeble way, Seekers after the Truth; of which we are indeed Bearers. Lesser Bearers, perhaps, but still Bearers. You will indeed profit greatly from our visit. You err, however, in thinking that we may in any respect profit from you. You have nothing whatever that we have not had for long. Now let us, if you please, take a few seconds of time to get acquainted, each with the other.”


      “That, indeed, is the logical and seemly thing to do.” Both Falnians straightened up and stepped forward; neither arrogantly nor apologetically, but simply as though nothing at all out of the ordinary had taken place.


      Each pair studied the other. Physically, the two pairs were surprisingly alike. Baver was almost as big as Garlock; almost as heavily muscled. Glarre could have been cast in Belle’s own mold.


      * * * *


      With that, however, all resemblance ceased.


      Both Falnians were naked. The man wore only a belt and pouch in lieu of pockets; the woman only a leather carryall slung from one shoulder—big enough, Garlock thought, to hold a week’s supplies for an Explorer Scout.


      His hair was thick, bushy, unkempt; sun-bleached to a nondescript blend of pale colors. Hers—long, heavy, meticulously middle-parted and dressed—was a startling two-tone job. To the right of the part it was a searingly brilliant red; to the left, an equally brilliant royal blue.


      His skin was deeply tanned. The color of hers was completely masked by a bizarrely spectacular overlay of designs done in semi-indelible, multi-colored dyes.


      “Ah, you are worthy indeed of receiving an increment of Truth. Hear, then, the message we bring,” and again Garlock told the story.


      “We thank you, sir and madam, from our hearts. We will accept with joy your help in finishing our ship; we will do all that in us lies to further the cause of the Galactic Service. Until a day, then?”


      “Until a day.” Then, to Belle, “Okay, ace. Ready? Go!”


      And up in the Main—“Sweet Sin!” Belle exclaimed. “What a pair they turned out to be! Clee, that simply scared me witless.”


      “You can play that in spades.” Garlock jammed his hands into his pockets and prowled about the room, his face a black scowl of concentration.


      Until, finally, he pulled himself out of the brown study and said: “I’ve been trying to think if there’s any other thing, however slight, that I have and you haven’t. There isn’t. You’ve got it all. You’re just as fast as I am, just as sharp and as accurate—and, since we now draw on the same field, just as strong.”


      “Why Clee! You’re worrying about me? You’ve done altogether too much for me, already.”


      “Anything I can do, I’ve got to do…well, shall we go?”


      “We shall.”


      * * * *


      They visited four more planets that day. And after supper that night, standing in the corridor between their doors, Belle began to soften her shield, as though to send a thought. Almost instantly, however, she changed her mind and snapped it back to full on.


      “Good night, Clee,” she said.


      “Good night, Belle,” and each went into his own room.


      The next day they worked nine planets, and the day after that they worked ten. They ate supper in friendly fashion; then strolled together across the Main, to a davenport.


      “It’s funny,” Belle said thoughtfully, “having this tremendous ship all to ourselves. To have a private conference right out here in the Main…or is it?”


      He triggered the shields, she watched him do it. “It is now,” he assured her.


      “Prime-proof? Not ordinary Gunther blocks?”


      “Uh-huh. Two hundred kilovolts and four hundred kilogunts. Backed by all the force of the Prime and Op fields and the full power of the engines. I told you I’d made some changes in the set-up.”


      “Private enough, I guess…what a mess those Primes are! And we’ll have to make the rounds twice more—when we alert ’em and when we pick ’em up.”


      “Not necessarily. This new set-up ought to give us a galaxy-wide reach. Let’s try Semolo, on Lizoria, shall we?”


      “Uh-huh—Let’s.”


      “Tune in, then ace.”


      “Ace, darling?”


      “Ace, Darling?”


      “Darling. You said you weren’t going to fight with me any more. Okay—I’m not going to try any more to lick you until after I’ve licked myself. I’m tuned—you may fire when ready, Gridley.”


      They fired—and hit the mark dead center. Top-lofty and arrogant and belligerent as ever, the Lizorian Prime took the call. “I thought all the time you wanted something. Well, I neither want nor need.…”


      “Cut it, you unlicked cub, until you can begin to use that half-liter of golop you call a brain,” Garlock said, harshly. “We’re just trying out a new ultra-communicator. Thanks for your help.”


      On the fourth day they worked eleven planets; the fifth day saw the forty-sixth planet done and the immediate job finished. All during supper, it was very evident that Belle had something on her mind.


      After eating, she went out into the Main and slumped down on a davenport. Garlock followed her. A cigarette leaped out of a closed box and into place between her lips. It came alight. She smoked it slowly, without relish; almost as though she did not know that she was smoking.


      “Might as well get it out of your system, Belle,” Garlock said aloud. “What are you thinking about at the moment?”


      Belle exhaled; the half-smoked butt vanished. “At the moment I was thinking about Gunther blocks. Specifically, their total inability to cope with that new Prime probe of yours.” She stared at him, narrow-eyed. “It goes through them just like nothing at all.” She paused; eyed him questioningly.


      “No comment.”


      “And yet you gave it to me. Freely, of your own accord. Even before I needed it. Why?”


      “Still no comment.”


      “You’d better comment, Buster, before I blow my top.”


      “There is such a thing as urbanity.”


      “I’ve heard of it, yes; even though you never did believe I ever had any. You talk a good game of urbanity, but your brand of it would never carry you that far.…”


      She paused. He remained silent. She went on.


      “Of course, it does put a lot of pressure on me to develop myself.”


      “I’m glad you used the word ‘develop’ instead of ‘treat.’”


      “Oh, sometimes—at rare intervals—I’m not exactly dumb. But you knew—you must have known—what a horrible risk you took in making me as tremendously powerful as you are.”


      * * * *


      “Some, perhaps, but very definitely less risky than not doing it.”


      “Getting information out of you is harder than pulling teeth. Clee Garlock, I want you to tell me why!”


      “Very well.” Garlock’s jaw set. “You’ve had it in mind all along that this is some kind of a lark; that you and I are Gunther Tops of the universe. Or did that belief weaken a bit when we met Baver 14WD27?”


      “Well, perhaps—a little. However, the probability is becoming greater with every planet we visit. After all, some race has to be tops. Why shouldn’t it be us?”


      “What a logic—excuse me, skip it.…”


      “Oh, you really meant it when you said you weren’t going to fight with me any more?”


      “I’m going to try not to. Now, remembering that I don’t consider your premise valid, just suppose that when we visit some planet some day, you get your mind burned out and I don’t—solely because I had something I could have given you and wouldn’t. What then?”


      “Oh. I thought that was what you…but suppose I can’t.…”


      “We won’t suppose anything of the kind. But that wasn’t all that was on your mind. Nor most.”


      “How true. Those Primes. The women. Honestly, Clee, I never saw—never imagined—such a bunch of exhibitionistic, obstreperous, obnoxious, swell-headed, hussies in my whole life. And every day it was borne in on me more and more that I was—am—exactly like the rest of them.”


      Garlock was wise enough to say nothing, and Belle went on: “I’ve been talking a good game of licking myself, but this time I’m going to doit.”


      She jumped up and doubled her fists. “If you can do it, I can,” she declared. “Like the ancient ballad—‘Anything you can do I can do better.’” She tried to be jaunty, but the jauntiness did not ring quite true.


      “That’s an unfortunate quotation, I’m afraid. The trouble is, I haven’t.”


      “Huh? Don’t be an idiot, Clee. You certainly have—what else do you suppose put me so far down into the dumps?”


      “In that case, you certainly will. So come on up out of the dumps.”


      “Wilco—and I certainly will. But for a woman who has been talking so big, I feel low in my mind. A good-night kiss, Clee, darling? Just one—and just a little one, at that?”


      “Sweetheart!”


      There were more than one, and none of them was little. Eventually, however, the two stood, arms still around each other, in the corridor between their doors.


      “But kissing’s as far as it goes, isn’t it,” Belle said. The remark was not a question; nor was it quite a statement.


      “That’s right.”


      “So good night, darling.”


      “Good night, ace.”


      * * * *


      And when they next saw each other, at the breakfast table, Belle was apparently her usual dauntless self.


      “Hi, darling—sit down,” she said, gaily. “Your breakfast is on the table. Bacon, eggs, toast, strawberry jam, and a liter of coffee.”


      “Nice! Thanks, ace.”


      They ate in silence for a few minutes; then her hand crept tentatively across the table. He pressed it warmly. “You look a million, Belle. Out of the dumps?”


      “Pretty much—in most ways. One way, though, I’m in deeper than ever. You see, I know exactly what you did to Fao Talaho; and why neither you or anybody else could do it to me. Or if they could, what would happen if they did.”


      “I was hoping you would. I couldn’t very well tell you, before, but.…”


      “Of course not. I see that.”


      “…the fact is that Fao, and all the others we’ve met, are young enough, unformed enough—plastic enough—yes, damn it, weak enough—to bend. But you are tremendously strong, and twelve Rockwell numbers harder than a diamond. You wouldn’t bend. If enough stress could be applied—and that’s decidedly questionable—you wouldn’t bend. You’d break, and I can’t figure it. You’re a little older, of course, but not enough to.…”


      “How about the fact that I’ve been banging myself for eight years against Cleander Garlock, the top Prime of the universe and the hardest? That might have something to do with it, don’t you think?”


      Garlock said, “Indefensible conclusions drawn from insufficient data. That’s just what I’ve been talking about. No matter how we got the way we are, though, the fact is that you and I have got to fight our own battles and bury our own dead.”


      “Check. Like having a baby, but worse. There’s nothing anybody else can do—even you—except maybe hold my hand, like now.”


      “That’s about it. But speaking of holding hands, would it help if we paired again?”


      Belle studied the question for two full minutes; her fine eyes clouded. “No,” she said, finally. “I would enjoy it too much, and you’d…well, you wouldn’t.…”


      “Huh?” he demanded.


      “Oh, physically, of course; but that isn’t enough, or good enough, now. You see, I know what your personal code is. It’s unbelievable, almost—I never heard of one like it, except maybe a priest or two—but I admire you tremendously for it. You would never, willingly, pair with a woman you really loved. That was why you were so glad to break ours off. You can’t deny it.”


      “I won’t try to deny it. But you can’t bluff me, Belle, so please quit trying. Basically, your code is the same as mine. Why else did you initiate our break?”


      Belle’s block went solid, and Garlock said hastily, aloud, “Excuse it, please. Cancel. I’ve just said, and know as an empirical fact, that you’ve got to do the job alone—but I can’t seem to help putting my big, flat foot in it by blundering in anyway. Let’s get to work, shall we?”


      “What at? Interview the Primes, I’d say—tell them to hold themselves in readiness to attend.…”


      “On very short notice.…”


      “Yes. To attend the big meeting on Tellus. We’ll have to make a schedule. It shouldn’t be held until after Fao and Deggi get their ship built—it can’t be held, of course, until after you and Jim are out of SSE. Have you got that figured out yet?”


      “Pretty much.” He told her his plan.


      Belle giggled, then burst into laughter. “So I’m in it, too? Wonderful!”


      “You have to be. If we make him mad enough, he’ll fire you, too.”


      “Without hiring me first? He couldn’t.”


      “He could, very easily. He doesn’t know one-tenth of one percent of his people. If we work it right he’ll assume that you’re one of us wage-slaves, too. Lola, too, for that matter.”


      “Careful, Clee. You and I think this is funny, but Lola wouldn’t. She’d be shocked to her sweet little core, and she’d louse up the whole deal. So be very sure she doesn’t get in on it.”


      “I guess you’re right…well, shall we go out and insult our touchy young friend Semolo? Ready.… Go!”


      * * * *


      “Oh, it’s you again. I tell you.…” the Lizorian began.


      “You will tell me nothing. You will listen. Link your mind to Mitala’s,” and the linked Tellurian minds enforced the order. “In about two weeks the Primes of many worlds will meet in person on Tellus. Arrange your affairs so that on ten minutes’ notice you both can leave Lizoria for Tellus aboard our starship, the Pleiades. That is all.”


      “He’ll come, too,” Belle chortled. “He’ll writhe and scream, but he’ll come.”


      “You couldn’t keep him away,” Garlock agreed.


      On the next planet, Falne, the procedure was a little different. The information was the same, but—“One word of warning,” Garlock added. “It is to be a meeting of minds; not a contest to set up a pecking-order. If you try any such business you will be disciplined; sharply and in public.”


      “Suppose that, under such conditions, we refuse to attend the meeting?”


      “That is your right. There is no coercion whatever. Whether or not you come will depend upon whether or not you two are in reality Seekers after Truth. Until a day.”


      And so it went. Planet after planet. On not one of those worlds had any Prime changed his thinking. Not one was really interested in the Galactic Service as an instrument for the good of all mankind. There were almost as many attitudes as there were Primes; but all were essentially self-centered and selfish.


      “That tears it, Belle—busts it wide open. I can—I mean we together can do either job. That is, either be top boss and run the thing or put in full time beating some sense into those hard skulls. We can’t do both.”


      “On paper, we should,” Belle said, thoughtfully. “You’re Galactic Admiral; I’m your Vice. One job apiece. But we’re not going to be separated. Besides.…”


      “Two (minds) (brains) are much better than one,” both said, except for one word, in unison.


      Belle laughed. “That settles that. The Garlock-Bellamy fusion is Galactic Admiral—so we need a good Vice. Who? Deggi and Fao? They’re cooperative and idealistic enough, but.… Oh, I don’t know exactly what it is they lack. Do you?”


      “No; I can’t put it into words or thoughts. Probably the concept is too new for pigeon-holing. It isn’t exactly strength or hardness or toughness or resilience or brisance—maybe a combination of all five. What we need is a pair like us but better.”


      “There aren’t any.”


      “Don’t be too sure.” Belle glanced at him in surprise and he went on: “Not that we’ve seen, no. But each of those worlds centers a volume of space containing thousands of planets. Including the Tellurian and the Margonian, we now have forty-eight regions defined. Let’s run a very fast search-pattern of Region Forty-nine and see what we come up with.”


      “All right…but suppose we do find somebody who out-Gunthers us?”


      “I’d a lot rather have it that way than the way it is now. I’ll do the hopping, you the checking. Here’s the first one—what do you read?”


      “N. G.”


      “And this one?”


      “The same.”


      “And this?”


      “Ditto.”


      Until, finally: “Clee, just how long are you going to keep this up?”


      “Until we find something or run out of time for the meeting. Belle, I really want to find somebody who amounts to something.”


      “So do I, really, so go ahead.”


      * * * *


      But they did not run out of time. At planet number four-hundred-something, Belle suddenly emitted a shriek—vocally as well as mentally. “Clee! Hold it! Here’s something, I think!”


      “I’m sure there is, and I’m gladder to see you two people than can possibly be expressed.”


      Belle whirled; so did Garlock. A man stood in the middle of the Main; a man shaped very much like Garlock, but with long, badly-tousled hair and a bushy wilderness of fiery-red whiskers.


      “Please excuse this intrusion, Admiral—or should it be plural? Improper address, I’m sure, but your joint tenure is a concept so new and so vast that I am not yet able to grasp it fully—but you are working at such high speed that I had to do something drastic. You will, I trust, remain here long enough to discuss certain matters with my wife and me?”


      “We’ll be very glad to.”


      “Thank you. I will return, then, more decorously, and bring her. One moment.” He disappeared.


      “Wife!” Belle exclaimed, more than half in dismay. “They must be, then.…”


      “Yeah.” The thought of a wife did not bother Garlock at all. “Talk about power! And speed! To get all that stuff and ’port up here in the millisecond or so we had the screens open? Baby Doll, there’s a guy who is what a Prime Operator ought to be!”


      In less than a minute the man reappeared, accompanied by a woman who was very obviously pregnant—eight months or so. Like the man, she was dressed in tight-fitting coveralls. Her hair, however—it was a natural red, too—was cut to a uniform length of eight inches, and each hair individually stood out, perfectly straight and perfectly perpendicular to the element of the scalp from which it sprang.


      “Friends Belle and Clee of Tellus, I present Therea, my wife; and Alsyne, myself; of this planet Thaker. We have numbers, too, but they are never used among friends.”


      Acknowledgments were made and a few minutes of conversation ensued, during which the two couples studied each other.


      “This looks mighty good to me,” Garlock said then. “Shall we go screens half-down, Alsyne, and cry in each other’s beer?”


      * * * *


      In thirty seconds of flashing communication each became thoroughly informed. Those minds could send, and could receive, an incredibly vast amount of information in an incredibly brief space of time.


      “Your ship should work and doesn’t,” Garlock said. “Show me; in detail.”


      Alsyne showed him.


      “Oh, I see. You didn’t work out quite all the theory. It has to be activated. Like this.…” Garlock showed Alsyne.


      “I see. Thanks.” Alsyne disappeared and was gone for some ten minutes. He reappeared, grinning hugely behind his flaming wilderness of beard. “It works perfectly; for which our heartfelt thanks. And now that my mind is at complete peace with the universe, we will consider the utterly fascinating subject of your proposed Galactic Service. You two Tellurians, immature although you are, have made two tremendous contributions to the advancement of the Scheme of Things—three, if you count the starship, which is comparatively unimportant—each of such import that no human mind can foresee any fraction of its consequences. First, your Prime Field, the probe and its screen.…”


      “Clee!” Belle drove the thought. “You didn’t give him that, surely!”


      “Tut-tut, my child,” Therea soothed her. “You are alarming yourself about nothing.”


      “The only trouble with you two youngsters is that you aren’t quite—very nearly, of course, but very definitely not quite—grown up.” Alsyne smiled again; not only with mouth and eyes, but with his whole hairy face. “To the mature mind there is no such thing as status. Each knows what he can do best and does it as a matter of course. Rank is not necessary.


      “Second, the unimaginably important contribution of the ability to combine two dissimilar but intimately compatible minds into one tremendously effective fusion. While Therea and I have had only a few moments to play with it, we realize some of its possibilities. Thus, since she is a Doctor of Humanities.…”


      “Oh,” Belle interrupted. “That’s why you knew what I was thinking about, even though I tight-beamed the thought and my screens were tight?”


      “Exactly so. But to continue. With her sympathy and empathy, and my driving force and so on, the job of licking these young Primes into shape is, as your idiom has it, ‘strictly our dish.’ It is a truly delicious thought.


      “You two, on the other hand, have much that we lack. Breadth and depth and scope of imagination and of vision; yet almost incredible will-power and stamina and resolve.…”


      “That’s the word I was trying to think of—will-power,” Belle flashed a thought at Garlock.


      “…qualities virtually always mutually exclusive; but the combination of which makes your fusion uniquely qualified to lead and direct this new and magnificent movement. But Therea and I have been idle and frustrated far too long. We can be of most use, at the moment, on Margonia; working with the Fao-Deggi unit. Therefore, with renewed deep thanks, we go.”


      * * * *


      Man and wife disappeared; and, ten seconds later, the Thakern starship vanished from its world.


      “Well, what do you think of that?” Belle gasped. “I was actually afraid to think, even behind a Prime screen. I don’t know yet whether I want to kiss ’em or kill ’em.”


      “I do. That guy is really a Prime, Belle. He’s older, bigger, and a lot better than I am.”


      “Uh-uh,” she demurred, positively. “Older, yes. More mature—you baby, you!” She snickered gleefully. “If he hadn’t included you in that crack I’d’ve stabbed him, so help me, even though it wasn’t true. He said himself it’s you who has got what it takes to lead and direct, not him.”


      “Us. We, I mean,” he corrected, absently.


      “Uh-huh; us-we. One, now and forever. Hot Dog! Anyway, he wants us to and we want to so everything’s lovely and so let’s get to work on Fatso and his Foster. I think we ought to have some fun for a change and that’ll be a lot. When do we want to hit him?”


      “Any day Monday through Friday. Nine-fifteen A.M. Eastern Daylight time. Plus or minus one minute.”


      “Nice! Catch him in flagrante delicto. Lovely—shovel on the coal, my intrepid engineer!”


      On a Wednesday morning, then, at twelve minutes past nine EDT, the Pleiades hung poised, high over the Chancellery of Solar System Enterprises, Incorporated.


      “Remember, Belle!” Garlock was pacing the Main. “To keep ’em staggering we’ll have to land slugging and beat ’em to every punch. You did a wonderful job on her last time, and it’s been eating on her ever since. She’s probably been rehearsing in front of a mirror just how she’s going to tear you apart next time and just how she’s going to spit out the pieces. Last time, you were cold, stiff, rigidly formal, and polite. So this time it’ll be me, and I’ll be hot and bothered, dirty, low, coarse, lewd, and very, very rough.”


      Belle threw back her head and laughed. “Rough? Yes. Vicious, contemptuous, or ugly; yes. A master of fluent, biting, and pyrotechnic profanity; yes. But low or dirty or coarse or lewd, Clee? Or any one of the four, to say nothing of them all? Uh-uh. Ferber’s a filthy beast, of course; but even he knows you’re one of the cleanest men that ever lived. They’d know it was an act.”


      “Not unless I give ’em time to think—or unless you do, before he fires Jim—in which case we’ll lose the game anyway. But how about you? If I can knock ’em too groggy to think, will you carry on and keep ’em that way?”


      “Watch my blasts!” Belle giggled gleefully. “I never tried anything like that—any more than you have—but I’ll guarantee to be just as low, dirty, coarse, lewd, and crude as you are. Probably more so, because in this particular case it’ll be fun. You see, you’re a man—you can’t possibly despise and detest that slimy stinker either in the same way or as much as I do.”


      “This ought to be good. Cut the rope, Jim.”


      Even before the starship came to rest, Garlock drove a probe into the sanctum sanctorum of the Chancellery—an utterly unheard-of act of insolence.


      “Foster! This is the Pleiades coming in. Garlock calling. Hot up the tri-di and the recorder, Toots. Put Fatso on, and snap into it.… I said shake a leg!”


      “Why, I.… You.…”


      “Stop stuttering and come to life, you half-witted bag! Gimme Ferber and hurry it up—this ship’s tricky.”


      “Why, you… I never.…” Ferber’s outraged First Secretary could scarcely talk. “He…he is.…”


      “I know, Babe, I know—I could set that to music and sing it, with gestures. ‘Chancellor Ferber is in conference and cannot be disturbed,’” he mimicked, savagely. “Put him on now—but quick!”


      * * * *


      The tri-di tank brightened up; Chancellor Ferber’s image appeared. He was disheveled, surprised and angry, but Garlock gave him no chance to speak.


      “Well, Fatso—at last! Where the hell have you been all morning? I want some stuff, just as fast as God will let you get it together,” and he began to read off, as fast as he could talk, a long list of highly technical items.


      Ferber tried for many seconds to break in, and Garlock finally allowed him to do so.


      “Are you crazy, Garlock?” he shouted. “What in hell’s name are you bothering me with that stuff for? You know better than that—make out your requisitions and send them through channels!”


      “Channels, hell!” Garlock shouted back. “Hasn’t it got through your four-inch-thick skull into your idiot’s brain yet that I’m in a hurry? I don’t want this stuff today; I want it day before yesterday—this damned junk-heap is apt to fall apart any minute. So quit goggling and slobbering at me, you wall-eyed, slimy, fat toad. Get that three hundred weight of suet into action. Hump yourself!”


      “You…you… Why, I was never so insulted.…”


      “Insulted? You?” Garlock out-roared him. “Listen, Fatso. If I ever set out to really insult you, you’ll know it—it’ll blister all the paint off the walls. All I’m trying to do now is get you off that fat butt of yours and get some action.”


      Ferber became purple and pounded his desk in consuming anger.


      Garlock yelled louder and pounded harder. “Start rounding up this stuff—but fast—or I’ll come down there and take your job away from you and do it myself—and for your own greasy hide’s sake you’d better believe I’m not just chomping my choppers, either.”


      “You’ll What?” Ferber screamed. “You’re fired!”


      “You fire me?” Garlock mimicked the scream. “And make it stick? You’d better write that one up for the funnies. Why, you lard-brain, you couldn’t fire a cap-pistol.”


      “Foster!” Ferber yelled. “Terminate Garlock as of now. Insubordination, and misconduct, abuse of position, incompetence, malfeasance—everything else you can think of. Blacklist him all over the System!”


      At the word “fired” Belle, had leaped to her feet and had stopped laughing.


      “Miss Bellamy!” Ferber snapped.


      “Yes, sir?” she answered, sweetly.


      “You are hereby promoted to be Head of the.…”


      “Oh, yeah?” Belle sneered, her voice cutting like a knife. “You unprincipled, lascivious, lecherous Hitler! Have you got the unmitigated gall to take me for a floozie? To think you can add meto your collection of bootlicking, round-heeled tramps?”


      “You’re fired and blacklisted too!”


      “How nice! You know, I don’t know of anything I’d rather have happen to me?”


      * * * *


      “Get James on there—you, James.…”


      “You don’t need to fire me, you fat-headed old goat,” James said, contemptuously. “I’ve already quit—the exact second you fired Clee.”


      “No you didn’t!” Ferber screamed. “Resignation not accepted. You’re Fired! Dishonorably discharged—blacklisted everywhere—you’ll never get another job—anywhere! And here’s your slip, too!” Miss Foster was very fast on the machines.


      James ’ported his slip up into the Pleiades, just as Garlock and Belle had done with theirs, and disappeared with it as they had; reappearing almost instantly.


      “Montandon!”


      “Chancellor Ferber, are you completely out of your mind? You can’t discharge either Miss Bellamy or me.”


      “I can’t?” he gloated. “Why not?”


      “Because neither of us is employed. By anybody.”


      “That’s right, Fatso,” Belle said. “We just came along. Just to keep the boys company. It’s lonesome, you know, ’way out in deep space.”


      Miss Foster ripped a half-filled-out termination form out of her machine and hurled it into a waste-basket. Ferber’s jaw dropped and his eyes stared glassily, but he rallied quickly.


      “I can blacklist her, though, and maybe you think I won’t. Belle Bellamy will never get another job in this whole solar system as long as she lives, except through me! Maybe I’ll hire her some day, for something, and maybe I won’t. Are you listening, Bellamy?”


      “Not only listening, I’m reveling in every word.” Belle laughed derisively. “I hate to shatter such wonderful dreams—or do I? You see, the Pleiades really works, and the Galaxians own her; lock, stock, and barrel. You wouldn’t have any part of her, remember? Insisted on payment for every nut, wire, and service? Now, they want to hire us four for a big operation with this starship. Since you only loaned Garlock and James to them, you might have made some legal trouble on that score, but now that you’ve fired them both—and in such conclusivelanguage!—we’re all set. So when you blacklist us with the Society, please let me know—I want to take a tri-di in technicolor of you doing it. How do you like them parsnips, Your Royal Fatness?”


      “I’ll see about that!” Ferber stormed. “We’ll have an injunction out in an hour!”


      “Go ahead,” Garlock said, with a wide grin. “Have fun—the Galaxians have legal eagles too, you know. One thing Belle forgot. Just in case you recover consciousness some time and want to steal our termination papers back—especially Belle’s; what a howler that was!—don’t try it. They’re in a Gunther-blocked safe.”


      Then, as comprehension began to dawn on Ferber’s face:


      “S-u-c-k-e-r,” Garlock drawled.


      The Pleiades disappeared.


      CHAPTER 9


      The Pleiades landed on Margonia’s Galaxian Field, where the Tellurians found the project running smoothly, a little ahead of schedule. Delcamp and Fao were working at their fast and efficient pace, but the hairy pair from Thaker seemed to be, literally, everywhere at once.


      “Hi, Belle.” Fao ’ported up and shook hands warmly. “I thought I was going to have the first double-Prime baby, until she appeared on the scene.”


      “Didn’t it make you mad? I’d’ve been furious.”


      “Maybe a little at first, but not after I’d talked with her for half a minute. She’d never even thought of that angle. Besides, she thinks the whole galaxy is fairly crawling with double-Primes.”


      “That’s funny—so does Clee. But there are other things—strictly not angles—that she hasn’t thought of, too. If those coveralls were half an inch tighter they’d choke her to death. You’d think she’d.…”


      “Huh?” Fao interrupted. “You should scream—oh, that ridiculous Tellurian prud.…”


      “It isn’t ridiculous!” Belle snapped. “And it isn’t prudishness, either—not with me, anyway. It’s just that,” she ran an indicative glance over Fao’s lean, trim flanks and hard, flat abdomen, “it spoils your figure. It’s only temporary, of course, but.…”


      “Spoils it! Why, how utterly idiotic! Why, it’s magnificent! Just as soon as it starts to show on me, Belle, I’m going to start wearing only half as many clothes as I’ve got on now.”


      “You couldn’t.” Belle eyed the other girl’s bathing-suit-like garment. Except for being blue instead of yellow, it was the same as the one she had worn before. “Not without the League for Public Decency sending the wagon out after you.”


      “Oh, Miss Experience? Well, three-quarters, maybe.…”


      “Hey, you two!” came Delcamp’s hail. “How about cutting the gab and getting some work done?”


      “Coming, boss! ’Scuse it, please!” and two fast and skillful women went efficiently to work.


      * * * *


      With six Prime Operators on the job the work went on very rapidly, yet without error. The Celestial Queen was finished, tested, and found perfect, one full day ahead of James’ most optimistic estimate for construction alone. The six Primes conferred.


      “Do you want us to help you pick up the other Primes?” Delcamp asked. “Your Main, big as it is, will be crowded, and we have three ships here now instead of one.”


      “I don’t think so…no,” Garlock decided. “We told ’em we’d do it, and in the Pleiades, so we’d better. Unless, Alsyne, you don’t agree?”


      “I agree. The point, while of course minor, is very well taken. We and our Operators—we brought six along; experts in their various fields—can serve best by working on Tellus with its Galaxian Society in getting ready for the meeting.”


      “Oh, of course,” Fao said. “Probably Deg and I should do the same thing?”


      “That would be our thought.” The two Thakerns were thinking—and lepping—in fusion. “However,” they went on carefully, “it must not be and is not our intent to sway you in any action or decision. While not all of you four, perhaps, are as yet fully mature, not one of you should be subjected to any additional exterior stresses.”


      “I hope you don’t think that way about all Primes,” Garlock said, grimly. “I’m going to smack some of those kids down so hard that their shirt-tails will roll up their backs like window shades.”


      “If you find such action either necessary or desirable, we will join you quite happily in it. We go.”


      The four remaining Primes looked at each other in puzzled surprise.


      “What do you think about that?” Garlock asked finally, of no one in particular.


      “I don’t understand them,” Fao said, “but they’re mighty nice people.”


      “Do you suppose, Clee,” Belle nibbled at her lower lip, “that we’re getting off on the wrong foot with uniforms and admirals and things? That with really adult Primes running things the Galactic Service would run itself? No bosses or anything?”


      “Umnngk.” Garlock grunted as though Belle had slugged him. “I hope not. Or do I? Anyway, not enough data yet to make speculation profitable. But I wonder, Miss Bellamy, if it would be considered an unjustifiable attempt to sway you in any action or decision if I were to suggest—Oh, ever so diffidently!—that if we’re going to saddle up our bronks and ride out on roundup tomorrow morning we ought to be logging some sack-time right now?”


      “Considering the source, as well as and/or in connection with the admittedly extreme provocation,” Belle straightened up into a regal pose, “You may say, Mister Garlock, without fear of successful contradiction, that in this instance no umbrage will be taken, at least for the moment.” She broke the pose and giggled infectiously. “’Night, you two lovely people!”


      * * * *


      Belle was still sunny and gay when the Pleiades reached Lizoria; Garlock was inwardly happy and outwardly content. Semolo, however, was his usual intransigent self. In fact, if it had not been for Mirea Mitala, and the fact that she—metaphorically—did pin Semolo’s ears back, Garlock would not have taken him aboard at all.


      Thus, after loading on only one pair of Primes, that auspiciously-beginning day had lost some of its luster; and as the day wore on it got no better fast. Baver of Falne had not learned anything, either—only Garlock’s intervention saved the cocky and obstreperous Semolo from a mental blast that would have knocked him out cold.


      Then there were Onthave and Lerthe of Crenna; Korl and Kirl of Gleer; Parleof and Ginseona of Pasquerone; Atnim and Sotara of Flandoon, and eighty others. Very few of them were as bad as Semolo; some of them, particularly the Pasqueronians and the Gleerans, were almost as good as Delcamp and Fao.


      This was the first time that any pair of them had ever come physically close to any other Prime. Many of them had not really believed that any Primes abler than themselves existed. The Pleiades was crowded, and Garlock and Belle were not giving to any of them the deference and consideration and submissive respect which each considered his unique due.


      Wherefore the undertaking was neither easy nor pleasant; and both Tellurians were tremendously relieved when, the last pair picked up, they flashed the starship back to Tellus and Delcamp, Fao, and the Thakerns ’ported themselves aboard.


      “Give me your attention, please,” Garlock said, crisply. Then, after a moment, “Any and all who are not tuned to me in five seconds will be returned immediately to their home planets and will lose all contact with this group.…


      “That’s better. For some of you this has been a very long day. For all of you it has been a very trying day. You were all informed previously as to what we had in mind. However, since you are young and callow, and were thoroughly convinced of your own omniscience and omnipotence, it is natural enough that you derived little or no benefit from that information. You are now facing reality, not your own fantasies.


      “Each pair of you has been assigned a suite of rooms in Galaxian Hall. Each suite is furnished appropriately; each is fully Gunthered for self-service.


      “This meeting has not been announced to the public and, at least for the present, will not be. Therefore none of you will attempt to communicate with anyone outside Galaxian Hall. Anyone making any such attempt will be surprised.


      “The meeting will open at eight o’clock tomorrow morning in the auditorium. The Thakerns and the Margonians will now inform you as to your quarters.” There was a moment of flashing thought. “Dismissed.”


      * * * *


      At one second before eight o’clock the auditorium was empty. At eight o’clock, ninety-eight human beings appeared in it; six on the stage, the rest occupying the first few rows of seats.


      “Good morning, everybody,” Garlock said, pleasantly. “Everyone being rested, fed, and having had some time in which to consider the changed reality faced by us all, I hope and am inclined to believe that we can attain friendship and accord. We will spend the next hour in becoming acquainted with each other. We will walk around, not teleport. We will meet each other physically, as well as mentally. We will learn each other’s forms of greeting and we will use them. This meeting is adjourned until nine o’clock—or, rather, the meeting will begin then.”


      For several minutes no one moved. All blocks were locked at maximum. Each Prime used only his eyes.


      Physically, it was a scene of almost overpowering perfection. The men were, without exception, handsome, strong, and magnificently male. The women, from heroically-framed Fao Talaho up—or down?—to surprisingly slender Mirea Mitala, all were arrestingly beautiful; breathtakingly proportioned; spectacularly female.


      Clothing varied from complete absence to almost complete coverage, with a bewildering variety of intermediate conditions. Color was rampant.


      * * * *


      Hair—or lack of it—was also an individual and highly variant matter. Some of the women, like Belle and Fao, were content with one solid but unnatural shade. One shaven head—Mirea Mitala’s—was deeply tanned, but unadorned, even though the rest of her body was almost covered by precious stones. Another was decorated with geometrical and esoteric designs in eye-searing colors. A third supported a structure—it could not possibly be called a hat—of spun metal and gems.


      Among the medium-and long-hairs there were two-, three-, and multi-toned jobs galore. Some of the color-combinations were harmonious; some were sharply contrasting, such as black and white; some looked as though their wearers had used the most violently-clashing colors they could find.


      The prize-winner, however, was Therea of Thaker’s enormous, inexplicable mop; and it was that phenomenon that first broke the ice.


      The girl with the decorated scalp had been glancing questioningly at neighbor after neighbor, only to be met by uncompromising stares. Finally, however, her gaze met another, as interested as her own. This second girl, whose coiffure was a high-piled confection of black, white, yellow, red, blue, and green, half-masted her screen and said:


      “Oh, thanks, Jethay of Lodie-Yann. I’m glad everybody isn’t going to stay locked up all day. I’m Ginseona of Pasquerone. They call me ‘Jin’ whenever they want to call me anything printable. And this,” she dug a knuckle into her companion’s short ribs, whereupon he jumped, whirled around, lowered his screen, and grinned, “is my…the boy friend, Parleof. Also of Pasquerone, of course. Par, both Jethay and I.…”


      “Call me ‘Jet’—everybody does,” Jethay said: almost shyly, for a Prime.


      “Both Jet and I have been wondering about that woman’s hair—over there. How could you possibly give a head of hair a static charge of fifty or a hundred kilovolts and not have it leak off?”


      “You couldn’t, unless it was a perfectly-insulated wig…but it looks as though she did, at that.…” and Parleof paused in thought.


      “Maybe Byuk would have an idea or two,” and Jet uttered aloud a dozen or so crackling syllables that sounded as though they could have been ladylike profanity. Whatever they were, Byuk jumped, too, and tuned in with the other three.


      “Oh, it’s quite easy, really,” Therea said then. “Look.” Her mass of hair cascaded gracefully down around her neck and shoulders. “Look again.” Each hair stood fiercely out all by itself, exactly as before. “All you young people will learn much more difficult and much more important things before this meeting is over. I cannot tell you how glad I am that so many of you are here.”


      * * * *


      And so it went, all over the auditorium. Once cracked, the ice broke up fast.


      Fao and Delcamp worked hard; so did Belle and Garlock. Alsyne was a potent force indeed—his abounding vitality and his tremendous smile broke down barriers that logic could not affect. And Therea worked near-miracles; did more than the other five combined. Her sympathy, her empathy, her understanding and feeling, were as great as Lola’s own; her operative ability was as much greater than Lola’s as Lola’s was greater than that of a bobby-soxed babysitter.


      Thus, when half of the hour was gone, Garlock heaved a profound sigh of relief. He wouldn’t have half the trouble he had expected—it was not going to be a riot. And when he called the meeting to order he was pleasanter and friendlier than Belle had ever before seen him.


      “While I am calling this meeting to order, it is only in the widest possible sense that I am its presiding officer, for we have as yet no organization by the delegated authority of which any man or any woman has any right to preside. Yesterday I ruled by force; simply because I am stronger than any one of you or any pair of you. Today, in the light of the developments of the last hour, that rule is done; except, perhaps, for one or two isolated and non-representative cases which may develop today. By this time tomorrow, I hope that we will be forever done with the law of claw and fang. For, as a much abler man has said—‘To the really mature mind, the concept of status is completely invalid.’”


      “He’s putting that as a direct quote, Alsyne, and it isn’t.” Belle lanced the thought.


      “He thinks it is,” Alsyne flashed back. “That is the way his mathematician’s mind recorded it.”


      “This meeting is informal, preliminary and exploratory. A meeting of minds from which, we hope, a useful and workable organization can be developed. Since you all know what we think it basically should be, there is no need to repeat it.


      “I must now say something that a few of you will construe as a threat. You are all Prime Operators. Each pair of you is the highest development of a planet, perhaps of a solar system. You can learn if you will. You can cooperate if you will. Any couple here who refuses to learn, and hence to cooperate, will be returned to its native planet and will have no further contact with this group.


      “I now turn this meeting over to our first moderators, Alsyne and Therea of Thaker; the oldest and ablest Prime Operators of us all.”


      “Thank you, Garlock of Tellus. One correction, however, if you please. I who speak am neither this man nor this woman standing here, but both. I am the Prime Unit of Thaker. For brevity, and for the purposes of this meeting only, I could be called simply ‘Thaker.’ Before calling for general discussion I wish to call particular attention to two points, neither of which has been sufficiently emphasized.


      “First, the purpose of a Prime Operator is to serve, not to rule. Thus, no Prime should be or will be ‘boss’ of anything, except possibly of his own starship.


      “Second, since we have no data we do not know what form the proposed Galactic Service will assume. One thing, however, is sure. Whatever power of enforcement or of punishment it may have will derive, not from its Primes, but from the fact that it will be an arm of the Galactic Council, which will be composed of Operators only. No Prime will be eligible for membership.”


      * * * *


      Thaker went on to explain how each pair could obtain instruction and assistance in many projects, including starships. How each pair would, when they were mature enough, be coached in the use of certain abilities they did not as yet have. He suggested procedures and techniques to be employed in the opening up of each pair’s volume of space. He then asked for questions and comments.


      Semolo was the first. “If I’m a good little boy,” he sneered, “and do exactly as I’m told, and take over the region you tell me to and not the one I want to, what assurance have I that some other Prime, just because he’s a year older than I am, won’t come along and take it away from me?”


      “Your question is meaningless,” Thaker replied. “Since you will not ‘take over,’ or ‘have,’ or ‘own,’ any region, it cannot be ‘taken away from you.’”


      “Then I will.…” Semolo began.


      “You will keep still!” came a clear, incisive thought, just as Garlock was getting ready to intervene. Miss Mitala then switched from thought, which everyone there could understand, and launched a ten-second blast of furious speech. Semolo wilted and the girl went on in thought: “He’ll be good—or else.”


      A girl demanded recognition and got it. “Semolo’s right. What’s the use of being Primes if we can’t get any good out of it? We’re the strongest people of our respective worlds. I say we’re bosses and should keep on being bosses.”


      Garlock got ready to shut her up, then paused; holding his fire.


      “Ah, yes, friend Garlock, you are maturing fast,” came Thaker’s thought and, in answer to Garlock’s surprise, it went on, “This situation will, I think, be self-adjusting; just as will be those in the as yet unexplored regions of space.”


      The girl kept on. “I, at least, am going to keep on bossing my own planet, milking it just as I.…”


      Her companion had been trying to crack her shield. Failing in that, he stepped in close and tapped her—solidly, but with carefully-measured force—behind the ear. Before she could fall, he ’ported her back up into their quarters. “This happens all the time,” he explained to the group at large. “Carry on.”


      Discussion went on, with less and less acrimony, all the rest of the day. And the next day, and the next. Then, argument having reached the point of diminishing returns, the three starships took the forty-six couples home.


      * * * *


      The six Primes went into Evans’ office, where the lawyer was deeply engaged with Gerald Banks, the Galaxians’ Public Relations Chief. Banks was holding his head in both hands.


      “Garlock, maybe you can tell me,” Banks demanded. “How much of this stuff, if any, can I publish? And if so, how?”


      “Nothing,” Garlock said, flatly.


      “What do you think, Thaker?” Belle asked. “You’re smarter than we are.”


      “What Thaker thinks has no bearing,” Garlock said.


      Belle, Fao, and Delcamp all began to protest at once, but they were silenced by Thaker himself.


      “Garlock is right. My people are not your people; I know not at all how your people think or what they will or will not believe. I go.”


      “That lets Deg and me out too; then, double-plus,” Fao said with a grin, “so we’ll leave that baby on your laps. We go, too.”


      “Well, little Miss Weisenheimer,” Garlock smiled quizzically at Belle, “You grabbed the ball—what are you going to do with it?”


      “Nothing, I guess.…” Belle thought for a minute. “We couldn’t stuff any part of that down the throat of a simple-minded six-year-old. We haven’t really got anything, anyway. Time enough, I think, when we have six or seven hundred planets in each region, instead of only one planet. Maybe we’ll know something by then. Does that make sense?”


      “It does to me,” Garlock said, and the others agreed.


      “That Thakern ‘we go’ business sounds rough at first, but it’s contagious. Fao and Deggi caught it, and I feel like I’m coming down with it myself. How about you, Clee?”


      “We go,” Belle and Garlock said in unison, and vanished.


      * * * *


      Aboard the Pleiades, the next few days passed quietly enough. James set up, in the starship’s memory banks, a sequence to mass-produce instruction tapes and blueprints. Garlock and Belle began systematically to explore the Tellurian Region. Now, however, their technique was different. If either Prime of any world was not enthusiastic about the project—


      “Very well. Think it over,” they would say. “We will get in touch with you again in about a year,” and the starship would go on to the next planet.


      On Earth, however, things became less and less tranquil with every day that passed. For, in deciding not to publish anything, Garlock had not considered at all the basic function and the tremendous ability, power, and scope of The Press. And Galaxian Hall had never before been closed to the public; not for any hour of any day of any year of its existence. A non-profit organization, dependent upon the public for its tremendous income, the Galaxian Society had always courted that public in every possible ethical way.


      Thus, in the first hour of closure, a bored reporter came out, read the smoothly-phrased notice, and lepped it in to the desk. It might be worth, he thought, half an inch.


      Later in the day, however, the world’s most sensitive news-nose began to itch. Did, or did not, this quiet, unannounced closing smell ever-so-slightly of cheese? Wherefore, Benjamin Bundy, the newscaster who had covered the starship’s maiden flight, went out himself to look the thing over. He found the whole field closed. Not only closed, but Gunther-blocked impenetrably tight. He studied the announcement, his sixth sense—the born newsman’s sense for news—probing every word.


      “Regret…research…of such extreme delicacy…vibration…temperature control…one one-hundredth of one degree Centigrade.…”


      He sought out his long-time acquaintance Banks; finding him in a temporary office half a block away from the Hall. “What’s the story, Jerry?” he asked. “The real story, I mean?”


      “You know, as much about it as I do, Ben. Garlock and James don’t waste time trying to detail me on that kind of business, you know.”


      This should have satisfied any newshawk, but Bundy’s nose still itched. He mulled things over for a minute, then probed, finding that he could read nothing except Banks’ outermost, most superficial thoughts.


      “Well…maybe…but.…” Then Bundy plunged. “All you have to do, Jerry, is tell me screens-half-down that your damn story is true.”


      “And that’s the one thing I can’t do,” Banks admitted; and Bundy could not detect that any part of his sheepishness was feigned. “You’re just too damned smart, Ben.”


      “Oh—one of those things? So that’s it?”


      “Yup. I told Evans it might not work.”


      That should have satisfied the reporter, but it didn’t. “Now it doesn’t smell just a trifle cheesy; it stinks like rotten fish. You won’t go screens down on that one, either.”


      “No comment.”


      “Oh, joy!” Bundy exulted. “So big that Gerald Banks, the top press-agent of all time, actually doesn’t want publicity! The starship works—this lack-of-control stuff is the bunk—from here to another star in nothing flat—Garlock’s back, and he’s brought—what have you got in there, Jerry?”


      “The only way I can tell you is in confidence, for Evans’ release. I’d like to, Ben, believe me, but I can’t.”


      “Confidence, hell! Do you think we won’t get it?”


      “In that case, no comment.” The interview ended and the siege began.


      * * * *


      Newshounds and detectives questioned and peered and probed. They dug into morgues, tabulating and classifying. They recalled and taped and sifted all the gossip they had heard. They got a picture of sorts, but it was maddeningly confusing and incomplete. And, since it was certain that inter-systemic matters were involved, they could not extrapolate—any guess was far too apt to be wrong. Thus nothing went on the air or appeared in print; and, although the surface remained calm, all newsdom seethed to its depths.


      Wherefore haggard Banks and harried Evans greeted Garlock with shouts of joy when the four wanderers came back to spend the week end on Earth.


      “I’ll talk to ’em,” Garlock decided, after the long story had been told. “Have somebody get hold of Bundy and ask him to come out.”


      “Get hold of him!” Banks snorted. “He’s here. Twenty-four hours a day. Eating sandwiches and cat-napping on chairs in the lobby. All you have to do is unseal that door.”


      Garlock flung the door wide. Bundy rushed in, followed by a more-or-less steady stream of some fifty other top-bracket newspeople, both men and women.


      “Well, Garlock, perhaps you will give us some screens-down facts?” Bundy asked, angrily.


      “I’ll give you all the screens-down.…”


      “Clee!” “You’re crazy!” “You can’t!” “Don’t!” Belle and all the Operators protested at once.


      * * * *


      Ignoring the objections, Garlock cut his shield to half and gave the whole group a true account of everything that had happened in the galaxy. Then, while they were all too stunned to speak, a grin of saturnine amusement spread over his dark, five-o’clock-shadowed face.


      “You pestiferous gnats insisted on grabbing the ball,” he sneered. “Now let’s see you run with it.”


      Bundy came out of his trance. “What a story!” he yelled. “We’ll plaster it.…”


      “Yeah,” Garlock said, dryly. “What a story. Exactly.”


      “Oh.” Bundy deflated suddenly. “You’ll have to prove it—demonstrate it—of course.”


      “Of course? You tickle me. Not only do I not have to prove it, I won’t. I won’t even confirm it.”


      Bundy glared at Garlock, then whirled on Banks. “If you don’t give me this in shape to use, you’ll never get another line or mention anywhere!”


      “Oh, no?” For the first time in his professional life Banks gloated, openly and avidly. “From now on, my friend, who is in the saddle? Who is going to come to whom? Oh, brother!”


      When the fuming newsmen had gone, Garlock said, “It’ll leak, of course.”


      “Of course,” Banks agreed. “‘It is rumored…’ ‘from a usually reliable source…’ and so on. Nothing definite, but each one of them will want to put out the first and biggest.”


      “That’s what I figured. It’ll have to break sometime and I thought easing it out would be best…but wait a minute.…” he thought for two solid minutes. “But we’re going to need a lot of money, and we’re just about broke, aren’t we?” This thought was addressed to Frank Macey, the Galaxians’ treasurer.


      “Worse than broke—much worse.”


      “I could loan you a couple of credits, Frank,” Belle said, brightly. “But go ahead, Clee.”


      “People like to be sidewalk superintendents. Suppose they could watch the construction of an outpost so far away that nobody ever dreamed of ever getting there. Could you do anything with that, Jerry?”


      “Could I! Just!” and Banks, went into a rhapsody.


      “That’s the first good idea any one of you crackpots has had for five years,” Macey said, suddenly. “But wouldn’t transportation of material and so on present problems?”


      “No; just buying it,” Garlock said, soberly. “Oh, rather, paying for it.”


      “No trouble there.…”


      “What?” Belle exclaimed. “‘No trouble,’ it says here in fine print? How the old skinflint has changed—instead of screaming his head off about spending money he’s actually offering to. Frank, I’ll loan you threecredits!”


      “Hush, honey-chile, the men-folks are talking man-business. Look, Clee. We’ll use the Pleiades at first, while we’re building a regular transport. A hundred passengers per trip, one thousand credits one way.…”


      “Wow!” Belle put in. “Our ex-skinflint is now a bare-faced, legally-protected robber.”


      “By no means, Belle,” Evans said. “How much would that be per mile?”


      “Say ten round trips per day. That would be twenty million a day gross for a small ship not intended for passenger service. When we get ships built…and the extras.…” The money-man went into a financial revel of his own.


      “Lots of extras,” Banks agreed. “And oh, brother, what a public-relations dream of heaven!”


      “Maybe I’m dumb,” Garlock broke in, “but just what are you going to use for money to get started?”


      “The minute we confirm any part of the story, the credit of the Galaxian Society will jump from X-O to AA-A1.”


      “Oh. So Belle and I will have to lose our Pleiades for a while. I don’t like that, but we do need the money…but we can have her for this coming week?”


      “Of course.”


      “So maybe we’d better break the story now, instead of letting it leak.”


      “Can you, after what you just told them?”


      “Sure I can.” He set his mind and searched. “Bundy, this is Garlock.…”


      “So what am I supposed to do—burst into tears of joy?”


      “Save it. I changed my mind. You can break it as fast and as hard as you like. I’ll play along.”


      * * * *


      “Yeah? Why the switch? What’s the angle?”


      “Strictly commercial. Get it from Banks.”


      “And you’ll—personally—go on my hour with it?”


      “Yes. Also, we’ll demonstrate—take you to any star-system in the galaxy. You and all the rest of the newshawks who were here and any fifty VIP’s you want to invite. Tomorrow morning all right with you?”


      “You, personally, in the Pleiades?” Bundy insisted.


      “Better than that. The other two starships, too. You’ve got them—particularly those four Primes—clearly in mind?”


      “Not exactly, there was so much of it. Spread it on me now, huh?” Garlock did so. “Thanks, pal, for the scoop. I’ll crash it right now, and follow up with Banks. ’Bye!”


      “Think you can deliver on that, Clee?” Banks asked.


      “Sure. Both Deggi and Alsyne will need a lot of extra money, fast. They’ll play along.”


      They did; and that three-starship tour—which visited twenty solar systems instead of one—was the most sensational thing old Earth had ever spawned.


      Belle and Garlock did not spend that week end on Earth. “We go,” they said, as soon as the Pleiades was empty of pressmen, and they took James and Lola along. “If we never see another such brawl as this is going to be,” Belle told Banks, who was basking in glory and entreating them to stay on for the show, “it will be exactly twenty minutes too soon.”


      Thus it came about that Earth’s first four deep-spacemen were completely out of reach when unexpected developments began.


      * * * *


      Alonzo P. Ferber was one of the VIP’s on Bundy’s personally-conducted tour of the stars. As has been said, he was a very able executive. He had an extremely keen profit-sense. This new thing smelled—simply reeked—of money. SSE would have to get in on it.


      Ferber was not thin-skinned; where money was concerned it would never even occur to him to cherish grudges or to retain animosities. Wherefore SSE’s purchasing department suggested to the Galaxian Society that negotiations be opened concerning licenses, franchises, royalties, and so on. These suggestions were politely but firmly brushed off. Then emissaries were sent, of ever-increasing caliber and weight. Next, Ferber himself tried the tri-di; and finally, he came in person.


      Rebuffed, he made such legally-sound threats that Evans and Macey agreed to a meeting; stating flatly, however, that no commitments could possibly be made without the knowledge and approval of the Society’s president, Cleander Garlock. Thus, at the meeting, the Galaxians made only two statements that were even approximately definite. One was that Garlock would probably return to Earth during the afternoon or evening of the following Friday; the other that they would take the matter up with Garlock as soon as they could.


      After that meeting Macey was unperturbed, but Evans was a deeply worried man.


      “You see,” he explained, “the real crux was not even mentioned.”


      “No? What is it, then?”


      “Operators, Primes, and the practically non-existent laws pertaining to their…what? Labor? Skill? Genius? For instance, could Garlock be forced to do whatever it is that he does? On the other hand, if Ferber offered Belle Bellamy five million credits a year to ‘work’ for SSE, is there anything we could do about it?”


      “Oh. I thought all there was to it was that you’d delay ’em for a year or so and that’d be it.”


      “Far from it. To date I have listed fifty-eight points for which, as far as we can learn, there are no precedents,” and the lawyer called a meeting of his staff.


      For Belle and Garlock, the week went fast. On Friday afternoon, high above Earth’s Galaxian Field, Garlock said, more than half regretfully, “No more fun. Back to the desk. Back to the salt-mines.”


      “I weep for you,” Belle snickered. “Sob, sob. Shed him a tear, Lola.”


      “One tear coming up. Oh, woe; oh, woe.…”


      “Oh, whoa!” James snorted. “Why the sob-and-moan routine, Clee, from a guy who’s going to be monarch of all he surveys?”


      “His conscience aches him,” Belle explained. “This monarching business is tough if you haven’t thought about how to monarch, and he hasn’t. Have you, Clee?”


      “Not a lick.” Garlock smiled slightly. “I been busy.”


      “You better start to,” she advised, darkly. “You aren’t busy now and we have an hour. We better confer—I’ll make like a slave-driver.”


      They ’ported into his room and he set the blocks. His attitude changed instantly. “Nice act, Belle. What was it all about?”


      “That theory of yours. Your predictions are too uncannily accurate to be guesswork, and the more times you dead-center the bullseye the worse scared I get. I really want to know, Clee.”


      “Okay. It isn’t complete—I need a lot more data—but I’ll show you what I have. It’s fairly strong medicine and it comes in big chunks.”


      “It would have to—it covers the whole macrocosmic universe, doesn’t it?”


      “Yes. I’ll start with the striking fact that, on every out-galaxy planet we visited, the human beings were Homo sapiens to N decimal places. Fertile with each other and, according to expert testimony, with us. All planets had humanoid ‘guardians,’ the Arpalones and Arpales. Some, but not all, had one or more non-human, more-or-less-intelligent races, such as the Fumapties, the Lemarts, the Sencors, and so on. These other races never seemed to fight each other, but both races of Guardians fought any and all of them, on sight and to the death. What do those facts mean to you?”


      * * * *


      “Nothing beyond face value. I’ve thought about them but I haven’t been able to come up with anything.”


      “I have.” He unrolled a sheet of drafting paper covered with diagrams, symbols, and equations. “But before I go into this stuff, consider the human body. How many red cells are there in your blood stream?”


      “Billions, I suppose.”


      “And there are billions of human beings on billions of planets; each having red blood cells identical, as far as we know, with yours and mine. Also white cells. Also, sometimes, various kinds of pathogenic micro-organisms, such as staphs, streps, viruses, spiros, and so on.


      “Okay. My thought is that the Lemarts, Ozobes, and the like are analogous to disease-producing organisms. We saw the full range of effects—from none at all up to death itself.”


      “But they—the Ozobes and so on—died, too.”


      * * * *


      “How long do disease germs live in a human body after they’ve killed it?”


      “But that horrible Dilipic—the golop. They don’t seem to fit.”


      “Try that on for size as cancer. Also, the Arpalones typed us before they’d let us land on any planet. Why didn’t we blast them out of the way and land anyway?”


      “Why, we didn’t want to. It wasn’t worth while.”


      “We couldn’t. Psychic block. And if we had, we would have died. Different blood-types don’t mix.”


      “So you and I are merely two red cells in the bloodstream of a super-dooper-galactic super-monster? Phooie!” she jeered. “That chestnut was propounded a thousand years ago. Are you trying to take me for a ride on that old sawhorse?”


      “That’s the attitude I had at first. So now we’re ready for the chart.” He pointed to a group of symbols. “We start with symbolic logic; manipulating like so to get this.” There was a long mathematical dissertation; a mind-to-mind, rigorous, point-by-point proof.


      “Q. E. D.” Garlock concluded.


      “I see your math, and if I believed half of it I’d be scared witless. Those few pieces fit, but they’re scattered around in vast areas of blankness and you’re jumping around like the Swiss miss leaping from Alp to Alp. And how about our own galaxy, the most important piece of all? It’s different, and we’re different, mentally. That wrecks your whole theory.”


      “No. I told you I need a lot more data. Also, beyond a certain point the analogy appears to get looser.”


      “Appears to! It’s as loose as a goose!”


      “Think a minute. Is it actually loose, or are we getting up into concepts that no human mind can grasp? That might be the case, you know.”


      “Oh.… You’re quite a salesman, Clee, but I’m still not buying.”


      “Our galaxy is a bit of specialized tissue—part of a ganglion, maybe. Over here, see? I’ll have to leave it dangling until we find some more like it.”


      “I see. But anyway, you haven’t a tenth’s worth of real material on that whole sheet. Feed everything you have there into a computer and it’d just laugh at you.”


      “Sure it would. The great advantage of the human brain is its ability to arrive at valid conclusions from incomplete data. For instance, what would your computer do with the figures you shot at me the day we started out? ‘Thirty-nine, twenty-two, thirty-nine. Five seven. One thirty-five.’ Yet they’re completely informative.”


      “To anyone interested in that kind of figures, yes.”


      “Which includes practically all adults. Then take the figure three point one four one five nine. Compy would still be baffled; but, unlike the first set, most people would be, too.”


      “Yes. Perhaps two out of ten would get your message.”


      “Now take something really new, like the original work on gravitation or relativity. No possible computer would be of any use. That takes a brain!”


      “The brain of a Newton or an Einstein, yes.” Belle thought for a minute, then grinned at him impishly. “Now watch the brain of a Bellamy perform. Get into high gear, brain.… I wish I knew something about biochemical embryology; but I read somewhere that ova are sterile, so our galaxy is an ovum. Therefore our super-galooper is a gal—which incontrovertible fact accounts for and explains rigorously the long-known truth that women always have been, are now, and always will be vastly superior to men in every quality, aspect, and.…”


      “Hold it!” Garlock snapped. His face hardened into intense concentration. Then: “Do you think you’re kidding, Belle?”


      “Why, of course I’m kidding, you big.…”


      “Look here, then.” He picked up a pencil and filled in blank after blank after blank. “I’m making one unjustifiable assumption—that thePleiades is the first intergalactic starship. The super-being is a female, and she is just becoming pregnant.…”


      “Flapdoodle! There are no blood cells in a sperm, and I don’t think there are any in an ovum.”


      “I didn’t mention either sperm or ovum. The analogy is so loose here that it holds only in the broadest, most general terms. The actual process of reproduction is unknowable. But wherever we went, we changed things. Not only by what we actually did, but also as a catalyst—no.…”


      “No, not a catalyst. A hormone.”


      “Exactly. Each of these changes would cause others, and so on. An infinite series. Calling the first three terms alpha, beta, and gamma, we operate like this.…” Garlock’s pencil was flying now. “Following me?”


      “On your tail.” Belle was breathing hard; as the blank spaces became fewer and fewer her face began to turn white.


      “From this we get that…and that makes the whole bracket tie into the same conclusion I had before. So, except for that one assumption, it’s solid.”


      * * * *


      “My Lord, Clee!” Belle studied the chart. “I mentioned Newton and Einstein…add to that ‘the brain of a Garlock, better than either.’” Then, seeing his reaction, “You’re blushing. I didn’t think.…”


      “Cut the comedy. You know I couldn’t carry either of their hats to a dog-fight.”


      “And I would never have believed that you are basically modest.”


      “I said cut out the kidding, Belle.”


      “I’m deadly serious. A brain that could do that,” she waved at the chart, “…well, even I am not enough of a heel to belittle one of the most tremendous intuitions ever achieved by man. Not that I like it. It’s horrible. It denies mankind everything that made him come up from the slime—everything that made him man.”


      * * * *


      “Not at all. Nothing is changed, in man’s own frame of reference. It merely takes our thinking one step farther. That step, of course, isn’t easy.”


      “That is the understatement of all time. What it will do, though, is set up an inferiority complex that would wipe out the whole human race.”


      “There might be some slight tendency. Also, since my basic assumption can’t be justified, the whole thing may be fallacious. So I’m not going to publish it.” He glanced at the chart and it vanished.


      “Clee!” Belle stared, almost goggle-eyed. “With your name? The tremendous splash… I see. You’re really grown up.”


      “Not all the way, probably; but pretty nearly—I hope.”


      “But some of the…not exactly corollaries, but.…” Belle’s face, which had regained some of its color, began again to pale.


      “Which one of the many?”


      “The most shattering one, to me, concerns intelligence. If it is true that our vaunted mentality is only that of one blood cell compared to that of a whole brain…and that intelligence is banked, level upon level…well, it’s simply mind-wrecking. I’ve been trying madly not to think of that concept, at all, but I can’t put it off much longer.”


      “Now’s as good a time as any. I’ll hold your hand.”


      “You’d better hold more of me than that, I think.”


      “I’ll do even that, in a good cause.” He put his arms around her; held her close. “Go ahead. Face it. All the way down and all the way up. You’ve got what it takes. You’ll come back sane and it’ll never bother you again.”


      She closed her eyes, put her head on his shoulder. Her every muscle went tense.


      Neither of them ever knew how long they stood there, close-clasped and motionless in silence; but finally her muscles loosened. She lifted her head; raised her brimming eyes.


      “All the way down?” he asked.


      “To almost a geometrical point.”


      “And all the way up?”


      “I touched the fringe of infinity.”


      “Intelligence all the way?”


      “All the way. I couldn’t understand any of them, of course, but I looked each one squarely in the eye.”


      “Good girl. And you’re still sane.”


      “As much so as ever…more so, maybe.” She disengaged herself, sat down on the bed, lighted a cigarette, and smoked half of it. Then she stood up. “Clee, if anything in the whole universe ever knocked hell out of anything, that did out of me. I’m going to do something that will take about ten minutes. Will you wait right here?”


      “Of course. Take all the time you want.”


      * * * *


      When she came back Garlock leaped to his feet and stared speechlessly. He could not even whistle. Belle’s hair was now its natural deep, rich chestnut, her lipstick was red, her nails were bare, and she wore a white shirt and an almost-knee-length crimson skirt.


      “Here’s what I’m going to do,” she said, quietly. “I’m going to be a plain, ordinary brownette. I’m going to marry you as soon as we land; registered permanent family. I’m going to have six kids and spoil them rotten. In short, I have grown up—partly up, at least—too.”


      “Plain?” he managed, finally. “Ordinary? You? Yes—like a super-nova going off under a man’s feet!” With a visible effort, Garlock pulled himself together. “I don’t need to tell you what a surprise this is, and can’t tell you what it means to me. But you never have said you love me. Hadn’t you better?”


      “I’m afraid to. Our next kiss will be different. I’d spoil all this nice new make-up.” She tried to grin in her old-time fashion, but failed. She sobered, then, and went on with a completely new intensity. “Listen, Clee. I’m all done—forever—lying and pretending to you. I love you so much that…well, there simply aren’t any thoughts. And when I think of how I acted, it hurts—Lord, how it hurts! I don’t see how you can love me at all. It’d take a miracle.”


      “Miracles happen, then.” He put both arms around her, very gently. “For the first time in my life I’m cutting my screens to zero. Come in.”


      “What?” For a moment she was unable to believe the thought. Then, cutting her own shield, she went fully into his mind. “Oh, I didn’t dare hope you could possibly feel.… Oh, this is wonderful, Clee—simply wonderful!”


      As the two fully-opened minds met and joined she threw both arms around him and their embrace tightened as though their bodies were trying to become as nearly one as were their minds. Finally she pulled herself away and put up a solid block.


      “What a mess!” she said, shakily. “Lipstick all over you.”


      “Why words, sweetheart? That was perfect.”


      “Oh, it was…but wide open, with such a mind as yours.…” she paused, then came back to normal almost with a snap. “…but say; I’ll bet that’s what Therea and Alsyne were doing. That ‘fusion’ thing. We’ll practise it tonight.”


      He pondered briefly. “Sure it was.”


      “But he said they learned it from us. How could he have, when we.… Oh, we did, of course, in moments of high stress…but we didn’t actuallyknow it.…” She paused.


      “We wouldn’t admit it, you mean, even to ourselves.”


      “Maybe; and of course it never occurred to us—callow youngsters we were then, weren’t we?—that it could be done for more than a microsecond at a time. Or that two people could ever, possibly, live that way.”


      “Or what a life it would be. So let’s chop this and get back to you and me.”


      “Uh-huh, let’s,” she agreed, but in a severely practical tone. “You’ve got lipstick even on your shirt. So change it and I’ll go put on a new face and bring over some stuff and clean you up.”


      While she cleaned, she talked. “I told you our next kiss would be different, but I had no idea…wow! That will be as much different, too, I’m sure.… Hm-h-h-nh?” Again she pressed herself against him; this time in a somewhat different fashion.


      “Stop that, you little devil, or I’ll.…” His arms came up of themselves, but he forced them back down. “…No, I won’t. We’ll save that for tonight, too.”


      “I’ll behave myself!” She laughed, pure joy in voice, eyes, and smile. “I bet myself you wouldn’t and I won! You’re tall, solid gold, Clee darling—the absolute top.”


      “Thanks, sweetheart. I wish that were true,” he said, soberly. “But I can’t help wondering if two such hellions as you and I are can make a go of marriage—no, cancel that. We’ll do it—all we have to figure out is how.”


      “I know what you mean. Not at first—it’ll be purely wonderful then. After five years, say, when the glamor has worn off and I’ve had three of our six children and two of them are in bed with the epizootic and I’m all frazzled out and you’re strung up tight as a bowstring with overwork and.…”


      “Hold it! Uh-uh. No. If we can live together six months—or even six weeks—without killing each other, we’ll have it made. It’s at first that it’ll be rugged. No matter how rugged it gets, though, we’ll know one thing for certain sure. We couldn’t live apart. That’ll give us enough leverage. Check?”


      “And double check.” She giggled sunnily. “I’ll take care of any and all situations, whatever they are, that arise in the first six months. You’ll be responsible for the next sixty years. That’s a perfectly fair and equitable division of responsibility. Now kiss me and we’ll go.”


      * * * *


      When Garlock cut the Gunther blocks, however, James’ thought came instantly in. “Been trying to get you for twenty minutes,” and in a couple of seconds he brought Garlock and Belle up to date. “So Fatso’s been waiting in Evans’ office. He’s throwing fits all over the place and Evans and Macey are going quietly mad.”


      “He’ll have to wait,” Garlock decided instantly. “No matter how many fits he has, no such decision is going to be made until there’s enough of a Galactic Council to make it.”


      “Well, you’ll have to tell him that yourself. In person.”


      “I’ll do just that, and tell him so he’ll stay told.”


      “Okay, but shake a.…”


      Belle and Garlock ’ported out into the Main, arms around each other like a couple of college freshmen.


      “…leg-g—ug—gug.…” James gurgled.


      “Belle!” Lola shrieked. “Why—Belle—Bellamy!”


      “What goes on here?” James demanded.


      “Nothing much,” Garlock replied, although he blushed almost as deeply as Belle did. “We just decided to quit fighting, is all. Cut the rope, Junior, and let the old bucket drop.”

    

  


  
    
      TARRANO THE CONQUEROR, by Ray Cummings [Part 1]


      To Hugo Gernsback, scientist, author and publisher, whose constant efforts in behalf of scientific fiction have contributed so largely to its present popularity, this tale is gratefully dedicated.


      CHAPTER I


      The New Murders


      I was standing fairly close to the President of the Anglo-Saxon Republic when the first of the new murders was committed. The President fell almost at my feet. I was quite certain then that the Venus man at my elbow was the murderer. I don’t know why, call it intuition if you will. The Venus man did not make a move; he merely stood beside me in the press of the throng, seemingly as absorbed as all of us in what the President was saying.


      It was late afternoon. The sun was setting behind the cliffs across the river. There were perhaps a hundred and fifty thousand people within sight of the President, listening raptly to his words. It was at Park Sixty, and I was standing on the Tenth Level.1 The crowd packed all twelve of the levels; the park was black with people. The President stood on a balcony of the park tower. He was no more than a few hundred feet above me, well within direct earshot. Around him on all sides were the electric megaphones which carried his voice to all parts of the audience. Behind me, a thousand feet overhead, the main aerials were scattering it throughout the city, I suppose five million people were listening to the voice of the President at that moment. He had just said that we must remain friendly with Venus; that in our enlightened age controversies were inevitable, but that they should be settled with sober thought—around the council table. This talk of war was ridiculous. He was denouncing the public news-broadcasters; moulders of public opinion, who every day—every hour—must offer a new sensation to their millions of subscribers.


      He had reached this point when without warning his body pitched forward. The balcony rail caught it; and it hung there inert. The slanting rays of the sun fell full upon the ruffled white shirt; white, but turning pink, then red, with the crimson stain welling out from beneath.


      For an instant the crowd was stunned into silence. Then a murmur arose, and swelled into shouts of horror. A surge of people swept me forward. I could not see clearly what was happening on the balcony. The form of the murdered President was hanging there against the rail; a score of government officials were rushing toward it; but the body, toppling over the low support, came hurtling downward into the crowd, quite near me; but I could not reach it—the throng was too dense.


      The shouts everywhere were deafening. I was shoved along the Tenth Level by the press of people coming up the stairway. Shouts, excited questions; the wail of children almost trampled under foot; the screams of women. And over it all, the electrically magnified voice of the traffic director-general in the peak of the main tower roaring his orders to the crowd.


      It was a panic until the traffic-directors descended upon us. We were pushed up on the moving sidewalks. North or south, whichever direction came handiest, we were herded upon the sidewalks and whirled away. With a hundred other spectators near me I was shoved to a sidewalk moving south along the Tenth Level. It was going some four miles an hour. But they would not let me stay there. From behind, the crowd was shoving; and from one parallel strip of moving pavement to the other I was pushed along—until at last I reached the seats of the forty mile an hour inside section.


      The scene at Park Sixty was far out of direct sight and hearing. The park there had already been cleared of spectators, I knew; and they were doubtless bearing the President’s body away.


      “Murdered!” said a man beside me. “Murdered! Look there!”


      We were across the river, into Manhattan. The Tenth Level here runs about four hundred feet above the ground-street of the city. The man beside me was pointing to a steel tower we were passing. It was several hundreds yards away; on its side abreast of us was a forty-foot square news-mirror, brightly illumined. On all the stairways and balconies here a local crowd had gathered, watching the mirror. It was reporting the present scene at Park Sixty. As we sped past the tower I could see in the silver surface of the mirror the image of the now empty park from which we had been so summarily ejected. They were carrying off the President’s body; a little group of officials bearing it away; red, broken, gruesome, with the dying rays of the sun still upon it. Carrying it slowly along to where an aero-car was waiting on the side landing stage.


      We were past the mirror in a moment.


      “Murdered,” the man next to me repeated. “The President murdered.”


      He seemed stunned, as indeed everyone was. Then he eyed me—my cap, which had on it the insignia of my calling.


      “You are one of them,” he said bitterly. “The last word he said—the lurid news-gatherers.”


      But I shook my head. “We are necessary. It was unfortunate that he should have said that.”


      I had no opportunity to talk further. The man moved away toward the foot of a landing stage near us. A south-bound flyer had overtaken us and was landing. I boarded it also, and ten minutes later was in my office in South-Manhattan.


      I was at this time employed by one of the most enterprising news-organizations in Greater New York. There was pandemonium in there that evening. My supper came up in the pneumatic tube from the public cookery nearby, but I had hardly time to taste it.


      This, the evening of May 12, 2430, was for me—and for all the Earth—the most stirring evening of history. Events of inter-planetary importance tumbled over each other as they came to us through the air from the Official Information Stations. And we—myself and a thousand like me in our office—retold them for our twenty million subscribers throughout the Anglo-Saxon Nation.


      The President of the Anglo-Saxon Republic was murdered at 5:10. It was the first of the new murders. I say new murders, for not in two hundred years had the life of so high an official been wilfully taken. But it was only the first. At 6:15 word came from Tokyohama,2 that the ruler of Allied Mongolia was dead—murdered under similar circumstances. And ten minutes later from Mombozo, Africa, the blacks reported their leader killed while asleep in his official residence.


      The Earth momentarily was without leadership!


      I was struggling to get accounts of these successive disasters out over our audiophones. Above my desk, in a duplicating mirror from Headquarters, I could see that at the palace of Mombozo a throng of terrified blacks were gathered. It was night there—a blurred scene of flashing lights and frightened, milling people.


      Greys—next to me—had a mirror tuned to Tokyohama. The sun there was shining upon almost a similar scene of panic. Black and yellow men—on opposite sides of the Earth. And between them our white races in turmoil. Outside my own window I could hear the shouts of the crowd that jammed the Twentieth Level.


      Greys leaned toward me. “Seven o’clock, Jac. You’ve got the arrival of the Venus mail. Don’t overlook it… By the code, man, your hands are shaking! You’re white as a ghost!”


      The Venus mail; I had forgotten it completely.


      “Greys, I wonder if it’ll get in.”


      He stared at me strangely. “You’re thinking that, too. I told the British National Announcer it was a Venus plot. He laughed at me. Those Great Londoners can’t see their fingers before them. He said, ‘That’s your lurid sense of newscasting.’”


      Venus plot! I remembered my impressions of the Venus man who was beside me when our President fell.


      Greys was back at his work. I swept the south shore of Eastern Island3 with my finder, and picked up the image of the inter-planetary landing stage, at which the Venus mail was due to arrive. I could see the blaze of lights plainly; and with another, closer focus I caught the huge landing platform itself. It was empty.


      The station-master there answered my call. He had no word of the mail.


      “Try the lookout at Table Mountain,” he advised me. “They may be coming down that way.… Sure I’ll let you know.… What a night! They say that in Mediterrania—”


      But I cut off; it was no time to chat with him. Table Mountain, Capetown, had no word of the mail. Then I caught the Yukon Station. The mail flyer had come down on the North Polar side—was already crossing Hudson Bay.


      At 8:26 it landed on Eastern Island. A deluge of Venus despatches overwhelmed me. But the mail news, before I could even begin to handle my section of it, was far overshadowed. Venus, now at 8:44 was calling us by helio. The message came in the inter-planetary code, was decoded at National Headquarters, and from there flashed to us.


      The ruler of the Venus Central State was murdered! An almost incoherent message. The murder of the ruler, at a time co-incident with 6:30 in Greater New York. Then the words:


      “City being attacked… Tarrano, beware Tarrano… You are in danger of…”


      In danger of what? The message broke off. The observers, behind their huge telescopes at the Potomac Headquarters, saw the helio-lights of the Venus Central State go dark suddenly. Our own station flashed its call, but there was no answer. Venus—evening star on that date—was sinking to the horizon. But our Observatory in Texas could see the planet clearly; and gave the same report.


      Communication was broken. The authorities of the Venus Central State—friendly to us in spite of the recent immigration controversy—had tried to warn us.


      Of what?


      CHAPTER II


      Warning


      It must have been nearly nine o’clock when a personal message came for me. Not through the ordinary open airways, but in the National Length, and coded. It came to my desk by official messenger, decoded, printed and sealed.


      Jac Hallen, Inter-Allied News. Come to me, North-east Island at once, if they can spare you. Important. Answer.


      Dr. Brende.


      Our Division Manager scanned the message curiously and told me I could go. I got off my answer. I did not dare call Dr. Brende openly, since he had used the code, but sent it the same way. I would be up at once.


      With a word of good-bye to Greys, I shoved aside my work, caught up a heavy jacket and cap and left the office. The levels outside our building were still jammed with an excited throng. I pushed my way through it, up to the entrance to the Staten Bridge. The waters of the harbor beneath me had a broad band of moonlight upon them, dim in the glare of the city lights. I glanced upward with satisfaction. A good night for air-traveling.


      My small personal air-car was on the stage near the bridge entrance. The attendant was there, staring at me as I dashed up in such haste. He handed me my key from the rack.


      “Going far, Jac? What a night! They’ll be ordering them off if many more go up.… Going north?”


      “No,” I said shortly.


      I was away, rising with my helicopters until the city was a yellow haze beneath me. I was going north—to Dr. Brende’s little private island off the coast of Maine. The lower lanes were pretty well crowded. I tried one of the north-bound at 8,000 feet; but the going was awkward. Then I went to 16,000.


      But Grille, the attendant back at the bridge, evidently had his finder on me, out of plain curiosity. He called me.


      “They’ll chase you out of there,” came his voice. “Nothing doing up there tonight. That’s reserved. Didn’t you know it?”


      I grinned at him. In the glow of my pitlight I hoped he could see my face and the grin.


      “They’ll never catch me,” I said. “I’m traveling fast tonight.”


      “Chase you out,” he persisted. “The patrol’s keeping them low. General Orders, an hour ago. Didn’t you know it?”


      “No.”


      “Well, you ought to. You ought to know everything in your business. Besides, the lights are up.”


      They were indeed; I could see them in all the towers underneath me. I was flying north-east; and at the moment, with a following wind, I was doing something over three-fifty.


      “But they’ll shut off your power,” Grille warned. “You’ll come down soon enough then.”


      Which was also true enough. The evening local-express for Boston and beyond was overhauling me. And when the green beam of a traffic tower came up and picked me out, I decided I had better obey. Dutifully I descended until the beam, satisfied, swung away from me.


      At 8,000 feet, I went on. There was too much traffic for decent speed and the directors in every pilot bag and tower I passed seemed watching me closely. At the latitude of Boston, I swung out to sea, off the main arteries of travel. The early night mail for Eurasia,4 with Great London its first stop, went by me far overhead. I could make out its green and purple lights, and the spreading silver beam that preceded it.


      Alone in my pit, with the dull whir of my propellers alone breaking the silence of the night, I pondered the startling events of the past few hours. Above me the stars and planets gleamed in the deep purple of an almost cloudless sky. Venus had long since dropped below the horizon. But Mars was up there—approaching the zenith. I wondered what the Martian helio might be saying. I could have asked Greys back at the office. But Greys, I knew, would be too busy to bother with me.


      What could Dr. Brende want of me? I was glad he had sent for me—there was nowhere I would rather have gone this particular evening. And it would give me a chance to see Elza again.


      I could tell by the light-numerals below, that I was now over Maine. I did not need to consult my charts; I had been up this way many times, for, the Brendes—the doctor, his daughter Elza, and her twin brother Georg—I counted my best friends.


      I was over the sea, with the coast of Maine to my left. The traffic, since I left the line of Boston, had been far less. The patrols flashed by me at intervals, but they did not molest me.


      I descended presently, and located the small two-mile island which Dr. Brende owned and upon which he lived.


      It was 10:20 when I came down to find them waiting for me on the runway.


      The doctor held out both his hands. “Good enough, Jac. I got your code—we’ve been waiting for you.”


      “It’s crowded,” I said. “Heavy up to Boston. And they wouldn’t let me go high.”


      He nodded. And then Elza put her cool little hand in mine.


      “We’re glad to see you, Jac. Very glad.”


      They took me to the house. Dr. Brende was a small, dark man of sixty-odd, smooth-shaven, a thin face, with a mop of iron-grey hair above it, and keen dark eyes beneath bushy white brows. He was usually kindly and gentle of manner—at times a little abstracted; at other times he could be more forceful and direct than anyone with whom I had ever had contact.


      At the house we were joined by the doctor’s son, Georg. My best friend, I should say; certainly, for my part, I treasured his friendship very highly. He and Elza were twins—twenty-three years old at this time. I am two years older; and I had been a room-mate with Georg at the Common University of the Potomac.


      Our friendship had, if anything, grown closer since my promotion into the business world. Yet we were as unlike as two individuals could possibly be. I am dark-haired, slim, and of comparatively slight muscular strength. Restless—full of nervous energy—and, they tell me, somewhat short of temper. Georg was a blond, powerful young giant. A head taller than I—blue-eyed, from his mother, now dead—square-jawed, and a complexion pink and white. He was slow to anger. He seldom spoke impulsively; and usually with a slow, quiet drawl. Always he seemed looking at life and people with a half-humorous smile—looking at the human pageant with its foibles, follies and frailties—tolerantly. Yet there was nothing conceited about him. Quite the reverse. He was generally wholly deprecating in manner, as though he himself were of least importance. Until aroused. In our days of learning, I saw Georg once—just once—thoroughly angered.


      “…Came up promptly, didn’t you?” Georg was saying. He was leading me to the house doorway, but I stopped him.


      “Let’s go to the grove,” I suggested. We turned down from the small viaduct, passed the house, and went into the heavy grove of trees nearby.


      “He’s hungry,” Elza declared. “Jac, did you eat at the office tonight?”


      “Yes,” I said.


      “Did you really?”


      “Some,” I admitted. In truth the run up here had brought me a thoroughly hearty appetite, which I just realized.


      “I was pretty busy, you know,” I added. “Such a night—but don’t you bother.”


      But she had already scurried away toward the house. Dear little Elza! I wished then, for the hundredth time, that I was a man of wealth—or at least, not as poor as a tower timekeeper. True, I made fair money—but the urge to spend it recklessly dominated me. I decided in that moment, to reform for good; and lay by enough to justify asking a woman to be my wife.


      We reclined on a mossy bank in the grove of trees, so thick a grove that it hid the house from our sight.


      The doctor extinguished the glowing lights with which the tree-branches were dotted. We were in the semi-darkness of a beautiful, moonlit night.


      “Don’t go to sleep, Jac!”


      I became aware that Georg and his father were smiling at me.


      I sat up, snapping my wits into alertness. “No. Of course not. I guess I’m tired. You’ve no idea what the office was like tonight. Roaring.”


      “I can imagine,” Georg said. “You were at Park Sixty when the President fell, weren’t you?”


      “Yes. But I wasn’t supposed to be. I wasn’t assigned to that. How did you guess?”


      “Elza saw you. She had our finder on you—I couldn’t push her away from it.” His slow smile was quizzical.


      “On me? In all that crowd. She must have searched about very carefully to—”


      I stopped; I could feel my cheeks burning, and was glad of the dimness there under the trees.


      “She did,” said Georg.


      “I sent for you, Jac,” Dr. Brende interjected abstractedly, “because—”


      But Georg checked him. “Not now, father. Someone—anyone—might pick you up. Your words—or read your lips—there’s light enough here to register on a finder.”


      The doctor nodded. “He’s afraid—you see, Jac, it’s these Venus—”


      “Father—please. It’s a long chance—but why take any? We can insulate in the house.”


      The chance that someone who shouldn’t be, was tuned to us as we sat there in that lonely grove! With the doctor’s widespread reputation—his more than national prominence—it did not seem to me to be such a long chance either, on this, of all nights.


      “As you say, no use in putting private things into the public air,” I remarked; and I felt then as though a thousand hostile eyes and ears were watching and listening. “We can talk of what everybody knows,” Georg commented. “The Martian Ruler of the Little People was assassinated an hour ago. You heard that coming up?”


      “No,” I said; but I had imagined as much. “Did they say—”


      “They said nothing,” Dr. Brende put in. “The flash of a dozen helioed words—no more.”


      “It went dark, like Venus?”


      “No. Just discontinued. I judge they’re excited up there—the Bureau disorganized perhaps—I don’t know. That was the last we got at the house, just before you came down. There may be something in there now—you Inter-Allied people are pretty reliable.”


      The ruler of the Venus Central State, the leading monarch of Mars, and our three chief executives of Earth—murdered almost simultaneously! It was incredible—any one of the murders would have been incredible—yet it was true.


      There had been times—in the Inter-Allied Office, particularly—when I had been insulated from aerial eavesdropping. But never had I felt the need of it more than now. A constraint fell over me; I seemed afraid to say anything. I think we all three felt very much like that; and it was a relief when Elza arrived with my dainty little meal.


      “Any word from Mars, Elza?” her father asked.


      She sat down beside me, helping me to the food.


      “I did not look,” she answered.


      She did not look, because she was busy preparing my meal! Dear little Elza! And because of my accursed extravagance—my poverty—no word of love had ever passed between us!


      I thought I had never seen Elza so beautiful as this moment. A slim little thing, perfectly formed and matured, and inches shorter than I. Thick brown hair braided, and hanging below her waist. A face—pretty as her mother’s must have been—yet intellectual as her father’s.


      I had taken Elza to the great music festivals of the city, and counted her the best dressed girl in all the vast throng. Tonight she was dressed simply. A grey-blue, tubular sort of skirt, clinging close to the lines of her figure and split at the side for walking; a tight-fitting bodice, light in color (a man knows little of the technicalities of such things); throat bare, with a flaring rolled collar behind—a throat like a rose-petal with the moonlight on it; arms bare, save for the upper, triangular sleeves.


      It must suffice; I can only say she was adorable. Almost in silence I ate my meal, with her beside me.


      Georg went into the house once, to consult the news-tape. It was crowded with Earth events—excitement, confusion everywhere—inconsequential reports, they seemed, by comparison with what had gone before. But of helios from Mars, or Venus, there were none reported. Of Venus, the tape said nothing save that each of our westward stations was vainly calling in turn, as the planet dropped toward its horizon.


      I finished my meal—too leisurely for Georg and the doctor; and then we all went into the house, to the insulated room where at last we could talk openly.


      As we entered the main corridor, we heard the low voice of the Inter-Allied news-announcer, coming from the disc in a room nearby.


      “And Venus—”


      The words caught our attention. We hurried in, and stood by the Inter-Allied equipment. Georg picked up the pile of tape whereon the announcer’s words were being printed. He ran back over it.


      “Another helio from Venus!” he exclaimed. “Ten minutes ago.”


      And then I saw his lips go tight together. He made no move to hide the tape from Elza, but she was beside him and already reading it. Her fingers switched off the announcer’s droning voice.


      “Pacific Coastal Station,” Elza read. In the sudden silence of the room her voice was low, clear, and steady, though her hands were trembling. “P.C.S. 10.42 Venus helio. ‘Defeat! Beware Tarrano! Notify your Dr. Brende in Eurasia, danger.’”


      We men stared at each other. But Elza went on reading.


      “P.C.S. 10.44 Venus helio. ‘Lost! No more! Smashing apparatus!’ The Venus sending station went dark at 10.44.30. Hawaiian station will call later, but have little hope of re-establishing connection. Tokyohama 10.46 Official, via Potomac National Headquarters. Excitement here continues. Levels crowded—”


      Elza dropped the tape. “That’s all of importance. Venus Central Station warning you, father.”


      A buzz across the room called the doctor to his personal receiver. It was a message in code from Potomac National Headquarters. We watched the queer-looking characters printing on the tape. Very softly, in a voice hardly above a whisper, Georg decoded it.


      “Dr. Brende, see P.C.S. 10.42, warning you, probably of Venus immigrants now here. Do you need guard? Or will you come to Washington at once for personal safety?”


      “Father!” cried Elza.


      Georg burst out. “Enough of this. We cannot—dare not talk in here. Father, come—”


      We went out into the corridor again, across which was the small room insulated from all aerial vibrations. In the corridor a figure was standing—the one other member of the Brende household—the maid-servant, a girl about Elza’s age. I knew her well, of course, but this evening I had forgotten her existence. She was standing in the corridor. Did I imagine it, or had she been gazing up at the mechanism ten feet above the floor—the mechanism controlling the insulated room?


      “You wish me, Miss Elza? I thought I heard you call.”


      “No, Ahla, not ’til later.”


      With a gesture of respect, the girl withdrew, passing from our sight down the incline which led to the lower part of the house.


      It was a very small incident, but in view of what was transpiring, it gave me a shock nevertheless.


      For Elza’s maid was a Venus girl!


      CHAPTER III


      Spy in the House


      The insulated room was small, with a dome-shaped ceiling, no windows, and but one small, heavy door through which we entered, closing it carefully behind us.


      “At last,” Dr. Brende exclaimed. “Now we can talk freely.”


      But I was not satisfied. “That girl, Ahla—can you trust her?”


      They all looked at me in surprise. When one is close to danger, sometimes one recognizes it least; with Ahla in this household for over a year now, they could not imagine her an enemy.


      “I saw her looking up at the insulator,” I added swiftly. “Out there in the corridor. Am I talking wild? Perhaps I am. But she seemed startled; and she was standing just under the insulator, wasn’t she?”


      “But—” began Elza.


      “Wait,” I exclaimed. “When I first saw the President fall, at Park Sixty, I felt that a Venus man had done it. These other murders—they’re all the same. Done by Venus men of the Cold Country.”


      “Ahla’s country,” Elza murmured.


      “Yes. Exactly. And the Venus Central State has been attacked and has fallen. An assassination on Mars, and three here on Earth—all simultaneously. It’s one gigantic plot, I tell you—and the Cold Country of Venus is at the bottom of it.”


      Georg jumped to his feet. “I’ll see if the room has been tampered with.”


      He was back presently. “The insulator is intact. I set the alarm bell. If she touches it—”


      “Where is she?”


      “In the cookery, where she should be. I told her we would eat in an hour. That ought to keep her busy.”


      Dr. Brende made an attempt at a smile. “I think we are all a little overwrought—though with reason, no doubt. Sit down, Jac. Elza, come here by me. Don’t look so solemn, child.”


      He drew Elza to him, with his arm about her. I would have spoken, but his gesture checked me. “I have much to say, Jac. I think I understand these events, perhaps better than any of you. Let me go back two years—when I was in the Venus Central State.”


      I nodded my remembrance; and he went on:


      “At that time the authorities there were greatly perturbed. They were menaced by rebellion in the Cold Country. They would not let the Cold Country people into the Central State, for it is already overcrowded. You did not know that, did you?”


      “You mean the threatened rebellion?” I asked. “They were trying to keep it secret, but we heard rumors.”


      “Just so. And Jac, I will tell you why they kept it secret. The Central State was encouraging emigration to the Earth. The Venus Cold Country is a poor place to live in—and on a whole its inhabitants are miserable people. Villainous, too, I should say. The Central State did not want them within its borders; and so it kept secret its troubles with them—and encouraged emigration to the Earth.


      “We—as you know—make no distinction between Venus people. We are friendly with the Central State, and the Cold Country is governed by it—or was until tonight. Thus, you see, we have been in the position of having to receive these renegade immigrants. Shut out from all the good land and decent climate of Venus, they began coming here.


      “But we did not want them, and of late we have been holding them off, cutting the quota allowed very materially. Last week, as you also know, in Triple Conference, our three races decided to allow at each Inferior Conjunction of the Earth and Venus, so small a quota that the Central State protested vigorously.


      “The controversy has been hot; but the Central State—trying to foist off its undesirables on us—knows it is in the wrong. And fundamentally, it is friendly to us—I think it has proven that in the last two hours.”


      Again I would have spoken, but he went on at once.


      “I know you’re familiar with most of this, Jac. But you news-gatherers sometimes reason in too lurid a fashion. Let me go on. Mars was drawn into the affair. To extricate ourselves, we offered to admit—under temporary guard—all Venus immigrants who would pass on at once—at the first astronomical opportunity—to Mars. This would have been very nice for us—but not for Mars.”


      “They are hot-headed, in Mars,” Georg commented.


      “Quite so,” said the doctor. “But very direct and forceful, nevertheless. They met our suggestion with a law excluding Venus immigrants entirely. It was this, I think, that precipitated tonight’s events—though of course they must have been brewing for a long time.”


      “This Tarrano—” I began.


      “I heard of him when I was in Venus,” said Dr. Brende. “He was at that time a lower official in the Cold Country. Evidently he has risen in his world.


      “I come now to conjecture—but I think it must be fairly close to truth. Tarrano, leading the Cold Country, has risen to open rebellion. His attack upon the Central State must have come suddenly—”


      “You mean, just this evening?” Elza asked.


      “No, of course not. But hoping to quell the rebellion, the Central State has suppressed news of it. At such a time—with this controversy going on—such reports would only injure the Central State’s inter-planetary position. That’s obvious, isn’t it? Then tonight, when things were desperate, the Central State gave out its call. Tarrano has conquered Venus, I’m sure. And at the last, before destroying its helio, the Central State tried to warn us.”


      “Of what?” I demanded. “And what about these murders?”


      “Done by emissaries of Tarrano, no doubt. For revenge, because of the Martian and Earth legislation—or for—”


      “I think we should not speculate too much,” said Georg. “At least, not on that line. They warned you personally, father. We were so careful to keep everything secret—”


      Dr. Brende mopped his forehead. He was trying to appear calm—I knew he did not want unduly to alarm Elza; but I could see that he was laboring under great emotion nevertheless.


      “Things get out, Georg,” he said. “We have been careful—yes. But two years ago, when I visited the Central State, I told them there what I hoped to accomplish. There were no grave inter-planetary problems then—I thought I had no need of great secrecy. And since then, though, we have been very careful—”


      Careful! With a Venus girl from the Cold Country living in their household! Truly, humans are a strange mixture of sagacity and folly!


      “The Central State has heard something concerning you,” Georg said. “That could easily happen—prisoners captured from Tarrano’s forces, for instance. With dispatches—or perhaps some intercepted aerial message.”


      What was this secret they were discussing? I was the only one in the room who did not know it. And why had Dr. Brende sent for me tonight?


      I asked him both questions. His face went even more solemn than it had been before.


      “I sent for you, Jac, because in a measure I anticipated what has now befallen. Danger specifically to us Brendes, I mean. We count you as our friend—”


      How it warmed my heart to hear him say that; and to see the glance that Elza cast me!


      “—Our friend. I am an old man—you are young. Yet you are wise, too. We need you tonight.”


      He raised his hand when I would have told him how glad I was to be with them.


      “You know something of my work,” he said, as a statement, rather than a question. “I should say, mine and Georg’s and Elza’s, for they have both helped me materially.”


      I knew that Dr. Brende had for years been one of the Earth’s most eminent research physicians. It was he who discovered the light vibrations which had banished forever the dread germs of several of the major diseases. He did not practice; his work was research only.


      He went on: “Jac, I have found what for years I have been striving to find—a vibration of light, though it is invisible—which so far as I can determine, kills every bacillus harmful to man. There is nothing new in the idea—I have been working at it all my life. Sunlight! Altered and modified in several particulars, yet sunlight nevertheless. How strange that for countless centuries, man never realized the blessed boon of sunlight—the greatest enemy of all disease!


      “Each year, as you know, I have conquered some of what we call the major diseases. A few of them—cancer,5 for instance—persisted in eluding me. Its bacilli—you can easily recognize the tiny purplish, horned rods which cause what we popularly call cancer—just would not die. No form of light or other vibration I could devise, seemed to hurt them—unless I used a vibration harmful, even fatal, to the blood-contents itself: I killed the cancer—in the words of you news-gatherers—but I also killed the patient.”


      His eyes smiled at the jest, but his face remained intensely serious.


      “Then, Jac, I solved that problem—just a few months ago. And upon the heels of it I solved another, of infinitely more importance.” He paused slightly. “I have learned how to kill, or at least arrest, the bacillus of old age. It is a bacillus, you know. We grow old because every day we live beyond the age of thirty—the bacillus of old age is attacking us. I call them the Brende-bacilli—these tiny, frayed discs that make us grow old. I have seen them—and killed them!”


      It dawned on me slowly, the import of what he was saying.


      “You mean—”


      “He means,” said Georg, “that at present we cannot only banish disease—all disease—but we can keep your body from aging. Not permanently, doubtless—but with the span of life lengthened threefold at least. Only by violence now need you die prematurely.”


      This then was the secret the existence of which Tarrano had learned. He had.…


      But Dr. Brende was quietly voicing my thoughts.


      “It seems obvious, Jac, that this Tarrano at least suspects that I have made some such discovery as this. That he would withhold it from mankind, for the benefit of his own race, seems also obvious. That he is about to make an attempt to get it from me, I am convinced.”


      I remembered the wording of the message of warning from the Central State. “Your Dr. Brende, in Eurasia.” I mentioned it.


      “Our main laboratory is there,” Georg said. “In Northern Siberia—isolated from people so far as possible, and in a climate advantageous for the work.”


      Elza spoke for the first time in many minutes.


      “We have guards there, Jac—eight of our assistants.… Father, I called Robins a while ago. He said everything was all right. But don’t you think we should call him again?”


      The doctor had drifted into deep thought. “What? Oh, yes, Elza. I was thinking we should go there. My notes—descriptions of how to build a larger apparatus—larger than the small model I have installed there—my notes are all there, and I want them. And I don’t think, at such a time, I should trust Robins to bring them.”


      “What shall I send to Headquarters?” Georg asked. “They wanted an answer, you remember.”


      “I’m going there to the Potomac—tell them that. Tell them we will come there for safety. But first I must get my notes, and the model.”


      As Georg went to the door, something in his attitude made us all start to our feet and follow him. No alarm from the insulator had come, yet for myself I had not forgotten that Venus girl outside.


      Georg was at the door, tense as though to spring forward as soon as he opened it. I was close behind him.


      “What—”


      “Wait, Jac! Quiet! I just want to see—in case she is doing something.”


      He jerked open the door suddenly and bounded through, with me after him.


      The corridor was empty. But there was a whirring coming from the instrument room.


      We leaped across the padded corridor. In the instrument room, Ahla the maid sat at the table with a head-piece clasped to her ears. She was talking softly but swiftly into the transmitter. In the mirror beside her I caught a glimpse of the place to which she was talking. A sort of cave—flickering lights—a crowd of dark figures of Venus men, seemingly armed.


      She must have heard us coming. A sweep of her white arm dashed the mirror to the floor, smashing it. Then she cast off the head-piece, and leaping to her feet, faced us, blazing and defiant.


      CHAPTER IV


      To the North Pole


      “You stand back! You do not touch me!”


      The Venus girl fairly hissed the words. Her eyes were dilated; her white hair hung in a tumbling, wavy mass over her shoulders. She stood tense—a frail, girlish figure in a short, grey-cloth mantle, with long grey stockings beneath.


      We were startled. Georg stopped momentarily; then he jumped at her. It was a false move, for before we could reach her, with a piercing cry, she was tearing at the instruments on the table; her fingers, with burns unheeded, ripping the delicate wires, smashing the small mirrors, flinging everything to the floor.


      A few seconds only, but it was enough. She was panting when Georg caught her by the wrists, and we others gathered around them.


      “Ahla!” Elza cried in horror.


      I can appreciate the shock to Elza, who had trusted, even loved this girl.


      Dr. Brende stood in confused astonishment, staring at the wreck of the instrument table. From a naked wire a little black coil of smoke was coming up. I fumbled about and switched the current out of everything.


      We were cut off from all communication with the world. It gave me a queer feeling—made the small island we were on seem so remote.


      Georg was shaking the girl, demanding with whom she had been talking and why. But she fell into sullen silence, and nothing we could do would make her break it. It infuriated me, that stubbornness; it was all I could do to keep from harming her in my efforts to make her talk.


      Georg, at last, pulled me away; he led the girl to a couch and sternly bade her sit there without moving. She seemed willing enough to do that; she still had not spoken, but her eyes were watching us closely.


      Dr. Brende was examining the smashed instruments. “Ruined. We cannot use them. Those messages—we must send them. I must talk to Robins—”


      We went into the corridor, out of earshot of the girl, but where we could watch her. That we were in immediate danger was obvious, and we all realized it. Ahla had told some of her people that we were here on the island; doubtless was planning to have them come here at once and seize us.


      How far away from us were they? I had seen in the mirror the interior of a cave-like room. Where was it? Might it not be near at hand—over on the mainland? Might not these enemies arrive on the island at any moment?


      Georg suggested that we send our messages from the aeros. We had my own car—and a larger car of the Brendes. More than ever now, Dr. Brende was worried over the safety of his Siberian laboratory; but from the aero we could talk to Robins.


      We went to the landing stage. I wanted to tie up Ahla, but as Georg said, she could do nothing now that the instrument room was out of commission. We admonished her sternly to stay where she was, and left the house.


      On the open landing stage my small aero was lying where I had left it; but a moment’s glance showed us it was wrecked—its instruments and its driving mechanism demolished!


      There was no doubt about it now; Ahla had planned to keep us on the island while her people came and seized us. Fortunately the Brende car was well housed and barred. We saw that the gates had been tampered with, but with the limited time Ahla had to work in, she had been unable to force them. We swung them wide, and to our infinite relief found the car unharmed.


      At once Dr. Brende called Robins. But the laboratory did not answer!


      “It may be your sending apparatus,” I suggested. “Send your message down to Headquarters—with their high power they’ll get Robins quickly enough.”


      He tried that—sending also his answer to the previous coded message Headquarters had sent him. It was now 11:45. We waited some eight minutes, during which time I rushed back to the house. Ahla was sitting obediently where I had left her.


      “You stay there,” I told her. “If you move, I’ll break every bone in your rotten little body.”


      Back at the landing stage I found Dr. Brende in despair. Headquarters could not raise Robins. They had relayed the message to Wrangel and Spitzbergen Islands—but the stations there reported similarly. Dr. Brende’s laboratory did not answer its call.


      This decided us. We had no wish to remain where we were. The Brende car, far larger than the small one of mine, was fully equipped and provisioned. We rolled it out, and in a moment were flying in the air.


      Dr. Brende’s car was large, commodious, and smooth-riding. A pleasure to fly in such a car! Georg was at the controls. I sat close beside Elza in the semi-darkness, gazing down through the pit-rail window to where the island was dropping away beneath us. It was a perfect night; the moon had set; the stars and planets gleamed in an almost cloudless sky. Red Mars, I saw, very nearly over our heads.


      It was now midnight, and for the moment we chanced to have the air to ourselves. We rose to the 10,000-foot level, then headed directly North. It carried us inland; soon the sea was out of sight behind. Lights dotted the landscape—a town or city here and there, and occasionally a tower.


      Dr. Brende was poring over charts, illumined by a dim glow-light beside him. “Can we get power all the way, Georg?… Elza child, hadn’t you better lie down? A long trip—you’ll be tired out.”


      “Call Royal Mountain6,” Georg suggested. “Ask them about serving us power; I’ll stay 10,000 or below. Under one thousand, when we get further north. Ask them if they can guarantee us power all the way.”


      The station at Royal Mountain would guarantee us nothing on this night; they advised us to keep low. Their own power-sending station was working as usual. But this night—who could tell what General Orders might come? Everyone’s nerves were frayed; this Director demanded gruffly to know who we were.


      “Tell him none of his business,” I put in. My own nerves were frayed, too.


      “Quiet!” warned Georg. “He’ll hear you—and it is his business if he wants to make it so. Tell him we are the Inter-Allied News, father. That is true enough, and no use putting into the air that Dr. Brende is flying north.”


      Royal Mountain let us through. We passed well to the east of it about 12:45—too far away to sight its lights. The cross-traffic was somewhat heavier here. Beneath it, at 5,000 and 6,000 feet, a steady stream of cars was passing east and west.


      We were riding easily—little wind, almost none—and were doing 390 miles an hour. You cannot bank or turn very well at such a speed; it is injurious to the human body. But our course was straight north. Dr. Brende showed it to me on his chart—north, following the 70th West Meridian. Compass corrections as we got further north—and astronomical readings, these would take us direct to the Pole. I could never fathom this air navigation; I flew by tower lights, and landmarks—but to Dr. Brende and Georg, the mathematics of it were simple.


      At two o’clock we had crossed the route of the Chicago-Great London Mail flyer. But we did not see the vessel. The temperature was growing steadily colder. The pit was inclosed, and I switched on the heaters. Elza had fallen asleep on the side couch, with my promise to awaken her at the first sign of dawn.


      At two-thirty, the Greater New York-East Indian Express overhauled us and passed overhead. It was flying almost north, bound for Bombay and Ceylon via Novaya Zemlya. It was in the 18,000-foot lane. The air up there was clear, but beneath us a fog obscured the land.


      At intervals all this time Dr. Brende had been trying to raise Robins—but there was still no answer. We did not discuss what might be the trouble. Of what use could such talk be?


      But it perturbed us, for imagination can picture almost anything. Georg even felt the strain of it, for he said almost gruffly:


      “Stop it, father. I don’t think you should call attention to us so much. Get the meteorological reports from the Pole—we need them. If they tell us this weather will hold at 10,000 and below, we’ll make good time.”


      Soon after three o’clock we swept over Hudson Strait into Baffinland. We were down to 4,000 feet, but the fog still lay under us like a blanket. It clung low; we were well above it, in a cloudless night, with no wind save the rush of our forward flight.


      Then came the pink flush of dawn. True to my promise I awakened Elza. But there was nothing for her to see; the stars growing pale, pink spreading into orange, and then the sun. But the fog under us still lay thick.


      We were holding our speed very nearly at 380 an hour. By daylight—about five o’clock, after a light meal—we were over Baffin Bay. I had relieved Georg at the controls. The headlands of North Greenland lay before us. Then the fog lifted a little, broke away in places. The water became visible—drift and slush-ice of the Spring, with lines of open water here and there.


      And then the fog closed down again, lifting momentarily at six o’clock when we passed over the north-western tip of Greenland. The tower there gave us its routine signal, which we answered in kind. There was little traffic along here; a few local cars in the lowest lanes.


      Shortly after six, when we were above Grantland, another of the great trans-Arctic passenger liners went over us. The San Francisco Night line, for Mid-Eurasia and points South. It was crossing Greenland, from San Francisco, Vancouver, Edmonton, to the North Cape, the Russias, and African points south of Suez.


      At seven o’clock, with the sun circling the lower sky, the fog under us suddenly dissipated completely. We were over the Polar ocean. Masses of drift ice and slush, but for the most part surprisingly clear. At eight o’clock, flying low—no more than a thousand feet—we sighted the steel tower with foundations sunk into the ocean’s depths which marks the top of our little Earth.


      We flashed by the tower in a moment, answering the director’s signal perfunctorily. Southward now, on the 110th East Meridian, without deviating from the straight course we had held.


      It was truly a beautiful sight, this Polar ocean. Masses of ice, glittering in the morning sunlight. A fog-bank to the left; but everywhere else patches of green water and floes that gleamed like millions of precious stones as they flung back the light to us. Or again, a mass of low, solid ice, flushed pink in the morning light. And behind us, just above the horizon, a segment of purple sky where a storm was gathering—a deep purple which was mirrored in the placid patches of open water, and darkened the ice-floes to a solemn, sombre hue.


      Elza was entranced, though she had made many trans-Polar trips. But Georg, now again at the controls, kept his eyes on the instruments; and the doctor, trying vainly once more to talk with his laboratory, now so close ahead of us, sat in moody silence.


      It was 9:38 when we sighted, well off to the right, the rocky headland of Cape Chelusin7—the most northerly point of Eurasia. A long, low cliff of grey rock, ridged white with snow in its clefts. We swung toward it, at greatly decreased speed, and at an altitude of only a few hundred feet.


      This was all a bleak, desolate region—curiously so—and I think, one of the very few so desolate on Earth. As we advanced, the Siberian coast spread out before us. Mountains behind, and a strip of rocky lowland along the sea. There were patches of snow—the mountains were white with it; but on the lowlands, for the most part the Spring sun had already melted it. The Spring was well advanced; there were many open channels in the water over which we were skimming—drift-ice, and slush-ice which soon would be gone.


      Cape Chelusin! It was here that Dr. Brende had placed his Arctic laboratory—as far from the haunts of man as he could find—a hundred miles from the nearest person, so he told me. And as I gazed about me I realized how isolated we were. Not a car in the whole circular panorama of sky; no sign of vessel on the water; no towns on the land.


      It was just after ten in the morning when we dropped silently to the small landing stage a hundred yards or so from the shore. We disembarked in the sunlight of what would have been a pleasant December morning in Greater New York; and I gazed about me curiously. A level lowland of crags with the white of snow in their hollows; a collection of broad, low buildings nearby, with a narrow steel viaduct running down to them from the landing stage. And behind everything, the frowning headland of the Cape.


      The buildings stood silent, without sign of life. There was no one in sight anywhere. No one out to greet us; I thought it a little strange but I said nothing.


      We started down the viaduct. Under us, in patches of soil, I could see the vivid colors of the little Arctic flowers already rearing their heads to the Spring sunlight. I called Elza’s attention to them. A vague apprehension was within me; my heart was pounding unreasonably. But this was Dr. Brende’s affair, not mine; and I wanted to hide my perturbation from Elza.


      The viaduct reached the ground; a path led on to the houses.


      Suddenly Dr. Brende called out:


      “Robins! Robins! Grantley! Where are you!”


      The words seemed to echo back faintly to us; but the buildings remained silent.


      “You’d better wait here with Elza,” Georg said.


      “I’ll go on—see what—”


      He checked his words, and started forward. But Dr. Brende was with him, and in doubt what to do I followed with Elza.


      We entered the nearest building, into a low, dim room, with doors on the sides. In the silence I seemed to hear my heart pounding my ribs. Elza’s face was pale and perturbed, but she smiled very courageously at me.


      “Wait!” said Georg. “You wait here.”


      He turned into a side door leading to another room, and in an instant was back with a face from which the color had departed.


      “They’re not in there,” he said unsteadily. “Elza—you go outside with father.… They must be around somewhere, Jac. Come, look.”


      There was a rustle behind us. Arms came around me, pinning me. I heard Elza scream, saw Georg fighting two dark forms which had leaped upon him.


      I was flung to the ground, but I fought—three men, it seemed to be, who were upon me. Then Georg’s voice:


      “Jac! Stop—they’ll kill you.”


      I yielded suddenly, and my assailants jerked me to my feet. A group of Venus men were surrounding us. Georg, his jacket torn to ribbons, was backed up against the wall with three or four Venus men holding him.


      And on the floor nearby Dr. Brende lay prone, with a crimson stain spreading on his white ruffled shirt, and Elza sobbing over him.


      CHAPTER V


      Outlawed Flight


      Dr. Brende was dead. We knew it in the moment that followed our sudden assault and capture. Elza knelt there sobbing. Then she stood up, her tears checked; and on her face a look of pathetic determination to repress her grief. Now that we had yielded, the Venus men, searching us for our weapons, cast us loose. We bent over Dr. Brende, Georg and I. Dead. No power in this universe could bring him back to us.


      Georg pressed his lips tightly together. His face, red from the exertion of his fight, went pale. But he showed no other emotion. And, as he leaned toward me, he whispered:


      “Got us, Jac! Say nothing. Don’t put up any show of fight.”


      Elza now was standing against the wall, a hand before her eyes. I went to her.


      “Elza, dear—”


      Her hand pressed mine.


      Our captors stood curiously watching us. There seemed to be at least ten of them—men as tall as myself, though not so tall as Georg. Swarthy, gray-skinned fellows—one or two of them squat, ape-like with their heavy shoulders and dangling arms. Men of the Venus Cold Country. They were talking together in their queer, soft language. One of them I took to be the leader. Argo was his name, I afterward learned. He was somewhat taller than the rest, and slim. A man perhaps thirty. Paler of skin than most of his companions—gray skin with a bronze cast. Dressed like the others in fur. But his heavy jacket was open, disclosing a ruffled white shirt, with a low black stock about his throat.


      A shifty-eyed fellow, this Argo. Smooth-shaven, with a mouth slack-lipped, and small black eyes. But his features were finely chiseled; and with that bronze cast to his skin, I guessed that he was from the Venus Central State. He seemed much perturbed that Dr. Brende was dead. Occasionally he burst into English as he rebuked one of the others for the killing.


      No more than a moment had passed. Georg joined Elza and me. We stood waiting. Georg whispered: “They killed Robins and his helpers. In there—” He gestured. “I saw them lying in there. If only I had—”


      Argo was standing before us. “This is a very pleasant surprise—” He spoke the careful English of the educated foreigner. His tone was ironical. “Very pleasant—”


      Abruptly he turned away again. But in that instant, his eyes had roved Elza in a way that turned me cold.


      They led us away, down a padded hallway into the instrument room. It was in full operation; our Inter-Allied news-tape was clicking; the low voice of the announcer droned through the silence. I started toward the tape, but Argo waved me away. He had volunteered us nothing, and again Georg advised silence.


      Argo had given his orders. Through a window I saw men carrying apparatus from the house. A small metal frame of sun-mirrors, prisms and vacuum tubes. Georg whispered: “Father’s model.”


      The man with it passed beyond my sight. Others came along, carrying the cylinders of books—Dr. Brende’s notes—and a variety of other paraphernalia. Carrying it back from the shore toward the headlands of the Cape, where I realized now they had an aero secreted.


      Argo was at a mirror; he had a head-piece on; he was talking into a disc—talking in a private code. I could see the surface of the small mirror. A room, with windows. Through one of the windows, by daylight, palms and huge banana leaves were visible. A room seemingly in the tropics of our own hemisphere.


      Argo was triumphant—explaining, doubtless, that he had captured us. Mingled with his voice, the Inter-Allied announcer was saying:


      “Greater-New York 10.32 Martian Helio, via Tokyohama: Little People Proclamation—”


      A man standing near the tape switched off the droning voice. At the receiving table, every few seconds came the buzz of the laboratory’s call. Wrangel Island again calling Robins; but no one paid any heed. Argo finished at the mirror. He glanced over the tape, smiling sardonically. Then, methodically, deliberately, he swept the instruments to the floor, jerked out the connections, turned out the current—wrecked it all with a few strokes. A moment later we were taken away.


      Outside, from back by the low reaches of the Cape, we saw an aero rising. They had loaded it with Dr. Brende’s effects, and in it half of the men were departing. It rose vertically until we could see it only as a speck in the blue of the morning sky—a speck vanishing to the north over the Pole.


      With four or five of the men—all those remaining—Argo took us three to the Brende car. We did not pass Dr. Brende’s body, lying there in the outer room. Elza and Georg gazed that way involuntarily; but they said nothing. The greatest grief is that which is hidden, and never once afterward did either of them show it by more than an affectionate word for that father whom they had loved so dearly.


      Soon we were back in the Brende car in which we had landed no more than an hour before. It was a standard Byctin model—evidently Argo and his men knew how to operate it perfectly. We were herded into the pit, and in a moment more were in the air.


      Argo seemed now rather anxious to make friends with us. He was in a high good humor. His eyes flashed at me sharply when I questioned him once or twice; but he offered us no indignities. To Elza he spoke commandingly, but with that deference to which every woman of birth and breeding is entitled from a man.


      We rose straight up and, at 18,000 feet, headed northward by a point or two west. We would pass the Pole on our right—too far to sight it with the naked eye, I realized; but I knew, too, that the Director there would see the distant image of us on his finder, even though we refused connection should he call us. And we had no right to be up here in the 18,000-foot lane. They’d order us down—shut off our power, if necessary.


      We could not escape observation on this daylight flight. Heading this way, it would take us past the Pole and on southward, down the Western Hemisphere over the Americas. We could not refuse connection for long. We would be challenged, then brought down. Or, if Argo answered a call, some Director would examine our pit with his finder—would see Elza, Georg and me as prisoners. We could gesture surreptitiously to him.…


      My thoughts ran on. Argo’s soft, ironic voice brought me out of them.


      “We will answer the first call that comes,” he said smilingly. “You understand? We are the Inter-Allied News on Official Dispatch.” He was addressing me, his glance going to the insignia on my cap. “You are of the Inter-Allied?”


      “Yes,” I said.


      “What’s your name?”


      I did not like his tone. “None of your—”


      “Quiet, Jac,” Georg warned.


      “Jac Hallen,” I amended.


      “Yes. Division 8, Manhattan,” he read from my cap. “Well, when the first Director calls—from the Pole perhaps—you will tell him we are Inter-Allied Officials. He will see us here—I do not believe, the way we are sitting, that he will think anything is wrong. He will see us of Venus. There are Venus men employed by the Inter-Allied. Is it not so?”


      I had to admit that it was. He nodded. “You will fool the Directors, Jac Hallen. You understand? You will get the reports on weather today down the 67th Meridian West. And ask if we can have power to the Equator and below.” His eyes flashed. “And if you attempt any trickery—you will die. You understand?”


      I did, indeed. And I knew that his plans were well laid—that I would be helpless to give us over without paying for it with my life—with the lives of Elza and Georg as well.


      From up here in the 18th lane, the Polar ocean lay a glittering white and purple expanse beneath us. Then, again, a fog rolled out down there like a blanket. We passed the Pole, a hundred miles or more to one side, and headed Southward. No challenge. Under us, occasional local cars swept by; but up here we were clear of traffic.


      Elza prepared our lunch, in the little electric galley forward of the observation pit. The Great London-East Indies Mail Flyer crossed us, coming along this same level. It was headed toward the Pole from the British Isles. Its pilot challenged us before it had come up over the horizon. A crusty fellow. His face in the mirror glared at me as I accepted connection. He ordered me down, Inter-Allied or no.


      Argo was at my elbow. His pencil-ray dug into my ribs. Had I made a false move it would have drilled me clean with its tiny burning light. I told the pilot we would descend. It placated him; but he saw Argo’s face, mumbled something about damned foreigners—general orders probably coming tomorrow to clean out Venia—damned well rid of the traitors. Then he disconnected. Venia, Georg and I were sure, was where Argo was now taking us. But the rest of his comments I did not clearly understand until later.


      We descended, and the flyer came up over the horizon and passed us overhead. We were pointing southward now, had picked up the 67th West Meridian and were following it down. The Hays station8 challenged us; but they were satisfied with my explanation. Argo had us up in speed around four hundred miles per hour. We went down Davis Strait, over Newfoundland, avoiding the congested cross-traffic of mid-afternoon in the lowest lanes, and out over the main Atlantic. Night closed down upon us. It was safer for Argo now. We flew without lights. Outlawed. Had they caught us at it, we would have been brought down, captured by the patrol and imprisoned. Yet Argo doubtless considered the chance of that less dangerous than a reliance upon my ability to trick the succeeding directors.


      With darkness we ascended again to the upper mail lanes. Over the main Eastern Atlantic now, and out here this night, there was little local traffic. The mail and passenger liners went by at intervals—the spreading beams of their lurid headlights giving us warning enough so that we could dive down and avoid being caught in their light. I prayed that one of their lights might pick us up, but none did.


      North of Bermuda, a division of the North Atlantic patrol circled over us. The ocean was calm. Argo dropped us to the surface. We floated there like a derelict—dark, silent, save for the lapping of the water against our aluminite pontoons. The patrol’s searching beams swept within a hundred feet of us—missed us by a miracle. And as the patrol passed on, we rose again to our course.


      Argo gave us one of the small cabins to ourselves that night. He was still deferential to Elza, but in his manner and in the glitter of those little black eyes, there was irony, and an open, though unexpressed, admiration for her beauty.


      We slept little. Georg and I—one or the other of us—was awake all night. We talked occasionally—not much, for speculation was of no avail. We wondered what could be transpiring abroad through all these hours. Hours of unprecedented turmoil on Earth, and on our neighboring worlds. We wondered how the Central State of Venus might be faring with the revolution. Would they ask aid of the Earth? This Tarrano—merely a name to us as yet, but a name already full of dread. Where was he? Had he been responsible for all this? Dr. Brende’s secret was in his hands now, we were sure. What would he do next?


      About three o’clock in the morning—a fair, calm night—our power died abruptly. We were in the Caribbean Sea not far above the Northern coast of South America, at 15° North latitude, 67° West longitude. Our power died. Elza was fast asleep, but the sudden quiet brought Georg and me to alertness. We joined Argo in the pit. He was perturbed, and cursing. We dropped, gliding down, for there was no need of picking a landing with the emergency heliocopter batteries—glided down to the calm surface. For a moment we lay there, rocking—a dark blob on the water. I heard a sudden sharp swish. An under-surface freight vessel, plowing from Venezuelan ports to the West Indian Islands, came suddenly to the surface. Its headlight flashed on, but missed us. It sped past. I could see the sleek black outline of its wet back, and the lines of foam as it sheered the water. We lay rocking in its wake as it disappeared northward.


      Then, without warning, our power came on again. An inadvertent break perhaps; or maybe some local or general orders. We did not know. Argo was picking from the air occasional news, but he said nothing of it to us; and he was sending out nothing, of course.


      Dawn found us over the mountains. The Director at Caracas challenged us. Argo kept me by his side constantly now. Dutifully we answered every call. The local morning traffic was beginning to pick up; but we mingled with it, at 8,000 feet and more, to clear the mountains comfortably.


      Elza again cooked and, with Argo joining us, we had breakfast. Argo’s good nature continued, as we successfully approached the end of our flight. But still he volunteered nothing to us. We asked him no questions. Elza was grave-faced, solemn. But she did not bother Georg and me with woman’s fears. Bravely she kept her own counsel, anxious only to be of help to us.


      We passed over the Venezuelan Province, over the mountains and into Amazonia, headwaters of the great river—still on the 67th Meridian West. The jungles here were sparsely settled; there were, I knew, no more than a dozen standard cities of a million population, or over, in the whole region of Western Brazilana. As we advanced, I noticed an unusual number of the armed government flyers above us. Many were hovering, almost motionless, as though waiting for orders. But none of them molested us.


      Near the 10th parallel South latitude, we passed under a fleet of the white official vessels, with a division of the Brazilana patrol joined with them. A hundred vessels hovering up there in an east and west line—a line a hundred miles long it must have been.


      Hovering there, for what? We did not know; but Argo, leering up at them insolently, may have guessed. They challenged us, but let us through.


      “You are the last one in,” this sub-director of the patrol told us. I could see him in our mirror as his gaze examined our pit—a dapper, jaunty fellow with the up-tilted mustache affected in Latina. “Last one in—you Inter-Allied are a nuisance.”


      He was more particular than those directors we had passed before. My badge and my verbal explanation were not enough. He made me show him the Inter-Allied seal which I always carried, and I gave him the pass-code of the current week.


      “Last one in,” he reiterated. “And you wouldn’t get in now without those refugees with you. Venia’s closed after noon of today. Didn’t you know it?”


      “No,” I said.


      “Well, it is. They shut off the power early this morning for all low vibrations—yours and under. Brought ’em all down for a general traffic inspection. Then changed their minds and threw it on again. But if you’re coming out north again, you’ve got to get out by noon. And you go in at your own peril.”


      He assumed that Argo and his men were Venus refugees going with me into Venia! I only vaguely understood what might be afoot, but I did not dare question him. Argo’s side glance at me was menacing. I agreed with this director obediently and broke connection.


      We seemed now to have passed within the patrol line. There were no more official vessels to be seen. We clung low, and at 12° South, 60° 2O’ West, at 10:16 that morning we descended in Venia, capital of the Central Latina Province, largest immigrant colony of the Western Hemisphere.9


      We landed on a stage of one of the upper crescent terraces. A crowd of Venus people surrounded us. Even in the turmoil of our debarkation, I wondered where the official landing director might be. None of the governing officials were in sight. The place was in confusion. Crowds were on the spider bridges; the terraces and the sloping steps were jammed. Milling, excited people. The foreign police, pompous Venus men in gaudy uniforms, were herding the people about.


      But none of our Earth officials! Where were they, who should have been in charge of all this confusion?


      My heart sank. Something drastic, sinister, had occurred. We had no time to guess what it might be. Argo drove us forward, with scant courtesy now, down in a vertical car, through a tunnel on foot to what they called here in Venia the Lower Plaza. We crossed it, and entered one of their queerly flat buildings at the ground level; entered through an archway, passed through several rooms and came at last into a room whirring with instruments.


      Argo said triumphantly, yet humbly: “Tarrano, Master—we are here.”


      A man at a table of helio-sending instruments turned and faced us. We were in the presence of the dread Tarrano!


      CHAPTER VI


      Man of Destiny


      Tarrano! He rose slowly to his feet, his gaze on us for an instant, then turning to Argo.


      “So! You took them? Well done, Argo!”


      His gesture dismissed his subordinate; Argo backed from the room. From a disc, an announcer was detailing dispatches. Tarrano frowned slightly. He advanced to us as we three stood together. I had heard Elza give a low, surprised cry as we entered. She stood with a hand upon my arm. I could feel her trembling, but her face now was impassive.


      Georg whispered to me: “This Tarrano—”


      But our captor’s voice checked him. “Come this way, please.” He signalled, and three men came forward. To them he issued short commands; they took their places at the instrument tables. Then he led us from the room through an arch, over a small trestle, into a tiny inner courtyard. A tropical garden, surrounded by blank circular walls of the building. A patch of blue sky showed above it. A garden secluded from prying eyes, with only a single spider bridge crossing overhead. Vivid flowers and foliage made it a bower. Brown bark paths laced it; a tiny fountain splashed in the center.


      Tarrano sat on the rim of the fountain; he gestured to a white stone bench where we three sat in a row, Elza between us. It made me feel like a child.


      “Your father is dead.” He was addressing Elza; and then Georg. “That is unfortunate. He was a good man. I’m sorry.”


      His voice was soft and musical. He sat there on the fountain rim, an elbow on his crossed knees, chin resting in his hand, his eyes studying us. A small, slight figure of a man, no more than thirty-five. Simply dressed; white trousers of the tropics, with a strip of narrow black down the leg-fronts; a girdle of gold; ruffled white shirt, with sleeves that flared a trifle, and a neck-piece of black. From his belt dangled a few instruments and several personal weapons—beautifully wrought, small—almost miniatures—yet deadly-looking for all that.


      He was bareheaded; black hair closely clipped. A face smooth-shaven. Thin, with a nose hawk-like, and black eyes and heavy brows. His mouth was thin-lipped, though smiling now, disclosing even, white teeth. Yet a cruel mouth, with the firm jaw of determination and power under it. The familiar gray Venus skin, but with that bronze cast of the people of the Central State.


      At first glance, not an unusual or particularly commanding figure. Yet the man’s power of personality, the sheer dominant force of him, radiated like a tower code-beam. No one could be in his presence an instant without feeling it. A power that enwrapped you; made you feel like a child. Helpless. Anxious to placate a possible wrath that would be devastating; anxious—absurdly—for a smile. It was a radiation of genius, humbling every mediocre mortal it touched.


      I felt it—felt all this from the moment I came into his presence. Felt like a child, sitting there on that bench. Vaguely frightened; sullen, with childish resentment at my superior. And over it all, my man’s mentality made me angry at myself for such emotions; angry at the consciousness of my own inferiority, forced upon me now more strongly than ever anything or any one had made me feel it before.


      Tarrano was smiling gently. “…killed your father. I would not have had it so. Yet—perhaps it was necessary. The Lady Elza—”


      I could feel Elza trembling again. Georg burst out: “What do you want of us? Who are you?”


      Tarrano’s slim gray-brown hand came up.


      “The Lady Elza remembers me—” He seemed waiting with his gentle smile for her to speak.


      “They called you Taro then,” she said. Her voice was the small, scared, diffident voice of a child.


      “Yes. Taro. A mere sub-officer of the Central State. But destined for bigger things than that, as you see. They did not like what they called my ambitious ways—and so they sent me to the Cold Country. That was soon after I had met you and your father, Lady Elza. You hardly remarked me then—I was so insignificant a personage. But you—I remembered you—”


      Still there was in his voice and on his face nothing but kindness and a queer whimsical look of reminiscence. He broke off at the buzz of a disc that hung from his belt by a golden chain. He jerked it loose from its snap, and to his ear clasped a small receiver. Like a mask his gentleness dropped from him. His voice rasped:


      “Yes?…” The receiver murmured into his ear. He said: “Connect him—I’ll listen to what he has to say.”


      A moment; then on the tiny mirror fastened to his wrist with a strap, I saw a face appear—a face known throughout our Earth—the face of the War-Director of Great London. Tarrano listened impassively. When the voice ceased, he said without an instant’s hesitation: “No!”


      A decision irrevocable; the power almost of a deity seemed behind its finality. “No! I—will—not—do—it!” Careful, slow enunciation as though to make sure an inferior mentality could not mistake his words. And with a click, Tarrano broke connection. The mirror went dark; he hung his little disc and ear-piece back on his belt. Again he was smiling at us gently, the incident forgotten already—dismissed from his mind until the need to consider it should again arise.


      “I remember you, Lady Elza, very well.” A vague wistfulness came into his voice. “I wish to speak with you alone—now—for a moment.” He touched two of the metal buttons of his shirt-front together. A man appeared in the narrow tunnel-entrance to the garden. A small man, no more than four and a half feet tall; a trim, but powerfully made little figure, in the black and white linen uniform worn also by Tarrano. Yet more pretentiously dressed than his superior. A broad belt of dangling weapons; under it, a sash of red, encircling his waist and flowing down one side. Over his white ruffled shirt, a short sleeveless vest of black silk. A circular hat, with a vivid plume. A smooth-shaven face; black hair long to the base of the neck; a deep, red-brown complexion. A native of the Little People of Mars, here in the service of Tarrano. He stood stiff and respectful in the tunnel entrance.


      Tarrano said crisply: “Wolfgar, take these two men to the fourth tower. Make them comfortable.”


      I met Georg’s eyes. Leave Elza here alone with this man? Georg burst out: “My sister goes with me!”


      “So?” Tarrano’s heavy brows went up inquiringly. A quizzical smile plucked at his lips. “You need have no fear. The Lady Elza—” He swung to her. “Not—afraid, are you?”


      “I—no,” she stammered.


      “She’ll come with us,” I declared; but the stoutness of my words could not hide my fear. Tarrano was still smiling; but as I took a protecting step toward Elza, his smile died.


      “You—will go—with Wolfgar—both of you.” That same slow finality. His face was impassive; but under his frowning bushy brows, his eyes transfixed me. It was as though with his paralyzing ray he had rooted me to the spot. And Georg beside me. Yet he had not moved from his careless attitude of ease on the fountain-rim; the little conical golden weapon dangled untouched at his belt.


      Elza was frightened. “Jac! You must do what he says. I’m—not afraid.”


      Again Tarrano was smiling. “No—of course not.” His gaze went to Georg. “You are her brother—your fear is very natural. So I give you my word—the honorable word of Tarrano—that she shall come to no harm.”


      Elza murmured: “Go, Georg.” Afraid for us, and doubtless she had good reason to be. It struck me then as queer that Tarrano should waste these words with us; but I realized, as did Elza and Georg, that we were treading very dangerous ground. Georg said, with a sudden dignity at which I marveled:


      “Your word is quite enough.” He gestured to me. With a last glance at Elza, standing there frightened, but for our sakes striving not to show it, we let this Wolfgar lead us away.


      Elza later told us what occurred. With her father, she had been twice to the Venus Central State—the visit of two years ago Dr. Brende had mentioned to me, and a former one. It was upon this first trip Elza had met Tarrano. He was an under-officer then, in the Army of the Central State—his name then was Taro. She—herself no more than a slip of a girl at that time—remembered him as a queerly silent young man—insignificant in physique and manner. He had escorted her once to a Venus festival; in a strange, brooding, humble, yet dignified fashion, he had spoken of love. She had laughed, and soon forgot the incident. But Tarrano had not forgotten. The daughter of the great Dr. Brende had fired his youthful imagination. Who knows what dreams even then—born of the genius as yet merely latent—were within him? He had never crossed Elza’s mind from that time, until today she saw and recognized him.


      When they were alone, still without moving from his seat, he signed her to come to him, to sit on the carpet of grass at his feet. She was frightened, but she would not show it. He made no move to touch her; he gazed down to meet her upturned, fascinated stare, still with his gentle, whimsical smile.


      “Queer that I should meet you again, Lady Elza. Yet, I must admit, it comes not by chance, for I contrived it. My prisoner! Dr. Brende’s daughter, held captive by little Taro!”


      It seemed to amuse him, this whimsical reminiscence of those days when he was struggling unknown. “I want to confess something to you, Lady Elza. You were so far above me then—daughter of the famous Dr. Brende. Yet, as you remember, I aspired to you. And now—I have not changed. I never change. I still—aspire to you.”


      He said it very softly, slowly. She flushed; but for that moment fear of him dropped from her.


      “Oh,” she said. “I—I thank you for such a compliment—”


      “A compliment? Yes, I suppose it is that now. You wondered, didn’t you, why I was so lenient with your brother and that Jac Hallen when they would have refused me obedience? That is not my way—to be lenient.” He said it with a sudden snap of crispness, but his eyes were twinkling. “It was because of you, Lady Elza.”


      “Me?” she murmured.


      “You—of course. Because I—want you to like me.” His fingers involuntarily touched a stray lock of her hair as she sat there at his feet, but when she moved her head away he withdrew his hand. His slow voice went on:


      “Back in those other days, Lady Elza, the little Taro had strange dreams. A power within him—he could feel it—here—” His gaze was far away; his fist struck his breast. “He could feel it—the urge to fulfill his destiny—feel it within him, and no one else knew it was there.


      “Then—you came. A shy, rather pretty little girl, he realizes now, is all you were. But then—you seemed a goddess. A new dream arose—a dream of you… I frighten you, child?” His tone was contrite. “I do not mean to do that. I am too hasty. Queer, isn’t it, that I can make men, nations, worlds, obey me—but I have to bide my time with a fragile little woman?”


      His mood changed; he stirred. “I could bend you to my will—break you—like that!” His lean fingers snapped. Then his hand dropped, and again he relaxed. “But of what use?… Your respect? I have it now. Respect and fear come to me from everyone. It is something more than that I want from you.”


      She would have spoken, but his gesture stopped her. “Queer that I should want it? Yes, I think perhaps it is. The little Taro was very queer, perhaps very impressionable. He knew he had nations and worlds to conquer—a destiny to fulfill. Not alone because of you, little Elza. I would not make you think that. But for you to share. The great Tarrano, master of the universe, and his Lady Elza! Worlds for you to toy with, like gems on a thread adorning your white throat—”


      He must have swayed her, the sheer power of him. Impulsively she touched his knee. “I am not worth—”


      His face clouded with a frown. “I would not try to buy your love—”


      “Oh,” she said. “No, I did not mean—”


      “I would not try to buy you. I want to share with you—these worlds—as your due. To make myself master of everything, so that you will look to me and say, ‘He is the greatest of all men—I love him’.… Soon I will be the greatest of all men throughout the ages. And very gentle always, with you, Lady Elza—”


      A buzz came from the disc at his belt. He answered the call—listened to a voice.


      “So? Bring him here.” He disconnected. “…very gentle with you, my Elza—”


      His voice drifted away. He seemed waiting; and Elza, her head whirling with the confusion of it all, sat silent. A moment; then Argo appeared, driving a half-nude man before him. A native official of Venia, stripped of his uniform. Argo flung him down in the garden path, where he cowered, his face ashen, his eyes wild, lips mumbling with terror.


      Tarrano barely moved. “So? You tell me he was asleep at the mirrors, Argo?”


      “Master, I could not help it! Since first you made your move in Greater New York at Park Sixty, I have sat there. Two nights and a day—”


      “And you fell asleep without asking for a relief?”


      “Master, I—”


      “Did you?”


      “Yes. I did not realize I was sleeping—”


      A gesture to Argo, and the man was flung closer to Tarrano’s feet. Elza shrank away.


      “Left a mirror unattended. So?… The wire, Argo.” He took the length of wire, gleaming white-hot, as the leering, gloating Argo turned the current into it—Tarrano took it, lashed it upon the poor wretch’s naked back and legs. Welts arose, and the stench of burning flesh. A measured score of the passionless strokes made him writhe and scream in agony.


      It turned Elza sick and faint. Shuddering, she crouched there, hiding her face until the punishment was over and the half-unconscious culprit was carried away.


      “Very gentle with you, my Elza.…”


      She looked up to find Tarrano smiling at her; looked up and stared, and wondered what might be her fate with such a man as this.


      CHAPTER VII


      Prisoners


      From the garden where Tarrano was talking with Elza, the Mars man Wolfgar led us to the tower in which we were to be imprisoned. Quite evidently it had been placed in readiness for us. A tower of several rooms, comfortably equipped. As we crossed the lower bridge and reached the main doorway, Wolfgar unsealed a black fuse-box which stood there, and pulled the relief-switch. The current, barring passage through every door and window of the tower, was thrown off. We entered. My mind was alert. This man of the Little People could not again turn on that current without going outside. Once it was on, like an invisible wall it would prevent our escape. But now—could not Georg and I with our superior strength overpower this smaller man?


      I caught Georg’s glance as our captor led us into the lower room—an apartment cut into the half-segment of a circle. Georg, at my elbow, whispered: “No use! Where could we go? Could not get out of the city—”


      The hearing of the Little People is sharp. Wolfgar turned his head and smiled. “You will be quite secure here—do not think of escape.” His bronzed fingers toyed with a cone at his belt. “Do not think of it.”


      Soon he left us, with the parting words: “You may use the upper circle of balcony. The current rises only from its rail.” He smiled and left us. A pleasant smile; I felt myself liking this jailer of ours.


      We took a turn of the tower. There were three bedrooms; a cookery, with food and equipment wherein evidently it was intended that Elza could prepare our meals; and two bath-apartments, one of them fairly luxurious, with a pool almost large enough for a little swimming; tubes of scent for the water and the usual temperature rods.


      “Well,” I remarked. “Obviously we are to be comfortable.” I was trying to be cheerful, but my heart was heavy with foreboding nevertheless. “How long do you suppose they’ll keep us here, Georg? And what—”


      His impatient gesture stopped me. His mind was on Elza—alone down there in the garden with Tarrano—as was mine, though I had not wanted to speak of her.


      There was an instrument room, up the circular incline in the peak of the tower! We heard the hum of it; and when we went up there, the first thing we saw was a mirror tuned in readiness for us to view the garden we had just left. This strange Tarrano, giving Georg the visible proof that he would keep his word and not harm Elza. We could see in this mirror the image of the scene down there—Elza and Tarrano talking. But could not hear the words—those were denied us. We saw the culprit brought in; the punishment with the white-hot wire-lash, and a few moments later Elza was with us.


      During the hours which followed, we made no attempt to escape. Such an effort would have been absurd. The current controls were outside, beyond our reach. Visibly, we were free, with open, unbarred arches and casements. But to pass through one of them, the barring current struck you like a wall, with darting sparks when it was touched. As Wolfgar had said, we had access to the upper balcony; the waist-high rail there, with its needle-points of electrodes, sent up a visible stream of the Nth Electrons—a dull glow by daylight; at night a riot of colors and snapping sparks.


      Through this barrage an inner vista of the city was visible; towers, arcades, landing-stages and spider bridges a hundred feet or so above us; the lower levels beneath, and through a canyon of walls we could just make out a corner of the ground-plaza, with its trees and beds of flowers.


      A queerly flat little city—tropical with banana trees and vivid foliage in every corner plot of the viaducts. At night it was beautiful with its romantic spreading lights of soft rose and violet tubes, and there was a fair patch of open sky above us—a deep purple at night, star-strewn.


      Under other circumstances our imprisonment would not have been irksome. But these hours, most critical of any in the history of the nations of Earth, Venus and Mars, unfolded their momentous events while we were forced there to helpless idleness. All sending apparatus of our instrument room was permanently disconnected. But the news came in to us from a hundred sources—rolled out for us in the announcer’s droning words; printed for permanent record upon the tapes and visible images of it all constantly were flashing upon the mirrors.


      We spent hours in that instrument room—one or the other of us was almost always there. Save that we were ourselves isolated from communication, we were in touch with everything. A whim of this Tarrano; perhaps a strain of vanity that Elza should see and hear of these events.


      So much had occurred already during those hours of our trip over the Polar ocean and back that we scarce could fathom it. But gradually we pieced it together. Underlying it all, Tarrano’s dream of universal conquest was plain. In the Venus Cold Country he had started his wide-flung plans. Years of planning, with plans maturing slowly, secretly, and bursting now like a spreading ray-bomb upon the three worlds at once.


      In Venus, the Cold Country had conquered its governing Central State. Tarrano’s army there was in full control. The helio station in the Great City was now reinstated. The Tarrano officials had already set up their new government. With notification to the Earth and Mars that they demanded recognition, they were sending the usual routine helio dispatches and reports, quite as though nothing had occurred. The mails would proceed as before, they announced; the one due to leave this afternoon for the Earth was off on time.


      It was all very clever propaganda for our Earth public consumption. Tarrano—who was visiting our Earth at present, they said—had been chosen Master of Venus. His government desired Earth’s official recognition, and asked for our proclamation of friendliness in answer to their own. The present Ambassadors of the Venus Central State to the Earth—there were three of them, one each in Great London, Tokyohama and Mombozo—this new government requested that we send them back to the Great City as prisoners of the Tarrano forces. Other Ambassadors, representing the new government, would be sent to the Earth.


      All this occurred during the first few hours of our imprisonment in the tower. And during the day previous, at 7 P.M. this night—70° West Meridian Time—the governments of our Earth met in Triple Conference in Great London. Three rulers pro tem—White, Yellow and Black—to replace the three who had been assassinated. The responsibility for the assassinations was placed by the Council upon Tarrano. But this—from his headquarters here in Venia—he blandly refused to accept, denying all knowledge of the murders. Venia was the principal Venus immigrant colony of Earth’s Western Hemisphere. It had already been closed by our Earth Council; its inhabitants interned as possible alien enemies, pending diplomatic developments. This was the meaning of that line of official vessels lying there to the north on guard. No one could leave Venia, and for a day Venus refugees had been ordered into it from everywhere.


      At 8:40 this evening came from Great London our ultimatum to Tarrano. A duplicate of it went to the Great City of Venus via the Hawaiian Station. The Earth would not recognize the Tarrano government of Venus. We would hold to our treaty of friendship with the Central State. We would remain neutral for a time. But Tarrano himself we declared an outlaw. His presence was required in Washington to stand trial for the assassinations, and the delivery in Washington of Dr. Brende’s notes and model was demanded.


      The ultimatum carried a day of grace; the alternate was a declaration of war by the Earth, and our immediate attack upon Venia. It was the same proposition which our War Director had previously made unofficially to Tarrano while he was there in the garden with Elza and which Tarrano so summarily had rejected.


      The ultimatum came to us in the tower as we sat listening to the announcer’s measured tones. Elza exclaimed:


      “But why do they wait? Father’s model must be here. Tarrano, the leader of all this—is here. Within the hour those vessels of war could sweep in here—capture Tarrano—recover father’s model—”


      Georg interrupted quietly: “No one knows if the model is here. That other car from the laboratory—we don’t know where it went. The plundered laboratory has been found, of course. No station up there is near enough to have eavesdropped upon our capture, but the whole thing must have come out by now. But that aero with the model may have met an inter-planetary vessel—the model may be on the way to Venus by now.”


      “Georg,” I exclaimed, “do you know the workings of that model? Could you build another without the notes?”


      He nodded solemnly. “Yes. And they know that, in Washington. I could build another. But they know by now, that I, too, am in Tarrano’s hands—”


      “And he will kill you, of course, to destroy that knowledge and keep the secret for himself—” I did not say it aloud, for Elza’s sake; but I thought it, and I realized that Georg was thinking it also.


      Dr. Brende’s secret of longevity was the crux of all this turmoil—the lever by which Tarrano was raising himself. Scores of facts amid the tumultuous news of these hours showed us that. For months, throughout Venus, Tarrano had spread the insidious propaganda that he alone had the secret of immortality—that when he was made ruler, he would use it for the benefit of his followers.


      Converts to Tarrano’s cause were everywhere. In the Central State many welcomed the coming of his army. And now from the Great City his propaganda was being sent to the Earth. Murmurs from our own Earth public were beginning to be heard. The ignorant lower classes seemed ready to swallow anything. A new beneficent ruler who guaranteed everlasting life! Throughout the ages people have flocked to that same standard!


      In Mars, much the same was transpiring. At almost her closest point to the Earth these days, Red Mars sent us constant helios from the midnight sky. The Little People had appointed a new ruler to take the place of him who had been assassinated. The Council there put the assassination to unknown causes. Tarrano was held blameless. The Little People declared themselves neutral. But they gave prompt official recognition to the Tarrano government of Venus. And everywhere throughout Mars the public was stirred by the thought of everlasting life.


      “Fools!” muttered Georg. “That Little People government—they’ll have a revolution of their own to fight at this rate. Can’t you see what Tarrano is doing? Working everywhere with propaganda—working on the public—the gullible public ready always to swallow anything—”


      On Earth, lay the crisis. Our own governments only had taken a firm stand. What could Tarrano do with this ultimatum? Either he must yield himself and the Brende secret, or a war in which he would be immediately overwhelmed here in Venia would follow.


      It was nearly ten o’clock that first night. Elza had gone to the balcony. We heard her call us softly, but with obvious tenseness. Out there we found her pointing excitedly. A few hundred feet away and somewhat below us was a tower similar to our own. In one of its oblong casements a glow of rose-light showed. And within the glow was the full-length figure of a girl. We could see her plainly, though a small image at that distance with the naked eye, and our personal vision instruments had been taken from us. A slender, imperial figure—a young girl seemingly about Elza’s age. Dressed in a shimmering blue kirtle, short after the Venus fashion, with long grey stockings beneath. A girl with flowing waves of pure white hair to her waist—a girl of the Venus Central State. She seemed, like ourselves, a prisoner. An aura or barrage was around her tower. She stood there, back in the tower room, full in the rose-light as though surreptitiously trying to attract our attention.


      As we gathered on our balcony, behind the glow of our own barrage, she gestured to us vehemently. And then, with one white arm, she began to semaphore. One arm, and then with both. Georg and I recognized it—the Secondary Code of the Anglo-Saxon Army. We murmured the letters aloud as she gave them:


      “I am—” Abruptly she stopped. A violent gesture, and she disappeared; her rose-glow went out; her tower casement was dark. On a lower spider bridge Tarrano had appeared. He was crossing it on foot toward our tower, his small erect form advancing hastelessly, with the figure of Argo behind him.


      He reached our lower entrance, cut off the barrage there, and entered. Argo replaced the barrage, lingered an instant, gazing upward at us with his habitual leer. Then he retraced his steps across the bridge and disappeared.


      A moment more, and in our lounging apartment Tarrano faced us.


      CHAPTER VIII


      Unknown Friend


      “Sit down.” Tarrano motioned us to feather hassocks and stretched himself indolently upon our pillowed divan. With an elbow and hand supporting his head he regarded us with his sombre black eyes, his face impassive, an inscrutable smile playing about his thin lips.


      “I wish to speak with you three. The Lady Elza—” His glance went to her briefly, then to Georg. “She has told you, perhaps, what I had to say to her?”


      “Yes,” said Georg shortly.


      Elza had indeed told us. And with sinking heart I had listened, for it did not seem to me that any maiden could resist so dominant a man as this. But I had made no comment, nor had Georg. Elza had seemed unwilling to discuss it, had flushed when her brother’s eyes had keenly searched her face.


      And she flushed now, but Tarrano dismissed the subject with a gesture. “That—is between her and me.… You have been following the general news, I assume? I provided you with it.” He rolled a little cylinder of the arrant-leaf, and lighted it.


      “Yes,” said Georg.


      Georg was waiting for our captor to lay his cards before us. Tarrano knew it; his smile broadened. “I shall not mince words, Georg Brende. Between men, that is not necessary. And we are isolated here—no one beyond Venia can listen. As you know, I am already Master of Venus. In Mars—that will shortly come. They will hand themselves over to me—or I shall conquer them.” He shrugged. “It is quite immaterial.” He added contemptuously: “People are fools—almost everyone—it is no great feat to dominate them.”


      “You’ll find our Earth leaders are not fools,” Georg said quietly.


      Tarrano’s heavy brows went up. “So?” He chuckled. “That remains to be seen. Well, you heard the ultimatum they sent me? What do you think of it?”


      “I think you’d best obey it,” I burst out impulsively.


      “I was not speaking to you.” He did not change the level intonation of his voice, nor even look my way. “You are to die tomorrow, Jac Hallen—”


      Elza gave a low cry; instantly his gaze swung to her. “So? That strikes at you, Lady Elza?”


      She flushed even deeper than before, and the flush, with her instinctive look to me that accompanied it, made my heart leap. Tarrano’s face had darkened. “You would not have me put him to death, Lady Elza?”


      She was struggling to guard from him her emotions; struggling to match her woman’s wit against him.


      “I—why no,” she stammered.


      “No? Because he is—your friend?”


      “Yes. I—I would not let you do that.”


      “Not let me?” Incredulous amusement swept over his face.


      “No. I would not—let you do that.” Her gaze now held level with his. A strength came to her voice. Georg and I watched her—and watched Tarrano—fascinated. She repeated once more: “No. I would not let you.”


      “How could you stop me?”


      “I would—tell you not to do it.”


      “So?” Admiration leaped into his eyes to mingle with the amusement there. “You would tell me not to do it?”


      “Yes.” She did not flinch before him.


      “And you think then—I would spare him?”


      “Yes. I know you would.”


      “And why?”


      “Because—if you did a thing like that—I should—hate you.”


      “Hate—”


      “Yes. Hate you—always.”


      He turned suddenly away from her, sitting up with a snap of alertness. “Enough of this.” Did he realize he was defeated in this passage with a girl? Was he trying to cover from us the knowledge of his defeat? And then again the bigness of him made itself manifest. He acknowledged soberly:


      “You have bested me, Lady Elza. And you’ve made me realize that I—Tarrano—have almost lowered myself to admit this Jac Hallen my rival.” He laughed harshly. “Not so! A rival? Pah! He shall live if you wish it—live close by you and me—as an insect might live on a twig by the rim of the eagle’s nest.… Enough!… I was asking you, Georg Brende, of this ultimatum. Should I yield to it?” He had suppressed his other emotions; he was amusing himself with us again.


      “Yes,” said Georg.


      “But I have already refused—today in the garden. Would you have me change? I am not one lightly to change a decision already reached.”


      “You’ll have to.”


      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. Of one thing I am sure. I cannot let them declare war against me just now. I have no defense, here in Venia. Scarce the armament for my handful of men. Your vessels of war would sweep down here and overpower me in a breath—trap me here helpless—”


      “Of course,” said Georg.


      “And so I must not let them do that. They want me to come to Washington with the Brende model—deliver it over to them. Yet—that does not appeal to me. Tomorrow I shall have to bargain with them further. I could not deliver to them the Brende model.” He was chuckling at his own phrasing. “No—no, I could not do that.”


      “Why?” demanded Georg. “Isn’t the model here?”


      “It is—where it is,” said Tarrano. He became more serious. “You, Georg—you could build one of those models?”


      Georg did not answer.


      “You could, of course,” Tarrano insisted. “My spy, Ahla—you remember her, the Lady Elza’s maid for so long? She is here in Venia; she tells me of your knowledge and skill with your father’s apparatus. So you see, I realize I have two to guard—the model itself, and you, who know its secret.”


      He now became more openly alert and earnest than I had ever seen him. The light from the tube along the side wall edged his lean, serious face with its silver glow. “I’ve a proposition for you, Georg Brende. Between men, such things can be put bruskly. Your sister—her personal decision will take time. I would not force it. But meanwhile—I do not like to hold you and her as captives.”


      The shadow of a smile crossed Georg’s face. “We shall be glad to have you set us free.”


      Tarrano remained grave. “You are a humorist. And a clever young fellow, Georg Brende. You—as Elza’s brother—and as your father’s son with your medical knowledge—you can be of great use to me. Suppose I offer you a place by my side always? To share with me—and with the Lady Elza—these conquests.… Wait! It is not the part of wisdom to decide until you have all the facts. I shall confide in you one of my plans. The publics of Venus, Mars and the Earth—they think this everlasting life, as they call it, is to be shared with them.”


      His chuckle was the rasp of a file on a block of adamant. “Shared with them! That is the bait I dangle before their noses. In reality, I shall share it only with the Lady Elza. And with you—her brother, and the mate you some day will take for yourself. Indeed, I have a maiden already at hand, picked out for you.… But that can come later.… Everlasting life? Nonsense! Your father’s discovery cannot confer that. But we shall live two centuries or more. Four of us. To see the generations come and go—frail mortals, while we live on to conquer and to rule the worlds.… Come, what do you say?”


      “I say no.”


      Tarrano showed no emotion, save perhaps a flicker of admiration. “You are decisive. You have many good qualities, Georg Brende. I wonder if you have any good reasons?”


      “Because you are an enemy of my world,” Georg declared, with more heat than he had yet displayed.


      “Ah! Patriotism! A good lure for the ignorant masses, that thing they call patriotism. For rulers, a good mask with which to hide their unscrupulous schemes. That’s all it is, Georg Brende. Cannot you give me a better reason? You think perhaps I am not sincere? You think I would not share longevity with you—that I would play you false?”


      “No,” Georg declared. “But my father’s work was for the people. I’m not talking patriotism—only humanitarianism. The strife, suffering in our worlds—you would avoid it yourself—and gloat while others bore it. You—”


      “Youth!” Tarrano interrupted. “Altruism! It is very pretty in theory—but quite nonsensical. Man lifts himself—the individual must look out for himself—not for others. Each man to his destiny—and the weak go down and the strong go up. It is the way of all life—animal and human. It always has been—and it always will be. The way of the universe. You are very young, Georg Brende.”


      “Perhaps,” Georg said, and fell silent.


      Tarrano abruptly rose to his feet. “Calm thought is better than argument. You have imagination—you can picture what I offer. Think it over. And if youth is your trouble—” His eyes were twinkling. “I shall have to wait until you grow up. We have a long road to travel—empires cannot be built in a day.”


      He paused before Elza with a grave, dignified bow. “Goodnight, Lady Elza.”


      “Goodnight,” she said.


      He left us. We stood listening to his footsteps as he quietly descended the tower incline. At his summons, the barrage was lifted. He went out. From the balcony we saw him cross the spider bridge, with Argo at his heels. As they vanished into the yawning mouth of an arcade beyond the bridge, again came that rose-glow in the other tower. We saw again the girl with flowing white hair standing there. And now she was waving us back.


      “She wants us inside, where we can’t be seen,” Georg murmured. We drew back into the room, standing where we still could see the girl. I wondered then—and we had discussed it several times these last hours—if the interior of our tower were under observation by some distant guard. We felt that probably it was, visibly and audibly; and we had been very careful of what we said aloud.


      But now, if we were watched, we could not help it; we would have to take the chance. The figure of the girl showed plainly down there through the other casement. And again, with slow-moving white arms she began to semaphore. A queer application of the Secondary Code, which always is used officially with coral-light beams over considerable distances. But it sufficed in this emergency. Slowly she spelled out the letters, words, phrases.


      “I am Princess Maida—”


      Georg whispered to us: “Hereditary ruler of the Central State—”


      I nodded. “Watch, Georg—”


      “Prisoner—” came next: “Like yourselves, and we must escape.”


      She paused a moment, letting her arms drop to her sides, shaking the glorious waves of her white hair with a toss of her head. Then, at a gesture from Georg that he understood, she began again:


      “Escape tonight—”


      I half expected that any moment Tarrano or one of his men would burst in to stop this. But the signals continued.


      “I am sending you a friend—tonight—soon—he will come to you. With plans for our escape. A good friend—”


      Her tower abruptly went dark. Cautiously I gazed down from our balcony. Argo had appeared on the spider bridge; he was pacing back and forth. Did he suspect anything? We could not tell, but it seemed not. It was the midnight hour; a brilliant white flash swept the city to mark it.


      In a low corner of the balcony, behind the glow of our barrage, we crouched together, whispering excitedly. But cautiously, for we knew that the microphonic ears of a jailor might be upon us. The Princess Maida—here in Tarrano’s hands! She was sending us a friend—tonight—soon; a friend who would help us all to escape.


      “By the code!” Georg exclaimed. “If we could get to Washington—if I could be there now in this crisis—with my knowledge of the Brende light—”


      Far above our personal safety, our lives, lay the importance of Georg’s knowledge. With the Brende secret—through him—in the hands of the Earth Council, Tarrano’s greatest lever to power would be broken. Our Earth public would sway back to patriotic loyalty. The Little People of Mars unquestionably would remain friendly with us, with the Brende light to be developed on Earth and shared with them. They would see Tarrano perhaps, for what he was—a dangerous, unscrupulous enemy.… If only Georg could escape.…


      An hour went by with murmured thoughts like these. A friend coming to help us? How could he reach us? And how help us to escape?


      We crouched there, waiting. Argo—obviously on night guard—still paced the bridge. The city was comparatively dark and silent; yet even so, there seemed more activity than we felt was normal. Occasional beams flashed across the narrow segment of our sky. The crescent terraces, visible through a shallow canyon of buildings to the left, were a blaze of colored lights with the dark figures of people thronging them. The mingled hum of instruments was in the night air; sometimes the snap of an aerial; and the steady, clicking whir of the night escalators on the city street levels and inclines.


      It seemed hours that we waited. The green flash of the second hour past midnight bathed the city in its split-second lurid glare. Elza had fallen asleep, beside us on the feathered hassock of our balcony corner. But Georg and I were fully alert—waiting for this unknown friend. Georg had smoked innumerable arrant-leaf cylinders. Through the insulated tube, from a public cookery occasional hot dishes were passing our dining room for us to take if we wished. But we had touched none of them. From the food stock on hand, Elza had cooked our two simple meals. But now, with Elza asleep, Georg left me and returned in a moment with steaming cups of taro. We drank it silently, still waiting. Argo still paced the bridge on guard. Presently we saw the figure of Wolfgar join him. The two spoke together a moment; then Argo disappeared; Wolfgar paced back and forth on guard in his place.


      At 2:30 the Inter-Allied announcer—for half an hour past quite silent—brought us to our feet, his monotone droning from the disc in our instrument room:


      “Greater New York, Inter-Allied Unofficial 2:27 A. M. Tarrano replies to the Earth Council Ultimatum.…”


      Our start woke up Elza. Together we rushed into the instrument room.


      “With many hours yet before the Earth Council Ultimatum expires, it is unofficially reported that Tarrano has sent his note in answer. Its text, we are reliably informed, is now in the hands of our Governments at Great London, Greater New York, Tokyohama and Mombozo. Helios of it also have been sent to Tarrano’s own government of Venus and to the Little People of Mars. We have as yet no further details.…”


      A buzz came as he ended, with only the click of the tape continuing as it printed his words. A period of silence, then again his voice:


      “Official 2:32 A. M. Inter-Allied News: Tarrano rejects Ultimatum. His note to Earth Council complete defiance. Official text follows.…”


      We listened, dumb with amazement and awe. Tarrano’s note was indeed, complete defiance. He would not yield up the Brende light. Nor would he deliver himself in Washington for trial. In the suave, courteous language of diplomacy, he deplored the unreasonable attitude of the Earth leaders. Ironically, he suggested that they declare war. He would be overwhelmed in Venia, of course. He had no means of defending himself against their aggression. But at the first flash of hostile rays, the Brende model would be destroyed forever. And Georg Brende—the only living person who had the knowledge to replace the model—would die instantly. The Brende secret would be lost irrevocably. It was unfortunate that humanity on Earth, Venus and Mars, should be denied their chance for immortality. Unfortunate that the Earth leaders were so headstrong. They were enemies, in reality, of their own people—and enemies of the peoples of Venus and Mars. But if the Earth Council wished war with Tarrano—then war let it be.


      “A bluff,” I exclaimed. “He would lose everything himself. It’s suicide—”


      “Not suicide,” Georg said soberly. “Propaganda. Can’t you see it? He knows the Earth Council will make no move until the ultimatum time has expired. Hours yet. And in those hours, he is working upon the publics of the three worlds.”


      The announcer was silent again. Below us, in our tower, we heard a footstep. The barrage had been lifted to admit someone, then thrown on again. Measured footsteps were coming up our incline. We stood motionless, breathless. A moment; then into the room came Wolfgar. He did not speak. Advancing close to us as we stood transfixed, he jerked an instrument from his belt. It whirred and hummed in his hand. The room around us went black—a barrage of blackness and silence, with ourselves and Wolfgar in a pale glow standing within it as in a cylinder. The isolation-barrage. I had never been within one before, though upon drastic occasion they were in official use.


      Wolfgar said swiftly: “We cannot be seen or heard. I have been in charge of the mirror observing you—I have thrown it out of use. The Princess Maida—”


      “You are—the friend?” Georg whispered tensely. Elza was trembling and I put my arm about her.


      Wolfgar’s face lightened with a brief smile; then went intensely serious. “Yes. A spy, trusted by Tarrano for years—but my heart is with the Princess Maida. We must escape—all of us—now, or it will be too late.”


      He stopped abruptly, and a look of consternation came to him. The black silence enveloping us had without warning begun to crackle. The metal cone in Wolfgar’s hand glowed red with interference-heat—but he clung to it, though it burned him. Sparks were snapping in the blackness around us. Our isolation was dissolving. Someone—something—was breaking it down, struggling to get at us!


      CHAPTER IX


      Paralyzed!


      The isolation barrage which Wolfgar had flung around us was dissolving. Someone—something—was in the room, breaking down the barrage, struggling to get at us. We stood huddled together; Elza clinging to me, Georg beside us, and Wolfgar, gripping the small cylinder which was glowing red in his hand from intense heat.


      Georg muttered something; the snapping sparks of the barrage blurred his words. But I heard Wolfgar say swiftly:


      “We’re trapped! You, of all of us—you Georg Brende, must escape.”


      The rest of his words to Georg I did not catch. He was thrusting a weapon into Georg’s hands; and giving hurried advice and explanations.


      “Princess Maida…she…in that other tower…you, so much more important than the rest of us.…” Phrases I heard; but only phrases, for in those few seconds I stood dumbly confused, fascinated by watching the blackness in which we had enveloped ourselves now breaking into lurid, angry sparks.


      A distant corner of the room became visible; outlines of the wall-beams; the growing glare of a wall-light in a tube over there. And through the brightening gloom—the figure of a lone man standing. Tarrano!


      I heard Georg mutter: “Jac! Make a show of fight! Hold him! But careful—careful of Elza!”


      Behind me there came an electrical flash; the pungent smell of burning cloth. Georg was no longer beside us!


      Elza was still clinging to me in fright. I shook her off. Wolfgar flung his smoking, useless cylinder to the floor. The blackness at once sprang into light; the sparks died. Tarrano was standing in the room, quietly, before us. Standing with a grim, cynical smile, regarding us.


      But only for an instant did he stand quiet. Across the room, creeping for the balcony doorway, I was aware of the figure of Georg. Tarrano saw him also; and with a swift gesture snapped back to his belt the interference cylinder with which he had uncovered us; then plucked at another weapon, gripped it to turn it upon Georg.


      Everything was happening too swiftly for coherent thought. I leaped toward Tarrano, with Wolfgar rushing beside me. Elza screamed. Tarrano’s hand was leaving his belt. I reached him; flung out my fist for his face.


      But in that instant the weapon in Tarrano’s hand was brought upon me. My paralyzed muscles made my arm and fist go wide. My blow missed him; he stepped aside; and like a man drunk with baro-wine, I stumbled past him, halted, swayed and struggled to keep my footing.


      Wolfgar had felt it also; he was reeling near me, holding himself from falling with difficulty. I was unarmed; but there were weapons hanging from Wolfgar’s belt. His numbed fingers were groping for them. But the effort was too great. The blood, driven back from his arms, left them powerless; they fell dangling to his sides.


      A few seconds; but we had occupied Tarrano during them. Georg was through the balcony doorway and beyond our sight. Elza was standing motionless, too frightened to move. I felt myself growing numb, weighted to the floor as though my feet had taken root. My arms were hanging like wood; fingers tingling, then growing cold, dead to sensation. And a numbness creeping up my legs; and spreading inward from my arms and shoulders. In a few moments more, I knew the numbness would reach my heart.


      Tarrano had not moved, save that single step side-wise to avoid my onslaught. As I stood there now with my face like fire and my brain whirling with the blood congested in it, I heard his quiet voice:


      “Do not fear, Lady Elza. This Jac Hallen—as I promised you—is quite safe with me.”


      His gesture waved her aside, that she should not come within those deadly vibrations he was flinging at us. And I saw his other hand lift a tiny mouthpiece from his belt; heard his voice say into it: “Argo? Argo! That Georg Brende—”


      He stopped; a look of annoyance came over his face. Argo did not answer! Dimly to my fading senses came the triumphant thought, the realization that Argo outside, upon whom Tarrano depended to seize Georg—had failed.


      Action had come to Tarrano. He snapped off his weapon. Released from it, Wolfgar and I wilted to the floor—lay inert. The returning blood in my limbs made them prick as with a million needles. To my sight and hearing, the room was whirling and roaring. I felt Tarrano bending swiftly over me; felt the forcible insertion of a branched metal tube in my nostrils; a hand over my mouth. I struggled to hold my breath—failed. Then inhaled with a gasp, a pungent, sickening-sweet gas. Roaring, clanging gongs sounded in my ears—roaring and clattering louder, then fading into silence. A wild, tumbling phantasmagoria of dreams. Then complete unconsciousness.


      CHAPTER X


      Georg Escapes


      I come now to recount events at which I was not present, and the details of which I did not learn until later. Fronted by Tarrano, in those few seconds of confusion, Georg made his decision to escape even at the cost of leaving Elza and me. He murmured his hurried good-bye. The moment had arrived. He could see Tarrano dimly through the sparks. He leaped backward, through that wall of electrical disturbance which surrounded us. The sparks tore at him; burned his clothing and flesh; the shock of it gripped his heart. But he went through; crept for the balcony. It was dark out there. He would have rushed for Tarrano instead of the balcony, but as he came through the sparks he had seen that the barrier surrounding our tower was momentarily lifted. Argo had cut it off to admit Tarrano a few moments before. He had not yet replaced it—absorbed, doubtless, in watching in his finder what Tarrano was doing with us. He must have seen Georg reach the balcony; and jumped then to replace the barrier. But too late. Georg was over the balcony rail with a leap. The insulated tubes were there—upright gleaming tubes of metal extending downward to the platform below. Tubes smooth, and as thick as a woman’s waist.


      Georg slid down them. The barrage, above him on the balcony, had been replaced. He saw below him the figure of Argo come running out. A weapon in each hand. The burning pencil-ray swung at Georg, but missed him as he came down. Had it struck, it would have drilled him clean with its tiny hole of fire. Then Argo must have realized that Georg should be taken alive. He ran forward, swung up at Georg the paralyzing vibrations which Tarrano at that instant was using upon Wolfgar and me.


      Georg felt them. He was ten feet, perhaps, above the lower platform; and as he felt the numbness strike him, he lost his hold upon the tube-pipe. But he had presence of mind enough to kick himself outward with a last effort. His body fell upon the onrushing Argo. They went down together.


      Argo lay inert. The impact had knocked him senseless, and had struck his weapon from his hand. Georg sat up, and for a moment chafed his tingling, prickling arms and legs. He was bruised and shaken by the fall, but uninjured.


      Within our tower, Tarrano was still occupied with us. Georg leaped to his feet. He left Argo lying there—ran over the spider-bridge; down a spiral metal stairway, across another bridge, and came upon the small park-like platform which stood at the bottom of the other tower. He had passed within sight of a few pedestrians. One of them shouted at him; another had tried mildly to stop him. A crowd on a distant terrace saw him. A few of their personal flashes were turned his way. Murmurs arose. Someone at the head of one of the escalators, in a panic pulled an alarm-switch. It flared green into the sky, flashing its warning.


      The interior-guards—seated at their instrument tables in the lower rooms of the official buildings—had seen Georg in their finders. The alarm was spreading. Lights were appearing everywhere.… The murmurs of gathering people…excited crowds…an absurd woman leaning down over a far-away parapet and screaming…an ignorant, flustered street-guard on a nearby upper terrace swinging his pencil-ray down at Georg.… Fortunately it fell short.


      For a moment Georg stood there, with the gathering tumult around him—stood there gazing up at that small tower. The tower wherein the Princess Maida was confined. It was dark and silent. Black rectangles of doors and casements, all open—but barred by the glow of the electrical barrage surrounding it.


      Georg jerked from his belt the cylinder Wolfgar had given him. Metallic. Short, squat and ugly, with a thick, insulated handle. He feared to use it. Yet Wolfgar had assured him the Princess Maida was prepared. He hesitated, with his finger upon the switch-button of the weapon. But he knew that in a moment he would be too late. A searchlight from an aerial mast high overhead swung down upon him, bathing him in its glare of white.


      His finger pressed the trigger. A soundless flash of purple enveloped the tower. Sparks mounted into the air—a cloud of vivid electrical sparks; but mingled with them in a moment were sparks also of burning wood and fibre. Smoke began to roll upward; the purple flash was gone, and dull red took its place. The hum and angry buzz of outraged electricity was stilled. Flames appeared at all the tower casements—red flames, then yellow with their greater heat.


      The trim and interior of the tower was burning. The protons Georg had flung at it with his weapon had broken the electrical barrage. The interference heat had burned out the connections and fired everything combustible within the tower. A terrific heat. It began to melt and burn the blenite.10 The upper portion of the tower walls began to crumble. Huge blocks of stone were shifting, tottering; and they began to fall through the glare of mounting flames and the thick black smoke.


      Georg had tossed away his now useless weapon—emptied of its charge. He was crouching in the shadow of a parapet. The city was now in turmoil. Alarm lights everywhere. The shrilling of sirens; roaring of megaphoned commands…women screaming hysterically.…


      A chaos, out of which, for a few moments, Georg knew no order could come. But his heart was in his mouth. The Princess Maida, within that burning building.…


      He had located the tiny postern gate at the bottom of the tower where Wolfgar had told him she would appear. The barrage was gone; and in a moment she came—a white figure appearing there amid the smoke that was rolling out.


      He rushed to her. A figure wholly encased in white itan11 fabric with head-mask, and tubes from its generator to supply her with air. Wolfgar had smuggled the equipment in to her for just this emergency. She stood awkwardly beside Georg—a grotesque figure hampered by the heavy costume. Its crescent panes of itanoid begoggled her.


      Behind him, Georg could hear people advancing. A guard picked them out with a white flash. The mounting flames of the tower bathed everything in red. A block of stone fell near at hand, crashing through the metallic platform upon which they were standing. Broken, it sagged beneath their feet.


      Georg tore at the girl’s head-piece, lifted it off. Her face was pale, frightened, yet she seemed calm. Her glorious white hair tumbled down in waves over her shoulders.


      “Wolfgar—he—” She choked a little in the smoke that swirled around them. Georg cut in: “He sent me—Georg Brende. Don’t talk now—get this off.”


      He pulled the heavy costume from her. She emerged from it—slim and beautiful in the shimmering blue kirtle, with long grey stockings beneath.


      A spider incline was nearby. But a dozen guards were coming up it at a run. With the girl’s hand in his, Georg turned the other way. People were closing in all around them—an excited crowd held back by the heat of the burning tower, the smoke and the falling blocks of stone. Someone swung a pencil-ray wildly. It seared Georg like a branding-iron on the flesh of his arm as it swung past. He pulled Maida toward the head of an escalator a dozen feet away. Its steps were coming upward from the plaza at the ground level. Half way up, the first of an up-coming throng were mounting it.


      But Georg again turned aside. He found Maida quick of wit to catch his plans; and agile of body to follow him. They climbed down the metal frame-work of the escalator sides; down under it to where the inverted steps were passing downward on the endless belts. Maida slid into one of them, with Georg after her, his arms holding her in place.


      They huddled there. No one had seen them enter. Smoothly the escalator drew them downward. Above them in a moment the tramp of feet sounded close above their heads as the crowd rushed upward.


      They approached the bottom, slid out upon a swinging bridge which chanced at the moment to be empty of people. Down it at a run; into the palm-lined plaza at the bottom of the city.


      Down here it was comparatively dim and silent. The alarm lights of the plaza section had not yet come on; the excitement was concentrated upon the burning tower above. The crowd, rushing up there, left the plaza momentarily deserted. Georg and Maida crossed it at a run, scurried like frightened rabbits through a tunnel arcade, down a lower cross-street, and came at last unmolested to the outskirts of the city.


      The buildings here were almost all at the ground level. Georg and Maida ran onward, hardly noticed, for everyone was gazing upward at the distant, burning tower. Georg was heading for where Wolfgar had an aero secreted. A mile or more. They reached the spot—but the aero was not there. They were in the open country now—Venia is small. Plantations—an agricultural region. Most of the houses were deserted, the occupants having fled into the city as refugees when threats and orders came from Washington the day before. Georg and Maida came upon a little conical house; it lay silent, heavy-shadowed in the starlight with the glow of the city edging its side and circular roof. Beside it was an incline with a helicopter standing up there on a private landing stage.… Georg and Maida rushed up the incline.


      A small helicopter; its dangling basket was barely large enough for two—a basket with a tiny safety plane fastened to its outrigger.


      In a moment Georg and the girl had boarded the helicopter. She was silent; she had hardly said a word throughout it all.… The helicopter mounted straight up; its whirling propellers above sent a rush of air downward.


      “These batteries,” said Georg. “The guards in Venia can’t stop us. An aero—even if we had it—I doubt if we could get power for it. They’ve shut off general power by now, I’m sure.”


      She nodded. “Yes—no doubt.”


      As they mounted upward, the city dwindled beneath them—dwindled to an area of red and green and purple lights. It was silent up here in the starlight; a calm, windless night—cloudless, save for a gray bank which obscured the moon.


      Ten thousand feet up. Then fifteen. The city was a tiny patch of blended colors. Light rockets occasionally mounted now. But their glare fell short. Georg’s mind was busy with his plans. Had the helicopter been seen? It seemed not. No rocket-light had reached it; and there was no sign of pursuit from below.


      Maida crouched beside him. He felt her hand timidly upon his arm; felt her shy, sidelong glance upon him. And suddenly he was conscious of her beauty. His heart leaped, and as he turned to her, she smiled—a smile of eager trust which lighted her face like a torch of faith in the spire of a house of worship.


      “You are planning?” she said. “You know what it is we must do?”


      He said: “I think so. The volan12 out there is large enough for two. You’ll trust yourself to it with me? You’re not afraid, are you?”


      “Oh, no,” she said. “What you say we must do, we will do.”


      “We must go higher, Maida. Then, you see.…”


      He told her his plans. And mounting up there into the silent canopy of stars, his fingers wound themselves into the soft strands of her hair which lay upon him; and his heart beat fast with the nearness of her.… Told her his plans, and she acquiesced.


      Twenty thousand feet. The cold was upon them. Shivering himself, he wrapped her in a fur which the basket contained. At 25,000, they took to the vol plan. It was a padded board a dozen feet long and half as wide. Released, it shot downward; a hundred feet or more, with the heavens whirling soundlessly. Then Georg got the wings open; the descent was checked; the stars righted themselves above, and once again the earth was beneath.


      They had strapped themselves to the board, and now Georg undid the thongs. Together they lay prone, side by side, with the narrow, double-banked wings beneath the line of their shoulders, and the rudder-tail behind them. Flexible planes and tail, responding to Georg’s grip on the controls.


      Fluttering, uncertain at first, like a huge bird of quivering wings, they began their incline descent. A spiral, then Georg opened it to a straight glide northward—rushing downward and onward through the starlight, in a wind of their own making which fluttered the light fabric of Maida’s robe and tossed her waves of hair about her.


      A long, silent glide, with only the rush of wind. It seemed hours, while the girl did not speak and Georg anxiously searched the sky ahead. Underneath them, the dark forests were slipping past; but inexorably coming upward. They were down to 5,000 feet; then Georg saw at last what he had hoped, prayed for, but almost despaired of. A beam of light to the northward—the spreading beam of an oncoming patrol. It was high overhead; but it came forward fast. A sweeping, keenly searching beam, and finally it struck them. Clung to them.


      And presently the big patrol vessel was almost above them. It hung there, a dark winged shape dotted with colored lights. A signal flash—a sharp command to Georg, but, of course, he could not answer. Then the Director’s finder picked him out. The volan was fluttering, spiralling slowly as Georg struggled to hold his place.


      And then the patrol launched its tender. It came darting down like a wasp. A moment more, and Georg and Maida were taken aboard it. Thevolan fluttered to the forest unguided and was lost in the black treetops, now no more than a thousand feet below.


      Surrounded by amazed officials, Maida and Georg entered the patrol vessel. Georg Brende, escaped safely from Tarrano! The Brende secret released from Tarrano’s control! The Director flashed the news to Washington and to Great London. Orders came back. A score of other vessels of this Patrol-Division came dashing up—a convoy which soon was speeding northward to Washington with its precious messenger.


      CHAPTER XI


      Recaptured


      In Washington during those next few days, events of the Earth, Venus and Mars swirled and raged around Georg as though he were engulfed in the Iguazu or Niagara. Passive himself at first—a spectator merely; yet he was the keystone of the Earth Council’s strength. The Brende secret was desired by the publics of all three worlds. Even greater than its real value as a medical discovery, it swayed the popular mind.


      Tarrano possessed the Brende secret. The only model, and Dr. Brende’s notes were in his hands. Washington had ordered him to give them up, and he had refused. But now the status was changed. Georg held the secret also—and Georg was in Washington. It left the Earth Council free to deal with Tarrano.


      During those days Georg was housed in official apartments, with Maida very often near him. Inactive, they were much together, discussing their respective worlds. The Princess Maida was hereditary ruler of the Venus Central State—the only living heir to the throne. When Tarrano’s forces threatened revolution from the Cold Country she had been seized by spies, brought to Earth, to Tarrano in Venia, and imprisoned in the tower from which Georg had so lately rescued her. Wolfgar for years had been her friend and loyal retainer, though he had pretended service to Tarrano.


      In the Central State, Maida, too young to rule, had been represented by a Council. The public loved her—but a majority of it had gone astray when she disappeared—lured by Tarrano’s glowing promises.


      Maida told Georg all this with a sweet, gentle sadness that was pathetic. And with an earnest, patriotic fervor—the love of her country and her people for whom she would give her life.


      She added: “If only I could get back there, Georg—I could make them realize the right course. I could win them again. Tarrano will play them false—you know it, and so do I.”


      Pathetic earnestness in this girl still no more than seventeen! And Georg, sitting beside her, gazing into her solemn, beautiful face, felt that indeed she could win them, with those limpid blue eyes and her words which rang with sincerity and truth.


      They sat generally in an unofficial instrument room adjoining the government offices. A room high in a spire above the upper levels of the city. And around them rolled the momentous events of which they were the center.


      The time limit of the Earth Council’s ultimatum to Tarrano expired. Already Tarrano had answered it with defiance. But on the stroke of its expiration, came another note from him. Georg read it from the tape to Maida:


      “To the Earth Council from Tarrano, its loyal subject—”


      A grimly ironical note, yet so worded that the ignorant masses would not see its irony. It stated that Tarrano could not comply with the demand that he deliver himself and the Brende model to Washington because he did not have the model. It was on its way to Venus. He now proposed to recall it. He had already recalled it, in fact. He assured the Council that it was now on its way back, direct to Washington. He had done this because he felt that the Earth leaders were making a mistake—a grave mistake in the interests of their own people. Georg Brende was in Washington—that was true. But Georg Brende was a silly, conceited young man, flattered by his prominence in the public eye, his head turned by his own importance. Dr. Brende had been a genius. The son was a mere upstart, pretending to a scientific knowledge he did not have.


      “Trickery!” exclaimed Georg. “But he knows the people may believe it. Some of them undoubtedly will.”


      “And you cannot thwart your public,” Maida said. “Even your Earth Council, secure in its power, cannot do that.”


      “Exactly,” Georg rejoined. He was indignant, as well he might have been. “Tarrano is trying to avoid being attacked. Time—any delay—is what he wants.”


      The note went on. Tarrano—seeking only the welfare of the people—could not stand by and see the Earth Council wreck its public. Tarrano had reconsidered his former note. The Brende model was vital, and since the Earth Council demanded the model (for the benefit of its people) the people should have it. In a few days it would be in Washington. Tarrano himself would not come to Washington. His doing that could not help the public welfare, and he was but human. The Earth Council had made itself his enemy; he could not be expected to trust his life in enemy hands.


      The note closed with the suggestion that the Council withdraw its patrol from Venia. This talk of war was childish. Withdraw the patrol, and Tarrano himself might go back to Venus. He would wait a day for answer to this request; and if it were not granted—if the patrol were not entirely removed—then the Brende model would be destroyed. And if the publics of three worlds wished to depend upon a conceited, ignorant young man like Georg Brende for the everlasting life, they were welcome to do so.


      A clever piece of trickery, and it was awkward to deal with. One had only to watch its effect upon the public to realize how insidious it was. Tarrano had told us—in the tower in Venia: “I shall have to bargain with them.” And chuckled as he said it.


      A series of notes from the Earth Council and back again, followed during the next few days. But the patrol was not withdrawn; nor was war declared. The Earth Council knew that Tarrano had not ordered the model back—nor would he destroy it. Yet if the Earth forces were to overwhelm Tarrano, and the model were lost, a revolution upon Earth could easily take place before Georg could convince the people that he was able to build them another model.


      This delay—while Tarrano was held virtually a prisoner in Venia—was decided upon at the instigation of Georg himself. He—Georg—would address the publics of the three worlds. With Maida beside him to influence her own public in Venus, they would convince everyone that Georg had the secret—and that he alone would use it for the public good.


      Youthful plans! Youthful enthusiasm! The belief that they could win confidence to their cause by the very truthfulness in their hearts! The belief that right makes might—which Tarrano would have told them was untrue!


      Yet it was a good plan, and the Earth Council approved it, since it could do no harm to try. And it perhaps would have been successful but for one thing, of which even at that moment I—in Venia—was aware. Tarrano’s trickery was not all on the surface. He had written into that note—by a code of diabolically ingenious wording—a secret message to his own spies in Washington. Commands for them to obey. A dozen of his spies were in the Earth government’s most trusted, highest service—and some of them were there in Washington, close around Georg and Maida as they made their altruistic plan.


      The attempt was to be made from the high-power sending station in the mountains of West North America.13 Our observatory was there; and the only one of its kind on the Earth. It was equipped to send a radio voice audibly to every part of the Earth; and by helio, also to Mars and Venus, there to be re-transformed from light to sound and heard throughout those other worlds. And moving images of the speakers, seen on the finders all over the Earth, Venus and Mars simultaneously. The power, the generating equipment was at this station; and no matter where in the sky Venus or Mars might be, from the Mountain Station the vibrations of mingled light and sound were relayed elsewhere on Earth to other stations from which the helios could be flashed direct.


      To Skylan, as the Mountain Station was popularly called, Georg and Maida were taken in official aero under heavy convoy. Yet, even then, at their very elbows, spies of Tarrano must have been lurking.


      The official flyer landed them on the broad stage amid deep, soft snow. It was night—a brief trip from the late afternoon, through dinner and they were there. A night of clear shining stars—brilliant gems in deep purple. Clear, crisp, rarefied air; a tumbling expanse of white, with the stars stretched over it like a close-hung canopy.


      They were ushered into the low, rambling building. The attempt was to be made at once. Mars was mounting the eastern sky; and to the west, Venus was setting. Both visible from direct helios at that moment—Red Mars, from this mountain top, glowing like the tip of an arrant-cylinder up there.


      In the brief time since the party had left Washington, the worlds had been notified. The eyes and ears of the millions of three planets were waiting to see and hear this Georg Brende and this Princess Maida.


      The sending room was small, circular, and crowded with apparatus. And above its dome, opened to the sky, wherein the intensified helios shaded so that no ray of them might blind the operators, were sputtering as though eager to be away with their messages.


      With a dozen officials around him, Georg prepared to enter the sending room. He had parted from Maida a few moments before, when she had left him to be shown to her apartment by the women attendants.


      As she moved away, on impulse he had stopped her. “We shall succeed, Maida.”


      Her hand touched his arm. A brave smile, a nod, and she had passed on, leaving him standing there gazing after her with pounding heart. Pounding, not with excitement at the task before him in that sending room; pounding with the sudden knowledge that the welfare of this frail little woman meant more to him than the safety of all these worlds.


      At last Georg stood in the sending room. The officials sat grouped around him. Maida had not yet arrived from her apartment. There was a small platform, upon which she and Georg were to stand together. He took his place upon it, waiting for her.


      Before him was the sending disc; it glowed red as they turned the current into it. Then they illumined the mirrors; a circle of them, each with its image of Georg upon the platform. The white lights above him flashed on, beating down upon him with their hot, dazzling glare. The reflected beams from the mirrors, struck upward into the dome overhead. The helios up there were humming and sputtering loudly.


      Beyond the circle of intense white light in which Georg was standing, the spectators sat in gloom behind the mirrors. Maida had not come. The Skylan Director, impatient ordered a woman to go for her.


      Then, suddenly, Georg said to this Director:


      “I—these lights—this heat. It makes me feel faint—standing here.”


      Georg had stumbled from the platform. Between two of the mirrors, shaded from the glare, the perturbed Director met him. Moisture beaded Georg’s forehead.


      “I’ll—be quite all right in a moment. I’m going over there.” He smiled weakly. A dozen feet away there was an opened outer casement. It looked down twenty feet, perhaps, to the deep snow that covered the station’s grounds. The Director started with Georg; but Georg pushed him violently away.


      “No! No! You let me alone!” His accents were those of a spoiled child. The Director hesitated, and Georg, with a hand to his forehead, wavered toward the casement. The Director saw him standing there; saw him sway, then fall or jump forward, and disappear.


      They rushed outside. The snow was trampled all about with heavy footprints, but Georg had vanished. From the women’s apartment, the attendant came back. The Princess Maida could not be found!


      And in those moments of confusion, from outside across the starlit snow, an aero was rising. Silent, black—and no one saw it as it winged away into the night.


      CHAPTER XII


      Tara


      I must revert now to those moments in the tower room when Tarrano dissolved the isolation barrage which Wolfgar had thrown around us. Georg escaped, as I have recounted. Tarrano—there in the tower room—rendered me unconscious. I came to myself on the broad divan and found Elza bending over me.


      I sat up, dizzily, with the room reeling.


      “Jac! Jac, dear—” She made me lie back, until I could feel the blood returning to my clammy face; and the room steadied, and the clanging of the gongs in my ears died away.


      “I—why, I’m—all right,” I gasped. And I lay there, clinging to her hand. Dear little Elza! In that moment of relief that I had come to my senses, she could not hide the love which even now was unspoken between us. Tarrano! I lay there weak and faint; but with the pressure of Elza’s hand, I did not fear that this Tarrano could win her from me.


      Wolfgar was standing across the room from us. He came forward.


      “You did not die,” he said; and smiled. “I told her you would not die.”


      It was now morning. Wolfgar and Elza told me I had been unconscious some hours. We were still imprisoned as before in the tower. Georg had escaped with Maida, they said; or at least, they hoped so. And they described the burning of the other tower. The city had been in a turmoil. It still was; I could hear now the shouts of the crowd outside. And turning as I lay there, through the casement I could see the blackened, still smoking ruins of Maida’s tower; the broken iron terrace; the spider bridge melted away, hanging loose and dangling like an aimless pendulum.


      The latest news, Elza and Wolfgar could not give me. The instrument room of our tower had been disconnected by Tarrano when he left some hours before. As they said it, we heard a familiar buzz; then the drone of an announcer’s voice. Tarrano’s guard had doubtless observed my recovery and had had orders to throw current into our instruments. Strange man, this Tarrano! He wished the news spread before us again. Confident of his own dominance over every crisis, he wanted Elza and me to hear it as it came from the discs.


      We went to the instrument room. I found myself weak, but quite uninjured. Elza left us there, and went to prepare food which I needed to strengthen me.


      The public events of those hours and days following, I have recounted as Georg saw them and took part in them in Washington. We observed them, here in the tower, with alternate hopes and fears. Our life of imprisonment went on much as before. Occasionally, Tarrano visited us, always making us sit like children before him, while at his ease he reclined on our divan.


      But he would never give us much real information; the man always was an enigma.


      “Your friend Georg has a wonderful plan,” he announced to us ironically early one evening. He smiled his caustic smile. “You have seen the tape?”


      “Yes,” I said. It was Georg’s plan to address with Maida, the publics of Earth, Venus and Mars.


      Tarrano nodded. “He and the Princess are going to convince everyone that I am an impostor.”


      I did not answer that; and abruptly he chuckled. “That would be unfortunate for me—if they could do that. Do you think they’ll be able to?”


      “I hope so,” I said.


      He laughed openly. “Of course. But they will not. That long note of mine to your government—you read it, naturally. But you didn’t read in it my secret instructions to my agents in Washington, did you? Well, they were there in it—my commands—the letters ending its words made another message.”


      He was amused at our discomfiture. “Simple enough? Yet really an intricate code in itself. It made the phrasing of the main note a little difficult to compose, that was all.” He sat up with his accustomed snap of alertness, and his face turned grim. “Georg will never address his audience. Nor the Princess—she will never appear before those sending mirrors. I have seen to that.” Again he was chuckling. “No, no, I could not let them do a thing like that. They might turn people against me.”


      Elza began indignantly: “You—you are—”


      His gesture checked her. “Your brother is quite safe, Lady Elza. And the Princess Maida also. Indeed, they are on the point of falling in love with each other. Natural! And perfectly right. It is as I would have it.”


      His strong brown fingers were rubbing each other with his satisfaction. “Curious, Lady Elza—how fortunate I am in all my plans.”


      “I don’t think you are,” I said. “Our government has you a prisoner here. They didn’t withdraw the patrol as you demanded, did they?”


      He frowned a trifle. “No. That was too bad. I rather hoped they would. It would have been a stupid thing for them to do—but still, I almost thought they’d do it.”


      I shook my head. “What they will do is sweep down here and overwhelm you.”


      “You think so?”


      “Yes.”


      He shifted himself to a more comfortable position. “They are playing for time—so that when I fail to produce the model as I agreed, then the public will realize I am not to be trusted.”


      “Exactly,” I said.


      “Well, I am playing for time, also.”


      He seemed so willing to discuss the thing that I grew bolder.


      “What have you to gain by playing for time?” I demanded.


      He stared. “You would question me, Jac Hallen? How absurd!” He looked at Elza, as though to share with her his amazement at my temerity.


      Wolfgar said suddenly to Tarrano: “You will gain nothing.”


      Tarrano’s face went impassive. I understood him better now; that cold, inscrutable look often concealed his strongest emotions. He said evenly:


      “I should prefer you not to address me, Wolfgar. A traitor such as you—the sound of your voice offends me.”


      It struck me then as very strange—as it had for days before—that Tarrano should have failed to punish Wolfgar. I would have expected death; least of all, that Tarrano would have allowed Wolfgar to live here in the tower, in comparative ease and comfort. Tarrano’s words now answered my unspoken questions. He was not looking at Wolfgar, but at Elza.


      “You, Wolfgar—deserve death. You know why I cannot kill you? Why I let you stay here in the tower?” A faint, almost wistful smile parted his thin lips; he did not take his eyes from Elza.


      “I am greatly handicapped, Wolfgar. The Lady Elza here would not like to have me put you to death. She would not even care to have me mistreat you. She is very tender hearted.” He raised a deprecating hand. “Ah, Lady Elza, does that surprise you? You never told me I must be lenient with this traitor? Of course not.”


      “I—” Elza began, but he stopped her.


      “You see, Lady Elza, I have already learned to obey you.” He was smiling very gently. “Learned to obey even your unspoken commands.”


      I wondered how much of this attitude might be sincere, and how much calculated trickery. Could Elza, indeed, control him?


      She must have had much the same thought, for she said with a forced smile: “You give me a great deal of power. If you—wish to obey me, you’ll set us free—send us all to Washington.”


      That amused him. “Ah, but I cannot do that.”


      She gained confidence. “You are willing to be very gracious in things which do not inconvenience you, Tarrano. It is not very impressive.”


      He looked hurt. “You misinterpret. I will do for you anything I can. But you must remember, Lady Elza, that my judgment is better than yours. I would not let you lead us into disaster. You are a gentle little woman. Your instincts are toward humane treatment of everyone—toward mercy rather than justice. In all such things, I shall be guided by you. Justice—tempered with mercy. A union very, very beautiful, Lady Elza… But, you see, beyond that—you are wrong. I am a man, and in the big things I must dominate. It is I who guide, and you who follow. You see that, don’t you?”


      The sincerity in his voice was unmistakable. And my heart sank as I watched Elza. Her gaze fell, and a flush mantled her cheeks. Tarrano added quietly: “We shall have no difficulty, you and I, Lady Elza. Each of us a place, and a duty. A destiny together.…”


      He broke off and rose quickly to his feet. “Enough. I have been weak to say so much as this.”


      He turned to leave us, and I became aware of a woman’s figure standing in the shadows of the archway across the room. She started forward as Tarrano glanced her way. A Venus woman of the Cold Country. Yet, obviously, one of good birth and breeding. A woman of perhaps 30 years, beautiful in the Venus cast; dressed in the conventional bodice breast-plates and short skirt, with grey stockings and sandals.


      Within the room, she regarded Tarrano silently. There was about her a quiet dignity; she stood with her tall, slim figure drawn to its full height. Her pure white hair was coiled upon her head, with a rich metal ornament to fasten it. And from it, a mantle of shimmering blue fabric hung down her back.


      Tarrano said: “What are you doing up here? I told you to wait below.”


      Her face showed no emotion. But there was a glitter to her eyes, a glow in their grey depths like alumite in the hydro-flame of a torch.


      She said slowly: “Master, I think it would be very correct if you would let me stay here and serve the Lady Elza. I told you that before, but you would not listen.”


      Tarrano, with sudden decision, swung toward Elza. “This is the Elta14 Tara. She was concerned that I should allow you to dwell here alone with this Jac Hallen, and this traitor from Mars.” His tone conveyed infinite contempt for us.


      The woman said quickly: “The Lady Elza would be glad of my companionship.” She shot a swift glance to Elza. What it was meant to convey, I could not have said. Perhaps Elza understood it, or thought she did. She spoke up.


      “I would like to have you very much, indeed.” She added to Tarrano, and there was on her face a look of feminine guile:


      “You, of course, could not refuse me so small a favor? After all your protestations—”


      He gestured impatiently. “Very well.” And he added to Tara: “You will serve the Lady Elza as she directs.”


      He stalked away into the darkened passage. In the gloom there, he stopped and again faced us; the light from a small blue tube in there illumined him dimly. He was smiling ironically.


      “I shall maintain the instruments for you. The mirrors will show you Georg and Maida. They are just about arriving at the Mountain Station. Watch them! You will see how far they progress with their wonderful speeches.”


      He left us. We heard his measured tread as he stalked down the tower incline. The barrage about the tower was lifted momentarily as he went out. Then it came on again, with its glow beyond our casements, and its low electrical whine.


      I was just turning back to the room when a sound behind me made me face sharply about. My heart leaped into my throat. The woman Tara had produced from about her person a weapon of some kind. She thought she was unobserved, but from the angle at which I stood, I saw her. A gleaming metal object was in her hand. And then she launched it—a small flat disc of metal, thin, and with its circular edge keen as a knife-blade.


      Whirling with a very soft hum hardly audible, it left her hand and floated upward across the room. Circling the casements up near the ceiling, and then heading downward straight for Elza! And I saw, too, that the woman was guiding it by a tiny radio-control.


      The thing was so unexpected that I stood gaping. But only for an instant. I saw the deadly whirling knife-disc sailing for Elza.… It would strike her…shear her white throat.…


      With a shout of horror and anger, I leaped for the woman. But Wolfgar, too, had seen the disc and he went into action quicker than I. The divan was beside him. He snatched up a pillow; flung it upward at the disc. The soft pillow struck the disc; together, entangled, they fell harmlessly to the floor.


      I was upon the woman, snatching the handle of the control-wire from her hand, wrenching its connection loose from her robe. Under my onslaught, she fell; and I kneeled beside her, gripping her while she tore at me and screamed with hysterical, murderous frenzy.


      CHAPTER XIII


      Love—and Hate


      I did not harm this Tara, though I was sorely tempted to; and after a moment we quieted her. She was crying and laughing by turns; but when we seated her on the divan she controlled herself and fell into a sullen silence. Elza, pale and frightened at her escape, faced the woman, and waved Wolfgar and me aside. Strange little Elza! Resolute, she stood there, and would brook no interference with her purpose. Wolfgar and I withdrew a pace or two and stood watching them.


      Tara’s breast was heaving with her pent emotion. She sat drooping on the divan, her face buried in her hands.


      Elza said gently: “Why did you do that, Tara?”


      There was no answer; only the woman’s catching breath as she struggled with her sobs. Across the background of my consciousness came the thought that Tarrano or one of his guards would doubtless momentarily appear to investigate all this turmoil. And I was vaguely conscious also that from our instrument room the sounds of an unusual activity were coming. But I did not heed them. Elza was insisting:


      “Why did you do that, Tara? Why should you want to harm me?”


      Tara looked up. “You have stolen the man I love.”


      “I?”


      “Yes. Tarrano—”


      She broke off, set her lips firmly together as though to repress further words; and her fine grey eyes, filled with unbidden tears, were smoldering to their depths with hate.


      Impulsively Elza sank to the floor beside the woman. But Tara drew away.


      Elza said: “Tarrano—he is a wonderful man, Tara. A genius—the greatest figure of these three worlds.…”


      My heart sank to hear her say it!


      “…a genius, Tara. You should be proud to love him.…”


      “You—” The woman’s writhing fingers seemed about to reach for Elza. I took a sudden step forward, then relaxed. Elza added quickly:


      “But I would not steal Tarrano from you. Don’t you realize that?”


      “No!”


      “But it’s true.”


      “No! No! You have stolen him! With your queer Earth beauty—that colored hair of yours—those rounded limbs—you’ve bewitched him! I can see it. You can’t lie to me! I made him angry once and he admitted it.”


      “No, I tell you!”


      “I say yes. You’ve stolen him from me. He loves you—and he mocks and laughs at me—”


      “Tara, wait. I do not love Tarrano, I tell you. I would not have him—” How my heart leaped to hear her say it so convincingly. She added:


      “He loves me, perhaps—but I can’t help that. He has me prisoner here. I am forced—”


      “You lie! You are playing to win him! What girl would refuse? You say yourself he is the greatest man of the ages. You lie when you tell me you do not want him!”


      Elza had taken the woman by the shoulders. “Tara, listen—you must listen! Are you mated with Tarrano?”


      “No! But years ago he promised me. I took his name then, as we do in the Cold Country. They still call me Tara! Years I have waited, true to my promise—with even my name of maidenhood relinquished. His name—Tara! And now he tosses me aside—because you, only an Earth woman, have bewitched him.”


      “I didn’t want to bewitch him, Tara.” Elza’s voice was very gentle; and a whimsical smile was plucking at her lips. “You think I want him because he is a genius—the greatest man of our time?”


      “Yes!”


      “Is that why you want him?”


      “No, I love him.”


      “You loved him before he was very great, didn’t you?”


      “Yes. Back in the Cold Country. When he was only a boy—and I was no more than a girl half grown. I love him for himself, I tell you—”


      Elza interrupted; and her voice risen to greater firmness, held a quality of earnest pleading.


      “Wait, Tara! You love Tarrano for himself—because you are a woman capable of love. It is the man you love—not his deeds, or his fame or his destiny. Isn’t that so?”


      “Yes. I—”


      “Then won’t you give me credit for being a woman with instincts as fine as your own? The love of a good woman goes unbidden. You can’t win it by conquering worlds and flinging them at her feet. Tarrano thinks you can. He thinks to dazzle me with his feats of prowess. He wants to buy my love with thrones for me to grace as queen. He thinks my awe and fear of him are love. He thinks a woman’s love is born of respect, and admiration, and promises of wealth. But you and I, Tara—we know it isn’t. We know it’s born of a glance—born in poverty and sickness—adversity—every ill circumstance—born without reason—for no reason at all. Just born! And if anything else gives it birth—it is not a true woman’s love. You and I know that, Tara. Don’t you see?”


      Tara was sobbing unrestrainedly now, and Elza, with arms around her, went on:


      “You should be proud to love Tarrano. If I loved him, I would be proud of him, too. But I do not—”


      A step sounded near at hand. Tarrano stood in the archway, with arms folded, regarding us sardonically.


      CHAPTER XIV


      Defying Worlds


      “So?” Tarrano eyed us, evidently in no hurry to speak further, seemingly amused at our confusion. Had he heard much of what the two women had said? All of it, or most of it, doubtless, with his instruments as he approached. But, even with the knowledge of Elza’s vehement appraisal of him, he seemed now quite imperturbable. His gaze touched me and Wolfgar, then returned to the women.


      “So? It would seem, Tara, that your plan to wait upon the Lady Elza was not very successful.” He dropped the irony, adding crisply: “Tara, come here!”


      She rose to her feet obediently, and stood facing him. Humble, fearful, yet a trifle defiant. For a moment he frowned upon her thoughtfully; then he said to Elza:


      “Your policy of mercy is very embarrassing, Lady Elza.” He made a deprecating gesture, and again his eyes were twinkling. “This woman threatened your life. My guards were lax—though I must admit they had good excuse, with the other tasks which I thrust upon them.… Your life was threatened—you escaped by the merest chance of fortune. You know, of course, what justice would bid me do to this would-be murderess?”


      Elza was on her feet, standing beside Tara. She did not answer.


      Tarrano now was smiling. “I must let her go unpunished? Embarrassing, this merciful policy to which you have committed me! Yet—your will is my law as you know—though I feel that some day it will involve us in disaster.… You, Tara, will not be punished, much as you deserve it.” He paused, then said as an afterthought: “You, Jac Hallen, I thank you for what you tried to do in thwarting the attack. You acted in very clumsy fashion—but, at least, you doubtless did your best.” Gravely he turned to Wolfgar. “I shall not forget, Wolfgar, that, in an emergency, you saved the life of Lady Elza.… Enough! These are busy moments. You chose an awkward time to raise this turmoil. Come with me—all of you.”


      He summoned Argo and two other guards. Unceremoniously, and with more haste than I had ever seen in Tarrano, he led us from the building. A hint of his purpose came to me, as he bade Elza gather up her few personal belongings, and gave them to a guard to carry.


      In a group, he herded us across the spider bridge. It was early evening, but night had fully fallen. The city was ablaze with its colored lights. We crossed the bridge, passed through a tunnel-arcade, and came out to a platform which was at the base of a skeleton tower. Its naked girders rose some seven hundred feet above us. The highest structure in the city. A waiting lifting-car was there. We entered, and it shot us upward.


      At the top, the narrowed structure was enclosed into a single room some thirty feet square. A many-windowed room, with a small metal balcony surrounding it outside. Immediately above the room, at the very peak of the tower, was a single, powerful light-beam; its silver searching ray swept the cloudless, starry sky in a slow circle.


      The room was crowded with instruments. Unlighted, save by the reflected glow of its many image-mirrors, all of which seemed in full operation. A dozen intent men sat at the tables; a silent room, but for the hum and click of the instruments.


      Tarrano said softly: “We have been very busy while you below were engaged with your petty hates.”


      He seated himself at a table apart, upon which was a single mirror, and he gathered us around him. The mirror was dark. He called:


      “Rax—let me see Mars—you have them by relay? The Hill City?”


      The mirror flashed on. From an aperture overhead, a tiny beam of the blue helio-transformer came down to it. In the mirror I saw an image of the familiar Hill City. A terraced slope, dotted with the cubical buildings, spires and tunnel mouths. An empty channel15 curved down across the landscape from the north.


      A distant scene, empty and lifeless save for black puffs which rose in the air above the city.


      Tarrano called impatiently: “Closer, Rax!”


      The image dissolved, blurred; turned red, violet, then white. We seemed now upon a height close above the city. It was seething with confusion. Fighting going on in the streets. Animals and men, fighting; a crowd of the Little People thronging a public square, with beasts of war charging them.


      The Hairless Men; I had heard of them, with their animals trained to fight, while they—the humans—lurked behind. A mysterious, almost grewsome race, to us who live on Earth—these hairless dwellers of the underground Mars. Dead-white of skin; sleek and hairless; heavily muscled from the work of their world; and almost blind from living in the dark.


      They were swarming now into the Hill City of the ruling Little People. The beasts, at their commands, were running wild through the streets…dripping jaws, tearing at the women…the children.…


      I felt Elza turn away, shuddering.


      Tarrano chuckled. “The revolt. It came, of course, as I planned. This Little People government—it was annoying… Colley!”


      “Master?”


      “Send the message, Colley. Fling it audibly over Mars! Tell the rulers of the Little People that if they send up the green bomb of surrender—Tarrano will spare them further bloodshed. Tell them that I am not giving the Brende secret to Earth. In a moment I shall defy the Earth Council. Promise them that the Brende secret is going to Mars. Assure them they will have everlasting life for everyone.… Wohl!”


      “Master?”


      “Give me the Cave Station.”


      The mirror went dark. Then it turned a dazzling yellow. A cavern in the interior of Mars. A dark scene of wavering yellow torches. Around a table of instruments sat a score of hairless men. Tarrano snatched up a mouthpiece—murmured slowly into it. I could see the leader of the hairless men nod after a time, as the message reached him. And I saw him turn away to issue swift orders as Tarrano had commanded.


      Tarrano said brusquely: “Enough!… Wohl!”


      The mirror went dark. A voice called: “Master, the green bomb has gone up from the Hill City! Do you wish to see?”


      “No.… Give me Venus. Olgan! Are they quiet on Venus?”


      “Yes, Master.”


      “Congratulate them that we have conquered the Little People. Tell them Mars is ours now! Tell them I am coming to Venus at once—with the Brende model.…”


      “Master, you wish to see Venus? I have direct communication—”


      Another voice interrupted. “The Earth Council, Master! They demand an explanation of why you say the Brende model is going to Mars. You have promised it to Earth. They demand—”


      Tarrano rasped: “Tell them to wait… I don’t want Venus, Olgan.… Megar! Give me the Earth Mountain Station.”


      He turned to me, and his voice dropped again to that characteristic sardonic drawl:


      “We must see how your friend Georg Brende is faring.”


      The mirror showed Georg, standing irresolute on the platform before the sending discs.


      Tarrano called: “The Princess Maida—can’t you locate her?”


      The scene blurred momentarily, then showed us the outside of the Station. A white expanse of snow, with purple starlit sky above. From a side door of the building, as we watched, the figures of two women appeared. A woman leading Maida. As they came out, with Maida all unsuspecting, from the shadows a group of men pounced upon them—dragged Maida away.


      Tarrano laughed. “Enough!… Show me Georg Brende again.… Hurry!”


      We saw Georg waver and leap through the window, fall into the snow, where, from the shadows of the building, other men rushed out upon him…hurried him away after the captive Maida.…


      Tarrano’s laugh was grim and triumphant. “Ha! We win there, also! Enough! Nunz? Nunz—now you can give me the Earth Council! Where is it sitting? Washington, or Great London?”


      “Washington, Master.”


      “Very well.… No, never mind connecting me. You speak for me. Tell them I’ve changed my mind. The Brende model is not coming to Washington. Tell them Georg Brende is lost to them, also. Tell them I declare war!Tarrano the Conqueror declares war on the Earth! Tell them that, with my compliments. Tell them to come down here and overwhelm me—it ought to be very easy!”


      CHAPTER XV


      Escape


      That Tarrano should thus defy the Earth, when by every law of rational circumstance the move seemed to spell only his own disaster, was characteristic of the man. He stood there in the instrument room at the peak of the skeleton tower in Venia and rasped out to the Earth Council his defiance. Silence followed—silence unbroken save by the hiss and click of the instruments as the message was sent.


      And then Tarrano ordered thrown upon himself the lights and sending mirrors so that his own image might be available to all of the public and Earth officials who cared to look upon it. Within the circle of mirrors he stood drawn to his full height; his eyes flashing, heavy brows lowered, and a sardonic smile—almost a leer—pulling at his thin lips. The embodiment of defiance. Yet to those who knew him well—as I was beginning to know him—there was in his eyes a gleam of irony, as though even in this situation he saw humor. A game, with worlds and nations as his pawns—a game wherein, though he had apparently lost, with the confidence of his genius he knew that the hidden move he was about to make would extricate him.


      “Enough,” he rasped.


      The mirrors went dark. He turned away; and still without appearance of haste he drew Wolfgar, Elza and me to the balcony. Together we stood gazing over the lights of the city below us.


      A cloudless, starry sky. Empty of air-craft; but to the north just below the horizon, we knew that the line of war vessels was hovering. Even now, doubtless, they had their orders to descend upon us. Tarrano seemed waiting, and I suppose we stood there half an hour. Occasionally he would sight an instrument toward the north; and by the orders he gave at intervals I knew that preparations for action on his part were under way.


      Half an hour. Then abruptly from below the northern horizon lights came up—spreading colored beams. The Earth war vessels! A line of them as far as we could see from left to right, mounting up into the sky as they winged their way toward us—a line spreading out in a broad arc. And then, behind us, I saw others appear. We were surrounded.


      It was a magnificent, awe-inspiring sight, that vast ring of approaching colored lights. Red, green and purple—slowly moving eyes. Light-rockets sometimes mounting above them, to burst with a soundless glare of white light in the sky; and underneath, the spreading white search-beams, sweeping down to the dark forest that lay all about us.


      Soon, in the white glare of the bombs, we could distinguish the actual shapes of the vessels. Still Tarrano did not move from his place by the balcony rail. He stood there, with a hand contemplatively under his chin, as though absorbed by an interest in the scene purely impersonal. Was he going to give himself up? Stand there inactive while these armed forces of the most powerful world in the Solar System swept down upon him?


      Abruptly he snapped his instrument back to his belt. He had not used it since the hostile lights had appeared. Previously, I knew, he had been watching those lights, with the curved ray of the instrument when the lights themselves had been below the horizon.


      He turned now to me. “They are here, Jac Hallen. Almost here. And I am at their mercy.” His tone was ironic; then it hardened into grimness. He was addressing me, but I knew it was for Elza’s benefit he spoke.


      “I came here to Earth, Jac Hallen, for certain things. I find them now accomplished. I belong here no longer.” He laughed. “I would not force myself into a war prematurely. That would be very unwise. I think—we shall have to avoid this—engagement. I am—slightly outnumbered.”


      He called an order, quite calmly over his shoulder. I suppose, at that moment, the Earth war vessels were no more than five miles away. The whole sky was a kaleidoscope of darting lights. In answer to his order, from the peak of our tower a light bomb mounted—a vertical ray of green light. The bomb of surrender!


      Tarrano chuckled. “That should halt them. Come! We must start.”


      He held a brief colloquy with a Venus man who appeared beside him. The man nodded and hastened back into the instrument room. The green light of our bomb had died away. The lights in the sky began fading—the whole sky fading, turning to blackness! I became aware that Tarrano had thrown around our tower a temporary isolation barrage. For a few moments—while the current he had at his command could hold it—we could not be seen on the image finders of the advancing vessels.


      Tarrano repeated: “That should hold them—I have surrendered! They should be triumphant. And outside our barrage, our men will bargain with them. Ten minutes! We should be able to hold them off that long at least. Come, Lady Elza. We must start now.”


      With a scant ceremony in sharp contrast to his courteous words to Elza, he hurried us off. Three of us—Elza, Wolfgar and myself, with one attendant who still carried Elza’s personal belongings. Hurried us into the vertical car which had brought us up into the tower. It descended now, down the iron skeleton shaft. Outside the girders I could see only the blackness of the barrage, with faint snapping sparks.


      Silently we descended. It seemed very far down. And suddenly I realized that we were going lower than the ground level. The barrage sparks had vanished. The blackness now was a normal darkness; and in it I could see slipping upward the smooth black sides of the vertical shaft into which we were dropping. And the sulphuric smell of the barrage was gone. The air now smelt of earth—the heavy, close air of underground.


      I do not know how far down we went. A thousand feet perhaps. The thing surprised me. Yet in those moments my mind encompassed it; and many of Tarrano’s motives which I had not reasoned out before now seemed plain. He had come from Venus to the Earth, possibly several months ago. Had come directly here to Venia and set up his headquarters. His purpose on Earth—as he had just told me—did not lie with warfare. While he was here his forces had conquered the Great City of Venus, and just now, the Hill City of Mars. He controlled Venus and Mars—but he was still far from ready to attack the Earth.


      He had come to the Earth in person for several important purposes. For one—he desired the Brende model and Dr. Brende’s notes. He had them now; they were, in reality, at this present moment in the Great City of Venus. Also, with the Brende secret—to control it absolutely—he had to have Georg Brende. Well, as I was soon to realize, Georg was now his captive. And the Princess Maida? His purpose in holding her was two-fold. She had, now as always in the Venus Central State, a tremendous sentimental sway upon her people. Tarrano had abducted her, forcibly to remove her from the scene of action, so that during her unexplained absence his propaganda would have more influence. He had brought her here to Earth; and now his plan was to have Georg Brende and her fall in love with each other. He still hoped to win Georg to his cause, by giving him the Princess Maida, if for no other reason. And with Maida married to Georg—and Georg in Tarrano’s service—Maida herself would turn her influence in Venus to consolidate her people to Tarrano.


      These, in part, were Tarrano’s present plans and motives. They were working out well. And—as he had said—the Earth did not concern him now as a battle-ground. Later… But even with this sudden insight which seemed to come to me, I was inadequate to grasp what later he was to attempt.


      While thus occupied with my thoughts, we were steadily descending into the ground under Venia—dropping out of sight while above us, perhaps by now, the eager warcraft of Earth were overwhelming the city. Tarrano had not spoken; but when at last our little car bumped gently at the bottom, he said smilingly: “We are here, Lady Elza.”


      We left the car, and passed into a dim-lighted cavern. I saw a lateral black tunnel-mouth yawning nearby, with a shining rail at its top and bottom, one above the other. And between the rails was a metal vehicle. A long, narrow car; yet with its turtle-back and its propelling gas-tube at the rear, with a rudder on each side of the tube, I realized that it was designed also for sub-sea travel. A small affair. Ten feet at its greatest width, and fifty or sixty feet long.


      There was nothing startling in this evidence of underground and sub-sea transportation. But that it should be here in primitive Venia surprised me. Then I realized that Tarrano had been here perhaps many months. Quietly, secretly he had constructed this underground road. For his escape, I could not doubt it. Indeed, I did not doubt but that the man had anticipated practically every event which had occurred.


      We found in the car, or boat if you will, a variety of attendants and personal belongings. Tara was there; I saw her sitting alone on one of the distant rings of seats. And Argo was among us—and others whom I had learned to know by sight and name. It was the party and equipment which Tarrano had probably originally brought with him from Venus. We, the last arrivals in the car, took our places. The doors slid closed. The car vibrated slightly; purred with its forward motors. We were started.


      It was not a long trip. How far we went I have no means of knowing. But after a time, by the changed motion and sounds, I realized that we were traversing water. Then above us after another interval, they opened a hatchway. The pure fresh air of night streamed in upon us. Every light in the boat had been extinguished. At Tarrano’s command I followed him up the small spider incline and through the hatchway. We stood on a little circular space of the turtle-deck, well aft—an observation space enclosed by a low metal rail. A few feet below us dark glossy water was slipping past.


      At a lazy hasteless pace, we were passing along what I saw to be a broad river. The Riola Amazonia16 I afterward learned it to be. Heavy banks of luxurious foliage, dark and silent. Inundated in places. And after a few moments we slackened, turned sharply into one of the inundated coves and nosed slowly amid a tangle of the jungle bank.


      And then I saw, hidden here in the recesses of this pathless forest, a small inter-planetary flyer, painted a hazy grey-blue. Around and over it the vegetation had been carefully, cunningly trained. A few cautious lights illumined it now; but without them, and even in daylight, I knew that from above it could never be seen.


      Our party entered it—a small but surprisingly luxurious vessel. The foliage from above it was cut away by ready workmen; and in half an hour more we were rising from the forest. Straight up, into that cloudless sky. The land dropped away beneath us; visually concave at first as the circular horizon seemed to rise with us. The sky overhead fortunately was empty—nothing in sight to bar our outward flight. And we carried no lights.


      In a moment or two, so swiftly did we gather velocity, the lights of Venia—a distant patch of them—were visible. Then, further away, I presently saw the grey expanse of open sea. And as we mounted, the simulated concavity of the Earth turned convex. I had never seen it thus—had never been so far above its surface before. A huge grey ball down there which was our Earth. Outlines of sea and land. Then continents and oceans, enveloped by patches of cloud area. A grey ball, changing to a glowing, vaguely dull red; then silver. Dwindling—gleaming brighter silver on one side where the sunlight struck it.


      We were in the realms of outer, inter-planetary space!


      
        
          1 New York City, about where Yonkers now stands.

        


        
          2 Tokyo-Yokohama, Japan.

        


        
          3 Now Long Island.

        


        
          4 Now Europe and Asia.

        


        
          5 A medical word, translated here as cancer, though possibly not that.

        


        
          6 Now Montreal.

        


        
          7 Now Cape Chelyuskin, Laimur Peninsula, Siberia.

        


        
          8 Hayes Peninsula, Northwest Greenland, near the present site of Etah.

        


        
          9 Now Matto Grosso State, Brazil.

        


        
          10 A cement or mortar used in stone constructions—evidently partially combustible.

        


        
          11 A universal insulating fabric, as rubber insulates electricity and asbestos bars heat.

        


        
          12 A small winged board without power, used for emergency descents by volplaning down from disabled aeros.

        


        
          13 The Rocky Mountains, in the United States or possibly Alberta.

        


        
          14 Elta—a term or title denoting rank by birth.

        


        
          15 Canal, as it now is thought to be.

        


        
          16 Evidently the upper Amazon.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      TARRANO THE CONQUEROR, by Ray Cummings [Part 2]


      CHAPTER XVI


      Playground of Venus


      After a trip uneventful—save that to me, taking it for the first time, it was an experience never to be forgotten in a lifetime—we landed at the Great City of Venus. We had sent no messages during the trip, and with our grey-blue color, I think we escaped telescopic and even radio observation by the Earth. Into our vessel’s small instrument room, where Tarrano spent most of his time, reports of the news occasionally drifted in. But his connection—small and inadequate—was often broken. Nor did Tarrano this time seem interested in having Wolfgar, Elza and me learn the news. Yet it was not unfavorable to him. I gathered that the Earth formally had accepted his declaration of war. Relations with Venus—and with Mars also, had been discontinued. The mails no longer left. The helios were stopped. But, so far as I could learn, the Earth was undertaking no offensive action. For the present, certainly.


      Soon we were beyond reach of all messages save helios, which were not in operation. And in another day news began reaching us from Venus. But from this Tarrano barred us.


      I saw Venus, as we dropped upon it, first as a tremendous lovely crescent of silver beneath us. A crescent first, and, as hours passed, the darkened area took shape. A ball hanging there in space. Growing almost momentarily larger. Soon we could distinguish cloud areas. Then the land—the water. A ball filling half our lower segment of sky. Then all of it.


      We reached the Venus atmosphere, passed through cloud masses, and out again into the brilliant sunshine. Below us, glowing with the glory of mid-day, lay the Venus Central State. Rolling hills with distant mountain peaks, the highest of them far-away, glittering white with the sunlight on their snow-caps.


      A land of warmth and beauty. Dazzling green, with a luxuriant vegetation, tropical yet strange.


      As we dropped lower, I sat alone, gazing downward. We were passing over the land now, at an altitude of no more than twenty thousand feet. A vivid land. Vivid sunlight; inky shadows; a green to everything—a solid, brilliant green. Amid it, spots of other colors; splashes of yellow; patches of scarlet as though some huge field were massed with scarlet blossoms. And trailing silver threads—rivers and streams. Or again glittering silver lakes nestling in the hills.


      A fairyland of beauty. Yet as I gazed, it seemed not the fairyland of a child. Not childish, but mature; for I could not miss in its aspect, a warmth, a quality of sensuousness. A land of dalliance and pleasure of the senses. And I realized then why the Venus people derived all their advancement of science and industry from Earthly and Martian sources. A hand of luxury and physical ease. People, not primitive—but decadent.


      I became aware of Wolfgar at my elbow. “It is very beautiful, eh, Jac Hallen?”


      “Beautiful—yes. You’ve been here before, Wolfgar?”


      He nodded. “Oh yes. Soon we will reach the Great City. That too is strange and beautiful.”


      Elza saw us together and joined us. The Great City presently came into distant view. Wolfgar, with that gentle voice and smile characteristic of him began to describe to us what we should see. Abruptly Elza said:


      “I have never really thanked you, Wolfgar. You saved my life—there when Tara attacked me.”


      He gestured. “Your thanks are more than such a service deserves.”


      As though the subject had suggested Georg and Maida to him, he added, “I am wondering where Georg Brende and the Princess Maida may be.”


      I fancied then that I saw a quality of wistfulness in his eyes. A gentle little fellow, this Mars man. Queer and brooding, with strange thoughts not to be fathomed. He added as though to himself: “I have often wondered—” Then stopped.


      Elza and I had discussed it. We felt sure that Georg and Maida had been taken to Venus. They could have had only a few hours’ start of ourselves. Yet this vessel we were in was unusually slow. We felt convinced that they had already arrived on Venus—had been there perhaps already for a day.


      We discussed it now with Wolfgar as the Great City came under us; but soon we fell silent, gazing down into this beautiful capital of the Central State.


      It lay in a broad hollow, a large, irregular circular bowl surrounded by gently sloping hillsides. The bowl was entirely filled by water—a broad flat lake of silver which from this height showed us its pearly bottom. On the water—seen from above—the houses seemed floating—clusters of lily pads on a placid shining pool. They were, in reality, flat cubical buildings solidly built of rectangular blocks of stone, standing just above the water level on solid stone foundations. Always green and white—stones like blocks of smooth, polished marble, set in green and white patterns. Balconies and cornices of what might have been gleaming, beaten copper. Flat roofs, edged with scarlet flowers.


      Some of the buildings were low and small. Others of several stories, pretentious and ornate. One very large, like a palace, standing alone on its verdant island.


      The houses were mostly gathered in clusters of various shapes and sizes. Yet a semblance of order prevailed. Winding streets of open water lay between the groups. There were trellised walks and arching spider bridges, sometimes over the streets, sometimes joining one house to another.


      Here and there I saw lagoons of open water, dotted with small green islands like parks—islands on which the vegetation grew far higher and more luxuriant than any even in the tropics of our Earth. Vegetation always under careful training and control. Profuse with flowers, vivid and gigantic. The houses too, were roofed with gardens—sometimes with pergolas and trellises of the aerial scarlet blossoms. Occasionally—these latter details I observed as we descended close upon the city—I saw houses with a tiny swimming pool on the roof—a private pool hidden in masses of colored flowers.


      A playground—the playground of Venus. It seemed very backward—uncivilized. And then Wolfgar pointed out the surrounding hillsides. On them, cleared of their vegetation, our modern civilization stood gaunt and efficient. Towers, aerials, landing stages, aerial trams, factories, tall stacks over the dynamo houses belching thick black smoke, which artificial wind-generators carefully blew away from the city.


      In the midst of their hillside ring of necessary modernity, the people of the Great City had kept their playground inviolate. Work, science, industry—all necessary. But the real business of life was pleasure. Art, music, beauty.… And I am not far from thinking that unless abused, their formula is better than ours.


      CHAPTER XVII


      Violet Beam of Death


      We landed on a stage at the summit of one of the nearer hillsides. Our coming—unheralded since we had carried no sending instruments—created a furor. The workers rested to watch us as we disembarked. It was not so different a scene, here on the hill, than might have occurred on Earth. We took a moving platform, down the hill, to the water’s edge. A barge was awaiting us—a broad flat vessel with gaudy trappings. A score of attendants lined its sides, each with a pole to thrust it through the shallow water. And on its high-raised stern, beneath a canopy was a couch upon which Tarrano reclined, with us of his party at his feet.


      A royal barge, queerly ancient, barbaric—reminding me of the flat, motionless pictures of Earth’s early history. Yet it was a symbol here on Venus, not of barbarism, but of decadence.


      We started off. I may have given a false idea of the size of the Great City. Its lake, indeed, was fully fifteen miles or more in diameter. Half a million people lived on or close around that placid stretch of water.


      The news of Tarrano’s arrival had instantly spread. Graceful boats, all propelled by hand, thronged our course. From them, and from every house-window, balcony and roof-top, a waving multitude cheered the coming of the Master. The new Master, to whom so recently they had given their allegiance—the Master who in return was to endow them with life everlasting.


      It was a gay, holiday throng—cheering us, tossing flower-petals down upon us as we passed majestically beneath the bridges. Yet among these gaudily dressed women and men with the luster of wealth and ease upon them, others mingled. Others of a lower class, poorly dressed, with the badge of servitude upon them, enthralled in a social peonage which I did not yet understand.


      “Slaans,” Wolfgar called them. A term half of derision, half contempt. And Wolfgar pointed one out to me. A huge grey, surly-looking fellow passing in a one-man shell or boat of tree-fibre. He gazed up at us as he went by—a furtive glance of cold, sullen fury. Unmistakable. And I saw it again on others of his kind—men, women, even children who gazed at us with big, round eyes. A dumb, sullen resentment, with a smouldering fury beneath it.


      During the trip, which may have taken an hour, I remarked something also, which did not at the time seem significant but very soon I was to recall it and understand its import. Argo, of course, was still with us. As we embarked upon the barge, a man evidently an official of the Great City had paid his humble respects to Tarrano and then withdrawn to a further part of the vessel, drawing Argo with him. I saw the two in close conversation. The official evidently was telling Argo something of importance. I could see Argo growing indignant and then his eyes gleaming, a leer upon his cruel lips.


      During the trip Tarrano sat calm, half reclining on his couch—sat watching with his keen expressionless eyes the applause of the multitude. It was, I think, and I believe he felt it also, the height of his career up to that time—this triumphant entry into the greatest city of Venus. He did not speak, just sat watching and listening, with a half smile of triumph pulling at his mouth. Yet I know too, that those keen eyes of his did not miss the sullen glances of the slaans.


      The weather, as always in the Venus Central State, was warm—a luxurious tropic warmth. And now I felt—as I had seen from above—the languorous, sensuous quality of it all. Music, mingled with the ripple of girlish laughter and cheers, came from the houses as we passed. Soft, fragrant flower-petals deluged us. The very air was laden heavy with exotic perfumes from the flowers which were everywhere.


      We arrived at last at what appeared to be a palace—a broad, low building of polished stone, on an island of its own. It was the building I had noticed when first we saw the Great City from above. Gardens were about the building, and on its roof. Flowers lined its many balconies.


      We drew up to a stone landing-place.


      “The palace of the Princess Maida,” Wolfgar whispered.


      But I had no time to question him. Attendants appeared. A queer mixture. Incongruous men of science, armed with belts of instruments. They greeted Tarrano humbly; escorted him away.


      Other attendants. Natives of the city, in the flowing, bright-colored robes we had seen everywhere. A group of them—laughing young girls—descended upon us.


      “The Princess Maida bids you welcome.”


      They hurried us into the building. I was surprised. Tarrano had seemingly ignored us. It was quite as though we were honored guests, arriving in the Central State when Maida was its ruler.


      Led by the girls, we passed upward into the building past splashing fountains, cascades of perfumed water with tubes of silver light gleaming in its midst; and were thrust at last into a room.


      The girls withdrew. Across the floor-polished stone, with heavy woven rugs upon it—Georg and the Princess Maida advanced upon us.


      Our greetings were brief. I could have talked to them both for a day, questioning them; and they, no doubt, had as much to ask of us. But they were solemn, grave and anxious.


      “Not now, Jac,” Georg said to check me. “Elza dear—I have been so worried over you.”


      “But—” I demanded.


      “Jac—the situation here—our own cause—the safety of our Earth itself—this Tarrano—”


      But Maida stopped him. “The very air has ears. Not now.” Her glance turned to Wolfgar; her slim hands went out to greet him. “Wolfgar, my friend. It is good to see you here.”


      Wolfgar knelt before her, gazed for one instant into her eyes, and then with head bowed, brushed the hem of her robe to his face.


      She laughed gently. “Stand up, Wolfgar. I would not be the Princess Maida to you now. Only—your friend. Your grateful friend.”


      There was a sudden soundless flash. From across the room a beam of violet flame darted at us. It struck just between Maida and Wolfgar, as he rose from his knee. Both of them involuntarily stepped backward, apart from each other. And between them, breast high, the flame hung level across the room. Maida was on one side of it; all the rest of us, on the other.


      I turned. At the door, Argo had appeared. From a black object in his hand, the beam was streaming. He rested the black thing on a wall ledge so that the beam hung level.


      “Stand where you are, all of you.” He started toward Maida, behind the beam from the rest of us.


      Georg made as though to leap forward, but Wolfgar restrained him. “Wait! You don’t understand—that’s death!”


      I saw now that the violet light had encircled us. Only Maida and Argo were outside it. He was approaching her, with a cylinder in his hand. The ray from it struck her without power of movement or speech. Her eyes, terrified, turned to us. Again Georg would have leaped, but Wolfgar shouted, “Wait! That’s death! Don’t you understand?”


      Argo was leering. “Death? Yes! If you touch that violet light! Death, of course. But you won’t touch it! You will stand and watch—stand silently for you know that if you shout, the vibrations will bring the beam upon you. You won’t move—you’ll stand and watch me kill your Princess Maida—not quickly—she is too beautiful for that. You, Georg Brende—you, Wolfgar, traitor from Mars. You shall see your Princess Maida die—this would-be traitoress to my Master Tarrano!”


      With all the strength of his puny body Wolfgar flung Georg backward—safely away from the deadly violet beam. And then, without warning, without a cry which would endanger us, the little Mars man sprang headlong, into and through the violet beam of death.


      CHAPTER XVIII


      Passing of a Friend


      Wolfgar was not dead; but when we picked him up it was obvious that he was dying. The violet beam vanished as his body struck it—vanished with a hiss and splutter, and a puff of sulphuric smoke that mingled with the smell of burning garments and flesh.


      Georg and I leaped forward. Argo was standing transfixed by surprise at what Wolfgar had done; and as the beam died, Georg was upon him.


      “One moment!”


      The quiet, commanding voice of Tarrano. He must have come quickly, when informed by the finders of Argo’s treachery. Yet he stood now at the arcade entrance, drawn to his full height, frowning with lowered brows, but wholly without appearance of haste.


      “One moment—stand aside, all of you.”


      Argo cowered. The rest of us moved aside. Elza came toward me, and I put my arm around her. Poor little Elza! She was shivering with fright.


      Tarrano seemed not to need information as to what had transpired. His eyes, roving over us, saw the lifeless, seared body of Wolfgar lying on the floor.


      “Too bad,” he said. Then his gaze swung to Argo.


      “Master—”


      “Silence!”


      There was on Tarrano’s face and in his voice an expression, a tone quite new to me. A quiet grimness. More than that. A quality of deadliness—of inexorable deadliness which could well have chilled the stoutest heart that fronted it.


      “Come here, Argo.” Tarrano stood quite motionless. “Argo!”


      “Master! Master, you—”


      “Come!”


      Argo was on the floor. Shaking with terror—for he, probably better than any of us, understood what was coming—dragged himself to Tarrano’s feet.


      “Stand up!”


      “Master, have mercy—”


      “Stand up! Are you a man?”


      Argo’s legs would barely support him, but he struggled to get himself erect. With a wrench, Tarrano tore the robe from Argo’s chest.


      “Master! Master! Have mercy!”


      In Tarrano’s hand I saw a needle-like piece of steel. A dagger, yet it was more like a needle.


      “Master—Oh—”


      Tarrano had stabbed it gently into the man’s chest. A mere prick into the flesh, and a tiny drop of blood oozed out.


      For a moment Argo stood swaying. Eyes white-rimmed with mortal terror as he stupidly looked down at the drop of blood. A moment, then the injected poison took effect. He tottered, flung his arms above his head and fell. Lay writhing an instant; then twitching; and then quite still.


      Tarrano turned away, his face impassive. “Unfortunate. He was a good man in many ways—I shall be sorry to lose his services.” He saw me with my arm around Elza, and he frowned.


      “So?”


      Instinctively, involuntarily—and I hated myself for it—I dropped my arm.


      Georg exclaimed: “Wolfgar—he—”


      Tarrano turned from me. “He is not dead—but he will die. There is nothing we can do. I’m very sorry—very sorry indeed.”


      A sincere regret was in his tone. We lifted Wolfgar up, carried him to a depression in the floor by the wall—a shallow, couch-like bowl half-filled with down.


      On the floor we gathered, seated on cushions; and presently Wolfgar regained consciousness. His face was not burned. It lighted with a dazed smile; and his eyes, searching us, picked out Maida.


      “You are safe—I’m—so glad.”


      His voice was low and labored; and at once his eyes closed again as though the effort of speaking were too great.


      Maida was sitting near me at Wolfgar’s head, bending over him. She had recovered from her terror of Argo; and as she leaned down, gazing at the dying Wolfgar, I think I have never seen so gentle, so compassionate an expression upon the face of any woman.


      Elza whispered: “There must be something we can do. The men of medicine—the lights—the healing lights! Georg! Cannot you use father’s—”


      They were only an overwrought girl’s excited ideas, of course. Wolfgar’s lungs were seared; even as Elza spoke, he coughed, and blood welled from his mouth—blood which Georg quickly wiped away.


      Tarrano was on his feet behind us, with folded arms; and as he looked down, I saw on his face also—the face which a few moments before had been grim with deadly menace—a look now of gentle compassion very much like Maida’s.


      “No use,” he said softly. “We can do nothing. He will die.”


      Again Wolfgar’s eyes opened. “Die—of course.” He tried to raise one of his burned hands, but dropped it back. “Die? Yes—of course. In just a moment.…” His eyes, already dulled, swung about. “Who is that—crying? There’s no need—to cry.”


      It was little Elza beside me, struggling to suppress her sobs.


      Wolfgar’s slow, labored voice demanded: “That isn’t—my Princess Maida crying—is it? I don’t want—her to cry—”


      “No,” said Georg gently. “Maida is here—right here by you. She isn’t crying.”


      His gaze found Maida’s face. “Oh, yes—I can see you—Princess Maida. You’re not crying—that’s good. There’s nothing to—cry about.”


      He seemed for a moment to gather a little strength; he moved his head and saw Tarrano standing there behind us.


      “Master?” He used the old term with a whimsical smile. “I—called you that—for a long time, didn’t I? You have a right to consider me a traitor—”


      “A spy,” said Tarrano very gently. “Not a traitor. That you would have been had you served me—a traitor to your Princess.”


      Wolfgar’s head tried to nod; relief was on his face. “I’m—glad you understand. I would not want to die—having you think harshly of me—”


      “You are a man—I honor you.” Abruptly Tarrano turned away and strode across the room. And always since I have wondered if he left that scene of death because of the emotion he could not hide.


      Georg said: “You should not talk, Wolfgar.”


      “But I—want to talk. I have—only a few minutes. Just these—last few minutes—I want to talk to my—Princess Maida. You’ll—excuse us—the Princess Maida and me—won’t you? Just for these last—few minutes?”


      We withdrew beyond his fading sight.


      “My—Princess Maida—”


      His voice still reached us. She leaned closer over him. Her tears were falling now, but as she spoke she strove for calmness.


      “Wolfgar—”


      His eyes were glazing, but they dung to her. “Princess—”


      “No,” she said. “Just Maida—your friend. The woman you have given your life for.” Her voice almost broke. “Oh, Wolfgar! Never shall I forget that. To give your life—”


      “It is—a great honor.” The gesture he made to check her words of thanks exhausted him. His eyes closed; for a moment he seemed not to breathe. As Maida leaned down in alarm, her beautiful white hair tumbled forward over her shoulders. A lock of it brushed Wolfgar. He could not lift his hands, but they groped for the tresses, found them and clung. Her white waves of hair, with his fingers, shriveled, burned black, entwined in them.


      Again his eyelids came up. “You won’t leave me—Princess Maida. Not for these—last few minutes?”


      “No,” she half whispered.


      “You—cannot—if you would.” His whimsical smile returned. “You see? I am—holding you.”


      For a moment he was silent. His eyes stayed open, staring dully at her. His face and lips were drained now of their blood.


      “You’re—still there?”


      “Yes, Wolfgar.”


      “Yes—of course I know you are. But I—cannot see you very well—now. You look—so far away.”


      She put her face down quite close to him. Her eyes were brimming with tears.


      “Oh—yes,” he said. “That’s better—much better. Now I can—see you—very plainly. I was thinking—I wanted to—tell you something. It—wouldn’t be right to tell you—except that I’ll soon—be gone where it won’t make any difference.”


      He gathered all his last remaining strength. “I—love you—Princess Maida.”


      She forced a gentle smile through her tears. “Yes, Wolfgar.”


      “I mean,” he persisted, “not as my Princess—just as—a woman. The—woman I’ve always loved. That’s been my secret. You see? It would—always have been—my secret—the little Mars man Wolfgar—in love with his Princess Maida. You—don’t think it too impertinent of me—do you? I mean—confessing it now—just at—the end?”


      “No,” she whispered. “No, Wolfgar.”


      “Thank you—very much.” His breath exhaled with a faint sigh. “Thank you—very much. I wanted to tell you that—before I—go. And—if you wouldn’t mind—I want to—call you—just Maida.”


      “Just Maida, Wolfgar. Yes, of course, I want you to call me that.” Her voice was broken. She brushed away her tears that he might not notice them.


      “Yes,” he agreed. His staring eyes were trying to see her. “My Maida. You’re—very beautiful—my Maida. I—wonder—you see, I’m taking advantage of you—I wonder if you’d say you—love me? I’d be so happy—just to hear you say it.”


      As I sat there behind them, I prayed then that she might say it.


      “I love you, Wolfgar.”


      “Oh,” he whispered. “You did say it! My Maida says that she loves me!” Happiness transfigured his livid face. But his smile was whimsical still. “You’re—very kind to me. Please—say it again.”


      “I love you, Wolfgar.”


      “Yes—that’s how I always dreamed it would sound. I—love—you—Wolfgar.”


      His voice trailed away; a film was settling over his staring eyes. Then again his lips moved. “Maida says—‘I love you, Wolfgar’… I’m—so happy.…”


      Quite suddenly she realized that he was gone. Her pent-up emotion came with a sob.


      “Wolfgar! My friend—my wonderful, loyal friend—don’t die, Wolfgar! Don’t die!”


      CHAPTER XIX


      Waters of Eternal Peace


      Little Wolfgar was gone. It seemed at first very strange, unreal. It lay a shadow of grief upon our spirits, for many hours a deeper shadow than all those grave events impending upon which hung the fate of three worlds.


      Tarrano ordered for Wolfgar a public burial of ceremony and honor in the waters of eternal peace—ordered it for that same evening. Once again Tarrano demonstrated the strangeness of his nature. His arrival to take possession of Venus had been made the occasion of a great festival. “The Water Festival,” they called it, which was held only at times of universal public rejoicing. It was planned now to do honor to Tarrano—planned for this same evening. But he postponed it a night; tonight was for Wolfgar.


      We were still captives in Tarrano’s hands, as we had been on Earth in Venia. Yet here in the Great City of Venus a curious situation arose. Tarrano himself explained it to us that afternoon. An embarrassing situation for him, he termed it.


      “Very embarrassing,” he said, with eyes that smiled at us quizzically. “Just for your ears alone, you understand, I am willing to admit that I must handle these Great City people very carefully. You, Princess Maida—you are greatly beloved of your people.”


      “Yes,” she said.


      He nodded. “For that reason they would not like to know you are virtually a captive. And you, Georg Brende—really, they are beginning to look on you as a savior—to save them from disease and death. It is rather unflattering to me—”


      He broke off, then with sudden decision added:


      “Soon you two will realize that to join me will be your best course. And best for all the worlds, for it will bring to them all peace and health and happiness.… No, I ask no decision from you now. Nor from you, Lady Elza.” His gaze softened as he regarded her—softened almost to a quantity of wistfulness. “You know, Lady Elza, for what I am striving. I may—indeed I shall—conquer the worlds. But you hold in the palm of your little white hand, my real reward.… Enough!”


      And then he offered us a sort of pseudo-liberty. We might all come and go about the Great City at will. Apparently—to the public eye—allied to Tarrano. The Princess Maida—as before—hereditary honored ruler; with Tarrano guiding the business affairs of State, as on Earth our Presidents and their Councils rule the legendary Kings and Queens. The one ruling in fact; the other, an affair of pretty sentiment.


      It was this condition which Tarrano now desired to bring about. With Georg already beloved for his medical knowledge; and flying rumors (started no doubt by Tarrano) that the handsome Earth man would some day marry their Princess.


      Myself—the irony of it!—I was appointed a sort of bodyguard to the Lady Elza—the little Earth girl whose presence in the Great City would help conciliate the Earth and bring about universal peace—with Venus in control.


      So ran the popular fancy, guided by Tarrano. We were given our pseudo-liberty, watched always by the unseen eyes of Tarrano’s guards. And there was nothing we could do but accept our status. Tarrano was guiding his destiny cleverly. Yet underneath it all, unseen forces were at work. We sensed them. The slaans—submissive at their menial tasks, but everywhere with sullen, resentful glances. Perhaps Tarrano realized his danger; but I do not think that he, any more than the rest of us, realized what the Water Festival was to bring forth.


      That night—our first night on Venus—midway between the darkness of sunset and the dawn—we buried Wolfgar. The air was soft and warm, with a gentle breeze that riffled the placid waters of the lake. Overhead, the sky gleamed with a myriad stars—reddish stars, all of them like Red Mars himself as seen through the heavy Venus atmosphere. Largest of them, the Earth. My birthplace! Save Elza here with me on Venus, that tiny red spot in the heavens, red like the tip of a lighted arrant-cylinder, held all that was dear to me!


      The funeral cortege—a solemn line of panoplied boats, started from the palace. Boats hung with purple fabric. In single file they wended their way through the city streets. From every landing, balcony, window and roof-top, the people stared down at us. The street corners were hung with shaded tubes of light, shining down with spots of color to the water.


      As we passed, the people bowed their heads, hands to their foreheads, palms outward. The gesture of grief. From one building came a low musical chant.


      “Honor to Wolfgar! The man who gave his life for our Princess. Honor to Wolfgar!”


      We came to the edge of the city. The lake here narrowed to a river—a length of winding river opening to the pond which was the burial place of Eternal Peace. On Tarrano’s barge, with Elza and Georg, we led the way. Maida was not with us. I asked Tarrano where she was, but solemnly he denied me.


      At the burial waters—on the sloping banks of which a silent throng had gathered—we landed. And following us, the other vessels of the cortege came along and stopped beside us. The pond was dotted with white markers for the graves. The whole scene unlighted, save for the stars, and the red and purple aural lights of the Venus heavens, which mounted the sky at this midnight hour. A great, glowing arc—the reflected glow from a myriad cluster of tiny moons and moon-dust, encircling Venus. The soft light from it flooded the water and the tombs with a flush of red and purple.


      As we lay there against the bank, with that silent throng breathlessly watching, from down the river came the last vessel of our cortege. It made a scene I shall never forget. The bier. Draped in purple. A single, half-naked slaan propelling it with a sweep from its stern. The body of Wolfgar lying on its raised prow—his dead, white face, with peace upon it. Beside the body, the lone figure of Maida, kneeling at Wolfgar’s head, with her white, braided hair falling down over her shoulders. Kneeling and staring, almost expressionless; but I knew that with her whole heart she was speeding the soul of Wolfgar to its eternal peace.


      CHAPTER XX


      Unseen Menace


      That day following the burial of Wolfgar, there was nothing of importance occurred. No news from the Earth could get in. I felt that the Earth might be planning an attack. Probably was, since war had been declared. Yet that of course was months away.


      Tarrano apparently was engaged in the pleasurable triumph of the coming Water Festival. All day he seemed engaged in planning it. But I knew that he was engaged secretly with far sterner things concerning the Cold Country, which lay a day’s journey from us. But what they were, I did not know.


      The Water Festival was all we talked of. That afternoon, Tarrano describing it, said smilingly:


      “They say it is for me. But, Lady Elza—it is I who plan it—for you. You have not seen the Red Woman.” A gleam of amusement played upon his lips; but as he regarded Elza, I saw another look—of speculation, as though he were gauging her.


      “The Red Woman, Lady Elza. She will preside tonight. You will find her—very interesting. We will watch her together, you and I.”


      I did not know then what he meant; but I remembered the words later, and understood only too well.


      Just after sundown, when I chanced to be in a small boat alone, near the palace, the first of two significant incidents occurred. From the shadows beneath a house, the head of a swimming man emerged. A slaan, and he gripped the sides of my boat as I drifted.


      “Wait, Earth man.” He spoke in the quaint universal language, which I understood, though imperfectly.


      I gazed at him. A bullet-like head, with sullen, blazing eyes. He added: “We do not blame you—or your woman, Elza—or the Princess Maida. Have no fear, but guard yourself well tonight.”


      Before I could speak he had sunk into the water, swimming beneath it. I could see the phosphorescence of his moving body as he swam away into the shadows beyond my line of vision.


      The other incident came a moment later. As I was gazing down into the water I saw a moving metal shape. A triangular metal head, as of a diver’s cap. More than that, it turned upward; and behind its pane was a man’s face. Unfamiliar to me—yet the face of an Anglo-Saxon man of Earth! Unmistakable! It stared at me a moment—no more than three or four feet below my boat. And then it moved away and vanished.


      I had no opportunity to speak alone with Elza, or Georg or Maida that entire evening. Always Tarrano was with us. We sat upon the palace balcony, we men smoking our arrant-cylinders. Tarrano talked and joked like a care-free youth. He was very courteous to Elza, with a holiday spirit upon him. But his eyes never relaxed; and often I could see him measuring her.


      The aural lights mounted the sky. The holiday spirit which was on Tarrano was spreading everywhere throughout the city. Boats gayly bedecked—in such contrast to the funeral cortege of poor Wolfgar just the night before—began passing the palace on their way to the festival waters. Men and laughing girls thronged them. All with red masks covering their faces. The men in grey tight-fitting garments, with conical caps and flowing plumes; the girls in bright-colored, flowing robes, and tresses dangling with flowers entwined in them.


      The balcony upon which we sat was close above the water level. The barges, of every size and kind, glided past. Sometimes the girls would shower us with flower petals. One small boat paused before us. A girl stood up to wave at me. Her hand, held up with the loose robe falling back from her slim white arm, offered me a huge scarlet blossom. The love offering. As I hesitated, her laughter rippled out. She tore the mask from her face. Her red mouth was smiling; her eyes, provocative, were dancing with mischief. She tossed the flower into my face as her escort, with a shout of mock anger, pulled her back to him.


      Their boats glided on.


      Other boats passed; some with girls gayly strumming instruments of music. One boat with a man strumming, and a girl on a small dais, dancing with a whirl of black veils. As they came opposite to us another man in the boat reached up and pushed the girl overboard. She fell into the water with a scream of laughter; came up like a mermaid and they pulled her aboard, the veils and her hair clinging to her.


      At last Tarrano signified that we must go. It was upon me then to make an effort to draw back, to keep Elza and Maida at the palace with Georg and me. My heart was heavy with foreboding. Amid all this laughter and music—pleasure of the senses reigning supreme here in the Great City tonight—I could not miss a sense of impending evil. The slaans propelling the boats were stolid and grim. Not for them, this dalliance. Not for their women, this music and laughter, these daring costumes to display their beauty. The slaan women, drab with work, were slinking about unnoticed. Often I would see a boat of them slip by, furtively, in the shadows. Drab women, watching these beauties, resentful, sullen—and with what purpose smouldering in their hearts I could only guess.


      The very air—to me at least—seemed pregnant with impending evil. I know that Georg felt it too. Often I had caught his eye as he regarded me. Once he started to whisper to me aside, but like a flash, Tarrano with his microphonic ear, turned to interrupt us.


      I wanted to stay with Elza at the palace. Suddenly I was afraid of Tarrano, more afraid for Elza than I had ever been. And who, and what was this Red Woman? Maida knew, of course. Maida had been very solemn for hours; thoughtful, almost grim.


      And the slaan in the water who said he did not blame us. He had warned us to guard ourselves. But how? There were no weapons. On this night of pleasure nothing would have been more incongruous.


      And that metal cap in the water with a man’s face behind it? An Earth man of my own race! What did it mean?


      I was perturbed—frightened. But I did not demur when Tarrano led us to his flower-bedecked barge. Of what use?


      We were paired. Georg with Maida; Elza with Tarrano. And I? Tarrano told me curtly—and with a smile of ironic amusement—that when we reached the festival so handsome a man as I would have no trouble engaging the attention of some Venus maiden.


      On cushions in the barge we reclined while our slaans poled us along the streets. Tarrano was feeding sweets to Elza as though they were gay young lovers. Poor little Elza! She was frightened. Her face was a trifle pale, her lips set. But she, too, knew that we were wholly in Tarrano’s power, and she made the best of the situation. Sometimes she would laugh gayly; but I could not miss the note of fear in it.


      The progress of our barge was slow. Boats clustered around us, their occupants pelting us with flowers. A deluge spray of perfume was turned on us—a heavy, exotic scent, almost cloying. It lay redolent on our garments for hours.


      Presently Tarrano gave us masks. And long robes for Maida and Elza to cover the gay holiday dresses they were wearing.


      At the edge of the city a canal had been dug through the hillside. We passed slowly through it, under archways of dangling colored lights, around a sharp bend and came upon the Water Festival. And—with impending tragedy for the moment forgotten—I gazed for this first time at such a scene of pleasure and beauty as I had never even imagined.


      CHAPTER XXI


      Love, Music—and a Warning


      The Water Festival! As our barge rounded a bend in the canal, under the archways of dangling colored lights, the festival spread before us. Involuntarily I stood up to gaze. The canal opened into an artificial lake—a broad circular sheet of water some 800 helans17 in diameter. Sloping hillsides enclosed the lake—hillsides which I saw were terraced with huge banks of seats in tiers one above the other.


      The seats were crowded with people. White ribbons of roads gave access from the neighboring countryside for land-surface vehicles, and there were stages for the accommodation of air-craft. The rural populace, and people from the nearby smaller cities, had gathered to view this national spectacle—a million or more of them probably, with their individual electrical telescopes for direct distant vision, and small pocket mirrors for that which otherwise would be hidden. A million people at least, seated here on these gigantic spreading tiers.


      The lake itself was thus the stage as it were, of a tremendous arena. Tiny artificial islands dotted the lake—a hundred of them. Islands, some no more than a few feet broad; some larger, and in the center of the lake, one quite large. All the islands were covered with luxuriant vegetation. The tiny ones were no more than shadowed nooks of leaves and flowers.


      Between the islands, crooked lanes of the placid water wended their way in and out, broadening into occasional lagoons. Bridges crossed the lanes; archways of lights spanned them at intervals.


      From this distance the whole scene was a riot of color and great red and purple auroral lights of Venus, which at this midnight hour rode the upper sky, tinged everything vividly. The archway lights were soft rose, silver and gold. Some of the tiny islands, from sources hidden were bathed in bright silver. Others darker, in deep purple and red; still others, quite unlighted, dim and shadowed, touched only by the reflected glow from those near them.


      From the main island lights were flashing into the sky; occasional color bombs mounted and burst, painting the heavens.


      A riot of color. And then as we approached, I became aware of sound and movement as well. Music from scores of unseen sources. Music from single isolated instruments floating softly over the water—lovers playing accompaniment to their pleading voices; or again, groups of voices—the curiously mellow voices of young girls—and, on an island apart, music from an aerial carrying strains from the public concelan.18


      It was all music of a type unfamiliar to me of Earth. The intellectuality of our Earth music was missing. This music of Venus was built upon queer minor strains; unfinished cadences; a rhythm of the sort we of Earth could never encompass. I listened, and felt the appeal of my senses. The lavish, abandoned music of barbarism? I had almost thought it that. Yet it was not. Rather was it decadent. This whole scene; the color, the music, the heavy cloying scents with which the night air was redolent; the warm, sensuous abandonment, felt rather than made obvious—it was not barbarism, but decadence. And I realized then how close are the two extremes. A reversion to type, merely. And I knew, then, that from the pinnacle of civilization which we of Earth had reached, naught lay before us but this.


      Music everywhere throughout the festival. And movement. As we floated out of the canal, passing slowly along one of the broader waterways, boats and barges slipped past us. Barges crowded with revelers. And the small boats, generally with but a man and a girl—fugitive couples with the holiday spirit upon them, seeking the shadowed nooks of islands for their love-making.


      In one lagoon we came upon such a boat. The man in it—a gay youth in red and black motley, with the mask fallen from his laughing, perspiring face—was in its stern, manipulating it with a long, thin paddle. The girl was lying face down on cushions in its prow. She was facing forward, with her long white hair tumbling about her. Around the boat were clustered a number of other boats. Each was small, with only a man in it. A ring of boats, besieging the girl. Our barge paused to watch. A boat would dash forward, its occupant standing up to thrust it on. But the girl, swung to meet it by the efforts of her escort, would turn her cylinder of alcholite19 upon the attacker. Befuddled, her adversary would retreat; or another, momentarily drunk, would fall into the water to be sobered.


      All with gay shouts of laughter; until at last the couple were victorious and scurried away to their island.


      We passed on. There were mimic battles often on the islands. A hidden couple found out and dragged back. A lone man attacked and pelted with flowers by a band of marauding girls. A diving platform at one end of an oval lagoon. Girls mounting it to dive into the red-shimmering water, where waiting youths were swimming, and by their prowess in downing other contenders would seize upon the girls and carry them off to where a barge was loading its passengers for the main island.


      To this main island we came at last. It was heavily wooded, and indented with shallow, placid waterways. In one of them we landed; and amid a sudden quiet and awe at the presence of Tarrano, we went ashore. Georg walking with Maida; Tarrano forcing Elza to hold his arm; and I, beside Elza until Tarrano sternly bade me walk behind.


      We were masked, but the revelers knew us. Amid the throng with which the island was packed, we moved slowly forward toward a gay pavilion which was in the center of the grove. Music came from it—a broad, roofed-over pavilion with a dancing floor in the depression of its center space, and tiers of balconies above it.


      Within the pavilion, where the air was heavy with the smell of wine, arrant-smoke, intoxicating whiffs of surreptitiously used alcholite-cylinders and sensuous perfumes upon the garments of the women—in here, the throng pressed around us; the dancers stopped to gaze; the music momentarily hushed; the spectators on the balconies—girls reclining on cushions with young gallants seated beside them with trays of food and drink—all turned to crane down at us.


      “Honor to the Master Tarrano!”


      A girl shouted it. A murmur of applause swept about us.


      Abruptly Tarrano removed his mask. His face, which had been concealed, showed with the flush of pleasure and his lips were parted with a smile of gratification and triumph. But, as the red silk mask was doffed, another took its place—the mask of imperturbability—that grave, inscrutable look with which he always masked his real emotions.


      “Honor to the Master Tarrano!”


      Tarrano raised his hand; his quiet, calm voice carried throughout the silent room.


      “There is no Master here tonight. No Master—only the Mistress of Love. Let us honor her. Let her rule us all—tonight.”


      For just an instant his gaze seemed to linger upon Elza; then he gravely replaced his red mask. Applause swept the room; the music started again. The lights overhead began whirling their kaleidoscope of colors down upon the dancers.


      We took our places in a canopied enclosure upon the first balcony, some twenty feet above the dance floor. Tarrano refused the cushions; he placed Elza deferentially upon them, and spread food and drink and sweet-meats before her. Near them sat Georg and Maida. I would have sat between Elza and Georg, but Tarrano pulled me away from them.


      “You are wanted below.” He said it very softly, for my ears alone; but through his mask I could see his eyes blazing at me.


      “They are diving into the pool outside—cannot you hear them, Jac Hallen?” Impatience came to his voice; in truth, I must have been staring at him witless. “Maidens out there, Jac Hallen, who are seeking handsome youths like yourself for escort. Must I speak plainly? You are not wanted here. Go!”


      “I—”


      “Another word will be your last.” His voice was still almost emotionless, but I did not miss the gesture of his hand to his belt. “You had best obey, Jac Hallen.”


      I was hardly so witless as not to realize the truth of his admonition. I turned away; and with all the laughter and movement around us, I think that Georg, Maida and Elza did not see me go.


      For the space of an hour or more, I stood alone on the lower floor of the pavilion, watching the balcony where Tarrano and the others sat. Stood there alone, feeling helpless and with my heart heavy with foreboding. Beneath my grey robe I was dressed in holiday fashion of the Great City—beribboned and gartered, with feathers at my scarlet shoulders for all the world like a male nada.20 My red mask I kept on, and folded my cloak around me.


      The dance floor was crowded. I saw now that it was cut into small circles marked with black—circles in diameter about the length of a man. At intervals—perhaps five minutes apart—a signal in the music caused each of the dancing couples to select a circle and to dance wholly within it. And then one of the circles, by mechanical device, was raised into the air above all the others. The couple on it, thus prominent, danced at their best, to be judged by Tarrano for a prize.


      For an hour I stood there. I could see Elza plainly. She had removed her mask. Her face was flushed, her lips laughing. Once, in a chance silence, her shout of applause rang out. The quality of abandonment in it turned me cold. Did I see Tarrano’s hand move back to his belt? Was he intoxicating her? Then I saw Maida make a gesture—wave something from beneath her cloak at Elza. A scent to sober her? It seemed so, for Elza looked confused; and I saw Maida flash her a look of warning.


      Abruptly, from an alcove near me, a group of girls rushed out. Their cloaks and white veils fell from them as they came my way—laughing as they ran for the doorway leading outside to the pool. I was in their way and they bumped into me; one of them gripped me. I tried to jerk loose, but she clung. A slim girl, enveloped in her long, white tresses. Her eyes laughed at me; her red mouth went up alluringly to my face.


      “I love you—you, Jac Hallen.” Her arms wound about my neck as she clung. I was trying to cast her off when her fingers lifted a corner of my mask.


      “I was afraid you were not Jac Hallen.” Her whisper was relieved, and it had suddenly turned swift and vehement. “I am sister to Maida—my name, Alda. I am to warn you. When Tarrano dances with the Red Woman—when they go up on the raised circle—you drop to the floor! You understand? Keep down, or the rays might strike you! But be here, inside, and watch. And afterward, go quickly to join the Princess and your Elza. You understand?”


      She clung to me, with her slim, white body pressed against my cloak. To anyone watching us, she would have seemed merely making love. Her eyes were provocative; her lips mocking me. But she was whispering, “Drop to the floor when Tarrano dances with the Red Woman—drop or the rays might strike you!”


      Another girl was plucking at me from behind. Alda shouted: “You shall not have him!” and cast me off. But I heard her whisper, “Come outside for a moment—then come back!”—and then, aloud, she cried to the other girl, “You shall not have him! He is coming to watch me dive and swim! I am more beautiful than you—you could not win him from me!”


      I let them drag me out into the grove by the scented pool.


      CHAPTER XXII


      Revolution!


      I realize that I am, by nature, not overly observant; and in those moments, when I stood out there beside the pool, I think I came most forcibly to appreciate how little I habitually observe that which is not readily apparent. An incident now occurred to bring it home to me; and, quite suddenly, a score of things which I had seen during the past two hours at the festival were made plain.


      Music, feasting, merry-making, love! In the midst of it all, an undercurrent of events was flowing. Unseen events—but I had partly seen some of them, and now, at last, I began to understand.


      In the main hall of the pavilion, midway to its roof, a line of mirrors was placed along the wall facing Tarrano. A hundred small mirrors, side by side. On them were moving images of what was taking place in different parts of the festival—so that Tarrano and the others might see the merry-making, not only in the pavilion, but elsewhere, as well. It was interesting to watch the mirrors—and sometimes amusing. The scene of a gay battle of boats in a nearby lagoon; the diving girls in the pools; a view from the sky above of the whole scene; another, looking upward at the color bombs bursting overhead; a bridge on which a dozen girls were besieged by as many men, who sought to climb upward from their boats underneath, flowers for missiles, and the alcholite fumes which held off the attackers, or, perchance, caused a girl to fall into the water, to be instantly captured.


      Other mirrors, eavesdropping upon the secluded islands, making public, for the amusement of the spectators in the pavilion, the furtive love-making of couples who fancied themselves alone.


      All this I had seen. And now I remembered that, occasionally, a mirror had gone dark, and then turned suddenly to a scene somewhere else. I understood now. Quiet incidents against Tarrano were in progress. The mirrors were being tampered with, that none of these events should be shown.


      There were, scattered throughout the festival, fully a hundred men of Tarrano’s guard. Some of them I knew by their uniforms; others were concealed by red masks and robes like myself. When first we entered the pavilion, some twenty or thirty of them had been there with us. But many of them did not stay; and now I remembered that, one by one, I had seen them slip away, lured by the slim, white shapes of girls who came from the pool to beguile them.


      I realized now that these girls of the scented pool were very possibly all working for Maida. Most daring of all at the festival, these fifty girls who now disported themselves in the water at my feet. All beautiful, none beyond the first flush of earliest maturity. Slight, grey-white nymphs, laughing as they discarded their hampering veils, tossing their white hair as they plunged into the shimmering pool. Seemingly the most seductive, most abandoned of everyone.


      Yet, as I stood there, I saw three of them climb from the water and, with gay shouts, rush into the pavilion. Back in a moment; and with them a flushed man—one of Tarrano’s guards—flushed and flattered at their attention. His hat was gone, his robe disheveled, as the girls fought for him. They stopped quite close to me; and I saw that one of them was Alda.


      “You shall not have him!” she shouted to her companions. “He is mine! He loves me—none of you!”


      From her thick hair I saw her draw a tiny cylinder, wave it in the man’s face. And, with another laugh, she flung her arms around his neck and fell with him into the water. I watched the splash and the ripples where they went down. In a moment, the girl came up—but the man did not. In all the confusion of the crowded pool, it was not very obvious.


      A dozen, perhaps, of such incidents, which now, that I was alert to understand, were apparent. The mirrors might have shown some of them—but the mirrors always went dark just in time.


      Tarrano’s guards were disappearing. And now I saw a slaan skulking in the shadows of the shrubbery nearby. And I noticed, too, that this pool at my feet had a stream flowing outward from it—a waterway connecting it with the main lake. And I remembered the Earth man in sub-sea garb whom I had seen. Were there many Earth men down here in the water?


      “When Tarrano dances with the Red Woman, you drop to the floor.”


      I remembered Alda’s words and her admonition, “Be inside the pavilion.” And presently I caught her glance as she was poised for a dive—and it seemed directing me to leave.


      Wrapped in my drab cloak, I went back inside. The merry-making had increased; the place was more crowded than ever. I had been there but a moment when a gong sounded. The music stopped. In the hush Tarrano, on the balcony, rose to his feet.


      “The tri-night hour21 is here.” He removed his mask; his face was grave, but a slight smile curved his thin lips. “Let us see ourselves now as we really are.”


      He slipped his robe from his shoulders and stood in his festive costume. For so slight a man, I was surprised at the strength of him. Bands of gold-metal encircled his naked torso; a broad girdle of purple cloth hung from his waist. His bare limbs were lean and straight; sandals of red were on his feet. And a band about his forehead with a single feather in it.


      Yet, for it all, he was no male nada, but every inch a man. Gravely smiling, as, with a gesture, he bade them all discard their masks and robes. From overhead the colored lights turned white. And in the glare, the robes and masks were dropped. Costumes grotesque, some of them; others symbolic; others merely beautiful. Vivid colors. Dancers daringly garbed, with whom the girls from the pool now mingled.


      A moment of breathless silence; then ripples of applause from the spectators. And then the music and the dancing went on.


      Barbaric costumes? Some frankly imitated the bygone ages of Venus, Mars and Earth. But the spirit that prompted them was decadence—nothing more.


      Presently, as I stood unmasked in my effeminate garb, holding myself aloof from the girls who would have carried me off to the dancing floor, I saw the roof of the pavilion roll back. The open sky spread above us. And from it came down an effulgence of silver light, from a source high overhead. It bathed us all in its soft radiance; and, simultaneously, the lights in the pavilion went out. A single golden shaft rested on Tarrano. Elza, Georg and Maida were still there. In the golden light I could see them quite plainly—could see that Elza was flushed with suppressed excitement. Not the alcholite fumes now. Georg, too, seemed very alert. And Maida. There was, indeed, a tenseness about them all—an air of vague expectancy which made my heart beat faster as I realized it.


      Was Tarrano totally unaware of what was about to happen? Was he unaware of this hidden, lurking menace to him, which now, to me, was so obvious? I could not believe that; yet, he was imperturbable, solemn as ever.


      A shaft of golden light upon Tarrano. The darkened chamber. The silver radiance coming down upon us in a shaft from the sky. A hush lay upon the room. The music had ceased; now it began again, very soft, ethereal. Everyone in the room was gazing upward. From high overhead in the silver shaft a shape appeared, slowly floating downward. A woman’s figure. It came down, supported by what mechanical or scientific device I never knew. It seemed floating unsupported.


      Within the pavilion, suspended in mid-air, I saw that it was a woman in filmy red veils. Poised on tip-toe in the air. Arms outstretched, with the red veils hanging from them like wings. A woman fully matured. White hair piled in coils on her head, with a huge, scarlet blossom in it. A face, somewhat heavy of feature, powdered white; with glowing eyes, dark lidded; and a scarlet mouth. A face, an expression in the smouldering eyes, the full lips half parted—a face and an expression that seemed the very incarnation of all that is sensuous in humans. The Red Woman! The living symbol of all that lay beneath this festive merry-making.


      The Red Woman! For a moment she hovered there before us. A shaft of red light now came down from above. It caught her, bathed her in its lurid glow. On her face came a look of triumph, and a leer almost insolent, as slowly she began fluttering through the air toward Tarrano. He rose to meet her. Whispered something aside to Elza.


      Close before him, the Red Woman hovered. And now a circle-dais from the floor came up to her. She rested upon it; began a slow, sinuous dance; one by one loosening the veils; the red light deepening until it painted her body red in lieu of the draperies.


      No frivolous mockery here. Intense, smouldering eyes as she held her gaze on Tarrano’s face and slowly raised her arms in invitation to him. At her gesture, he rose to his feet. Yet I knew he was not under her spell, for his lips were smiling, bantering.


      But he rose obediently, and stepped from the balcony to the upraised dais. Around his neck the Red Woman wound her arms—white arms stained red by the lurid light.


      A flash! I did not see from whence it came; but within me some subconscious impulse made me drop to the floor. The light from overhead was out. Momentary darkness. A woman’s scream of terror. Then others. The sound of running feet; bodies falling. Panic in the crowd. Confusion everywhere.


      Then light from somewhere came on. People were tramping me. I fought them off, climbed to my feet. On the dais the Red Woman lay dead. Huddled in a heap, with a brand of black searing her forehead. Slaanswere leaping about the room—huge, half-naked men—brandishing primitive knives. Flashing steel, buried in the backs of the fleeing merry-makers. Other figures—Earth men they seemed—gripping the slaans, staying their murderous fury.


      Tarrano? I did not see him at first. The air above the floor of the pavilion was full of snapping sparks—a battle of some unknown rays. The mirrors were shattered: glass from them was falling about me. Then, in the semi-gloom on the balcony, Tarrano’s figure materialized. Invisible before, the hostile rays upon it now made it apparent. But Tarrano seemed proof against the rays. I could see he was unharmed; and as he stood there, no doubt using a curved, duplicating beam, the like of which I have seen used in warfare, the image of him seemed to shift. Then it doubled—two images, one here, one further down the balcony. Then still others—appearing and disappearing, always in different places, until no one could have said where the man himself really was. A dozen Tarranos, each enveloped in hostile sparks, each with his face grinning at us in mockery.


      Abruptly, I heard Georg’s voice shout above the din: “Elza! Elza is gone!”


      The images of Tarrano faded. He, too, was gone.


      And then I saw Maida on the balcony, standing with upraised arms. Her voice rang out.


      “Down with Tarrano! Death to Tarrano!” And then her pleading command:


      “Slaans, no more bloodshed! Be loyal, slaans, to your Princess Maida!”


      And Georg calling: “Loyalty, everyone, to your Princess Maida. Loyalty! Loyalty!”


      CHAPTER XXIII


      First Retreat


      I must recount now what Elza later told me, going back to those moments when Elza sat upon the balcony watching Tarrano and the Red Woman. The significance of what had been transpiring at the Water Festival was not clear to Elza; she did not know what was impending, but as she sat there with Tarrano beside her, a sense of danger oppressed her. Danger which lay like a weight upon her heart. Yet several times she found herself laughing—hilarious; and from Maida’s warning glance, and the steadying odor which Maida wafted to her, she knew that Tarrano was using the alcholite fumes to intoxicate her.


      The Red Woman and Tarrano were upon the dais. There came a flash; then darkness. Elza went cold with terror. She sat stiff and silent, while around her surged that turmoil of confusion. The smell of chemicals was in the air; her skin prickled as with a million tiny needles where sparks now began to snap against it.


      How long she crouched there, or what was happening, Elza did not know. But presently she heard Tarrano’s voice in her ear.


      “Come, Lady Elza, I must get you out of this.” In the darkness his face glowed wraith-like. Then she felt his hand upon her arm.


      “Come, we must leave here. I would not have you endangered.”


      With a haste and roughness that belied the calm solicitude of his words, he pulled her to her feet. There was light in the pavilion now. Elza saw dimly the turmoil of struggling figures; and then she saw the scene duplicated—saw it shift and sway in crazy fashion. Though she did not know it, she was looking out along the curved rays which Tarrano was sending from them. Sparks were snapping everywhere. A second image of Tarrano appeared to the left of her—she saw it in a mirror nearby—yet he was at her right, gripping her arm.


      “Hurry, Lady Elza.”


      She found herself being dragged along the balcony; stumbling over a body lying there; feeling a surge of heat and electric disturbance beat against her face. Then Tarrano had her in his arms, carrying her. She heard him curse as a sudden wave of fire seemed to strike them—hostile rays bringing a numbness to muscles and brain. Tarrano was fumbling at his belt; and through a shower of sparks he stumbled onward with his burden.


      Elza’s senses were fading. Vaguely she was conscious that Tarrano was carrying her down an incline to the ground. Grateful, cool air. Stars overhead. Trees; foliage; shimmering water. The screams and confusion of the pavilion growing fainter.…


      When Elza regained consciousness, she was lying in the bottom of a little boat, Tarrano beside her.


      “So? You have awakened? We are quite safe, Lady Elza.”


      She and Tarrano were alone in the boat. It was long and very narrow, with its sides no more than a foot above the water. Tarrano sat at its chemical mechanism. A boat familiar to us of Earth. A small chemical-electric generator. The explosion of water in a little tank, with the resultant gases ejected through a small pipe projecting under the surface at its stern. The boat swept forward smoothly, rapidly and almost silently, with a stream of the gas bubbles coming to the surface in its wake.


      “Quite safe, Lady Elza.”


      She saw that Tarrano’s face was blackened with grime. His garments were burned, and hers were also. He was disheveled, but his manner was as imperturbable as ever. He made her comfortable on the cushions in the boat; drew a robe closer around her against the rush of the night air.


      Elza was unhurt. She saw now, with clarifying senses, that they were plying along a narrow river. Banks of foliage on each side; the auroral lights in the sky; occasionally on the hillsides along the river, the dim outlines of a house.


      It was all a trifle unreal—like looking through a sunglass that was darkened—for around the boat hung always a vague pall of gloom. Tarrano spoke of it.


      “Our isolation barrage. It is very weak, but the best I can contrive. From these hills the naked eye, now at night could hardly penetrate it.… A precaution, for they will be searching for us perhaps.… Ah!…”


      A white search-ray sprang from a house at the top of a hill nearby. It leaped across the dark countryside, swept the water—which at that point had broadened into a lagoon—and landed upon the boat. It was a light strong enough to penetrate the barrage—the boat was disclosed to observers in the house. But Tarrano raised a small metal projector. A dull-red beam sprang from it and mingled with the other. A surge of sparks; then Tarrano’s red beam conquered. It absorbed the white light. And Tarrano’s beam was curved. It lay over the lake in a huge bow, bending far out to one side. Yet its other end fell upon the hostile house. The white search-ray from the house was submerged, bent outward with Tarrano’s beam. From the house, the observer could only gaze along this curved light. He saw the image of the boat—not where the boat really was—but as though the ray were straight.


      Elza, staring with her heart in her throat, saw a ball of yellow fire mount from the house. It swung into the air in a slow, lazy parabola, came down and dropped into the lake. But it fell where the marksman saw the boat, a safe distance to one side. A ball of fire dropping into the water, exploding the water all around it for a distance of a dozen feet. Like a cascade, the water mounted.


      Tarrano chuckled. “A very bad marksman.”


      Other bombs came. It turns me cold when I think how orders like this could have come from the Great City—these bombs which had they found their mark would have killed Tarrano, but at the expense of the life of Elza. They did not find their mark. Tarrano continually changed the curve of his beam. The image of the boat shifted. A few moments only; and riding the waves of the bomb-tossed water, they rounded a bend, back into the narrow river and were beyond range.


      Tarrano snapped off his ray. “Quite safe, Lady Elza. Do not be alarmed. I doubt if they will locate us again. They should be very busy now in the Great City. I’m surprised they could even think to notify this Station we have just passed.”


      We were indeed very busy in the Great City during those hours, as you shall presently hear.


      Tarrano and Elza were not again disturbed. How far they went in the boat she does not know, but at last they landed in a sheltered cove. An air vehicle was there. Tarrano transferred Elza to it, and in a moment more they were aloft.


      The vehicle was little more than an oblong platform, with a low railing. A platform of a substance resembling glascite-transparent; and with a glascite shield V-shaped in front to break the rush of wind and yet give vision. A mechanism, not of radio-power, but of gravity like the space-flyers. Such platforms had been, but were no longer in use on Earth. Elza had never seen one. It was a new experience for her, this flying with nothing above one, nothing to the side, or underneath save that transparent substance. To her it was like floating, and at times falling headlong through the air.


      They rose no more than a thousand feet at first, and then swept parallel with the ground. At a tremendous speed; even at this height the forests seemed moving backward as the ground moves beneath a surface vehicle.


      Dark, somber forests of luxuriant tropical vegetation. It was now nearing dawn; the auroral lights were dropping low in the sky; the great Venus Cross of Dawn was rising, its first two stars already above the line of hills to one side.


      Then the sky out there flushed red; a limb of the glorious Sun of Venus came up. A new day. And even though the air was warm, within Elza was ashiver.


      “It is very wonderful to me, my Elza, this being alone with you.”


      He sat beside her, gazing at her with his calm, impenetrable eyes. It was near noon of that day following their escape from the Water Festival. They had flown possibly two thousand miles. The Sun had risen, but after a time—since their enormous speed and change of latitude had affected the angle at which they viewed it—the Sun now was hanging almost level, not far above the horizon.


      Beneath the platform—a mile below now—lay a tumbled waste of naked crags. The borders of the Cold Country! Tarrano’s stronghold! The birthplace of his dreams of universal conquest.


      Elza was staring downward. A barren waste. Rocks bare of verdure. Grey, with red ore staining them. A desolation of empty rock, with grey flat shadows. And far ahead, the broken, serrated ranks of mountains with rocky peaks, white-hooded with the snow upon their summits. The Cold Country. Bleak; forbidding.


      This brittle air was cold; yet Elza and Tarrano were warm. Before the platform, a ray darted—a low-powered ray of a type that was to be so great a factor in the warfare into which we were all so soon to be plunged. It heated the air, so that the platform rushed always through a wind that was balmy.


      “What did you say?” Elza looked up to meet Tarrano’s steady gaze.


      “I said it is wonderful to be thus alone with you, my Elza.”


      “Oh.” She looked away.


      He persisted; but his voice was gentle and earnest. “Soon we will be at my home, Lady Elza. And now—there are some things I would like to say while I have the opportunity.… You will listen?”


      “Yes,” she said; and tried to keep from him the trembling within her. “I’ll listen, of course.”


      He nodded. “Thank you.… My Elza, you have heard me talk of conquering the world. My dream—my destiny. It will come to pass, of course. Yet—” A smile pulled at his lips. “Do you know, my Elza, what you and I are doing now?”


      She stared, and he did not wait for her to answer.


      “We’re making my first retreat. I wonder if you can realize how I feel, having to admit that? Tarrano in retreat!… Our escape from Venia? Pouf! That was a jest. I was there on Earth merely to get you, and the Brende model. I had no thought of conquering the Earth just then. I accomplished my two purposes—and left.… It was not a retreat, merely a planned departure.


      “But this, my Elza, is very different. I did not wish to do what I am doing now. I had planned—I had thought, had actually hoped, that I might maintain myself in the Great City. You see, I tell you this, little girl, because—well I am a lonely man. I walk alone—and because I am human—it does me good to have someone to talk to. I had hoped I might maintain myself in the Great City. Last night—at the start of the Water Festival—I began to realize it was impossible. I should have enlisted the Rhaals—the men of science, Elza. But I had no time, and they are very aloof. I could have won them to me had I tried.” He shrugged. “I must confess I was over-confident of my strength—the strength of my position. The Rhaals stayed out of the affair—stayed in their own city, which has always been their policy. That was what I expected, but now I see I should have had their aid. I did—well what I did to guard against the unhappy outcome you witnessed—what I did was wrongly planned. You see, I take all the blame. I alone am responsible for my destiny. There are some who in defeat cry bitterly, ‘Luck! That cursed luck was against me!’ Not so! Leadership is not a matter of luck. Destiny is what you make it. You see?


      “And so now I am making my first retreat. A set-back, nothing more. I shall launch my forces from the City of Ice, instead of marshalling them from the Central State as I had planned. And Mars is still mine. I still control Mars, little Elza.… A set-back just now—and it bothers me. It hurts my pride—and as you know, my Elza, Tarrano is very proud.”


      She had been listening to him, her fingers plucking idly at her robe. He bent closer to her; his voice turned tender. “I was thinking that perhaps—just perhaps you would scorn Tarrano in his triumphs, you might feel differently toward him now—in his first retreat. Do you?”


      She forced her eyes up to his again. “I’m—sorry—from your viewpoint, I mean—that things are going wrong.”


      He smiled gently. “You are very conservative, Lady Elza. You want very much to avoid hypocrisy, don’t you?”


      “Yes,” she said frankly. “You could hardly expect me to be sorry at your defeat.”


      “Defeat?” He rasped out the word, and his laugh was harsh. “You are too optimistic. Defeat? Things going wrong? That is not so. A slight set-back. A strategic retreat—and in a week I will have regained more than I have lost.… Oh, Lady Elza! I who would now—and always—be so gentle with you—why we are almost quarreling! That is not right. For the lives of a thousand of my servants, I would not have used that tone to you just now. Forgive me.…


      “I was saying, my Elza—could not you feel more kindly to me now. A little hope from those gentle eyes of yours—a little word from those red lips—a word of hope for what some day might be for us—you and me—”


      She dared to try and turn the subject. “You mentioned the Brende model—where is it? Have you it in the Cold Country?”


      He frowned. “Yes. And I will use it—for you and me alone. You’ve always known that, haven’t you? Just for you and me, my Elza.” He took her hand. “Won’t you try and love me—just a trifle?”


      She did not move. “I—don’t know.” Then she faced him squarely. “I do not love you, Tarrano.” Something in his eyes—a quality of pleading; a wistful smile upon his lips—suddenly struck her as pathetic. Strange and queerly pathetic that such a man as he should be reduced to wistfulness. Emotion swept her. Not love. A feeling of sympathy; a womanly desire to lighten his sorrow; to sympathize and yet to withhold from him the happiness he sought.


      “I do not love you, Tarrano. But I do respect you. And I am sorry—”


      “Respect! I have told you I can command that from everyone. But love—your love—”


      “I would give it if I could, Tarrano.”


      “You mean—you’re trying to love me—and cannot?”


      “I mean—Oh, I don’t know what I mean, save that I do not love you yet.”


      He smiled. “I think you speak the truth when you say you do not know what you mean. Your love! If I had it, I should know that I would have it always. But—having it not—” He was very sincere, but his smile broadened. “Having it not, my Elza, there is no power in all the heavens that can tell me how to get it. It may be born in a moment from now—or never. Who can tell?”


      She was silent; and after a moment, he added: “Enough of this. I would ask you just one thing. You are not afraid of me, are you?”


      “No,” she said; and at that moment she meant it.


      “I would not have you ever be afraid, Lady Elza. Love is not conceived by fear. And you must know I could never force my love upon you. For if I did—I should withhold forever the birth of this love of yours which is all I seek—this love I am trying to breathe into life.… Enough!”


      He did not mention the subject again. For hours—eating what meager stock of tabloid food with which their vehicle was provisioned—they flew onward. Rising now to top the line of jagged mountains. Over them the platform swept. In the crisp air the snow down there gleamed blue-white; the ice with an age-old look filled the valleys between the peaks.


      The arctic! It was nothing like the Polar regions of Earth. Stark desolation. A naked land seemingly upheaved by some gigantic cataclysm of nature, lying tumbled and broken where it had fallen in convulsive agony; and then congealed forever in a grip of ice.


      The Sun hung level as the vehicle advanced. In these latitudes it would swing side-wise in a slow, low arc, to dip again below the horizon and vanish. Here in the Cold Country it was morning of the Long Day. Summer!


      On over the crags and glaciers Tarrano guided their frail flying platform. Houses occasionally showed now—huts of ice, congealed dwellings, blue-white in the flat sunlight.


      And then at last, over the horizon came the ramparts of a city. The City of Ice! The size of it—the evidences of civilization here in this brittle land of deadly cold—made Elza gasp with wonderment.


      CHAPTER XXIV


      Attack on the Palace


      I must take you back now to the Water Festival and the events in the Great City which followed it. Slaans in murderous frenzy were plunging through the throng of erstwhile revelers. Maida could not quell them. The revolt which she had started against Tarrano seemed now a self-created monster to destroy us all.


      But there were Earth men among us. A hundred of them, no more. They had come from Washington that same day; had landed, I learned later, secretly near the Great City, sent with our Earth Council’s plans to communicate with Maida. Beneath the water, coming individually, they had entered the festival; and helping Maida’s girls (the diving girls whom I had encountered) they had made away with most of Tarrano’s guards.


      In those first moments of frenzy, I got to the balcony—joined Maida and Georg. Elza was gone! My heart went cold, but in those hurried, frantic moments, grave disaster as it was, I did not dwell upon it.


      “We must get away—back to the palace!” Georg exclaimed as I joined them.


      The Earth men on the main floor were holding the slaans partially in check. Bodies were lying in a welter—I shall not describe it. Then abruptly, upon a table a huge slaan leaped—his garments blood-stained from his victims, a blade of dripping steel in his hands. He shouted above the tumult—words not in the universal language, but in the dialect of the slaans. His command carried throughout the building. Other slaans took it up; we could hear it echoed outside as others shouted it over the waters.


      The bloodshed abruptly ceased. The slaans leaped away from the Earth men, who were glad enough to let them go—rushed for the archways of the pavilion. Outside, we could hear the water splashing. Swimmers—and boats scurrying off. Then comparative silence. The scream of a slaan woman in the grove nearby, still desiring vengeance; the groans of the dying at our feet; the hiss and splutter of weapons discarded, with circuits still connected. And over it all, the great whine of a danger whistle, which some distant official had plugged.… A lull. And around us lay strewn stark tragedy where a few moments before had been festive merry-making. A crimson scene, with the body of the Red Woman lying like a symbol in its midst.…


      Within an hour we were back at the palace. The whole city was seething. Boats and lights were everywhere. Control of everything seemed lost. Warning signals shrilled in crazy fashion. Public mirrors were dark, or turned to places and time wholly irrelevant.


      In the palace itself we soon secured a semblance of order. Maida’s girls were here, with wet veils and long dank tresses clinging to their sleek bodies. Lips painted alluring red. But eyes which now were solemn and grim. Their demeanor alert and business-like. Unconscious of themselves they moved about the palace, executing Maida’s orders.


      A dozen or so of Maida’s personal retainers were here—and most of the Earth men. Keen-eyed young men of the Washington Headquarters Staff. One of them—Tomm Aften by name, a ruddy, blue-eyed fellow—was in command. He stayed close by Georg and me.


      The city was seething. But out of the chaos was coming a comparatively orderly menace. We could sense it at first; and then in a few brief minutes so swift that we had no time to prepare—the menace became obvious and was at hand.


      The slaans had withdrawn from the festival for a greater, more organized effort. Their revolt against Tarrano in which Maida had joined, was bigger, more deep-rooted than a mere revolt. It was against Maida herself. Trickery of the downtrodden slaans against the ruling class. Against the old order of government. Even against the Rhaals, who in their distant city were all-powerful, but who obeyed the laws and took no part in anything.


      Revolution! From down the waterways of streets which converged into the broad lagoon before the palace, boats began arriving. Boats crowded with slaans. Disheveled, unkempt men and women with primitive weapons of steel and wire brandished aloft. They surged into the lagoon. A murderous, frenzied mob—thoughtless of itself, suicidal to attack us, yet daring everything in its frenzy.


      Soon the lagoon was crowded—a chaos of pushing, shoving boats. Then the boats began landing, disgorging their occupants, wild-eyed slaans each a potential murderer. The gardens of the palace were presently jammed with them. They did not at first come within our threshholds; they stood milling about under the palms, trampling the tropic flowers, screaming threats and epithets at us. But waiting—as a mob always does—for some leader to advance, that they might follow him upon us.


      We stood on the palace roof-top. I must confess that we were in a flurry for the moment. There were undoubtedly weapons at hand, but I at least did not have them, nor did I know where they were. Excusable flurry possibly for the thing had come so quickly, and most of us were strangers here of but a few hours.


      The roof had a low railing waist-high, but broad. We stood clustered behind it. In the garden beneath, the mob was shouting up at us. And, before I could stop her, Maida had leaped to the top of the rail. Georg and I clutched at her, then steadied her.


      “Slaans—”


      But they would not hear her. Shouts went up; a roar of threats. The press of additions to the mob landing from other boats, forced the front ranks forward. They were now on the palace steps, jammed there waving their weapons yet still hesitating to advance.


      “Slaans—my people—”


      Maida’s frail voice was lost in the uproar. Then a missle was thrown upward—a portion of a broken generator—a heavy chunk of metal. It barely missed Maida, and fell with a thump to the roof behind us. Then came others—a rain of them about us. I tried to pull Maida back, but she fought me, her voice still calling out its appeal.


      With a bound, Georg was up on the rail beside her. Aften—the young Earth man—had quietly handed him a cylinder. Georg waved it at the mob.


      “Slaans—” His stronger voice caught their attention. A sudden hush fell.


      “Slaans—it is I, Georg Brende. Your Princess Maida rules you now only under me. A new ruler, slaans—the man of Earth—Georg Brende who must be obeyed—Georg Brende, soon to be husband of your Princess—”


      But they would not hear him out. The din from them submerged his voice. His lips snapped tight as abruptly he ceased talking; his brows lowered grimly and I saw his finger press upon the cylinder.


      Maida’s voice screamed: “Georg! Have mercy! Do not kill them!”


      She spoke barely in time. His cylinder swept upward. The rays from it caught only the upper portions of the palms and the tree tops. The foliage withered, shriveled before that soundless, invisible blast.


      Not a blast of heat. The mob, surprised, then frightened, stared upward. The soft tropical foliage in a great wide swath was dead, with naked sticks of limbs. Black, then turning white. Not with heat—but cold. Ice was forming from the moisture in the humid air. And then the sudden condensation brought snow—a thick white fall of it sifting down into the palm-laden garden; falling gently, then swirling in a sudden wind which had begun.


      As though itself stiffened by the cold just overhead, the mob stood transfixed. Then a murmur of horror came. And I saw through the veil of whirling snow, that into some of the trees slaans had climbed. Their bodies, frozen now, slid and fell—black plummets hurtling downward through the swirling snow-flakes.


      CHAPTER XXV


      Immortal Terror


      To Elza, approaching with Tarrano on the tiny flying platform the City of Ice, the place seemed truly like a child’s dream of Fairyland. The rude snow huts of the Arctic of our Earth were all that she had ever conceived could be built of frozen water. Here, in the outskirts of the city, she saw indeed, quite similar huts. But further in—ornate buildings several stories high. She caught a vague glimpse of them only, as the platform flew above them and descended in the center of the city.


      They had passed over great outer encircling ramparts—a huge wall many helans long—built entirely of ice blocks—fortifications like that fabled wall which in the dim history of our Earth had once encircled a portion of the domain of the Yellow Race.


      The platform came down before a central building—the Palace of Ice. Even in this dim daylight of the Cold Country summer, the great building gleamed and glittered resplendent. A building of many levels, storied and winged, with spider bridges and aerial arcades connecting the wings. Frescoed everywhere! ornate with carved design chipped in ice blocks hard as marble. Rolling terraces of snow and ice surrounded it—lawns of smooth white, with winding paths of ice. A many balconied building; towers, spires and minarets crowning it. All blue-white. Glittering. Seemingly fragile; from a distance, a toy—a sample of the ultra-skill of some master confectioner, as though the whole thing were a toy of sugar for children to admire. But at close range—solid; in the cold of this terrible region, as solid as though constructed of blocks of stone.


      With the flying platform landed, and its warming rays cut off, attendants rushed forward. Tarrano and Elza were wrapped in furs at once—heavy furs which covered them from head to foot.


      “Well! Well, Graten!” Tarrano greeted his subordinate smilingly. “Things are in condition here? You got my message?”


      “Yes, Master. All is in good fashion here. We welcome you.”


      In his furs, with face almost hidden, Elza could not see what manner of man this was.


      They entered the palace. Frescoed; carved everywhere, within as without. The main doorway led into a palatial hall, carpeted with furs. It was warm. Tarrano discarded his fur, and helped Elza out of hers.


      “You like my home, Lady Elza?”


      “It’s—beautiful,” she answered.


      His smile showed amusement at the wonder and awe which stamped her expression. He added very gently:


      “I had in mind when I built it, the hope that you would be pleased.”


      A comfortable interior warmth. Elza noticed little blurs of red light behind wire cages here and there. The warmth came from them; and a glow of pale white light from the tubes along the wall.


      A woman hurried to them. Tara! Elza recognized her at once. Tara, looking very pretty in a pale blue robe, with her hair done high upon her head. The woman who loved Tarrano; he had sent her on here to be rid of her, when he went to the Great City. She came forward. Pleasure was on her face at seeing Tarrano; but her glance as she turned it momentarily toward Elza, held again that smouldering jealousy.


      Tarrano was evidently in a mood of high good humor.


      “You welcome me prettily, Tara.” She had flung her arms about him. “Tara, my dear is—”


      “Master—you come but in time. They are working the Brende instrument. Already they have—”


      “They? Who?” He frowned. His words were hard and cold as the ice-blocks around him.


      “Woolff. And the son of Cretar. Many of them—using it now!”


      Tarrano drew Elza with him. Tara led the way. Through glowing white hallways, an arcade; down steps and an incline—to burst at last through a tunnel-like passage into a room.


      “So? What is this, Cretar?”


      A room littered with apparatus. A dozen men were about. Men scantily dressed in this interior heat. Short, squat men of the Cold Country; flat-nosed, heavy faces; hair long to the base of the neck. In a corner stood the Brende instrument, fully erected. A light from it seemed penetrating the bared chest of a man who was at that moment standing in its curative rays.


      He whom Tarrano called Cretar, took a step forward.


      “Master, we—”


      “Making yourselves immortal?” The anger had left Tarrano’s voice; irony was there instead.


      “Master—”


      “Have you done that?”


      “Master—yes! Yes! We did! Forgive us, Master.”


      The man before the instrument had retreated from it. Elza saw now that all the men were shrinking back in terror. All save Cretar, who had fallen tremblingly to his knees. Yet Tarrano showed no anger. He laughed.


      “I would not hurt you, Cretar! Get up, man! I am not angry—not even annoyed. Why, your skin is turning orange. See the mottles!”


      On the flesh of all the men—save the one who had been checked in the act of using the instrument—a bright orange mottling was apparent. Cretar exclaimed:


      “The immunity to all diseases, master. It is itself a disease—harmless—and it combats every other.” He laughed a little wildly. “We cannot get sick now. We cannot die—we are immortal. Come, Master—let us make you so!”


      Tarrano whispered: “You see, Lady Elza? The orange spots! These men of medicine here have used the Brende secret to its full. Immune from disease!”


      “Let us treat you, Master. This immortality—”


      On Cretar’s face was a triumphant smile, but in his eyes lay a terror. The man who had not been treated stood against the wall watching with interest and curiosity. But the others! They crouched; wary; alert eyes like animals at bay.


      Tarrano laughed. “Treat me! Cretar, you know not with what you have been trifling. Immortal? You are indeed. Disease cannot touch you! You cannot die—save by violence!”


      He swung to Elza. “These men, Lady Elza—they are strong-muscled. In health now more perfect than any other humans. You are frail—a frail little woman. And unarmed. I bid you—strike one of them!”


      She stared; but as she suddenly faced about, she caught in part his meaning. Before her Cretar shrank back, his face gone white, his teeth chattering.


      “What’s that behind you?” Tarrano’s voice simulated sudden alarm; he scuffled his feet on the floor. The men jumped with fright; nerves unstrung, they cowered.


      “What manner of men!” Tarrano’s laugh was contemptuous. “Oh, Lady Elza, let this be a lesson to all of us! To cure disease is well. To prevent it—that too is good. But immortality—Dr. Brende never intended it, you know he did not, Lady Elza—the belief that we have everlasting life here on this plane—the Creator never intended that. With all danger of death gone—save violence—these immortals here fear violence so greatly that they are men no longer!


      “Immortal terror! God forbid I should ever feel it! Or you, Lady Elza. A lesson for us all, who would be so un-Godly as to seek and think we have found what only the Creator Himself can bestow!”


      CHAPTER XXVI


      Black Cloud of Death


      I must revert now to that time in the gardens of Maida’s palace at the Great City when we stood upon its roof-top, threatened below by that mob of slaans. Georg stood with the cylinder in his hand, waving it. The palm foliage was freezing. Down through the swirling snow fell the frozen bodies of the slaans who had climbed into the gigantic palm fronds. The thuds as the bodies struck the ground sounded horribly plain in the stillness. Georg was still waving his cylinder. Snow and ice were gathering everywhere. Incautiously he lowered the weapon; a brief, momentary chill—the congealing breath of the Arctic in this warm palm-laden garden—swept the horror-stricken crowd.


      “Georg, have mercy!”


      Maida’s frightened, pleading words brought Georg to his senses. He snapped off the cylinder and dropped it behind him to the palace roof-top. He was trembling and white as he stood with his arm around Maida. Weapons so drastic as this one were seldom used. Indeed, it was law throughout both Venus and the Earth that no civilian should possess them. The power for wholesale death in his hand, and which without wholly meaning to, he had so nearly used to its full effect, had unnerved him.


      Without the ray, the wind soon died. The warmer air mounting, melted the ice; the snow ceased falling. But the swath of shriveled foliage remained—a hideous scar cut into the luxuriant tropical growth.


      The mob had forgotten its threats, its evil intent. Silent for a moment, it now burst into outcries. Motionless: then milling about, struggling aimlessly with itself—struggling to retreat. A panic of terror. The boats in the lagoon were retreating. The slaans along the fringe of shore began hurriedly to embark. The groups huddled at the palace steps were trying to shove the others back. In a rout they tumbled into their boats and scurried away. Maida’s voice, striving to reassure them, was unheard.


      And presently the scarred, trampled garden was empty and silent.


      The rebellion, checked thus at its start, was quelled. Throughout the city that night—for the slaans to hear whether they would or no—the broadcast stations flung their stentorian tones to the people; a speech by Maida; her promise of better things to come for the slaans; the end of Tarrano’s brief rule; a reorganization of past conditions. Maida herself had never been in control in the Central State. The luxury—the license-of the ruling class had been no fault of hers. She promised fair treatment now to the slaans. She was to marry Georg Brende, the Earth man.


      Maida did marry Georg. With the many stirring events—a time when disaster and death threatened us all—so soon to follow, I shall not pause to describe the wedding. A quaint, yet magnificent spectacle. Maida in her regal robe; Georg looking every inch a ruler. Their barge of white leading the procession—a barge of white flowers, its sides lined with maidens to fend off the deluge of blossoms with which the onlookers assailed the bridal couple. The arrival at the marriage island, where on an altar the quaintly garbed holy man immersed them; and the solemn men of law united them as one.


      It was a night of rejoicing throughout the Great City; and on every mirror in the Empire it was pictured for those who could not be present.


      A time of rejoicing. Yet then—as always those days—my heart was heavy. Elza was held by Tarrano. We knew he had taken her to the City of Ice. There was of course, no radio communication with the Cold Country. We had tried eavesdropping upon it, but to no avail. Tarrano’s close-flung barrage checked every wave we could send against it.


      Time passed—a month or more. We were worried over Elza naturally. Yet the saving grace was that we knew Tarrano would treat her kindly; that for the present at least, she was in no danger.


      Georg and Maida took possession of the Central State. Their rule started auspiciously, for by a series of speeches—a reorganization of money payments—the slaans seemed well satisfied. Loyal, and with a growing patriotism, an eagerness to help in the coming war with Tarrano. Georg—without actually saying so—made them believe that the only hope of everlasting life was the recovery from Tarrano of the Brende model. The model was in the City of Ice; it must be captured.


      As a matter of fact, to us of the government, the Brende model was not indispensable. The greatest factor was that the threat of Tarrano’s universal conquest must be forever removed. Like a rocket-bomb, this man of genius had risen from obscurity—had all but conquered the three greatest worlds of the universe.


      I think that the height of Tarrano’s power was reached that day on the eve of the Water Festival when he made his triumphant entry into the Great City. Venus was his at that moment; all of Venus. Mars was his; the Hairless Men—savages who had fallen readily to his wiles, had conquered the civilized, ruling Little People. And the Earth, over-run by his spies, deluged by his propaganda which, insidiously as rust will eat away a metal, was eating into the loyalty of our Earth-public—our own great Earth was in a dangerous position. The Earth Council realized it. The Almighty only could know how many of our officials, our men in trusted positions, were at heart loyal to Tarrano!


      The thing was obvious. The assassination of our three rulers—leaders of the white, yellow and black races—with which Tarrano’s campaign in the open had begun—those assassinations could never have taken place had not our military organization been diseased.


      Facts like these were constantly coming to us now, here in the Great City. A brief time of physical inactivity. Yet underneath the calm, we realized there was a struggle going on everywhere; a struggle of sentiment, of propaganda, of public opinion.


      Warfare, with modern weapons by which a man single-handed might destroy a city—is no longer a matter of men. The citizen—unarmed—united in sentiment and desire with a million of his kind—becomes the real ruler. You cannot—because you have a weapon—destroy a million of your brothers.


      We realized this. And in the ultimate decision—the popular fancy almost—of our publics—lay our real success or downfall.


      Tarrano in the popular mind had a tremendous hold. Dispatches from Earth made it plain that upon every street level the people were discussing him. From the Great City daily we sent bulletins of our progress toward checking—destroying—the menace of him. But bulletins also were emanating from the City of Ice. We could not stop them. Cut off at every official Earth station—and with all unofficial stations unable to receive them—nevertheless at some secret station which could not be found, they were received. And from there, circulated throughout the Earth. The air was full of them. Mysteriously, scenes showing the great Tarrano appeared upon the official news-mirrors; a speech of Tarrano’s was once officially broadcasted before its source could be located and stopped.


      Like a smothered fire smouldering, lacking only a breath of vital gas to explode it into flame, the sentiment for Tarrano spread about the Earth.


      Public opinion is fickle. It sways instinctively—not always, but often—to the winning side. Here in Venus we knew we must defeat Tarrano. Destroy him personally and thus put an end to it all forever, since his dominion hung wholly upon the genius of his own personality.


      Our spies, some of them, got to the City of Ice, and back. A few flying men were able to hover about the city, and with instruments peer down into it. We knew that Tarrano was mobilizing for a move upon the Earth, where with a war-like demonstration he hoped to be accepted, yielded to, without a severe struggle. But, within a month now, we learned he had abandoned that idea. He knew, of course, our own preparations to attack him; and he began concentrating everything upon his own defense in the City of Ice.


      His last stand. We officials knew it. And we knew he felt it also. And though on Earth our public felt differently, the Little People recognized it. A stirring, wonderful time—that day when on our mirrors was pictured the revolt of the Little People against the Tarrano rule of the Hairless Men. Grim scenes of tragedy; and over the carnage, the Little People triumphed. Tarrano’s rule—with all the excesses of the Hairless Men who proved themselves mere rapacious plunderers in the name of warfare—was at an end on Mars.


      The effect on Earth of this Martian reversal was beneficial to us. A good omen. We on Venus, redoubled our efforts to attack successfully the City of Ice.


      Mars could send us no aid, though now in full sympathy with us. The planet was daily at a greater distance from us; and the Little People, not recovered from the effects of their own bloody strife, were in no position to help us.


      Nor did the Earth Council deem it wise to send men additional to those few we already had. The Earth was rapidly being left behind by the swifter flight of Venus through her orbit. The official season for the mail-flyers was closed. The opposition of the two planets was long since passed; millions of additional miles were adding to the space separating them.


      And the Earth Council was not sure of its men! Any one of them might secretly be in Tarrano’s service—and do us infinitely more harm if brought to Venus, than if left at home.


      We seemed of solid strength in the Central State. For the first time in generations the Rhaals—the men of science from whom all the progress of civilization on Venus came—departed from their attitude of aloofness. Their work—always before industrial—now turned to the sterner demands of war.


      The Rhaal City22 lay a brief flight from us. A grave sort of people, these Rhaals. Men of square-cut, sober-colored garments; women of sober grey flowing robes—white hair coiled upon their heads. Intelligent women, dignified of demeanor; many of them learned as were the men.


      Their city, teeming now with the preparations for war, was intensely interesting to me. We spent most of our days in it, flying back at nightfall to Maida’s palace. Yet I shall not describe it, nor our preparations, our days of activity—but hasten on to the first of the extraordinary incidents impending.


      It came—this first incident—through my thoughts of Elza. I was worried—more than worried, sometimes almost terrified about her. My instinct would have been to take a handful of men and dash to her rescue—which of course would have been absurd. I tried to reassure myself. Tarrano would treat her kindly. Soon, in full force, our army would descend upon the City of Ice, capture it, destroy Tarrano—rescue Elza.


      Rescue Elza! Ah, there lay the difficulty which I never dared contemplate in detail. How would we rescue her? Tarrano would treat her kindly, now during his own security. But if, at the last, he saw his own defeat, his death perhaps impending—would he treat her kindly then?


      I loved Elza very deeply. A new torture came from it now. Did she love me—or Tarrano? I remembered the gentleness of the man with her. His dignity, his power—his undoubted genius. And who, what was I? A mere news-gatherer. A man of no force, and little personality. A nonentity. Sometimes as in my jealousy I contemplated Elza with Tarrano now, I felt that he was everything a young girl would fancy. How could she help loving him?


      At night, when sleep would not come to me, I would lie tossing, thinking of it. Did Elza love me—or Tarrano? Once I had thought she loved me. But she had never said so.


      It was out of this constant thinking of Elza that the first of the incidents I have mentioned, arose. There came to me one night the feeling that Elza was near me. I awoke from half sleep to full wakefulness. In my bedroom, upon the low couch on which I lay, the aural lights of Venus spread their vivid tints. The palace was silent; I sat up, pressing my palms to my throbbing temples.


      Elza was coming nearer to me!


      I knew it. Not by any of my bodily senses. A knowledge, which suddenly I realized that I had. A moment, and then I was conscious of her voice! No sound; my ears heard nothing. Yet my brain was aware of familiar tones. I recognized them, as one can remember how a loved voice sounded when last it was heard.


      But this was no memory. A present actuality; it rang soundless in my brain. Elza’s voice. Anxious! Frightened!


      At first only the confused tone of it. Then the consciousness of words. Two reiterated words:


      “Danger! Jac! Danger! Jac!”


      I waited no longer, but rushed to Georg and Maida—beautiful Maida in her robe of sleep with her white hair tumbling about her. Georg half awake—yet almost at once he could understand me, and explain.


      Natural, instinctive telepathy! It had not occurred to me. I had never bothered to develop telepathy; and indeed with any degree of fluency—or even of surety of reception—the phenomenon is difficult to perfect. Yet, as I knew, with a loved one absent upon whom one’s thoughts dwell constantly—in time of stress telepathy is occasionally automatically established.


      It was so in Georg and Maida’s case, back there in the Mountain Station on Earth. Telepathy was the explanation of Georg’s mysterious actions as he stood there before the sending mirrors, crossed the room in confusion, and like one in a dream leaped from the window to be seized by Tarrano’s spies. Maida had been abducted a moment before. Georg’s brain became aware of it. Her danger, the appeal she sent to him.


      So it now seemed to be from Elza to me. Georg, out of bed now beside me, urged me to greater efforts of concentration, that I might understand what message Elza was sending.


      “Elza! Elza dear! Where are you? What is it?”


      I murmured the words to myself as with all my power, I thought them over and over, flinging out the thoughts like radio waves into the night. Mysterious vibrations! In an instant, from here—everywhere in the universe. Who knows their character? Their speed? The speed of light a laggard perhaps beside the flash of a thought! Waves of my thoughts, speeding through the night, with only one receiving station in all the universe! Would Elza’s brain capture them?


      “Elza dear! Where are you? What is it?”


      “Jac! Danger! Jac! Danger!”


      It was very clear. The words rang in my head. But always only those two. And then at last—it may have been an hour later—other words:


      “Death! The black cloud of death! You can see it coming! See it coming! Death! To you Jac! To all of you in the city!”


      We rushed to the casement. The broad lagoon before the palace lay like a mirror tinted red and purple. Beyond it, palms and the outlines of houses lay dark against the star-strewn sky.


      But out there, over the city, in the distance a dark patch obscured the stars. We watched it breathless. A dark patch which soon took shape. A cloud! A black cloud—unnatural of aspect somehow—a rolling, low-lying black cloud. Growing larger; spreading out side-wise; sweeping toward the city on a wind which had not reached us.


      “Jac! Jac dear! Danger! Death to all the city!”


      Elza’s words were still beating in my brain. Soundless words of terror and warning!


      “Death, Jac! Death to all the city! The black cloud of death!”


      CHAPTER XXVII


      Tarrano the Man


      “Wake up, Lady Elza.”


      A silence. His hand touched her white shoulder. “Wake up, Lady Elza. It is I—Tarrano.”


      Elza opened her eyes, struggling to confused wakefulness. The white walls of her sleeping room in Tarrano’s palace of the City of Ice were stained with the dim red radiance of her night light. She opened her eyes to meet Tarrano’s inscrutable face as he bent over her couch; became conscious of his low, insistent, “Wake up, Lady Elza;” and his fingers half caressing the filmy scarf that covered her shoulders.


      Terror flooded Elza; that time she had always feared, had come. Yet she had the presence of mind to smile, drawing away from him and sitting up, with the fur bed-covering pulled to her chin.


      “Tarrano? Why—”


      He straightened, and into his expression came apology.


      “I frightened you, Lady Elza? I’m sorry. I would not do that for all the worlds.”


      Her terror receded. The old Tarrano over whom she still held sway. She summoned a look of haughty questioning.


      “You are bold, Tarrano—”


      His gesture was deprecating; he seated himself on the edge of her couch. She saw now that he was fully dressed and armed with a belt of many instruments.


      At this time Elza had been in the City of Ice for a considerable period. Irksome, worried days of semi-imprisonment; and through them, Tarrano’s attitude toward her was unchanged. She saw little of him; he seemed very busy, though to what end, and what his activities, she could not learn.


      Within the palace, half as guard, half as maid-servant, Tara was generally Elza’s only companion. And then, one evening when Tara’s smouldering jealousy broke forth in Tarrano’s presence and Elza uttered an involuntary cry of fear, Tara was summarily removed.


      Elza was left practically alone; until at length came this night when invading the privacy of her sleeping room, Tarrano awakened her. He sat now upon the edge of her couch.


      “I have a confession to make to you, Lady Elza.” He smiled slightly. “As you know, there is no one else in our habitable universe to whom I would speak thus frankly.”


      “I am honored, Tarrano. But here, at this hour of sleep—”


      He waved away the words. “I have asked your pardon for that. My confession—as once before, Lady Elza, I come to you most humbly, confessing that my affairs are not going as I would like. You do not know, of course, that Mars—”


      “I know nothing,” she interrupted. “You have kept me from the news-mirrors, if indeed there are any here—”


      “Mars revolted against me,” he went on imperturbably. “The Little People are again in control. Fools! They do not realize, those governors of Mars, that their public ultimately will demand this Everlasting Life of mine—the Brende secret—”


      She frowned. “No one knows better than you, Tarrano, that my father’s secret does not bestow immortality. To cure disease, in a measure—”


      He checked her; his smile was ironical. “You and I know that, Lady Elza. We know that on this plane we would not want everlasting life if we could have it. But the public does not know that—let us not discuss it. I was telling you—confessing to you—I have lost Mars. Temporarily, of course. Meanwhile, I have been preparing to invade the Earth.” His gesture was expansive. “I have been planning, from here in the Cold Country, to send armies to your Earth.”


      He paused an instant. “I think now I shall wait until the next opposition—we are far from Earth now, but all in good time we shall be closer.… Strange is it not, that I should like to tell you my plans?”


      She did not answer; she watched his smile fading into a look of grimness. “In the Great City, here on Venus, they are getting ready to attack me. Did you know that?”


      “No,” she said.


      “You supposed they were? Your brother, and that Jac Hallen?”


      “Yes.”


      “And you hoped they were, of course?”


      “Yes,” she repeated.


      He frowned. “You are disconcertingly frank, Lady Elza. Well, let me tell you this—it would come to nothing. The Rhaals are with them—all the resources of the Central State are to be thrown against me. Yet it will come to nothing.”


      Her heart leaped. Tarrano was making his last stand. Beyond the logical sense of his words, she could see it in his eyes. He knew he was making his last stand. He knew too that she was now aware of it; and that behind the confidence of his words—that was the confession he was making.


      Tarrano’s last stand! There seemed to her then something illogically pathetic in it all. This man of genius—so short a time ago all but the Emperor of three worlds. And now, with them slipping from his grasp, reduced to this last stronghold in the bleak fastnesses of the Cold Country, awaiting the inevitable attack upon him. Something pathetic.…


      “I’m sorry, Tarrano.”


      As though mirrored from her own expression, a wistful look had come to him. Her words drove it away.


      “Sorry? There is nothing to be sorry about. Their attack will come to nothing…yet—” He stopped short, and then as though deciding to say what he had begun, he added:


      “Yet, Lady Elza, I am no fool to discard possibilities. I may be defeated.” He laughed harshly. “To what depths has Tarrano fallen that he can voice such a possibility!”


      He leaned toward her and into his tone came a greater earnestness than she ever heard in it before.


      “Lady Elza, if they should be successful, they would not capture me—for I would die fighting. You understand that, don’t you?”


      She met his eyes; the gleam in them held her. Forgetful of herself, she had allowed the fur to drop from her: she sat bolt upright, the dim red light tinting the scarf that lay like gossamer around her white shoulders. His hand came out and touched her arm, slipped up to her shoulder and rested there, but she did not feel it.


      “I will die fighting,” he repeated. “You understand that?”


      “Yes,” she breathed.


      “And you would be sorry?”


      “Oh—”


      “Would you?”


      “Yes, I—”


      He did not relax. His eyes burned her: but deep in them she saw that quality of wistfulness, of pleading.


      “You, my Elza, they would rescue—unless I killed you.”


      She did not move, but within her was a shudder.


      “You know I would kill you, my Elza, rather than give you up?”


      “Yes,” she murmured.


      “I—wonder. Sometimes I think I would.” Suddenly he cast aside all restraint. “Oh, my Elza—that we should have to plan such things as these! You, sitting there—you are so beautiful! Your eyes—limpid pools with terror lurking in them when I would have them misty with love! My Elza—”


      The woman in her responded. A wave of color flooded her throat and face. But she drew away from him.


      “My Elza! Can you not tell me that even in defeat I may be victorious? It is you more than all else that I desire.”


      Without warning his arms were around her, holding her fiercely to him, his face close to hers.


      “Elza! With you, defeat would be victory. And with you—now—if you would but say the word—together we will surmount every obstacle.—”


      He was kissing her, bending back her head, and his grip upon her shoulder was bruising the flesh. No longer Tarrano, Conqueror of the universe, just Tarrano the man. Terror surged within Elza’s heart.


      “Tarrano!”


      “Elza dear—my Elza—”


      “Tarrano!” She fought with him. “Tarrano, do you dare—I tell you—”


      The frightened pleading of a woman at bay. And then abruptly he cast her off. His laugh was grim.


      “What a fool I am! Tarrano the weakling!” He leaped from the couch and began pacing the room. “Tarrano the weakling! To what depths has Tarrano fallen!”


      He stopped before her. “I ask your pardon, Lady Elza. This has been madness. Forget my words—all madness.”


      His tone was crisp. “Human weakness to which I did not realize I was so prone made me talk like a fool. Desire you above the conquest of the universe? Absurd! Lies that men whisper into women’s ears! All lies!”


      Was he telling the real truth now? Or was this a mood of recrimination? Bitterness that his love was scorned. Again his gaze held her, but in it now she could see nothing but a cruel inflexible purpose.


      “Tarrano in defeat! That is impossible, Lady Elza. You will very shortly realize that, for I am going to show you how, single-handed, I can make it impossible. Show you with your own eyes. It was my purpose in coming to waken you—my purpose, when your beauty led me into weakness incredible.… Get up, Lady Elza.”


      She stared. With folded arms he stood emotionless regarding her.


      “Get up, I tell you. Put on those garments you wore when we arrived. We are going travelling again.”


      He stood waiting; and beneath his gaze she shrank back, drawing the fur rug over her.


      A smile of contempt parted his lips. “You hesitate? You think I am still a weakling? You over-rate your beauty, Lady Elza.… Make haste, I command you. We must start very soon.”


      She summoned her voice. “Start? Where? What are you—”


      “No questions, Lady Elza. Not now. Make haste—”


      He jerked from her the fur covering, flung it across the room, and with the same gesture turned away impersonally. Trembling, she rose from the couch and donned the garments he had indicated, while he stood brooding by the window, gazing through its transparent pane at the glistening frozen city which was all that remained of his empire.


      CHAPTER XXVIII


      Thing in the Forest


      “All in good time, Lady Elza, you will know where we are.”


      Alone, unnoticed, they had departed from the City of Ice on a small flying platform similar to the one they had used before. The night had passed; day, with a new warmth to the sun, came again. Flying low, with Tarrano in a grim, moody silence, and Elza staring downward.


      The aural lights were overhead when at the last Tarrano brought the platform to rest. A thick, luxuriant forest. Huge trees with rope-like roots and heavy vines. Others with leaves like the ears of an elephant. And the ground hidden by almost impenetrable underbrush.


      They had landed in a tiny glade beside a dank marsh of water, where ferns shoulder high were embanked. It was dark, the stars and the tints of the auroral lights were barely distinguishable through the mass of foliage overhead. Elza gazed around her fearsomely. The air was heavy, oppressive. Redolent with the perfume of wild flowers and the smell of mouldering, steaming soil.


      “All in good time. Lady Elza,” Tarrano repeated. “You will know where we are presently; we are closer to human habitation than you would think.”


      Elza’s heart pounded. As they were descending she had noticed a glow of light in the sky ahead. As though by intuition now, she seemed to realize that they were not far from the Great City. Her thoughts leaped to me—Jac Hallen—there in Maida’s palace. Tarrano’s grim, sinister purpose was as yet unknown to her. But she guessed that in it, danger impended for me—for all of us in the Great City.


      “Jac! Danger! Jac! Danger!”


      Her thoughts instinctively reiterated the two words uppermost in her mind. And I think that it was just about then when they awakened me.


      Leaving the vehicle, Tarrano commanded Elza to follow him; and he began picking his way through the jungle. A light was in his hand; it penetrated but a short distance. A quivering beam of yellow light; then Elza saw that upon occasion, as Tarrano’s finger slid a lever, the beam narrowed, intensified to a bright lavender. And now where it struck, the vegetation withered. Blackened, sometimes burst into tiny flame, and parted thus before them as they advanced.


      The jungle was silent; yet, as Elza listened, beneath the crackle of the burning twigs she could hear the tiny myriad voices of insect life. Startled voices as the heat of Tarrano’s beam struck them. Rustling leaves; breaking twigs; things scurrying and sliding away, unseen in the darkness.


      Once or twice a crashing—some monster disturbed in his rest plunging away. Again, a slithering bulk of something, undulating its path through the thickets. All unseen. Save once. Looking upward, Elza caught a gleam of green eyes overhead. A triangle of three baleful spots of phosphorescent green. Her murmur of fright caused Tarrano to glance upward. His lavender, beam, grown suddenly larger, swung there with a hiss. Falling from above came a pink body. A bloated body, square, with squat, twisted legs; a thing larger than a man. A grotesque naked monstrosity almost in human form. A travesty—gruesome mockery of mankind. A face, three-eyed…


      The thing lay writhing in the underbrush, mouthing, mumbling and then screaming—the shrill scream of death agony. And the horrible smell of burning flesh as Tarrano’s light played upon it…


      “Come away, Lady Elza. I’m sorry. I had hoped to avoid an affair such as this.”


      Sickened, shuddering, Elza clung close to Tarrano as he led her onward.


      An hour or more; and now Elza could see in the distance the lights of the Great City.


      “Jac! Danger! Jac! Danger!”


      The idea of thought-transference had come to her. With all the power of her mind she was thinking her warning to me, praying that it might reach me.


      “Single-handed, Lady Elza. You shall see now how, single-handed, I make impossible any attack upon Tarrano.”


      In her abstraction Elza had almost forgotten herself and Tarrano; his voice reached her—his voice grim and with a gloating, sinister triumph in it. He was bending to the ground. Elza saw that they had come to an open space—an eminence rising above the forest. Underfoot was a stony soil; in places, bare black rock with an outcropping of red, like the cinnabar from which on Earth we melt the Heavy-metal.23


      Tarrano faced her. “Nature, my Lady Elza, is fair to my purpose. I knew I would find some such deposit as this.” He turned his face to one side attentively, and darted his light—harmlessly yellow now—to where a lone tree showed its great leaves beginning to waver in a night breeze.


      “Nature is with us! See there, my Elza! A wind is coming—a wind from us to—them!”


      The breeze grew—a breeze blowing directly over the forest to where in the distance the lights of the Great City showed plainly. Tarrano added:


      “I had thought to create the wind.” He tapped his belt. “Create the wind to carry our onslaught. But you see, it is unnecessary. Nature is kind, and far more efficacious than our man-made devices.”


      “Jac! Danger!” She stood there in the breeze, watching Tarrano—his purpose as yet no more than guessed—praying that I might receive her warning.


      Tarrano selected his spot—a tiny little cone of rock no bigger than his thumb. He beckoned Elza.


      “Stand close, and watch. You shall see how from the merest spark, a conflagration may ensue.”


      The cylinder in his hand darted forth a needle-like shaft—a light of intense purple. It touched the tiny cone of rock, and he held it there.


      “A moment. Be patient, my Elza.”


      The point of rock seemed presently to melt. Like a tiny volcano, at their feet, lava from it was flowing down. A little stream of melted rock, viscous, bubbling a trifle; red at the edges, white within, and with wisps of smoke curling up from it.


      Elza stared with the fascination of horror, for now tiny tongues of flame were licking about. Blue tongues, licking the air, vanishing into wisps of black smoke.


      Tarrano snapped off his ray. But the tongues of flame stayed alive. Spreading slowly, soundlessly, their heat now melting the ground.


      A breath of the smoke touched Elza’s face. Pungent, acrid. It stopped her breathing. She choked, coughed heavily to expel it.


      “Come away, Lady Elza. Let us watch from a safer distance.”


      He led her from the hillock, up the wind to where at the edge of the forest they stood gazing.


      The blue fire had spread over a distance of several feet. A sluggish, boiling, bubbling area of flame. Tongues now the height of a man. And from them, rolling upward, a heavy black cloud—deadly fumes thick, blacker than the night, spreading out, welling forward over the forest toward the Great City slumbering in its falsely peaceful security.


      At last Elza knew. Stood there, cold, shuddering, thinking with all the power of her mind and being:


      “Death, Jac! Death to all the City! The black cloud of death!”


      Oblivious to Tarrano she stood until at last the rocky eminence was one great mass of the surging blue fire. And the black cloud, compact as a thunder-head, rolled onward.


      “You can see it coming! Death Jac! Death to all the City!”


      A sudden madness descended upon Elza. She felt abruptly that her warning was futile, felt an overpowering desire to run. Run somewhere—anywhere, away from the lurid sight she was facing. Or run perhaps, to the Great City; to race with that black cloud of death; to run fast and far, and burst into our palace to warn us.


      Tarrano himself lost in triumphant contemplation of what he had done, for the moment was heedless of Elza’s presence. With white face upon which the blue glare had settled like a mask of death, Elza turned silently from him. Forgetful of that horrible thing they had encountered—others of its kind which might be lurking about—she turned silently and plunged into the black depths of the forest.


      CHAPTER XXIX


      A Woman’s Scream


      “The black Cloud of Death!”


      We stood there at the casement of the palace, gazing with a growing terror at the visible evidence of the tragedy which threatened. A black cloud off there in the distance, spreading out, rolling inexorably toward us. And then came the wind, and with it a breath of the black monster—a choking, horrible suggestion of the death rolling already over the city.


      We must have been fascinated at the casement for some considerable time. Elza’s thought messages had ceased. Abruptly I came to myself.


      “The Black Cloud of Death!” I turned to Georg and Maida. “Alarm the city! Arouse them all! Alarm—”


      Maida’s face was white: she flung off Georg’s arm which had been protectingly around her. “The siren—”


      Terrible moments, those that followed. Confusion; panic; death!


      The public siren in the tower by the lagoon entrance shrilled its warning. The danger lights blazed out. The city came to life. Lights sprang up everywhere. People—with the daze of sleep still upon them—appeared at the casements; on the roof-tops; on the canal steps they appeared, fumbling with their boats. Panic!


      A pandemonium. Aircraft, such as could so hastily be mustered, swept overhead. A glare of lights everywhere. The shrill voice of the siren stilled, to make audible the broadcast warnings—stentorian tones screaming: “The Black Cloud of Death! Escape from the city! Escape to Industriana!”


      Warning, advice, command! But over it all, the breath of the black cloud now lay heavy. The lights were dimmed by it. Everywhere—to every deepest recess of the city—to every inner room where to escape it many had fled—its deadly choking breath was penetrating.


      Within the palace was turmoil. We had an air-vehicle on a landing-stage nearby; but Georg and Maida would not leave at once. Rulers of the Central State, as a Director might stick to his crumbling Tower, they stayed now in the Great City. Encouraging the people. Maida’s voice, futilely attempting to broadcast over the uproar. Georg commanding the official air-vessels to load with refugees; himself struggling to direct the jam of boats toward the embarking stages.


      We were in the instrument room of the palace. The air was pale-blue, though I had closed every casement. Ourselves, choking already; then gasping; and with no time or thought to procure a mask. The chemical room, from whence we might have secured apparatus to purify our air, had been abandoned before we thought to seek it out. I dashed into it, my breath held. Its casements were open; its air thick-blue with the fumes; its staff long since fled. I ran back to Georg and Maida, gasping, my lungs on fire, my head roaring.


      “No use! Abandoned!”


      The department of weather control where—had we been forewarned—we might have found means to divert the wind by another of our own creation—was deserted by its staff at the first alarm.


      “No use! Georg—Maida—let us go!”


      The mirrors all about us in the instrument room were going dark; the horrible scenes of death throughout the city which they pictured were vanishing. The public lights were going out; the broadcast voices were ceasing.


      The city now was out of control. But still the lagoon outside was packed with boats—overloaded boats.… Screams of terror, choked into silence…boats with frenzied occupants leaping into the water to find a quicker, happier death…a woman with a babe in her arms on a housetop across the lagoon—the infant already dead; the crazed mother flinging it down into the water, herself following with a long, gasping scream…


      At last Georg pulled at me—no longer could we speak—pulled at me, and with Maida between us, we fled. The air outside was worse. In the dimness, our landing stage seemed belans away. The flagged area between us and the stage—a space of square-cut metal flagging, bordering the lagoon—was littered with bodies. Dead—or dying. People even now staggering from landed boats—staggering blindly, stumbling over bodies, falling and lying always where they had fallen.


      With our own senses fading, we groped our way forward. Soon we were separated. I saw Maida fall and Georg pick her up, but I was powerless to reach them.


      The landing stage seemed so far away. The dead and dying beneath my feet obstructed me as I staggered over them. A woman, reeling toward me, flung her arms about my neck with an iron grip of despair. I stared into her face, purple almost with its congested blood, her mouth gaping, her blood-shot eyes bulging; and even with the terror distorting them, I saw beneath it their look of despairing appeal…


      Her arms clinging to me desperately; but with a curse I flung her to the ground and reeled onward.


      Without knowing it, I had come to the brink of the water’s edge. The flagging seemed to drop away. I fell. Dimly I heard the splash as I struck the water; and felt a grateful cooling sense as it closed over me.


      I am a strong, instinctive swimmer. I did not breathe, and when I rose to the surface, the single swift breath I took was purer than any I had had for half an hour past. My head cleared a little; swimming instinctively, and with cautious breaths, I found that I was able to go on.


      I know now that by some vagary of chance—of fate if you will—I had struck a surface area where breathable air still remained. I swam, striving to plan, to think where I might be swimming. Yet it was all a phantasmagoria, with only the strength of my muscles and the instinct to preserve my life remaining to direct me. Swimming endlessly…swimming…taking a half-gasp of breath…swimming…trying to think…or dreaming…was it all a dream?…


      When I came to myself I was lying upon a bank of ferns in the outskirts of the city. It was still night; the black cloud of death had passed on; the air was pure. Like a man for days bereft of water, I lay and drank in the air, pure at last, as the Almighty distils it for us.


      Bodies were lying around me on the bank. A dark, silent house stood nearby; and a deserted boat. All darkness and silence—the brooding silence of death. I was still dazed. Maida—Georg; they seemed like people in a dream long faded. Industriana! They were going to theRhaal City of Industriana. I had been trying to get there. I must get there now—join them. I climbed to my feet; the edge of a forest was nearby and with wavering steps I started toward it.


      Looking back on it now I realize that I was even then half crazed. In a daze I must have stumbled through the forest for hours. Unreasoning, with only that one idea—to get to Industriana; and in the background of my consciousness the vague belief that Elza would be there to greet me. Into the depths of the untrammeled forest with unguided steps I wandered.


      At last I found myself wondering if the dawn were coming; the tri-night hour was long since passed; the auroral lights as I could sometimes see them through the tangle of vegetation overhead, were low in the sky. Insects—and sometimes larger beings—leaped and slithered unseen before my advance. But I did not heed them. Eyes may have peered at me as I stumbled through the blackness of the undergrowth; but if they did, I did not notice them.


      And then at last I was brought abruptly to full rationality and consciousness. Stumbling through a tangle of low growth—a black thicket which tore at my garments and scratched my flesh—I was transfixed by a woman’s scream. It came through the darkness from near at hand. A crashing of the underbrush, and a woman’s scream of terror. It stopped my breath, turned me cold.


      Elza!


      CHAPTER XXX


      The Monster


      I stood frozen with horror; but as my brain cleared—awake at last to full rationality and consciousness—beneath the horror came a surging joy of the knowledge that at last Elza was near me. The scream was repeated; inactive no longer, I dashed the thicket branches apart with my arms and plunged forward through the darkness.


      Ahead of me the thickets opened into a sort of clearing. I saw the sky, the stars—paling stars with the first flush of dawn overpowering them. I stood at the edge of an open space in the dim, flat-grey illumination of morning twilight.


      Elza! She was there, standing near a huge isolated tree; Elza, pale, trembling, a hand pressed against her mouth in terror; disheveled, her garments dirty and torn with her wanderings through the forest.


      A swift glimpse as momentarily I paused; a second or two only, but the scene was impressed upon my brain as actinic light upon a photo-screen. Close by Elza, partially behind her, I saw something small, no taller than Elza’s waist. A naked thing of sleek, glistening skin. The monstrosity of a human child; a bulging head, wavering upon a neck incapable of supporting it; a thick round body; twisted, misshapen limbs. A face…human? It made my gorge rise with its gruesome suggestion of humanity. Nostrils—no nose; a mouth, lipless, but red like a curved gash with upturned corners to make the travesty of a grin; a triangle of watery eyes, goggling. Senselessly, it stood watching Elza with a dull, vacant curiosity. Not human, this thing! Yet monstrously repulsive in its hideous suggestion of an idiot child.


      Elza was not facing it; my gaze instinctively followed hers to the tree. Crowning horror! The adult of this thing upon the ground hung swaying by a thick hand and arm from a low limb; hung, then dropped. Growling, mouthing as though it would try and form human words of menace, it picked itself up and shambled toward Elza.


      I leaped for them. Elza seemed too terrified to run. The thing reached her, towered over her; seized her in its arms. She screamed—the agony of revolt and terror; but over her voice rose my own shout of rage, and abruptly the thing dropped her and turned to confront me. Snarling, glaring with its three hideous blood-shot eyes; waving its thick, bent arms.


      I had no weapons save those with which nature had endowed me. The regret of that came as a fleeting thought; and then I crashed into the thing; my fist, passing its awkward guard, struck it full in the face. I sickened. Even in the heat of combat a nausea swept me. For no solid flesh and bone met my blow, like the shell of an egg, my fist crashed into and through its face.


      Warm, sticky moisture…a stench…


      The thing had toppled backward, with me sprawling upon its bloated bulk. It struggled, writhed… Its arms gripped me, its huge fingers clutched my throat… I caught a glimpse of its smashed face…so close, I turned away…a face of yellow-white pulp…


      My fist cracked and sank into its chest. I pounded, smashed; broke the shell of its distended body…noisome…the revulsion, the nausea of it all but overcame me.


      At last the thing lay still; and from the wet, sticky foulness of it I rose and stood shuddering. Elza lay on the ground; but she had risen upon one elbow and I saw that she was unharmed save for the shock of terror through which she had passed—a mitigated shock with the knowledge now that I was with her, and that I too was uninjured.


      The infant thing had vanished. I hastened forward.


      “Elza! Elza, dear—”


      Joy lighted her face.


      “Jac!”


      I would have lifted her up; but the consciousness of my own foulness—the yellow-white slime streaked with red which smeared my arms, splattered my clothing—gave me pause. In the growing light, beyond the clearing, I caught the silver sheen of water. Without a word I ran for it; a shimmering pool the existence of which no doubt had drawn these grewsome beings of the forest into its vicinity. To the cleansing water I ran, plunged in, purged myself of that horrible foulness which human senses could not endure.


      When I returned, Elza was upon her feet. Recovered at last she flung herself into my arms. Impulsive; seeking protection as she clung to me; fear; the let-down of overwrought nerves as she stood and clung and sobbed upon my shoulder.


      It was all of that; but oh! it was more than that as well. My Elza, raising her tear-stained face and kissing me. Murmuring, “Jac, I love you!” Murmuring her love: “Jac dear, you’re safe! I’ve wanted so long to be with you again—I’ve been so frightened—so frightened—”


      Giving me back my kisses unreserved; holding me with eager arms… Tarrano? The memory of him came to me. How foolish my fears, my jealousy! That man of genius…conqueror of worlds…


      But my Elza loved me!…


      CHAPTER XXXI


      Industriana


      It must have been two days later when at last we were rescued by the Rhaal patrol and taken to Industriana. Back there in the forest I had suddenly remembered that the mate to the thing I had killed would doubtless be lurking in the vicinity. We fled. Subsisting on what food of the wilds we could find, at last we were picked up and taken to the City of Work.


      The Great City had been destroyed. Wanton capital of the Central State, we learned now that it lay dead. To outward aspect, unharmed. Fair, serene, alluring as ever it lay there on its shimmering waters; but the life within it, was dead. Refugees—a quarter perhaps of the inhabitants—had escaped; hourly the search patrols were picking them up, bringing them to Industriana. Rescue parties were searching the city, to find any who might still be alive.


      And out in the forest lay a great pile of ashes, still exhaling a thin wisp of its deadly breath—where Tarrano had created the Black Cloud; lost his captive Elza, but doubtless had escaped himself back to his City of Ice.


      We found Georg and Maida safe at Industriana. Marvelous city! Elza had never seen it before. She sat gazing breathless as from the air on the patrol vessel, we approached it.


      The land of this region was a black, rocky soil upon which vegetation would not grow. A rolling land, grimly black, metallic; with outcroppings of ore, red and white and with occasional patches of thin white sand whereon a prickly blue grass struggled for life.


      Rolling hills; and then places where nature had upheaved into a turmoil. Huge naked black crags; buttes; hills with precipitous black sides of sleek metal; narrow canyons with tumultuous water flowing through them.


      In such a place stood Industriana. The City of Work! Set in an area where nature lay scarred, twisted in convulsion, its buildings clung to every conceivable slope and in every position. Many-storied buildings—residences and factories indiscriminately intermingled. All built in sober, solid rectangles of the forbidding black stone.


      A long steep slope from an excavated quarry deep in the ground, ran straight up to a commanding hilltop—the slope set with an orderly array of buildings clinging to it in terraces. Buildings huge, or tiny huts; all anchored in the rear to the ground, and set upon metal girders in the front. Bisecting the slope was a vertical street—a broad escalator of moving steps, one half going upward, the other down. Beside it, a series of other escalators for the traffic of moving merchandise.


      Cross streets on the hill were spider bridges, clinging with thin, stiff legs. And at the summit of the hill stood a tremendous funnel belching flame and smoke into the sky.


      To one side of the hill lay a bowl-like depression with a single squat building in its center—a low building of many funnels; and about it the black yawning mouths of shafts down into the ground—mines vomiting ore, broken chunks of the metallic rock coming up as though by the invisible magic of magnetism, hunting through the air in an arc to fall with a clatter into great bins above the smelter.


      In another place, at the bottom of a canyon roared a surging torrent of river. A harnessed river; plunging into turbines; emerging to tumble over a cascade, its every drop caught by turning buckets spilled again at the bottom. Water pursuing its surging course downward, its power used again and again. The canyon dry at one place near the lower edge of the city, the water all electrified, resolved into piped hydrogen and oxygen. Like a tremendous clock ticking, the water, momentarily dammed back, was released in a torrent to the electrolysis vats. The hissing gases, under tremendous pressure, raised up the heavy-weighted tops of two expanding tanks. Another tick of this giant clock—the gases released, were merged again to water. The tops of the tanks lowered, each in turn, one coming down as the other went up—hundreds of tons of weight—their slow downward pull geared to scores of whirling wheels—the power shifted to dynamos scattered throughout the city.


      It was the twilight of nightfall when we arrived over Industriana. A thousand funnels and chimneys belched their flame and smoke—the flame tinting the sky with a lurid yellow-green glare, the smoke hanging like a dim blue gauze through which everything seemed unreal, infernal.


      From the city rose a roar—the myriad sounds of industry mingled by the magic of distance. And as we got closer, the roar resolved into its component parts; the grinding of gears; clicking of belts and chains; whirring of dynamos and motors; shrill electrical screams; the clattering of falling ore; clanking of swiftly moving merchandise, bound in metal, magnetized to monorail cars shifting it to warehouses on the nearby hills. And over it all flashed the brilliant signal lights of the merchandise traffic directors whose stentorian electrical voices broadcasting commands sounded above the city’s noises.


      An inferno of activity. A seeming confusion; yet the aspect of confusion was a fallacy, for beneath it lay a precision—an orderly precision as calm and exact as the mind of the Director of a Signal Tower counting off the split seconds of his beams.


      An orderly precision—the brain of one man guiding and dominating everything; at his desk alone for long hours throughout the days and nights. A quiet, grey-haired gentleman; unhurried, unharassed, seemingly almost inactive; always seated at his empty desk smoking endless arrant-cylinders. The dominating business brain of Industriana.


      CHAPTER XXXII


      Departure


      Georg and Maida were very busy in Industriana; and now Elza and I were admitted to their activities—Elza and I, with our new-found love and happiness neglected for the greater thing, the welfare of the nation upon which hinged the very safety of Venus itself; and Mars; and our own fair Earth.


      Industriana, greatest commercial and manufacturing center of Venus, had been given over momentarily to the preparations for war. The Rhaals had at last turned from industry to the conquest of Tarrano. Preparations were almost completed; our armies were to start within a very few times of sleep.


      I had had no experience in warfare; but the history of our Earth had told me much of it. The enlisting and training of huge armies of men; arming them; artillery; naval and air forces; commissary and supplies; a gigantic business organization to equip, move and maintain millions of fighting men.


      Ancient warfare! This—our modern way—was indeed dissimilar. It was, from most aspects, simplicity itself. We had no need of men in great numbers. I found something like a single thousand of men being organized and trained. And equipped with weapons to outward aspects comparatively simple.


      On all the three worlds the age of explosives of the sort history records, was long since passed. Electronic weapons—all basically the same. And I found now that it was the power for them, developed, transformed into its various characteristics and stored for individual transportation and use, which was mainly engrossing Industriana.


      I had opportunity, that first night, of meeting Geno-Rhaalton—the present head of that famous Rhaalton line, for generations hereditary leaders of their race.


      We found him, this Geno-Rhaalton, in a secluded, somber little office of black metallic walls, grey hangings and rug, a block of carved stone his desk, and a few of the stiff-backed stone chairs, each with its single prim cushion.


      The office was beyond sight and sound of the busy city. His desk was empty, save for the array of apparatus around its edges—the clicking tabulators which recorded, sorted, analyzed and summarized for him every minute detail with which the city was engaged.


      Machines of business detail. We had them, of course, in the Inter-Allied offices of Greater New York. I have seen our Divisional Director voice into a mouthpiece the demand for some statistical summary computed up to five minutes before, and covering his entire Atlantic Division. He would have it, recorded in cold print before him, within a moment.


      Yet, compared to the Rhaalton efficiency, our own methods seemed antiquated indeed. This man was in touch with every transpiring detail simultaneously; yet not confused by them, for every detail was also combined into a whole—to be examined for itself if he wished. Visually as well, the entire city lay before his gaze—the walls of the office were lined with rows and tiers of small mirrors; receivers and mouthpieces connected him with everything. Sights, sounds, and even smells of the various factories were available to him—smells when his sense of smell might be necessary for the testing of some elusive gas.


      Without moving his physical body his presence was in effect transported wherever throughout the city he wished to be. A man of tremendous concentration, to handle but one thing at a time; with all the power of his brain to give instant decision, and then to forget it utterly.


      I found him a rather small man; smooth-shaven; grey-haired; a grave face and demeanor, with dark eyes solemn with thought, yet twinkling often when he spoke. A man of flabby muscles and gentle voice; seemingly unforceful, and with a personality likable, but hardly dominating.


      Instinctively I found myself comparing him to Tarrano. Tarrano’s strong, wiry body. The flash of his eye; his inscrutability, always suggesting menace; the power, the genius of his personality—the force radiating from him which no one could mistake. His intellectual power—his concentration—certainly the equal of this little leader of the Rhaals.


      Tarrano the Conqueror! Tarrano—man of destiny—risen from nothing and by the sheer genius of his will throwing three worlds into chaos, at one stage combining two worlds into his self-created Empire; and menacing the third. Surely Tarrano was a greater man than this Rhaalton. I knew it; much as I hated Tarrano I was forced to admit it.


      Yet as I stood there acknowledging the soft-spoken greeting of Rhaalton, I had the swift premonition that Tarrano was going down into defeat. And that this little man, without moving from his desk or raising his voice, would be the main factor in bringing it about.


      And I wondered why such a thing could be. I know why now. Tarrano, with all his genius, lacked just one quality which this little man had in abundance. The milk of human kindness—humanity—a radiating force the essence of which paradoxically was the unforceful gentleness of him. The Almighty—as we each of us in our hearts must envisage our God—is just, but gentle, humane in His justness. And with all the genius in the universe—the war-like power—the weapons—the cohorts—all the wonderful armament of war—you cannot transgress the Will of the Almighty. Against all human logic of what should be victory—you will meet defeat.…


      The thoughts fled through my mind and vanished into the realities of the present. Rhaalton was saying:


      “We will be ready within another time of sleep. Jac Hallen, you wish, I suppose, to go out with our forces?”


      “Oh yes,” I said.


      He smiled. “The eagerness of youth for danger! And yet is very necessary—very laudable—”


      He passed a hand across his forehead with a weary gesture—a gesture which seemed to me despondent. Could this be our vaunted leader? My heart sank.


      He added abruptly: “We shall conquer this Tarrano—but at what cost!” His smile was wistful. “We must choose the lesser evil.”


      Still gently, almost sorrowfully, but with a directness and clarity of thought which amazed me, he plunged into a detailed account of what Georg was to do in command of our forces. My own part in it, already planned by him in detail. Maida’s part. Elza’s. The division of Rhaal maidens.


      Girlhood in war! It seemed very strange. Yet the Rhaal maidens were going as a matter of course, since there were some activities for which they were more fitted than the men. With all the Rhaal maidens going, Elza and Maida would not stay behind. And though Maida—a wife—was objected to by Rhaalton, he had yielded finally to her pleading.


      I will not now detail our plans or our armament. We had, in general, one thousand unmarried men, in five divisions of two hundred each. They were largely Rhaals, with the few Earth men previously sent us; fifty perhaps of the most loyal slaans; and a scattering of the other races of the Venus Central State. A few—thirty perhaps—of the Little People of Mars. In addition, another hundred men, individually in charge of the larger apparatus and the vehicles. And the division of two hundred girls.


      Our journey to the Cold Country was to be made on flying platforms and vehicles of various sizes; some large to carry fifty passengers or more; others so small that only one person could be carried. These latter, the girls were to use. I call them platforms. In this size they were not, literally speaking, much more than the transporting mechanism fastened to the girl’s waist.


      There were also heavier vehicles carrying the larger apparatus; and several of fairly large size with food, clothing, housing equipment—supplies of all kinds for our maintenance abroad. A dozen vehicles also carrying huge skeleton towers, encircled at the top with ray projectors. A vehicle with a single room—an instrument room fully equipped by means of which Geno-Rhaalton at his desk would be in contact with our every move. And largest vehicle of all—in aspect a solid, squat affair almost of a size for inter-planetary travel—our power plant.


      We started at dawn of the second morning after my own arrival in Industriana. The girls were to travel to the borders of the Cold Country on the larger vehicles, but they wished to start flying individually for the first few helans of the journey for practice. Georg, Maida, Elza and I were to travel in the instrument room.


      We massed upon a broad hilltop near the city. In the grey twilight of dawn with a flush of pink in the sky where the sun in a few moments would rise, I stood in the outer doorway of the instrument vehicle. Around me was the confusion of departure. Eager young men; laughing girls, flushed with excitement. The gayety of youth going to war! Young as I was myself, I was struck with the drama, the pathos of it. What would the home-coming be?


      Georg, Maida and Elza were with me. Geno-Rhaalton stepped up to us. Bare-headed. A solemn little man, heavy-hearted.


      “Good-by,” he said simply. “I know you will do your best.”


      “Jac! Look there!”


      I followed Elza’s startled gesture to the soft, white clouds which were massed in the sky above us. By what magic of science the thing was accomplished, I know not; but up there in the clouds a gigantic image of Tarrano was materializing! His head and shoulders. Arms folded; his face with a sardonic smile leering down at us! Lips moving. And out of the air about us came his audible, broadcasting words.


      “Do your best, my friends!” Ironic mockery! “Coming to conquer Tarrano? Hasten! You are keeping Tarrano waiting most impatiently!”


      The giant voice died away into silence; the huge image melted into the clouds and vanished.


      Rhaalton looked at us again, expressionless. “Good-by,” he repeated. “Do your best.”


      He turned away abruptly. And then as he walked with a despondent droop, I saw his shoulders suddenly straighten. He flung a hand into the air. The signal to start! From a tower in Industriana a puff of violet light shot up to magnify the signal.


      The girls, all in their places, rose into the air. Draperies fluttering, like graceful birds they rose, circled over us in an arc; and then in a long, single line, with officers apart to one side marking them in squads of twenty, they sped into the dimness of distance.


      The tower vehicles now were rising. Then the larger platform; the power plant, like a floating building sailing majestically up.


      “Come, Jac.”


      Elza and Maida were inside the instrument room gazing through one of its windows; and Georg drew me within, closing the transparent door after us. Through the windows I could see the line of vehicles following after the girls. Then our instrument room rose quietly, soundlessly. The ground dropped slowly away, then faster; and as we swung about I saw the hilltop beneath us. Its sides were lined with waving spectators; stricken momentarily with awe at the apparition of Tarrano, they had already forgotten it; from every vantage point of Industriana they were frantically waving.


      But the hilltop was empty, save for one lone figure—Geno-Rhaalton standing sorrowfully gazing after us.


      CHAPTER XXXIII


      First Assault


      Our spies had informed us that of recent weeks there had arisen about the City of Ice a huge wall behind which Tarrano would make his stand. It was our plan to approach within range of this and establish our power plant as a base from which to direct our offensive. The trip from the Great City was not long. After a few helans our girls ceased flying individually and boarded their appointed vehicles.


      In a long single line, armament platforms, the towers, our instrument room, with the power plant bringing up the rear, we sailed forward. There were in our instrument vehicle, Maida, Georg, Elza and myself, the vehicle manned by two pilots and two mechanicians—a slaan, a Mars man, and two Earth men. We were in constant communication with Geno-Rhaalton. And though he enjoined upon us all the necessity for sleeping or resting during the trip, himself sat alert at his desk, unrelaxing. The little mirror on our table showed him sitting there, watching every move we made.


      We laid down to rest, but sleep was impossible. Through the panelled transparent floor, I watched the country changing as we advanced; vegetation dwindling; the soil changing to rocky barrenness at the border of the Cold Country. And then the snow-plains, the mute frozen rivers of ice, the mountains.


      In the twilight of the Cold Country autumn, we sailed up to the mountains and approached to the City of Ice. Alert, all of us now, as at an altitude of a few thousand feet we circled about, marking time until the power plant had selected its base and landed to make ready for the battle.


      Throughout the trip we had expected—had anticipated the possibility—of a surprise attack by Tarrano; an ambush in the open air, perhaps by some means strange to us. But the vision magnifiers, the microphones—encompassing every known range of sight and sound—showed us nothing. Especially at the mountains we had thought to meet opposition. But at first none came. It seemed somehow ominous, this lack of action from Tarrano; and when the leader of our line—a tower vehicle—rose sharply to scale the jagged peaks of the Divide, the flare of a hostile electronic bomb rising came almost as a relief. From the instrument room—forewarned an instant by the hiss of our microphones—I saw the bomb start upward. Slowly as a rocket it mounted—a blurred ball of glowing violet light, quite plain in the dim twilight. I knew that the tower platform at which it was directed would have time to throw out its insulation; I knew that the insulation would doubtless be effective—yet my heart leaped nevertheless. At my hand was a projector; but in those few seconds the tower just in advance of us in the line was quicker. Its ray darted at the violet ball; the soundless explosion threw a wave of sparks about the menaced tower, like a puff—a pricked bubble of soap-film—the violet ball was dissipated. But I saw the menaced tower rock a trifle from the shock.


      Geno-Rhaalton’s face in the mirror beside me was very solemn. I heard him murmuring something to the other towers, saw their light flash downward, searching the mountain defiles. And as I watched that little image of Rhaalton, I chanced to notice a mirror on Rhaalton’s desk. Rhaalton himself was looking at it—a mirror which had been dark, but which now flashed on. An outlaw circuit! The mirror imaged the face of Tarrano. Tarrano grinning ironically!


      CHAPTER XXXIV


      Invisible Assailants


      We did not locate the source of the bomb, and no others rose to assail us. The mountain defiles, so far as our lights could illuminate them, seemed deserted. We passed over the Divide, and on the plateau beyond, we landed. A region of rolling country beneath its snow and ice. The mountains came down sharply to the inner plain—a crescent of mountain range stretching off into the dimness of distance, half encircling this white plateau in the center of which stood the City of Ice. We could just see it at the horizon, the glittering spires of its Ice Palace.


      Around the city, completely enveloping it, was a thick circular wall of ice twenty times the height of a man. We were too far away to see it plainly—a turreted wall doubtless armed with projectors throughout its circular length. Our finders would not show it, for it was insulated against them. It stood there grey-white, bleak and apparently deserted.


      Georg said: “It’s the man’s accursed inactivity! Is he going to do nothing?… Our power plant has landed, Jac—there in the foothills—see it drop?” A call from Rhaalton took his attention.


      We landed our entire force in the foothills of the mountains. The power plant was there; it looked like a squat industrial building set upon a ledge of ice—a shining cliff-face behind it, a precipice in front. At the foot of the precipice our other vehicles were clustered.


      We were there throughout three entire times of sleep, hours strangely the same in that unaltered polar twilight. During them, with the tower platforms set in a ring about us to make an armed camp, we unloaded our apparatus, erected our power controls, prepared the individual circuits, making ready for our offensive. And still—though we, were alert for it—no move from Tarrano.


      They were hours during which, with my lack of technical knowledge, I found myself often with nothing to do. Our camp was bustling with activity, but among the now idle girls and many of the young men, there was an air of gayety. They laughed, shouted, played games amid the rocks from which we had long since melted the snow. Once, in what would have been early evening had not the Sun in these latitudes held level like a burned-out ball near the horizon, Elza and I wandered from the camp to climb the cliffs nearby.


      Beyond the circle of the camp’s heat, the deadly cold of the region assailed us. We had not wished to equip with the individual heating, which for battle would leave us free of heavy garments; instead we swathed ourselves in furs, with the exercise of climbing to aid us in keeping warm.


      It was wonderful to be again alone with Elza. Even with what was impending we were young enough to put it momentarily from our minds. Like young lovers clandestinely stealing away to a tryst, we left the camp and hand in hand, climbed up amid the crags. A few hundred feet to one side of the power house, and about the same distance above it, we sat down at last to rest.


      The scene from here was picturesque in the extreme. Across the flat, shadowless snowy plain was the wall of ice with the city behind it. All in the far distance, this city wherein our enemy was entrenched; and there were no lights, no movement that we could see. In that drab twilight, it seemed almost unreal.


      The plain too, was empty. A few palpably deserted huts, nothing else. Beneath us, snugly anchored there on the ledge, was our power house. No unreality here. Its aerials were mounted; its external dynamos were visibly revolving; from its windows blue shafts of light slanted out; and from it rose the low hum of active power.


      Below it, spread over the slightly sloping area of foothill beneath us, lay our encampment. A ring of our tower vehicles, with their projectors mounted and ready, their colored search-beams slowly sweeping the white plain and the dead grey sky. Within their ring, the camp itself. Lighted by the blue-white tubes set upon quadrupeds at intervals; heated by strings of red-glowing wire and the red wire-balls used on Venus. The snow and ice on the ground within the camp had melted, exposing the naked rock.


      A scene of blue and red lights and shifting shadows; bustling with activity—figures, tiny from this height, hurrying about. The sounds from it rose to us; the low hum and snap of the weapons being tested; the shouted commands; and sometimes, mingled with it, the laughing shout of a light-hearted girl.


      Elza clung close to me. “Everything will be ready soon.”


      I nodded. “They’re going to mount a ray up here on the cliff. Grolier was telling me, for permanent protection—to stay here with the power house when we go out to the attack.”


      Silent with her thoughts she did not answer me. Sidewise, I regarded her solemn little face encased in its hood of fur. And then clumsily, for our furs were heavy and awkward, I put my arm about her.


      “I love you, Elza. It’s worth a great deal to be here alone with you.”


      “Jac, what will he do?” Her gaze was to the far-off City of Ice. “It seems so—so sinister, Jac, this silence from him. This inactivity. It is not like him to be inactive.”


      “He’s there,” I said. “Rolltar the Mars man—boastful fellow, blow-hard—he was telling some of us that in his opinion Tarrano had already run away.”


      “Never!” she exclaimed. “This is his last stand. He’ll make it here—defeat us here—”


      “Elza!”


      She glanced momentarily at me, smiled a queer smile, and then gazed once more over the distant plain. “I do not mean I think he’ll defeat us, Jac. I mean, that is his reasoning—make his last stand here—”


      “He hasn’t run away,” I repeated. “I told Rolltar so. We got an outlaw connection into the Ice Palace today. For a moment only, and then it was discovered and broken off. But we had the image for a moment—it chanced to show Tarrano himself. But he’s isolated now. Bretan said his isolation power—around the Ice Palace and the wall anyway—is greater than any image-ray we can send against it.”


      My heart leaped suddenly, for I saw Elza’s eyes widen, fear spring to her face; heard the sharp intake of her breath, and felt her hand grip my arm.


      “Jac! There’s something wrong! See there? And you hear it?”


      From the instrument room I heard a vague drumming. A hiss, and then a drumming growing louder. It was not a new sound, for now I remembered I had been conscious of it for several moments past. Our encampment was awake to it! A confusion down there; people running about; a figure dashing wildly into the instrument room. And the aerials on the power house began to snap viciously.


      “Jac! What is it?”


      “I don’t know. See there, Elza? The sub-ray lights!”


      The search-beams from our towers were inordinately active. Sweeping the empty snow-plain and the empty sky. Empty? To my fevered imagination they were peopled with enemies. And then one of the towers flashed on a sub-ray—the dull infra-red for envisaging the slow rays below the power of human sight. And another tower with its faint purple beam was using the ultra-violet.


      “That drumming, Elza! That’s a microphone—the big one they just erected near the instrument room. There’s something coming! That’s the magnified sound of some distant rush of air. Very faint sound, but they must have heard it on the ear-phones long ago. That microphone must have just been connected—”


      Something coming? We could see nothing.


      “Let’s go down, Jac! We must get back—”


      “I’ve got infra-red glasses—” I fumbled beneath my furs. But I did not have them.


      “Jac—”


      “Wait, Elza.”


      My glasses would have been useless, for the sub and ultra beams from the towers were disclosing nothing. I could tell that by the hasty searching sweeps they made. And then from the big Wilton tower, the newly connected Zed-ray flashed on, I could hear the load of it in the deepened, throaty hum from the power house. Its dirty brown beam sprayed out over the plain; then swung to the sky, caught something, hung motionless, narrowed into great intensity. The powerful Zed-ray, capturing the visibility of dense solids only.24


      There was something up there in the sky! The Zed-ray met resistance; we could see the sparks, and hear the snap of them coming like a roar from the microphone above the drumming. Met the resistance and conquered it; gradually the snapping roar died away.


      “Jac! I see something! Something there—don’t you see it?”


      A luminous blur became visible in the nearer sky—moving blobs of silver luminosity in the mud-brown light of the Zed-ray. A hundred or more moving silver blobs. They were taking form. The silvery phosphorescent look faded, became grey-white. Took definite shape. Waving arms and legs! Bones bereft of flesh. Human skeletons! Limbs waving rhythmically. Bony arms, with fingers clutching metal weapons. Assailants coming at us through the air, stripped by the Zed-ray of clothing, skin, flesh, organs, to the naked bone. Skeletons with skulls of empty eye-sockets and set jaw-bones to make the travesty of human faces grim with menace!


      CHAPTER XXXV


      Attack on the Power House


      Stricken with surprise and awe, Elza and I sat there motionless. Our encampment was in a turmoil of confusion—chaos, out of which very soon order came. The skeleton figures in the air—I saw now that there were nearer two hundred than one hundred—were perhaps two thousand feet away, and at an altitude of about the cliff-ledge where Elza and I were sitting.


      They swept forward, bathed in the Zed-ray with all our other search-beams darkened to give it full sway. Momentarily I saw them clearer; metallic cylinders in bony fingers, and a metal mechanism of flight encasing, yet not touching the ribs.


      “Jac! Why don’t our rays—”


      As though to answer Elza’s unfinished question, one of our towers turned a disintegrating ray upon them. A narrow pencil-point of light, barely visible in this flat daylight. It swung up into our Zed-ray, searched and clung to one of the skeleton figures. Had it penetrated, the man would have been dissipated like a puff of vapor. But it did not; and then I knew that for that distance at least, this enemy’s isolation power—individual barrage—was too great.


      Yet the assailed figure wavered! Our amplifier gave out his shout—half fear, half admonition. The line of skeletons swung upward. Came on, but mounted so that I saw that they were making for the summit of the cliff above us—above our power house.


      Their defense—invisibility, and a mere isolation barrage so that we could not harm them with our tower rays while they kept beyond range. But what was their means of attack? Why would Tarrano.…


      “The power house,” Elza answered; and I realized then that she had read my thoughts. The power house, if they could demolish it.…


      Our thoughts, questions and answers unspoken, flew fast; but the drama before us unfolded faster. With the knowledge that we could see them, these invaders cast aside a portion of their equipment to give them greater freedom. We could see the metal portions of the trappings falling like plummets. The skeleton images faded; and then as our tower withdrew the Zed-ray and our search-beams picked them up, we saw our enemies as they really were. Men clothed in a casing of cylindrical garments with the flying mechanisms strapped to their chests; some with visors and headpieces, nearly all with small weapons in their hands.


      Keeping well away, they continued to mount. They were striving for the pinnacle of cliff-tops above us; but as our rays darted at them they halted, wavered; and now when nearly above the camp, they began mounting straight up.


      “Jac! Look there!”


      One of our tower vehicles was preparing to rise. Its ray, following the search-beams upward, was aimed at the invaders, but they were beyond its effective range. Their weapons of attack? I knew now.


      “Suicides!”


      Whether Elza said it, or merely thought it I do not know. One of the figures came down as though falling. A few seconds only; but though our search-beam showed it, the smaller rays for those seconds missed it. Down—until no more than five hundred feet above us it checked its fall. A giant of a man; and with his hand cylinder—in range now—he shot a bolt at our power house. It struck; I could see the flash, saw an aerial shatter before the charge went harmlessly into the body of the building. Then one of our rays caught the man; his figure crumpled; the shower of sparks as his barrage was broken, exploded like a tiny bursting bomb; and as the sparks died, there was nothing where the man had been.


      A suicide; but one of our aerials was shattered. And then others came down—not many, for it was grim business and the courage of them must have failed at the last. Falling bodies; tiny bolts striking the power house; the sparks—then empty air where living men had been.


      Our tower left the ground. Some of our men, with small flying platforms strapped to them, were crowding its top. Its beams preceded it—but I saw the beams breaking intermittently as the bolts struck the power house. The invaders wavered with indecision. Some of them came down to voluntary death; others strove for the cliff-top; some took flight. Our tower swept into them; one of them, injured but not annihilated, fell with a crash into the encampment.


      Above Elza and me was a maze of flashing beams; futile bolts; the puffs of myriad sparks. A bolt seemed to strike quite near where we were sitting; I drew Elza back and we crouched in the hollow of a rock. A body came hurtling down, crashed to the cliff-ledge almost at our feet with the sickening thump of mangled flesh and broken bones—hung an instant to give me a momentary glimpse of a face contorted in death agony; then rolled over and fell further down the jagged cliff.


      Then above us presently there was silence and the drab empty sky. Our tower was back beyond the cliff-top. Soon it appeared; apparently unharmed, it came dropping down to its former place on the ground.


      The first attack was over. And off in the distance a few solitary figures were winging their way back to the City of Ice.


      CHAPTER XXXVI


      City of Ice Besieged


      We were not greatly harmed by this surprise attack; the power house was superficially damaged, but soon repaired. That night—I call it that though the constant weak daylight made the term incongruous—activity showed in the City of Ice.


      It came with a vertical spray of light rising from the ice wall which encircled the city. Spreading light beams rising from points a hundred feet apart along the wall. The beams spread fan-shape, so that within fifty feet above their source they met and merged into a thin sheet of effulgence rising into the sky. Tarrano’s barrage.


      It seemed then that beyond suicidal sorties of the kind we had just repulsed, Tarrano was planning to stand purely on the defensive. It was our own plan to surround the city with our towers; even those on the further side would be within range of our power house; and with the city thus beleaguered, we would attack the wall from every side at once.


      We tested now this barrage Tarrano had thrown up. Sprays of its insulated area came down to protect the wall in front; and protected also the triangular spaces between the sources of the main beams. Tentatively one of our towers approached within range; but our rays only beat into the barrage with the hiss of molten metal plunged into water, and with a burst of interference sparks. Even at a horizontal thousand feet we could do nothing. Then we tried altitude. Our projectors, mounted individually on small platforms automatically controlled to fly without human pilot, went up and we strove to get them over the barrage.


      At five thousand feet one went over safely. But the electronic bomb it dropped into the city was an easy mark for Tarrano’s watchful defense rays. He exploded it harmlessly when it was still high above him.


      After the next time of sleep we invested the city. Our towers were set in a ring about it, two thousand feet from the wall. They were mobile units, ready to sail forward or back or upward at any moment. Georg stayed in command of the instrument room. It was never placed, but sailed continuously in slow circular flight around the city above our line. The power house remained in its place, with our largest projector mounted on the cliff beside it in order to frustrate any further attacks.


      They were solemn moments as we broke our encampment. The girls, far more agile in the air than men, were lightly dressed, with the supporting mechanism strapped to them. The heating units enveloped them in an invisible cloak of warm air. To their left arms a strapped cylinder gave off a fan-shape area of insulation—an almost invisible shield of protective barrage some five feet long. It showed as a faint glow of light; and in flight their left arms could swing it like a shield to protect their bodies. They had telephonic ear-pieces available; a tiny mirror fastened to their chests to face them, upon which Georg or Geno-Rhaalton could project images; a mouthpiece for talking to Georg; and a belt of offensive weapons, useful within a range of five hundred feet but no further.


      Very alert and agile, twisting and turning in the air were these girls. We men were similarly equipped, but our movements in the air were heavier, clumsier. Elza and I had practiced with the others for days; and with our harmless duelling rays I had found that I could never hope to hit her while she dealt me mortal blows.


      Elza, commanding a squad of twenty girls, was assigned to a portion of the line some helans from me. My own place, with a hundred men under me, was near a tower almost on the opposite side from the power house.


      It was a solemn parting from Elza. I wrapped her in my arms, tried to smile. “Be very—careful, Elza.”


      She kissed me, clung to me; then cast me off and was gone.


      With the city invested, we rested idly for another time of sleep. Occasionally we made a tentative tower attack which came to nothing. Tarrano waited; his barrage remained the same. We tried to provoke a move from him, but could not.


      The snow-plain where I was stationed here was similar to the other side, save that there were no mountains. From the power house to Tarrano’s wall there was a dip, so that the wall stood upon higher ground. On my side, however, the reverse was true. The wall lay in a hollow in one place, with a steady upward slope back from it to uplands behind us, as though in some better day a broad watercourse had flowed down here, now long since buried in solid ice and snow.


      I mention this topography because it had a vital bearing upon what so soon was to transpire.


      Rhaalton desired that Tarrano come out and attack us; but Tarrano would not. We thought perhaps that his offense was inadequate and the one move that he made strengthened that belief. From the city beside the palace, a rectangle of black metal some fifty feet square, rose slowly up. In aspect it was a square, windowless room—a room without a ceiling, open at the top. It rose to a height of five hundred feet and hung level. And from it depended dangling power cables connecting it with the ground.


      It was the presence of these cables that made us feel Tarrano was offensively weak. He could not aerially transport his power; hence, for offense he could only rely upon individual batteries which, unless permanently stationed within the city, we knew would have a short range at best. We watched this thing in the air for hours. It did not move; it was soundless. What was its purpose? We could not guess.


      And then at last, Geno-Rhaalton ordered us all to the attack.


      CHAPTER XXXVII


      Battle


      I found myself in the air; with my men around me we hovered. Then Georg’s command from the instrument room sounded in my ears. I gave the signal; and flying wedge-shaped, we hurled ourselves forward. It was like lying on the air, diving head foremost. The rush of wind sang past me; the ground, a hundred feet below, was a white surface flowing backward.


      We were heading for the base of one of Tarrano’s barrage projectors. It was mounted within the wall; but the wall itself was protected merely by a fan-shaped subsidiary beam—a weaker barrage over that small area, which by concentrated effort we hoped to break.


      From a helan away on both sides of me I saw other wedges of our men coming slanting in to assail the same point; overhead a corps of girls was hovering. Our towers, three of them concentrated here, had risen to a moderate height; their rays were playing upon the threatened area; a steady fountain of sparks showed where they were striking the barrage.


      A silent bombardment of flashing beams and sparks. At five hundred feet we added our own smaller rays to the turmoil. If the barrage would break at this point.…


      The instrument room, watchful of everything, sailed over me. On my mirror I saw Georg’s intent face; his voice said:


      “Careful, Jac! They may come out.”


      Prophetic words! The segment of barrage here suddenly vanished. A ray darted out. Beside it, a cloud of flying figures came out of the city like insects from a hive.


      An inferno of almost hand to hand fighting. It was everyone for himself; and I gave the order for my men to break formation. Ordered them to get up close to the wall if they could…to strike, with the closest possible range at the base of the enemy ray.…


      I flung myself forward. Tarrano’s men soon were around me. Twisting, darting figures…tiny beams of death to be fended off with my shield.…


      A body fell past me in the air…others, while I looked at them, in the blink of an eyelid, vanished into nothingness… One of our towers sailing high, suddenly went dark, turned over, wavered down, dismembered with leprous missing parts—and then in a puff was obliterated.


      I found myself nearly up to the wall, and higher than its top. The segment of barrage remained broken. I could see into the city—the Ice Palace, still seemingly deserted. And near it, the base of the powerful ground ray which was assailing our towers… If I could get past the wall, unnoticed, get within range of that projector.…


      Most of the fighting was now behind me. We seemed to be holding our own…the squad of girls was coming down; I prayed that Elza might not be among them.…


      The instrument room had vanished beyond my sight; but Georg’s voice said:


      “We’re sending reinforcements! Gather your men—hold off for a moment!”


      From every pan of our line other units of men and towers were coming. We had broken through the barrage here. If we could now, by a concerted rush, get our force over the wall, into the city.…


      Within the instrument room, Georg sat watching. The inactivity of his own part, the comparative lack of personal danger, galled him. But he was too occupied with his duties to give it more than passing thought. We had broken the barrage at one point…from every quarter he was rushing reinforcements there to take advantage of the break.…


      And then Tarrano’s trickery became apparent. We had not broken his barrage; he had deliberately withdrawn it, to encourage us, to bring our other units to the spot.… Our power house, neglected, was momentarily comparatively defenseless. The enemy barrage at the point of the wall nearest it, suddenly lifted. Beams darted from the opening…men came out in a cloud.…


      I held back momentarily from the wall and gathered my remnant of men about me. Only half my former strength; but with sinking heart I tried to assure myself that the others had not heeded my call. The fighting here had slackened; Tarrano’s men had risen high, engaged at long range by our girls, from whom they were slowly, trickily retreating as though to lure the girls above the city; and my heart was thankful when I heard the relayed order from Rhaalton for the girls to withdraw—not to pass above the wall, even at high altitude. The order came just in time; the barrage here flashed on again, trapping a few of our men behind it.


      I was aware of this new attack on the power house. Our units were hurriedly being ordered back. Georg, in desperation, had flung his instrument vehicle at the enemy ray… My connection broke; and then another connection brought me someone’s voice with the report that the instrument room had darkened that main enemy ray, but had itself crashed to the ground… I wondered if Georg were killed…later, I heard someone say that he was safe within the power house.…


      I disobeyed my final orders; I did not swing back toward the power house; instead, with my men around me, we fled back from this segment of the wall to the higher lying white plain behind it.


      I have spoken of the down-grade of this land here, culminating in the depression which marked this part of the wall. It was that depression which gave me my idea. Our heat-ray cylinders had so far been useless. They had a range of only two hundred feet, and no power to attack a barrage. Some of them had futilely been used; the snow and ice on the ground above our recent fighting was melted in patches—pools of boiling water lay on the naked rock; and the water, flowing down the depression, had reached the ice-wall—a tiny stream of it, eating into the wall, slowly, surely.…


      With my men I flew up the slope. The ice and snow here melted under the close-range play of our heat-cylinders. Rivulets of boiling water began creeping toward the city. Other men at my call joined us. Two hundred of us soon were melting the ice. The rivulets merged into brooks, to streams—and soon a river torrent of hissing, boiling water gathering volume as it went, was surging at the wall. The wall began melting—itself feeding this monster which was eating at its vitals…a yawning hole began opening at the base of the wall…it began sagging at the top…crumbling.…


      The segment of barrage here went dark. No trickery now; the barrage at this point actually was broken. The boiling river went through the wall, swept down the slope into the city. Through the great clouds of steam I could see the Ice Palace with its brittle outlines softening under the heat…one of its thin spires broke off and fell.…


      Feverishly we added to the river source. The whole area here was grey with steam. Girls had joined us… Elza was not among them… Elza! With my triumph there lay always in the background of my consciousness the weight of my fear for Elza.…


      The fighting in the other sector had continued desperately. Our power house was hopelessly damaged; the towers, with their power gone, were using their batteries; soon they would be exhausted. But now we abandoned that sector; our remaining towers—all our flying forces—came to this melting area where the vanishing city lay defenseless before us.… We hurled ourselves into it, using only our heat-rays. Everywhere we added to the boiling torrent; even the interference heat of the fighting was to our advantage. This brittle city which owed its very existence to the congealing cold, lay enveloped in a cloud of steam.


      Then Tarrano played his last card. The cubical building of metal with the cables depending from it, still hung motionless. It now burst into sound. A low electrical hum; then louder to a whine—a scream. Our men and girls were in the air around it. I too was there. Tarrano’s men—the remaining few who were desperately fighting—had suddenly withdrawn.


      And then we knew the purpose of this hanging room. A strange form of some tremendous electro-magnet. I could feel it pulling at me. My power to guide myself in the air was wavering.


      From my height I could see down into this ceilingless rectangle. It was un-manned by humans. A room of whirling, flashing knives! Above it, even then some of our men were struggling in its magnetic grip…being drawn down into it…a girl’s power must suddenly have collapsed; she was sucked in with a rush—torn to fragments by the whirling knives.…


      The area of magnetism seemed to spread for a helan or more. Everywhere around me I saw our men and girls struggling with it, fighting to keep away, but closing in a ring around it…faster, continually more helpless until at last, their bodies out of control whirling end over end, they were sucked in like water rushing into a turbine.… One of our weakened towers attacked it; but some of the remnants of Tarrano’s projectors caught the tower and darkened it.


      Through the rising clouds of steam I could see the magnet vaguely now. But I could feel it pulling; and soon, in spite of myself, I was fairly close above it. I strove to keep my wits. The others who were meeting their death lost control of their bodies at the last and could not use their cylinders. I had some battery power remaining; I snapped on my disintegrating ray to test it. It was my last desperate recourse.


      I righted my body, and yielding to the magnetic pull, ceasing to struggle, I dove head first at that yawning rectangle. A gleaming blur of knives…blood-stained now…within these rectangular walls horrible carnage.…


      A second of despair; but my ray struck true… Around me was chaos; my senses reeled, went black for an instant. But I recovered, found myself whirling in the empty air.…


      The city was melting into a turmoil of boiling water and surging steam. The fighting everywhere had ceased. Wavering figures were rising—fugitives struggling away. With my senses still confused, I righted myself, undecided where to go or what to do. Above me two figures were still in combat. One of them—a man—assailed by a heat-ray, came hurtling down past me. The other wavered—a girl with her flying mechanism out of control. She was a hundred feet or more above me, wavering downward. Elza! I shot myself up to her, seized her in my arms, my own supporting mechanism sustaining us both. Elza, spent, but uninjured, I held her close.


      “Elza dear! My Elza!”


      We hung there in the air. From out the vanishing city, rising through the steam came a small metal vehicle. A pointed cylinder, in height no more than twice that of a man. It came up slowly. Its rectangular door was open. As it reached our level and went past us quite close, I saw a man’s figure standing there. Tarrano! Tarrano alone! From the wreckage of his city, making his escape alone!


      Without thought—holding Elza tightly within my arms—I flung us upward. Tarrano saw us, recognized us. He slackened his upward pace. With my sober reason gone, I strove to overtake him; saw the sardonic leer on his face but did not realize that he was waiting for us. We caught up with his vehicle; he pulled us through the doorway, to the floor of the narrow circular room with its heavy translucent panes.


      He was bending over me, leering. “Jac Hallen! And my little Lady Elza! How fortunate!”


      I cast off Elza and gained my feet. For an instant we stood—Tarrano and I—measuring each other. He seemed calm; his face bore a slow sardonic smile; he was unarmed, drawn back against the concavity of the wall, watching me with his steady, keen eyes. Behind him through the low window, I saw the white ground now far below us; we were rising swiftly.


      “So you brought my Lady Elza back to me, Jac Hallen?”


      He got no further, for with a leap I was upon him. To use my weapons in these narrow quarters would have been suicide. My body pinned him against the wall as I lunged; my fingers strove for his throat.


      He was no larger than I, but the strength of him was extraordinary. His body stiffened to resist my impact; one of his hands gripped my wrist; his other hand—the heel of it—came up beneath my chin, forcing my head back.


      He fought silently, with movements that seemed almost deliberate. Into the center of the room we struggled. I saw that Elza was upon her feet, a hand pressed to her mouth in terror.


      “Elza!”


      I had meant to tell her to use the control levers which were on a small table nearby—to bring us back to the ground; but with this momentary diverting of my attention, Tarrano’s fist struck me full in the face. I staggered back. Elza screamed—called something to Tarrano. I staggered, but I did not fall; and as Tarrano stood there, still with his slow smile, I recovered myself and was again upon him. Locked together we swayed to the control table. My back was to it. Tarrano’s slender fingers with a grip like alemite, had found my throat. Slowly, irresistibly he forced me backward over the table. I was helpless; my breath was stopped; Tarrano’s triumphant face bending over me was fading with my senses.


      “In just a moment, Lady Elza.…”


      He was telling her calmly that in a moment he would be finished with me. Did the man’s egotism, here at the last, delude him into the belief that Elza wanted him to conquer me? With all the weapons of science discarded—this primitive struggle of man against man with the woman as prize—did the thought of that delude him into the belief that her love was his, now that he was killing me?


      I never knew. But beneath the roaring of my head, I heard his gentle words to her. And then, behind him, I saw her coming forward. A heavy metal object which she had picked up from the floor was in her hand. Tarrano saw her also—in a mirror on the table—saw her raise the jagged weapon. Raise it to strike; not at me—at himself. His face was close above mine. In that second, I saw in his expression the realization that Elza was attacking him.


      Whatever his emotions, like a flash he acted. His grip on my throat loosened. His arm, swinging backward, warded off Elza’s trembling, hesitant blow. The metal block, intended for his head, was knocked from her hand; it fell clattering to the floor. And reaching over, Tarrano gripped the vehicle’s control lever, wrenched it bodily from its fastenings! Control of the vehicle was irrevocably lost! We were falling!


      Breathless moments! Tarrano idly stood apart; his face a mask. My breath restored, I was recovering. I drew myself erect.


      Death! But my confused thoughts went to Elza. Her flying mechanism was partially sustaining; my own probably was still effective. Before Tarrano was aware of my purpose, I had pushed Elza forcibly through the doorway. Into the rush of air her figure disappeared. But Tarrano gripped me as I tried to follow her. Gripped me and clung. A breathless, dizzy instant. Locked together, our bodies shifted crazily. I tried to get him out the doorway with me, but he fought against it.… Smiling—always smiling.…


      Elza fell safely. But they told me that Tarrano and I hovered for days unconscious on the borderland between life and death, living finally, for our vehicle had plunged into a tremendous snow-bank, to break its fall.


      * * * *


      Last scene of all… They would not have Tarrano on any of the three worlds. While still living, the very personality of him was a menace. With his woman Tara, who refused to leave him and whom he tolerated, they banished him to that tiny asteroid which pursued its solitary way between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter.


      A lonely, barren little world, with its single, primitive race of spindly beings—timid, frail beings, half-human, half insect. We took him there—Maida and Georg, Elza and I. He anticipated his dislike of the asteroid’s slight gravity, and demanded weighted shoes so that he might walk with the normal feeling of Earth and Venus.


      “You give me too much freedom,” he told us solemnly.


      And there amid the rocks, with Tara we set him down. As we parted, he turned to Elza. She and I were joined in marriage by then. He faced her, took one of her hands and pressed its palm to his forehead, the gesture of homage and respect.


      “Goodbye, Lady Elza. I wish for you all life’s happiness.” He smiled, but it was a very wistful smile. And then he swung away abruptly.


      “Tara! Prepare me food. Leave me—I would be alone.” His imperious gesture dispersed also the crowd of natives who were curiously regarding him. Here, in his last little domain, he would still be master.


      Our vehicle slowly rose. From its windows we watched him. Ignoring us utterly, weighted down by his heavy shoes, he paced his barren rocks, head lowered, alone with those thoughts he never shared with anyone.


      Tarrano, the Conqueror!


      
        
          17 About 4,000 feet.

        


        
          18 Orchestra.

        


        
          19 A scent or perfume, highly intoxicating.

        


        
          20 A popinjay—fop.

        


        
          21 Half-way between midnight and dawn.

        


        
          22 An awkward, unpronounceable word which for the purposes of this narrative may be termed Industriana.

        


        
          23 Quicksilver.

        


        
          24 Similar doubtless to our present-day X-ray.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      THE SARGASSO OF SPACE, by Edmond Hamilton


      Captain Crain faced his crew calmly. “We may as well face the facts, men,” he said. “The ship’s fuel-tanks are empty and we are drifting through space toward the dead-area.”


      The twenty-odd officers and men gathered on the middle-deck of the freighter Pallas made no answer, and Crain continued:


      “We left Jupiter with full tanks, more than enough fuel to take us to Neptune. But the leaks in the starboard tanks lost us half our supply, and we had used the other half before discovering that. Since the ship’s rocket-tubes cannot operate without fuel, we are simply drifting. We would drift on to Neptune if the attraction of Uranus were not pulling us to the right. That attraction alters our course so that in three ship-days we shall drift into the dead-area.”


      Rance Kent, first-officer of the Pallas, asked a question: “Couldn’t we, raise Neptune with the radio, sir, and have them send out a fuel-ship in time to reach us?”


      “It’s impossible, Mr. Kent,” Crain answered. “Our main radio is dead without fuel to run its dynamotors, and our auxiliary set hasn’t the power to reach Neptune.”


      “Why not abandon ship in the space-suits,” asked Liggett, the second-officer, “and trust to the chance of some ship picking us up?”


      The captain shook his head. “It would be quite useless, for we’d simply drift on through space with the ship into the dead-area.”


      The score of members of the crew, bronzed space-sailors out of every port in the solar system, had listened mutely. Now, one of them, a tall tube-man, stepped forward a little.


      “Just what is this dead-area, sir?” he asked. “I’ve heard of it, but as this is my first outer-planet voyage, I know nothing about it.”


      “I’ll admit I know little more,” said Liggett, “save that a good many disabled ships have drifted into it and have never come out.”


      “The dead area,” Crain told them, “is a region of space ninety thousand miles across within Neptune’s orbit, in which the ordinary gravitational attractions of the solar system are dead. This is because in that region the pulls of the sun and the outer planets exactly balance each other. Because of that, anything in the dead-area, will stay in there until time ends, unless it has power of its own. Many wrecked space-ships have drifted into it at one time or another, none ever emerging; and it’s believed that there is a great mass of wrecks somewhere in the area, drawn and held together by mutual attraction.”


      “And we’re drifting in to join them,” Kent said. “Some prospect!”


      “Then there’s really no chance for us?” asked Liggett keenly.


      Captain Crain thought. “As I see it, very little,” he admitted. “If our auxiliary radio can reach some nearby ship before the Pallas enters the dead-area, we’ll have a chance. But it seems a remote one.”


      He addressed himself to the men: “I have laid the situation frankly before you because I consider you entitled to the truth. You must remember, however, that while there is life there is hope.


      “There will be no change in ship routine, and the customary watches will be kept. Half-rations of food and water will be the rule from now on, though. That is all.”


      As the men moved silently off, the captain looked after them with something of pride.


      “They’re taking it like men,” he told Kent and Liggett. “It’s a pity there’s no way out for them and us.”


      “If the Pallas does enter the dead-area and join the wreck-pack,” Liggett said, “how long will we be able to live?”


      “Probably for some months on our present condensed air and food supplies,” Crain answered. “I would prefer, myself, a quicker end.”


      “So would I,” said Kent. “Well, there’s nothing left but to pray for some kind of ship to cross our path in the next day or two.”


      * * * *


      Kent’s prayers were not answered in the next ship-day, nor in the next. For, though one of the Pallas’ radio-operators was constantly at the instruments under Captain Crain’s orders, the weak calls of the auxiliary set raised no response.


      Had they been on the Venus or Mars run, Kent told himself, there would be some chance, but out here in the vast spaces, between the outer planets, ships were fewer and farther between. The big, cigar-shaped freighter drifted helplessly on in a broad curve toward the dreaded area, the green light-speck of Neptune swinging to their left.


      On the third ship-day Kent and Captain Crain stood in the pilot-house behind Liggett, who sat at the now useless rocket-tube controls. Their eyes were on the big glass screen of the gravograph. The black dot on it that represented their ship was crawling steadily toward the bright red circle that stood for the dead-area.…


      They watched silently until the dot had crawled over the circle’s red line, heading toward its center.


      “Well, we’re in at last,” Kent commented. “There seems to be no change in anything, either.”


      Crain pointed to the instrument-panel. “Look at the gravitometers.”


      Kent did. “All dead! No gravitational pull from any direction—no, that one shows a slight attraction from ahead!”


      “Then gravitational attraction of some sort does exist in the dead-area after all!” Liggett exclaimed.


      “You don’t understand,” said Crain. “That attraction from ahead is the pull of the wreck-pack at the dead-area’s center.”


      “And it’s pulling the Pallas toward it?” Kent exclaimed.


      Crain nodded. “We’ll probably reach the wreck-pack in two more ship-days.”


      * * * *


      The next two ship-days seemed to Kent drawn out endlessly. A moody silence had grown upon the officers and men of the ship. All seemed oppressed by the strange forces of fate that had seized the ship and were carrying it, smoothly and soundlessly, into this region of irrevocable doom.


      The radio-operators’ vain calls had ceased. The Pallas drifted on into the dreaded area like some dumb ship laden with damned souls. It drifted on, Kent told himself, as many a wrecked and disabled ship had done before it, with the ordinary activities and life of the solar system forever behind it, and mystery and death ahead.


      It was toward the end of the second of those two ship-days that Liggett’s voice came down from the pilot-house:


      “Wreck-pack in sight ahead!”


      “We’ve arrived, anyway!” Kent cried, as he and Crain hastened up into the pilot house. The crew was running to the deck-windows.


      “Right ahead there, about fifteen degrees left,” Liggett told Kent and Crain, pointing. “Do you see it?”


      Kent stared; nodded. The wreck-pack was a distant, disk-like mass against the star-flecked heavens, a mass that glinted here and there in the feeble sunlight of space. It did not seem large, but, as they drifted steadily closer in the next hours, they saw that in reality the wreck-pack was tremendous, measuring at least fifty miles across.


      Its huge mass was a heterogeneous heap, composed mostly of countless cigar-like space-ships in all stages of wreckage. Some appeared smashed almost out of all recognizable shape, while others were, to all appearances unharmed. They floated together in this dense mass in space, crowded against one another by their mutual attraction.


      There seemed to be among them every type of ship known in the solar system, from small, swift mail-boats to big freighters. And, as they drifted nearer, the three in the pilot-house could see that around and between the ships of the wreck-pack floated much other matter—fragments of wreckage, meteors, small and large, and space-debris of every sort.


      The Pallas was drifting, not straight toward the wreck-pack, but in a course that promised to take the ship past it.


      “We’re not heading into the wreck-pack!” Liggett exclaimed. “Maybe we’ll drift past it, and on out the dead-area’s other side!”


      Captain Crain smiled mirthlessly. “You’re forgetting your space-mechanics, Liggett. We will drift along the wreck-pack’s edge, and then will curve in and go round it in a closing spiral until we reach its edge.”


      “Lord, who’d have thought there were so many wrecks here!” Kent marvelled. “There must be thousands of them!”


      “They’ve been collecting here ever since the first interplanetary rocket-ships went forth,” Crain reminded him. “Not only meteor-wrecked ships, but ships whose mechanisms went wrong—or that ran out of fuel like ours—or that were captured and sacked, and then set adrift by space-pirates.”


      The Pallas by then was drifting along the wreck-pack’s rim at a half-mile distance, and Kent’s eyes were running over the mass.


      “Some of those ships look entirely undamaged. Why couldn’t we find one that has fuel in its tanks, transfer it to our own tanks, and get away?” he asked.


      Crain’s eyes lit. “Kent, that’s a real chance! There must be some ships in that pack with fuel in them, and we can use the space-suits to explore for them!”


      “Look, we’re beginning to curve in around the pack now!” Liggett exclaimed.


      The Pallas, as though loath to pass the wreck-pack, was curving inward to follow its rim. In the next hours it continued to sail slowly around the great pack, approaching closer and closer to its edge.


      In those hours Kent and Crain and all in the ship watched with a fascinated interest that even knowledge of their own peril could not kill. They could see swift-lined passenger-ships of the Pluto and Neptune runs shouldering against small space-yachts with the insignia of Mars or Venus on their bows. Wrecked freighters from Saturn or Earth floated beside rotund grain-boats from Jupiter.


      The debris among the pack’s wrecks was just as varied, holding fragments of metal, dark meteors of differing size—and many human bodies. Among these were some clad in the insulated space-suits, with their transparent glassite helmets. Kent wondered what wreck they had abandoned hastily in those suits, only to be swept with it into the dead-area, to die in their suits.


      By the end of that ship-day, the Pallas, having floated almost completely around the wreck-pack, finally struck the wrecks at its edge with a jarring shock; then bobbed for a while and lay still. From pilot-house and deck windows the men looked eagerly forth.


      * * * *


      Their ship floated at the wreck-pack’s edge. Directly to its right floated a sleek, shining Uranus-Jupiter passenger-ship whose bows had been smashed in by a meteor. On their left bobbed an unmarked freighter of the old type with projecting rocket-tubes, apparently intact. Beyond them in the wreck-pack lay another Uranus craft, a freighter, and, beyond it, stretched the countless other wrecks.


      Captain Crain summoned the crew together again on the middle-deck.


      “Men, we’ve reached the wreck-pack at the dead-area’s center, and here we’ll stay until the end of time unless we get out under our own power. Mr. Kent has suggested a possible way of doing so, which I consider highly feasible.


      “He has suggested that in some of the ships in the wreck-pack may be found enough fuel to enable us to escape from the dead-area, once it is transferred to this ship. I am going to permit him to explore the wreck-pack with a party in space suits, and I am asking for volunteers for this service.”


      The entire crew stepped quickly forward. Crain smiled. “Twelve of you will be enough,” he told them. “The eight tube-men and four of the cargo-men will go, therefore, with Mr. Kent and Mr. Liggett as leaders. Mr. Kent, you may address the men if you wish.”


      “Get down to the lower airlock and into your space-suits at once, then,” Kent told them. “Mr. Liggett, will you supervise that?”


      As Liggett and the men trooped down to the airlock, Kent turned back toward his superior.


      “There’s a very real chance of your becoming lost in this huge wreck-pack, Kent,” Crain told him: “so be very careful to keep your bearings at all times. I know I can depend on you.”


      “I’ll do my best,” Kent was saying, when Liggett’s excited face reappeared suddenly at the stair.


      “There are men coming toward the Pallas along the wreck-pack’s edge!” he reported—“a half-dozen men in space-suits!”


      “You must be mistaken, Liggett!” exclaimed Crain. “They must be some of the bodies in space-suits we saw in the pack.”


      “No, they’re living men!” Liggett cried. “They’re coming straight toward us—come down and see!”


      * * * *


      Crain and Kent followed Liggett quickly down to the airlock room, where the men who had started donning their space-suits were now peering excitedly from the windows. Crain and Kent looked where Liggett pointed, along the wreck-pack’s edge to the ship’s right.


      Six floating shapes, men in space-suits, were approaching along the pack’s border. They floated smoothly through space, reaching the wrecked passenger-ship beside the Pallas. They braced their feet against its side and propelled themselves on through the void like swimmers under water, toward the Pallas.


      “They must be survivors from some wreck that drifted in here as we did!” Kent exclaimed. “Maybe they’ve lived here for months!”


      “It’s evident that they saw the Pallas drift into the pack, and have come to investigate,” Crain estimated. “Open the airlock for them, men, for they’ll want to come inside.”


      Two of the men spun the wheels that slid aside the airlock’s outer door. In a moment the half-dozen men outside had reached the ship’s side, and had pulled themselves down inside the airlock.


      When all were in, the outer door was closed, and air hissed in to fill the lock. The airlock’s inner door then slid open and the newcomers stepped into the ship’s interior, unscrewing their transparent helmets as they did so. For a few moments the visitors silently surveyed their new surroundings.


      Their leader was a swarthy individual with sardonic black eyes who, on noticing Crain’s captain-insignia, came toward him with outstretched hand. His followers seemed to be cargo-men or deck-men, looking hardly intelligent enough to Kent’s eyes to be tube-men.


      “Welcome to our city!” their leader exclaimed as he shook Crain’s hand. “We saw your ship drift in, but hardly expected to find anyone living in it.”


      “I’ll confess that we’re surprised ourselves to find any life here,” Crain told him. “You’re living on one of the wrecks?”


      The other nodded. “Yes, on the Martian Queen, a quarter-mile along the pack’s edge. It was a Saturn-Neptune passenger ship, and about a month ago we were at this cursed dead-area’s edge, when half our rocket-tubes exploded. Eighteen of us escaped the explosion, the ship’s walls still being tight; and we drifted into the pack here, and have been living here ever since.”


      “My name’s Krell,” he added, “and I was a tube-man on the ship. I and another of the tube-men, named Jandron, were the highest in rank left, all the officers and other tube-men having been killed, so we took charge and have been keeping order.”


      “What about your passengers?” Liggett asked.


      “All killed but one,” Krell answered. “When the tubes let go they smashed up the whole lower two decks.”


      Crain briefly explained to him the Pallas’ predicament. “Mr. Kent and Mr. Liggett were on the point of starting a search of the wreck-pack for fuel when you arrived,” he said, “With enough fuel we can get clear of the dead-area.”


      Krell’s eyes lit up. “That would mean a getaway for all of us! It surely ought to be possible!”


      “Do you know whether there are any ships in the pack with fuel in their tanks?” Kent asked. Krell shook his head.


      “We’ve searched through the wreck-pack a good bit, but never bothered about fuel, it being no good to us. But there ought to be some, at least: there’s enough wrecks in this cursed place to make it possible to find almost anything.


      “You’d better not start exploring, though,” he added, “without some of us along as guides, for I’m here to tell you that you can lose yourself in this wreck-pack without knowing it. If you wait until to-morrow, I’ll come over myself and go with you.”


      “I think that would be wise,” Crain said to Kent. “There is plenty of time.”


      “Time is the one thing there’s plenty of in this damned place,” Krell agreed. “We’ll be getting back to the Martian Queen now and give the good news to Jandron and the rest.”


      “Wouldn’t mind if Liggett and I came along, would you?” Kent asked. “I’d like to see how your ship’s fixed—that is, if it’s all right with you, sir,” he added to his superior.


      Crain nodded. “All right if you don’t stay long,” he said. But, to Kent’s surprise Krell seemed reluctant to endorse his proposal.


      “I guess it’ll be all right,” he said slowly, “though there’s nothing much on the Martian Queen to see.”


      * * * *


      Krell and his followers replaced their helmets and returned into the airlock. Liggett followed them, and, as Kent struggled hastily into a space-suit, he found Captain Crain at his side.


      “Kent, look sharp when you get over on that ship,” Crain told him. “I don’t like the look of this Krell, and his story about all the officers being killed in the explosion sounds fishy to me.”


      “To me, too,” Kent agreed. “But Liggett and I will have the suit-phones in our space-suits and can call you from there in case of need.”


      Crain nodded, and Kent with space-suit on and transparent helmet screwed tight, stepped into the airlock with the rest. The airlock’s inner door closed, the outer one opened, and as the air puffed out into space, Kent and Krell and Liggett leapt out into the void, the others following.


      It was no novelty to Kent to float in a space-suit in the empty void. He and the others now floated as smoothly as though under water toward a wrecked liner at the Pallas’ right. They reached it, pulled themselves around it, and, with feet braced against its side, propelled themselves on through space along the border of the wreck-pack.


      They passed a half-dozen wrecks thus, before coming to the Martian Queen. It was a silvery, glistening ship whose stern and lower walls were bulging and strained, but not cracked. Kent told himself that Krell had spoken truth about the exploding rocket-tubes, at least.


      They struck the Martian Queen’s side and entered the upper-airlock open for them. Once through the airlock they found themselves on the ship’s upper-deck. And when Kent and Liggett removed their helmets with the others they found a full dozen men confronting them, a brutal-faced group who exhibited some surprise at sight of them.


      Foremost among them stood a tall, heavy individual who regarded Kent and Liggett with the cold, suspicious eyes of an animal.


      “My comrade and fellow-ruler here, Wald Jandron,” said Krell. To Jandron he explained rapidly. “The whole crew of the Pallas is alive, and they say if they can find fuel in the wreck-pack their ship can get out of here.”


      “Good,” grunted Jandron. “The sooner they can do it, the better it will be for us.”


      Kent saw Liggett flush angrily, but he ignored Jandron and spoke to Krell. “You said one of your passengers had escaped the explosion?”


      To Kent’s amazement a girl stepped from behind the group of men, a slim girl with pale face and steady, dark eyes. “I’m the passenger,” she told him. “My name’s Marta Mallen.”


      Kent and Liggett stared, astounded. “Good Lord!” Kent exclaimed. “A girl like you on this ship!”


      “Miss Mallen happened to be on the upper-deck at the time of the explosion and, so, escaped when the other passengers were killed,” Krell explained smoothly. “Isn’t that so, Miss Mallen?”


      The girl’s eyes had not left Kent’s, but at Krell’s words she nodded. “Yes, that is so,” she said mechanically.


      Kent collected his whirling thoughts. “But wouldn’t you rather go back to the Pallas with us?” he asked. “I’m sure you’d be more comfortable there.”


      “She doesn’t go,” grunted Jandron. Kent turned in quick wrath toward him, but Krell intervened.


      “Jandron only means that Miss Mallen is much more comfortable on this passenger-ship than she’d be in your freighter.” He shot a glance at the girl as he spoke, and Kent saw her wince.


      “I’m afraid that’s so,” she said; “but I thank you for the offer, Mr. Kent.”


      Kent could have sworn that there was an appeal in her eyes, and he stood for a moment, indecisive, Jandron’s stare upon him. After a moment’s thought he turned to Krell.


      “You were going to show me the damage the exploding tubes did,” he said, and Krell nodded quickly.


      “Of course; you can see from the head of the stair back in the after-deck.”


      He led the way along a corridor, Jandron and the girl and two of the men coming with them. Kent’s thoughts were still chaotic as he walked between Krell and Liggett. What was this girl doing amid the men of theMartian Queen? What had her eyes tried to tell him?


      Liggett nudged his side in the dim corridor, and Kent, looking down, saw dark splotches on its metal floor. Blood-stains! His suspicions strengthened. They might be from the bleeding of those wounded in the tube-explosions. But were they?


      * * * *


      They reached the after-deck whose stair’s head gave a view of the wrecked tube-rooms beneath. The lower decks had been smashed by terrific forces. Kent’s practiced eyes ran rapidly over the shattered rocket-tubes.


      “They’ve back-blasted from being fired too fast,” he said. “Who was controlling the ship when this happened?”


      “Galling, our second-officer,” answered Krell. “He had found us routed too close to the dead-area’s edge and was trying to get away from it in a hurry, when he used the tubes too fast, and half of them back-blasted.”


      “If Galling was at the controls in the pilot-house, how did the explosion kill him?” asked Liggett skeptically. Krell turned quickly.


      “The shock threw him against the pilot-house wall and fractured his skull—he died in an hour,” he said. Liggett was silent.


      “Well, this ship will never move again,” Kent said. “It’s too bad that the explosion blew out your tanks, but we ought to find fuel somewhere in the wreck-pack for the Pallas. And now we’d best get back.”


      As they returned up the dim corridor Kent managed to walk beside Marta Mallen, and, without being seen, he contrived to detach his suit-phone—the compact little radiophone case inside his space-suit’s neck—and slip it into the girl’s grasp. He dared utter no word of explanation, but apparently she understood, for she had concealed the suit-phone by the time they reached the upper-deck.


      Kent and Liggett prepared to don their space-helmets, and before entering the airlock, Kent turned to Krell.


      “We’ll expect you at the Pallas first hour to-morrow, and we’ll start searching the wreck-pack with a dozen of our men,” he said.


      He then extended his hand to the girl. “Good-by, Miss Mallen. I hope we can have a talk soon.”


      He had said the words with double meaning, and saw understanding in her eyes. “I hope we can, too,” she said.


      Kent’s nod to Jandron went unanswered, and he and Liggett adjusted their helmets and entered the airlock.


      Once out of it, they kicked rapidly away from the Martian Queen, floating along with the wreck-pack’s huge mass to their right, and only the star-flecked emptiness of infinity to their left. In a few minutes they reached the airlock of the Pallas.


      * * * *


      They found Captain Crain awaiting them anxiously. Briefly Kent reported everything.


      “I’m certain there has been foul play aboard the Martian Queen,” he said. “Krell you saw for yourself, Jandron is pure brute, and their men seem capable of anything.


      “I gave the suit-phone to the girl, however, and if she can call us with it, we can get the truth from her. She dared not tell me anything there in the presence of Krell and Jandron.”


      Crain nodded, his face grave. “We’ll see whether or not she calls,” he said.


      Kent took a suit-phone from one of their space-suits and rapidly, tuned it to match the one he had left with Marta Mallen. Almost at once they heard her voice from it, and Kent answered rapidly.


      “I’m so glad I got you!” she exclaimed. “Mr. Kent, I dared not tell you the truth about this ship when you were here, or Krell and the rest would have killed you at once.”


      “I thought that was it, and that’s why I left the suit-phone for you,” Kent said. “Just what is the truth?”


      “Krell and Jandron and these men of theirs are the ones who killed the officers and passengers of the Martian Queen! What they told you about the explosion was true enough, for the explosion did happen that way, and because of it, the ship drifted into the dead-area. But the only ones killed by it were some of the tube-men and three passengers.


      “Then, while the ship was drifting into the dead-area, Krell told the men that the fewer aboard, the longer they could live on the ship’s food and air. Krell and Jandron led the men in a surprise attack and killed all the officers and passengers, and threw their bodies out into space. I was the only passenger they spared, because both Krell and Jandron—want me!”


      There was a silence, and Kent felt a red anger rising in him. “Have they dared harm you?” he asked after a moment.


      “No, for Krell and Jandron are too jealous of each other to permit the other to touch me. But it’s been terrible living with them in this awful place.”


      “Ask her if she knows what their plans are in regard to us,” Crain told Kent.


      Marta had apparently overheard the question. “I don’t know that, for they shut me in my cabin as soon as you left,” she said. “I’ve heard them talking and arguing excitedly, though. I know that if you do find fuel, they’ll try to kill you all and escape from here in your ship.”


      “Pleasant prospect,” Kent commented. “Do you think they plan an attack on us now?”


      “No; I think that they’ll wait until you’ve refueled your ship, if you are able to do that, and then try treachery.”


      “Well, they’ll find us ready. Miss Mallen, you have the suit-phone: keep it hidden in your cabin and I’ll call you first thing to-morrow. We’re going to get you out of there, but we don’t want to break with Krell until we’re ready. Will you be all right until then?”


      “Of course I will,” she answered. “There’s another thing, though. My name isn’t Miss Mallen—it’s Marta.”


      “Mine’s Rance,” said Kent, smiling. “Good-by until to-morrow, then, Marta.”


      “Good-by, Rance.”


      Kent rose from the instrument with the smile still in his eyes, but with his lips compressed. “Damn it, there’s the bravest and finest girl in the solar system!” he exclaimed. “Over there with those brutes!”


      “We’ll have her out, never fear,” Crain reassured him. “The main thing is to determine our course toward Krell and Jandron.”


      Kent thought. “As I see it, Krell can help us immeasurably in our search through the wreck-pack for fuel,” he said. “I think it would be best to keep on good terms with him until we’ve found fuel and have it in our tanks. Then we can turn the tables on them before they can do anything.”


      Crain nodded thoughtfully. “I think you’re right. Then you and Liggett and Krell can head our search-party to-morrow.”


      Crain established watches on a new schedule, and Kent and Liggett and the dozen men chosen for the exploring party of the next day ate a scanty meal and turned in for some sleep.


      * * * *


      When Kent woke and glimpsed the massed wrecks through the window he was for the moment amazed, but rapidly remembered. He and Liggett were finishing their morning ration when Crain pointed to a window.


      “There comes Krell now,” he said, indicating the single space-suited figure approaching along the wreck-pack’s edge.


      “I’ll call Marta before he gets here,” said Kent hastily.


      The girl answered on the suit-phone immediately, and it occurred to Kent that she must have spent the night without sleeping. “Krell left a few minutes ago,” she said.


      “Yes, he’s coming now. You heard nothing of their plans?”


      “No; they’ve kept me shut in my cabin. However, I did hear Krell giving Jandron and the rest directions. I’m sure they’re plotting something.”


      “We’re prepared for them,” Kent assured her. “If all goes well, before you realize it, you’ll be sailing out of here with us in the Pallas.”


      “I hope so,” she said. “Rance, be careful with Krell in the wreck-pack. He’s dangerous.”


      “I’ll be watching him,” he promised. “Good-by, Marta.”


      Kent reached the lower-deck just as Krell entered from the airlock, his swarthy face smiling as he removed his helmet. He carried a pointed steel bar. Liggett and the others were donning their suits.


      “All ready to go, Kent?” Krell asked.


      Kent nodded. “All ready,” he said shortly. Since hearing Marta’s story he found it hard to dissimulate with Krell.


      “You’ll want bars like mine,” Krell continued, “for they’re damned handy when you get jammed between wreckage masses. Exploring this wreck-pack is no soft job: I can tell you from experience.”


      Liggett and the rest had their suits adjusted, and with bars in their grasp, followed Krell into the airlock. Kent hung back for a last word with Crain, who, with his half-dozen remaining men, was watching.


      “Marta just told me that Krell and Jandron have been plotting something,” he told the captain; “so I’d keep a close watch outside.”


      “Don’t worry, Kent. We’ll let no one inside the Pallas until you and Liggett and the men get back.”


      * * * *


      In a few minutes they were out of the ship, with Krell and Kent and Liggett leading, and the twelve members of the Pallas’ crew following closely.


      The three leaders climbed up on the Uranus-Jupiter passenger-ship that lay beside the Pallas, the others moving on and exploring the neighboring wrecks in parties of two and three. From the top of the passenger-ship, when they gained it, Kent and his two companions could look far out over the wreck-pack. It was an extraordinary spectacle, this stupendous mass of dead ships floating motionless in the depths of space, with the burning stars above and below them.


      His companions and the other men clambering over the neighboring wrecks seemed weird figures in their bulky suits and transparent helmets. Kent looked back at the Pallas, and then along the wreck-pack’s edge to where he could glimpse the silvery side of the Martian Queen. But now Krell and Liggett were descending into the ship’s interior through the great opening smashed in its bows, and Kent followed.


      They found themselves in the liner’s upper navigation-rooms. Officers and men lay about, frozen to death at the instant the meteor-struck vessel’s air had rushed out, and the cold of space had entered. Krell led the way on, down into the ship’s lower decks, where they found the bodies of the crew and passengers lying in the same silent death.


      The salons held beautifully-dressed women, distinguished-looking men, lying about as the meteor’s shock had hurled them. One group lay around a card-table, their game interrupted. A woman still held a small child, both seemingly asleep. Kent tried to shake off the oppression he felt as he and Krell and Liggett continued down to the tank-rooms.


      They found their quest there useless, for the tanks had been strained by the meteor’s shock, and were empty. Kent felt Liggett grasp his hand and heard him speak, the sound-vibrations coming through their contacting suits.


      “Nothing here; and we’ll find it much the same through all these wrecks, if I’m not wrong. Tanks always give at a shock.”


      “There must be some ships with fuel still in them among all these,” Kent answered.


      They climbed back, up to the ship’s top, and leapt off it toward a Jupiter freighter lying a little farther inside the pack. As they floated toward it, Kent saw their men moving on with them from ship to ship, progressing inward into the pack. Both Kent and Liggett kept Krell always ahead of them, knowing that a blow from his bar, shattering their glassite helmets, meant instant death. But Krell seemed quite intent on the search for fuel.


      The big Jupiter freighter seemed intact from above, but, when they penetrated into it, they found its whole under-side blown away, apparently by an explosion of its tanks. They moved on to the next ship, a private space-yacht, small in size, but luxurious in fittings. It had been abandoned in space, its rocket-tubes burst and tanks strained.


      They went on, working deeper into the wreck-pack. Kent almost forgot the paramount importance of their search in the fascination of it. They explored almost every known type of ship—freighters, liners, cold-storage boats, and grain-boats. Once Kent’s hopes ran high at sight of a fuel-ship, but it proved to be in ballast, its cargo-tanks empty and its own tanks and tubes apparently blown simultaneously.


      Kent’s muscles ached from the arduous work of climbing over and exploring the wrecks. He and Liggett had become accustomed to the sight of frozen, motionless bodies.


      As they worked deeper into the pack, they noticed that the ships were of increasingly older types, and at last Krell signalled a halt. “We’re almost a mile in,” he told them, gripping their hands. “We’d better work back out, taking a different section of the pack as we do.”


      Kent nodded. “It may change our luck,” he said.


      It did; for when they had gone not more than a half-mile back, they glimpsed one of their men waving excitedly from the top of a Pluto liner.


      They hastened at once toward him, the other men gathering also; and when Kent grasped the man’s hand he heard his excited voice.


      “Fuel-tanks here are more than half-full, sir!”


      * * * *


      They descended quickly into the liner, finding that though its whole stern had been sheared away by a meteor, its tanks had remained miraculously unstrained.


      “Enough fuel here to take the Pallas to Neptune!” Kent exclaimed.


      “How will you get it over to your ship?” Krell asked. Kent pointed to great reels of flexible metal tubing hanging near the tanks.


      “We’ll pump it over. The Pallas has tubing like this ship’s, for taking on fuel in space, and, by joining its tubing to this, we’ll have a tube-line between the two ships. It’s hardly more than a quarter-mile.”


      “Let’s get back and let them know about it,” Liggett urged, and they climbed back out of the liner.


      They worked their way out of the wreck-pack with much greater speed than that with which they had entered, needing only an occasional brace against a ship’s side to send them floating over the wrecks. They came to the wreck-pack’s edge at a little distance from the Pallas, and hastened toward it.


      They found the outer door of the Pallas’ airlock open, and entered, Krell remaining with them. As the outer door closed and air hissed into the lock, Kent and the rest removed their helmets. The inner door slid open as they were doing this, and from inside almost a score of men leapt upon them!


      Kent, stunned for a moment, saw Jandron among their attackers, bellowing orders to them, and even as he struck out furiously he comprehended. Jandron and the men of the Martian Queen had somehow captured the Pallas from Crain and had been awaiting their return!


      The struggle was almost instantly over, for, outnumbered and hampered as they were by their heavy space-suits, Kent and Liggett and their followers had no chance. Their hands, still in the suits, were bound quickly behind them at Jandron’s orders.


      Kent heard an exclamation, and saw Marta starting toward him from behind Jandron’s men. But a sweep of Jandron’s arm brushed her rudely back. Kent strained madly at his bonds. Krell’s face had a triumphant look.


      “Did it all work as I told you it would, Jandron?” he asked.


      “It worked,” Jandron answered impassively. “When they saw fifteen of us coming from the wreck-pack in space-suits, they opened right up to us.”


      Kent understood, and cursed Krell’s cunning. Crain, seeing the fifteen figures approaching from the wreck-pack, had naturally thought they were Kent’s party, and had let them enter to overwhelm his half-dozen men.


      “We put Crain and his men over in the Martian Queen,” Jandron continued, “and took all their helmets so they can’t escape. The girl we brought over here. Did you find a wreck with fuel?”


      Krell nodded. “A Pluto liner a quarter-mile back, and we can pump the fuel over here by connecting tube-lines. What the devil—”


      Jandron had made a signal at which three of his men had leapt forward on Krell, securing his hands like those of the others.


      “Have you gone crazy, Jandron?” cried Krell, his face red with anger and surprise.


      “No,” Jandron replied impassively; “but the men are as tired as I am of your bossing ways, and have chosen me as their sole leader.”


      “You dirty double-crosser!” Krell raged. “Are you men going to let him get away with this?”


      The men paid no attention, and Jandron motioned to the airlock. “Take them over to the Martian Queen too,” he ordered, “and make sure there’s no space-helmet left there. Then get back at once, for we’ve got to get the fuel into this ship and make a getaway.”


      * * * *


      The helmets of Kent and Krell and the other helpless prisoners were put upon them, and, with hands still bound, they were herded into the airlock by eight of Jandron’s men attired in space-suits also. The prisoners were then joined one to another by a strand of metal cable.


      Kent, glancing back into the ship as the airlock’s inner door closed, saw Jandron giving rapid orders to his followers, and noticed Marta held back from the airlock by one of them. Krell’s eyes glittered venomously through his helmet. The outer door opened, and their guards jerked them forth into space by the connecting cable.


      They were towed helplessly along the wreck-pack’s rim toward the Martian Queen. Once inside its airlock, Jandron’s men removed the prisoners’ space-helmets and then used the duplicate-control inside the airlock itself to open the inner door. Through this opening they thrust the captives, those inside the ship not daring to enter the airlock. Jandron’s men then closed the inner door, re-opened the outer one, and started back toward the Pallas with the helmets of Kent and his companions.


      Kent and the others soon found Crain and his half-dozen men who rapidly undid their bonds. Crain’s men still wore their space-suits, but, like Kent’s companions, were without space-helmets.


      “Kent, I was afraid they’d get you and your men too!” Crain exclaimed. “It’s all my fault, for when I saw Jandron and his men coming from the wreck-pack I never doubted but that it was you.”


      “It’s no one’s fault,” Kent told him. “It’s just something that we couldn’t foresee.”


      Crain’s eyes fell on Krell. “But what’s he doing here?” he exclaimed. Kent briefly explained Jandron’s treachery toward Krell, and Crain’s brows drew ominously together.


      “So Jandron put you here with us! Krell, I am a commissioned captain of a space-ship, and as such can legally try you and sentence you to death here without further formalities.”


      Krell did not answer, but Kent intervened. “There’s hardly time for that now, sir,” he said. “I’m as anxious to settle with Krell as anyone, but right now our main enemy is Jandron, and Krell hates Jandron worse than we do, if I’m not mistaken.”


      “You’re not,” said Krell grimly. “All I want right now is to get within reach of Jandron.”


      “There’s small chance of any of us doing that,” Crain told them. “There’s not a single space-helmet on the Martian Queen.”


      “You’ve searched?” Liggett asked.


      “Every cubic inch of the ship,” Crain told him. “No, Jandron’s men made sure there were no helmets left here, and without helmets this ship is an inescapable prison.”


      “Damn it, there must be some way out!” Kent exclaimed. “Why, Jandron and his men must be starting to pump that fuel into the Pallas by now! They’ll be sailing off as soon as they do it!”


      Crain’s face was sad. “I’m afraid this is the end, Kent. Without helmets, the space between the Martian Queen and the Pallas is a greater barrier to us than a mile-thick wall of steel. In this ship we’ll stay, until the air and food give out, and death releases us.”


      “Damn it, I’m not thinking of myself!” Kent cried. “I’m thinking of Marta! The Pallas will sail out of here with her in Jandron’s power!”


      “The girl!” Liggett exclaimed. “If she could bring us over space-helmets from the Pallas we could get out of here!”


      Kent was thoughtful. “If we could talk to her—she must still have that suit-phone I gave her. Where’s another?”


      Crain quickly detached the compact suit-phone from inside the neck of his own space-suit, and Kent rapidly tuned it to the one he had given Marta Mallen. His heart leapt as her voice came instantly from it:


      “Rance! Rance Kent—”


      “Marta—this is Rance!” he cried.


      He heard a sob of relief. “I’ve been calling you for minutes! I was hoping that you’d remember to listen!


      “Jandron and ten of the others have gone to that wreck in which you found the fuel,” she added swiftly. “They unreeled a tube-line behind them as they went, and I can hear them pumping in the fuel now.”


      “Are the others guarding you?” Kent asked quickly.


      “They’re down in the lower deck at the tanks and airlocks. They won’t allow me down on that deck. I’m up here in the middle-deck, absolutely alone.


      “Jandron told me that we’d start out of here as soon as the fuel was in,” she added, “and he and the men were laughing about Krell.”


      “Marta, could you in any way get space-helmets and get out to bring them over here to us?” Kent asked eagerly.


      “There’s a lot of space-suits and helmets here,” she answered, “but I couldn’t get out with them, Rance! I couldn’t get to the airlocks with Jandron’s seven or eight men down there guarding them!”


      Kent felt despair; then as an idea suddenly flamed in him, he almost shouted into the instrument:


      “Marta, unless you can get over here with helmets for us, we’re all lost. I want you to put on a space-suit and helmet at once!”


      There was a short silence, and then her voice came, a little muffled. “I’ve got the suit and helmet on, Rance. I’m wearing the suit-phone inside it.”


      “Good! Now, can you get up to the pilot-house? There’s no one guarding it or the upper-deck? Hurry up there, then, at once.”


      Crain and the rest were staring at Kent. “Kent, what are you going to have her do?” Crain exclaimed. “It’ll do no good for her to start the Pallas: those guards will be up there in a minute!”


      “I’m not going to have her start the Pallas,” said Kent grimly. “Marta, you’re in the pilot-house? Do you see the heavy little steel door in the wall beside the instrument-panel?”


      “I’m at it, but it’s locked with a combination-lock,” she said.


      “The combination is 6–34–77–81,” Kent told her swiftly. “Open it as quickly as you can.”


      “Good God, Kent!” cried Crain. “You’re going to have her—?”


      “Get out of there the only way she can!” Kent finished fiercely. “You have the door open, Marta?”


      “Yes; there are six or seven control-wheels inside.”


      “Those wheels control the Pallas’ exhaust-valves,” Kent told her. “Each wheel opens the valves of one of the ship’s decks or compartments and allows its air to escape into space. They’re used for testing leaks in the different deck and compartment divisions. Marta, you must turn all those wheels as far as you can to the right.”


      “But all the ship’s air will rush out; the guards below have no suits on, and they’ll be—” she was exclaiming. Kent interrupted.


      “It’s the only chance for you, for all of us. Turn them!”


      There was a moment of silence, and Kent was going to repeat the order when her voice came, lower in tone, a little strange:


      “I understand, Rance. I’m going to turn them.”


      There was silence again, and Kent and the men grouped round him were tense. All were envisioning the same thing—the air rushing out of the Pallas’ valves, and the unsuspecting guards in its lower deck smitten suddenly by an instantaneous death.


      Then Marta’s voice, almost a sob: “I turned them, Rance. The air puffed out all around me.”


      “Your space-suit is working all right?”


      “Perfectly,” she said.


      “Then go down and tie together as many space-helmets as you can manage, get out of the airlock, and try to get over here to the Martian Queen with them. Do you think you can do that, Marta?”


      “I’m going to try,” she said steadily. “But I’ll have to pass those men in the lower-deck I just—killed. Don’t be anxious if I don’t talk for a little.”


      Yet her voice came again almost immediately. “Rance, the pumping has stopped! They must have pumped all the fuel into the Pallas!”


      “Then Jandron and the rest will be coming back to the Pallas at once!” Kent cried. “Hurry, Marta!”


      The suit-phone was silent; and Kent and the rest, their faces closely pressed against the deck-windows, peered intently along the wreck-pack’s edge. The Pallas was hidden from their view by the wrecks between, and there was no sign as yet of the girl.


      Kent felt his heart beating rapidly. Crain and Liggett pressed beside him, the men around them; Krell’s face was a mask as he too gazed. Kent was rapidly becoming convinced that some mischance had overtaken the girl when an exclamation came from Liggett. He pointed excitedly.


      * * * *


      She was in sight, unrecognizable in space-suit and helmet, floating along the wreck-pack’s edge toward them. A mass of the glassite space-helmets tied together was in her grasp. She climbed bravely over the stern of a projecting wreck and shot on toward the Martian Queen.


      The airlock’s door was open for her, and, when she was inside it, the outer door closed and air hissed into the lock. In a moment she was in among them, still clinging to the helmets. Kent grasped her swaying figure and removed her helmet.


      “Marta, you’re all right?” he cried. She nodded a little weakly.


      “I’m all right. It was just that I had to go over those guards that were all frozen.… Terrible!”


      “Get these helmets on!” Crain was crying. “There’s a dozen of them, and twelve of us can stop Jandron’s men if we get back in time!”


      Kent and Liggett and the nearer of their men were swiftly donning the helmets. Krell grasped one and Crain sought to snatch it.


      “Let that go! We’ll not have you with us when we haven’t enough helmets for our own men!”


      “You’ll have me or kill me here!” Krell cried, his eyes hate-mad. “I’ve got my own account to settle with Jandron!”


      “Let him have it!” Liggett cried. “We’ve no time now to argue!”


      Kent reached toward the girl. “Marta, give one of the men your helmet,” he ordered; but she shook her head.


      “I’m going with you!” Before Kent could dispute she had the helmet on again, and Crain was pushing them into the airlock. The nine or ten left inside without helmets hastily thrust steel bars into the men’s hands before the inner door closed. The outer one opened and they leapt forth into space, floating smoothly along the wreck-pack’s border with bars in their grasp, thirteen strong.


      Kent found the slowness with which they floated forward torturing. He glimpsed Crain and Liggett ahead, Marta beside him, Krell floating behind him to the left. They reached the projecting freighters, climbed over and around them, braced against them and shot on. They sighted the Pallas ahead now. Suddenly they discerned another group of eleven figures in space-suits approaching it from the wreck-pack’s interior, rolling up the tube-line that led from the Pallas as they did so. Jandron’s party!


      * * * *


      Jandron and his men had seen them and were suddenly making greater efforts to reach the Pallas. Kent and his companions, propelling themselves frenziedly on from another wreck, reached the ship’s side at the same time as Jandron’s men. The two groups mixed and mingled, twisted and turned in a mad space-combat.


      Kent had been grasped by one of Jandron’s men and raised his bar to crack the other’s glassite helmet. His opponent caught the bar, and they struggled, twisting and turning over and over far up in space amid a half-score similar struggles. Kent wrenched his bar free at last from the other’s grasp and brought it down on his helmet. The glassite cracked, and he caught a glimpse of the man’s hate-distorted face frozen instantly in death.


      Kent released him and propelled himself toward a struggling trio nearby. As he floated toward them, he saw Jandron beyond them making wild gestures of command and saw Krell approaching Jandron with upraised bar. Kent, on reaching the three combatants, found them to be two of Jandron’s men overcoming Crain. He shattered one’s helmet as he reached them, but saw the other’s bar go up for a blow.


      Kent twisted frantically, uselessly, to escape it, but before the blow could descend a bar shattered his opponent’s helmet from behind. As the man froze in instant death Kent saw that it was Marta who had struck him from behind. He jerked her to his side. The struggles in space around them seemed to be ending.


      Six of Jandron’s party had been slain, and three of Kent’s companions. Jandron’s four other followers were giving up the combat, floating off into the wreck-pack in clumsy, hasty flight. Someone grasped Kent’s arm, and he turned to find it was Liggett.


      “They’re beaten!” Liggett’s voice came to him! “They’re all killed but those four!”


      “What about Jandron himself?” Kent cried. Liggett pointed to two space-suited bodies twisting together in space, with bars still in their lifeless grasp.


      Kent saw through their shattered helmets the stiffened faces of Jandron and Krell, their helmets having apparently been broken by each other’s simultaneous blows.


      Crain had gripped Kent’s arm also. “Kent, it’s over!” he was exclaiming. “Liggett and I will close the Pallas’ exhaust-valves and release new air in it. You take over helmets for the rest of our men in the Martian Queen.”


      * * * *


      In several minutes Kent was back with the men from the Martian Queen. The Pallas was ready, with Liggett in its pilot-house, the men taking their stations, and Crain and Marta awaiting Kent.


      “We’ve enough fuel to take us out of the dead-area and to Neptune without trouble!” Crain declared. “But what about those four of Jandron’s men that got away?”


      “The best we can do is leave them here,” Kent told him. “Best for them, too, for at Neptune they’d be executed, while they can live indefinitely in the wreck-pack.”


      “I’ve seen so many men killed on the Martian Queen and here,” pleaded Marta. “Please don’t take them to Neptune.”


      “All right, we’ll leave them,” Crain agreed, “though the scoundrels ought to meet justice.” He hastened up to the pilot-house after Liggett.


      In a moment came the familiar blast of the rocket-tubes, and the Pallas shot out cleanly from the wreck-pack’s edge. A scattered cheer came from the crew. With gathering speed the ship arrowed out, its rocket-tubes blasting now in steady succession.


      Kent, with his arm across Marta’s shoulders, watched the wreck-pack grow smaller behind. It lay as when he first had seen it, a strange great mass, floating forever motionless among the brilliant stars. He felt the girl beside him shiver, and swung her quickly around.


      “Let’s not look back or remember now, Marta!” he said. “Let’s look ahead.”


      She nestled closer inside his arm. “Yes, Rance. Let’s look ahead.”

    

  


  
    
      SALVAGE IN SPACE, by Jack Williamson


      INTRODUCTION, by Sam Moskowitz


      The year 1928 was a great year of discovery for Amazing Stories. They were uncovering new talent at such a great rate, (Harl Vincent, David H. Keller, E. E. Smith, Philip Francis Nowlan, Fletcher Pratt and Miles J. Breuer), that Jack Williamson barely managed to become one of a distinguished group of discoveries by stealing the cover of the December issue for his first story The Metal Man.


      A disciple of A. Merritt, he attempted to imitate in style, mood and subject the magic of that late lamented master of fantasy. The imitation found great favor from the readership and almost instantly Jack Williamson became an important name on the contents page of Amazing Stories. He followed his initial success with two short novels, The Green Girl in Amazing Stories and The Alien Intelligence in Science Wonder Stories, another Gernsback publication. Both of these stories were close copies of A. Merritt, whose style and method Jack Williamson parlayed into popularity for eight years.


      Yet the strange thing about it was that Jack Williamson was one of the most versatile science fiction authors ever to sit down at the typewriter. When the vogue for science-fantasy altered to super science, he created the memorable super lock-picker Giles Habilula as the major attraction in a rousing trio of space operas, The Legion of Space, The Cometeers, and One Against the Legion. When grim realism was the order of the day, he produced Crucible of Power and when they wanted extrapolated theory in present tense, he assumed the disguise of Will Stewart and popularized the concept of contra terrene matter in science fiction with Seetee Ship and Seetee Shock. Finally, when only psychological studies of the future would do, he produced “With Folded Hands…” and “…And Searching Mind.”


      “The Cosmic Express” is of special interest because it was written during Williamson’s A. Merritt “kick,” when he was writing little else but, and it gave the earliest indication of a more general capability. The lightness of the handling is especially modern, barely avoiding the farcical by the validity of the notion that wireless transmission of matter is the next big transportation frontier to be conquered. It is especially important because it stylistically forecast a later trend to accept the background for granted, regardless of the quantity of wonders, and proceed with the story. With only a few thousand scanning-disk television sets in existence at the time of the writing, the surmise that this media would be a natural for westerns was particularly astute.


      Jack Williamson was born in 1908 in the Arizona territory when covered wagons were the primary form of transportation and apaches still raided the settlers. His father was a cattle man, but for young Jack, the ranch was anything but glamorous. “My days were filled,” he remembers, “with monotonous rounds of what seemed an endless, heart-breaking war with drought and frost and dust-storms, poison-weeds and hail, for the sake of survival on the Llano Estacado.” The discovery of Amazing Stories was the escape he sought and his goal was to be a science fiction writer. He labored to this end and the first he knew that a story of his had been accepted was when he bought the December, 1929 issue of Amazing Stories. Since then, he has written millions of words of science fiction and has gone on record as follows: “I feel that science-fiction is the folklore of the new world of science, and the expression of man’s reaction to a technological environment. By which I mean that it is the most interesting and stimulating form of literature today.”


      SALVAGE IN SPACE


      His “planet” was the smallest in the solar system, and the loneliest, Thad Allen was thinking, as he straightened wearily in the huge, bulging, inflated fabric of his Osprey space armor. Walking awkwardly in the magnetic boots that held him to the black mass of meteoric iron, he mounted a projection and stood motionless, staring moodily away through the vision panels of his bulky helmet into the dark mystery of the void.


      His welding arc dangled at his belt, the electrode still glowing red. He had just finished securing to this slowly-accumulated mass of iron his most recent find, a meteorite the size of his head.


      Five perilous weeks he had labored, to collect this rugged lump of metal—a jagged mass, some ten feet in diameter, composed of hundreds of fragments, that he had captured and welded together. His luck had not been good. His findings had been heart-breakingly small; the spectro-flash analysis had revealed that the content of the precious metals was disappointingly minute.25


      On the other side of this tiny sphere of hard-won treasure, his Millen atomic rocket was sputtering, spurts of hot blue flame jetting from its exhaust. A simple mechanism, bolted to the first sizable fragment he had captured, it drove the iron ball through space like a ship.


      Through the magnetic soles of his insulated boots, Thad could feel the vibration of the iron mass, beneath the rocket’s regular thrust. The magazine of uranite fuel capsules was nearly empty, now, he reflected. He would soon have to turn back toward Mars.


      Turn back. But how could he, with so slender a reward for his efforts? Meteor mining is expensive. There was his bill at Millen and Helion, Mars, for uranite and supplies. And the unpaid last instalment on his Osprey suit. How could he outfit himself again, if he returned with no more metal than this? There were men who averaged a thousand tons of iron a month. Why couldn’t fortune smile on him?


      He knew men who had made fabulous strikes, who had captured whole planetoids of rich metal, and he knew weary, white-haired men who had braved the perils of vacuum and absolute cold and bullet-swift meteors for hard years, who still hoped.


      But sometime fortune had to smile, and then.…


      The picture came to him. A tower of white metal, among the low red hills near Helion. A slim, graceful tower of argent, rising in a fragrant garden of flowering Martian shrubs, purple and saffron. And a girl waiting, at the silver door—a trim, slender girl in white, with blue eyes and hair richly brown.


      Thad had seen the white tower many times, on his holiday tramps through the hills about Helion. He had even dared to ask if it could be bought, to find that its price was an amount that he might not amass in many years at his perilous profession. But the girl in white was yet only a glorious dream.…


      * * * *


      The strangeness of interplanetary space, and the somber mystery of it, pressed upon him like an illimitable and deserted ocean. The sun was a tiny white disk on his right, hanging between rosy coronal wings; his native Earth, a bright greenish point suspended in the dark gulf below it; Mars, nearer, smaller, a little ocher speck above the shrunken sun. Above him, below him, in all directions was vastness, blackness, emptiness. Ebon infinity, sprinkled with far, cold stars.


      Thad was alone. Utterly alone. No man was visible, in all the supernal vastness of space. And no work of man—save the few tools of his daring trade, and the glittering little rocket bolted to the black iron behind him. It was terrible to think that the nearest human being must be tens of millions of miles away.


      On his first trips, the loneliness had been terrible, unendurable. Now he was becoming accustomed to it. At least, he no longer feared that he was going mad. But sometimes.…


      Thad shook himself and spoke aloud, his voice ringing hollow in his huge metal helmet:


      “Brace up, old top. In good company, when you’re by yourself, as Dad used to say. Be back in Helion in a week or so, anyhow. Look up Dan and ‘Chuck’ and the rest of the crowd again, at Comet’s place. What price a friendly boxing match with Mason, or an evening at the teleview theater?


      “Fresh air instead of this stale synthetic stuff! Real food, in place of these tasteless concentrates! A hot bath, instead of greasing yourself!


      “Too dull out here. Life—” He broke off, set his jaw.


      No use thinking about such things. Only made it worse. Besides, how did he know that a whirring meteor wasn’t going to flash him out before he got back?


      * * * *


      He drew his right arm out of the bulging sleeve of the suit, into its ample interior, found a cigarette in an inside pocket, and lighted it. The smoke swirled about in the helmet, drawn swiftly into the air filters.


      “Darn clever, these suits,” he murmured. “Food, smokes, water generator, all where you can reach them. And darned expensive, too. I’d better be looking for pay metal!”


      He clambered to a better position; stood peering out into space, searching for the tiny gleam of sunlight on a meteoric fragment that might be worth capturing for its content of precious metals. For an hour he scanned the black, star-strewn gulf, as the sputtering rocket continued to drive him forward.


      “There she glows!” he cried suddenly, and grinned.


      Before him was a tiny, glowing fleck, that moved among the unchanging stars. He stared at it intensely, breathing faster in the helmet.


      Always he thrilled to see such a moving gleam. What treasure it promised! At first sight, it was impossible to determine size or distance or rate of motion. It might be ten thousand tons of rich metal. A fortune! It would more probably prove to be a tiny, stony mass, not worth capturing. It might even be large and valuable, but moving so rapidly that he could not overtake it with the power of the diminutive Millen rocket.


      He studied the tiny speck intently, with practised eye, as the minutes passed—an untrained eye would never have seen it at all, among the flaming hosts of stars. Skilfully he judged, from its apparent rate of motion and its slow increase in brilliance, its size and distance from him.


      “Must be—must be fair size,” he spoke aloud, at length. “A hundred tons, I’ll bet my helmet! But scooting along pretty fast. Stretch the little old rocket to run it down.”


      He clambered back to the rocket, changed the angle of the flaming exhaust, to drive him directly across the path of the object ahead, filled the magazine again with the little pellets of uranite, which were fed automatically into the combustion chamber, and increased the firing rate.


      The trailing blue flame reached farther backward from the incandescent orifice of the exhaust. The vibration of the metal sphere increased. Thad left the sputtering rocket and went back where he could see the object before him.


      * * * *


      It was nearer now, rushing obliquely across his path. Would he be in time to capture it as it passed, or would it hurtle by ahead of him, and vanish in the limitless darkness of space before his feeble rocket could check the momentum of his ball of metal?


      He peered at it, as it drew closer.


      Its surface seemed oddly bright, silvery. Not the dull black of meteoric iron. And it was larger, more distant, than he had thought at first. In form, too, it seemed curiously regular, ellipsoid. It was no jagged mass of metal.


      His hopes sank, rose again immediately. Even if it were not the mass of rich metal for which he had prayed, it might be something as valuable—and more interesting.


      He returned to the rocket, adjusted the angle of the nozzle again, and advanced the firing time slightly, even at the risk of a ruinous explosion.


      When he returned to where he could see the hurtling object before him, he saw that it was a ship. A tapering silver-green rocket-flier.


      Once more his dreams were dashed. The officers of interplanetary liners lose no love upon the meteor miners, claiming that their collected masses of metal, almost helpless, always underpowered, are menaces to navigation. Thad could expect nothing from the ship save a heliographed warning to keep clear.


      But how came a rocket-flier here, in the perilous swarms of the meteor belt? Many a vessel had been destroyed by collision with an asteroid, in the days before charted lanes were cleared of drifting metal.


      The lanes more frequently used, between Earth, Mars, Venus and Mercury, were of course far inside the orbits of the asteroids. And the few ships running to Jupiter’s moons avoided them by crossing millions of miles above their plane.


      Could it be that legendary green ship, said once to have mysteriously appeared, sliced up and drawn within her hull several of the primitive ships of that day, and then disappeared forever after in the remote wastes of space? Absurd, of course: he dismissed the idle fancy and examined the ship still more closely.


      Then he saw that it was turning, end over end, very slowly. That meant that its gyros were stopped; that it was helpless, drifting, disabled, powerless to avoid hurtling meteoric stones. Had it blundered unawares into the belt of swarms—been struck before the danger was realized? Was it a derelict, with all dead upon it?


      * * * *


      Either the ship’s machinery was completely wrecked, Thad knew, or there was no one on watch. For the controls of a modern rocket-flier are so simple and so nearly automatic that a single man at the bridge can keep a vessel upon her course.


      It might be, he thought, that a meteorite had ripped open the hull, allowing the air to escape so quickly that the entire crew had been asphyxiated before any repairs could be made. But that seemed unlikely, since the ship must have been divided into several compartments by air-tight bulkheads.


      Could the vessel have been deserted for some reason? The crew might have mutinied, and left her in the life-tubes. She might have been robbed by pirates, and set adrift. But with the space lanes policed as they were, piracy and successful mutiny were rare.


      Thad saw that the flier’s navigation lights were out.


      He found the heliograph signal mirror at his side, sighted it upon the ship, and worked the mirror rapidly. He waited, repeated the call. There was no response.


      The vessel was plainly a derelict. Could he board her, and take her to Mars? By law, it was his duty to attempt to aid any helpless ship, or at least to try to save any endangered lives upon her. And the salvage award, if the ship should be deserted and he could bring her safe to port, would be half her value.


      No mean prize, that. Half the value of ship and cargo! More than he was apt to earn in years of mining the meteor-belt.


      With new anxiety, he measured the relative motion of the gleaming ship. It was going to pass ahead of him. And very soon. No more time for speculation. It was still uncertain whether it would come near enough so that he could get a line to it.


      Rapidly he unslung from his belt the apparatus he used to capture meteors. A powerful electromagnet, with a thin, strong wire fastened to it, to be hurled from a helix-gun. He set the drum on which the wire was wound upon the metal at his feet, fastened it with its magnetic anchor, wondering if it would stand the terrific strain when the wire tightened.


      Raising the helix to his shoulder, he trained it upon a point well ahead of the rushing flier, and stood waiting for the exact moment to press the lever. The slender spindle of the ship was only a mile away now, bright in the sunlight. He could see no break in her polished hull, save for the dark rows of circular ports. She was not, by any means, completely wrecked.


      He read the black letters of her name.


      Red Dragon.


      The name of her home port, below, was in smaller letters. But in a moment he made them out. San Francisco. The ship then came from the Earth! From the very city where Thad was born!


      * * * *


      The gleaming hull was near now. Only a few hundred yards away. Passing. Aiming well ahead of her, to allow for her motion, Thad pressed the key that hurled the magnet from the helix. It flung away from him, the wire screaming from the reel behind it.


      Thad’s mass of metal swung on past the ship, as he returned to the rocket and stopped its clattering explosions. He watched the tiny black speck of the magnet. It vanished from sight in the darkness of space, appeared again against the white, burnished hull of the rocket ship.


      For a painful instant he thought he had missed. Then he saw that the magnet was fast to the side of the flier, near the stern. The line tightened. Soon the strain would come upon it, as it checked the momentum of the mass of iron. He set the friction brake.


      Thad flung himself flat, grasped the wire above the reel. Even if the mass of iron tore itself free, he could hold to the wire, and himself reach the ship.


      He flung past the deserted vessel, behind it, his lump of iron swung like a pebble in a sling. A cloud of smoke burst from the burned lining of the friction brake, in the reel. Then the wire was all out; there was a sudden jerk.


      And the hard-gathered sphere of metal was gone—snapped off into space. Thad clung desperately to the wire, muscles cracking, tortured arms almost drawn from their sockets. Fear flashed over his mind; what if the wire broke, and left him floating helpless in space?


      * * * *


      It held, though, to his relief. He was trailing behind the ship. Eagerly he seized the handle of the reel; began to wind up the mile of thin wire. Half an hour later, Thad’s suited figure bumped gently against the shining hull of the rocket. He got to his feet, and gazed backward into the starry gulf, where his sphere of iron had long since vanished.


      “Somebody is going to find himself a nice chunk of metal, all welded together and equipped for rocket navigation,” he murmured. “As for me—well, I’ve simply got to run this tub to Mars!”


      He walked over the smooth, refulgent hull, held to it by magnetic soles. Nowhere was it broken, though he found scars where small meteoric particles had scratched the brilliant polish. So no meteor had wrecked the ship. What, then, was the matter? Soon he would know.


      The Red Dragon was not large. A hundred and thirty feet long, Thad estimated, with a beam of twenty-five feet. But her trim lines bespoke design recent and good; the double ring of black projecting rockets at the stern told of unusual speed.


      A pretty piece of salvage, he reflected, if he could land her on Mars. Half the value of such a ship, unharmed and safe in port, would be a larger sum than he dared put in figures. And he must take her in, now that he had lost his own rocket!


      He found the life-tubes, six of them, slender, silvery cylinders, lying secure in their niches, three along each side of the flier. None was missing. So the crew had not willingly deserted the ship.


      He approached the main air-lock, at the center of the hull, behind the projecting dome of the bridge. It was closed. A glance at the dials told him there was full air pressure within it. It had, then, last been used to enter the rocket, not to leave it.


      * * * *


      Thad opened the exhaust valve, let the air hiss from the chamber of the lock. The huge door swung open in response to his hand upon the wheel, and he entered the cylindrical chamber. In a moment the door was closed behind him, air was hissing into the lock again.


      He started to open the face-plate of his helmet, longing for a breath of air that did not smell of sweat and stale tobacco smoke, as that in his suit always did, despite the best chemical purifiers. Then he hesitated. Perhaps some deadly gas, from the combustion chambers.…


      Thad opened the inner valve, and came upon the upper deck of the vessel. A floor ran the full length of the ship, broken with hatches and companionways that gave to the rocket rooms, cargo holds, and quarters for crew and passengers below. There was an enclosed ladder that led to bridge and navigating room in the dome above. The hull formed an arched roof over it.


      The deck was deserted, lit only by three dim blue globes, hanging from the curved roof. All seemed in order—the fire-fighting equipment hanging on the walls, and the huge metal patches and welding equipment for repairing breaks in the hull. Everything was clean, bright with polish or new paint.


      And all was very still. The silence held a vague, brooding threat that frightened Thad, made him wish for a moment that he was back upon his rugged ball of metal. But he banished his fear, and strode down the deck.


      Midway of it he found a dark stain upon the clean metal. The black of long-dried blood. A few tattered scraps of cloth beside it. No more than bloody rags. And a heavy meat cleaver, half hidden beneath a bit of darkened fabric.


      Mute record of tragedy! Thad strove to read it. Had a man fought here and been killed? It must have been a struggle of peculiar violence, to judge by the dark spattered stains, and the indescribable condition of the remnants of clothing. But what had he fought? Another man, or some thing? And what had become of victor and vanquished?


      He walked on down the deck.


      The torturing silence was broken by the abrupt patter of quick little footsteps behind him. He turned quickly, nervously, with a hand going instinctively to his welding arc, which, he knew, would make a fairly effective weapon.


      * * * *


      It was merely a dog. A little dog, yellow, nondescript, pathetically delighted. With a sharp, eager bark, it leaped up at Thad, pawing at his armor and licking it, standing on its hind legs and reaching toward the visor of his helmet.


      It was very thin, as if from long starvation. Both ears were ragged and bloody, and there was a long, unhealed scratch across the shoulder, somewhat inflamed, but not a serious wound.


      The bright, eager eyes were alight with joy. But Thad thought he saw fear in them. And even through the stiff fabric of the Osprey suit, he felt that the dog was trembling.


      Suddenly, with a low whine, it shrank close to his side. And another sound reached Thad’s ears.


      A cry, weird and harrowing beyond telling. A scream so thin and so high that it roughened his skin, so keenly shrill that it tortured his nerves; a sound of that peculiar frequency that is more agonizing than any bodily pain.


      When silence came again, Thad was standing with his back against the wall, the welding arc in his hand. His face was cold with sweat, and a queer chill prickled up and down his spine. The yellow dog crouched whimpering against his legs.


      Ominous, threatening stillness filled the ship again, disturbed only by the whimpers and frightened growls of the dog. Trying to calm his overwrought nerves, Thad listened—strained his ears. He could hear nothing. And he had no idea from which direction the terrifying sound had come.


      A strange cry. Thad knew it had been born in no human throat. Nor in the throat of any animal he knew. It had carried an alien note that overcame him with instinctive fear and horror. What had voiced it? Was the ship haunted by some dread entity?


      * * * *


      For many minutes Thad stood upon the deck, waiting, tensely grasping the welding tool. But the nerve-shattering scream did not come again. Nor any other sound. The yellow dog seemed half to forget its fear. It leaped up at his face again, with another short little bark.


      The air must be good, he thought, if the dog could live in it.


      He unscrewed the face-plate of his helmet, and lifted it. The air that struck his face was cool and clean. He breathed deeply, gratefully. And at first he did not notice the strange odor upon it: a curious, unpleasant scent, earthly, almost fetid, unfamiliar.


      The dog kept leaping up, whining.


      “Hungry, boy?” Thad whispered.


      He fumbled in the bulky inside pockets of his suit, found a slab of concentrated food, and tossed it out through the opened panel. The dog sprang upon it, wolfed it eagerly, and came back to his side.


      Thad set at once about exploring the ship.


      First he ascended the ladder to the bridge. A metal dome covered it, studded with transparent ports. Charts and instruments were in order. And the room was vacant, heavy with the fatal silence of the ship.


      * * * *


      Thad had no expert’s knowledge of the flier’s mechanism. But he had studied interplanetary navigation, to qualify for his license to carry masses of metal under rocket power through the space lanes and into planetary atmospheres. He was sure he could manage the ship if its mechanism were in good order, though he was uncertain of his ability to make any considerable repairs.


      To his relief, a scrutiny of the dials revealed nothing wrong.


      He started the gyro motors, got the great wheels to spinning, and thus stopped the slow, end-over-end turning of the flier. Then he went to the rocket controls, warmed three of the tubes, and set them to firing. The vessel answered readily to her helm. In a few minutes he had the red fleck of Mars over the bow.


      “Yes, I can run her, all right,” he announced to the dog, which had followed him up the steps, keeping close to his feet. “Don’t worry, old boy. We’ll be eating a juicy beefsteak together, in a week. At Comet’s place in Helion, down by the canal. Not much style—but the eats!


      “And now we’re going to do a little detective work, and find out what made that disagreeable noise. And what happened to all your fellow-astronauts. Better find out, before it happens to us!”


      He shut off the rockets, and climbed down from the bridge again.


      When Thad started down the companionway to the officers’ quarters, in the central one of the five main compartments of the ship, the dog kept close to his legs, growling, trembling, hackles lifted. Sensing the animal’s terror, pitying it for the naked fear in its eyes, Thad wondered what dramas of horror it might have seen.


      The cabins of the navigator, calculator, chief technician, and first officer were empty, and forbidding with the ominous silence of the ship. They were neatly in order, and the berths had been made since they were used. But there was a large bloodstain, black and circular, on the floor of the calculator’s room.


      The captain’s cabin held evidence of a violent struggle. The door had been broken in. Its fragments, with pieces of broken furniture, books, covers from the berth, and three service pistols, were scattered about in indescribable confusion, all stained with blood. Among the frightful debris, Thad found several scraps of clothing, of dissimilar fabrics. The guns were empty.


      * * * *


      Attempting to reconstruct the action of the tragedy from those grim clues, he imagined that the five officers, aware of some peril, had gathered here, fought, and died.


      The dog refused to enter the room. It stood at the door, looking anxiously after him, trembling and whimpering pitifully. Several times it sniffed the air and drew back, snarling. Thad thought that the unpleasant earthy odor he had noticed upon opening the face-plate of his helmet was stronger here.


      After a few minutes of searching through the wildly disordered room, he found the ship’s log—or its remains. Many pages had been torn from the book, and the remainder, soaked with blood, formed a stiff black mass.


      Only one legible entry did he find, that on a page torn from the book, which somehow had escaped destruction. Dated five months before, it gave the position of the vessel and her bearings—she was then just outside Jupiter’s orbit, Earthward bound—and concluded with a remark of sinister implications:


      “Another man gone this morning. Simms, assistant technician. A fine workman. O’Deen swears he heard something moving on the deck. Cook thinks some of the doctor’s stuffed monstrosities have come to life. Ridiculous, of course. But what is one to think?”


      Pondering the significance of those few lines, Thad climbed back to the deck. Was the ship haunted by some weird death, that had seized the crew man by man, mysteriously? That was the obvious implication. And if the flier had been still outside Jupiter’s orbit when those words were written, it must have been weeks before the end. A lurking, invisible death! The scream he had heard.…


      * * * *


      He descended into the forecastle, and came upon another such silent record of frightful carnage as he had found in the captain’s cabin. Dried blood, scraps of cloth, knives and other weapons. A fearful question was beginning to obsess him. What had become of the bodies of those who must have died in these conflicts? He dared not think the answer.


      Gripping the welding arc, Thad approached the after hatch, giving to the cargo hold. Trepidation almost overpowered him, but he was determined to find the sinister menace of the ship, before it found him. The dog whimpered, hung back, and finally deserted him, contributing nothing to his peace of mind.


      The hold proved to be dark. An indefinite black space, oppressive with the terrible silence of the flier. The air within it bore still more strongly the unpleasant fetor.


      Thad hesitated on the steps. The hold was not inviting. But at the thought that he must sleep, unguarded, while taking the flier to Mars, his resolution returned. The uncertainty, the constant fear, would be unendurable.


      He climbed on down, feeling for the light button. He found it, as his feet touched the floor. Blue light flooded the hold.


      It was filled with monstrous things, colossal creatures, such as nothing that ever lived upon the Earth; like nothing known in the jungles of Venus or the deserts of Mars, or anything that has been found upon Jupiter’s moons.


      They were monsters remotely resembling insects or crustaceans, but as large as horses or elephants; creatures upreared upon strange limbs, armed with hideously fanged jaws, cruel talons, frightful, saw-toothed snouts, and glittering scales, red and yellow and green. They leered at him with phosphorescent eyes, yellow and purple.


      They cast grotesquely gigantic shadows in the blue light.…


      * * * *


      A cold shock of horror started along Thad’s spine, at sight of those incredible nightmare things. Automatically be flung up the welding tool, flicking over the lever with his thumb, so that violet electric flame played about the electrode.


      Then he saw that the crowding, hideous things were motionless, that they stood upon wooden pedestals, that many of them were supported upon metal bars. They were dead. Mounted. Collected specimens of some alien life.


      Grinning wanly, and conscious of a weakness in the knees, he muttered: “They sure will fill the museum, if everybody gets the kick out of them that I did. A little too realistic, I’d say. Guess these are the ‘stuffed monstrosities’ mentioned in the page out of the log. No wonder the cook was afraid of them. Some of then do look hellishly alive!”


      He started across the hold, shrinking involuntarily from the armored enormities that seemed crouched to spring at him, motionless eyes staring.


      So, at the end of the long space, he found the treasure.


      Glittering in the blue light, it looked unreal. Incredible. A dazzling dream. He stopped among the fearful things that seemed gathered as if to guard it, and stared with wide eyes through the opened face-plate of his helmet.


      He saw neat stacks of gold ingots, new, freshly smelted; bars of silver-white iridium, of argent platinum, of blue-white osmium. Many of them. Thousands of pounds, Thad knew. He trembled at thought of their value. Almost beyond calculation.


      Then he saw the coffer, lying beyond the piled, gleaming ingots—a huge box, eight feet long; made of some crystal that glittered with snowy whiteness, filled with sparkling, iridescent gleams, and inlaid with strange designs, apparently in vermilion enamel.


      With a little cry, he ran toward the chest, moving awkwardly in the loose, deflated fabric of the Osprey suit.


      * * * *


      Beside the coffer, on the floor of the hold, was literally a mountain of flame—blazing gems, heaped as if they had been carelessly dumped from it; cut diamonds, incredibly gigantic; monster emeralds, sapphires, rubies; and strange stones, that Thad did not recognize.


      And Thad gasped with horror, when he looked at the designs of the vermilion inlay, in the white, gleaming crystal. Weird forms. Shapes of creatures somewhat like gigantic spiders, and more unlike them. Demoniac things, wickedly fanged, jaws slavering. Executed with masterly skill, that made them seem living, menacing, secretly gloating!


      Thad stared at them for long minutes, fascinated almost hypnotically. Three times he approached the chest, to lift the lid and find what it held. And three times the unutterable horror of those crimson images thrust him back, shuddering.


      “Nothing but pictures,” he muttered hoarsely.


      A fourth time he advanced, trembling, and seized the lid of the coffer. Heavy, massive, it was fashioned also of glistening white crystal, and inlaid in crimson with weirdly hideous figures. Great hinges of white platinum held it on the farther side; it was fastened with a simple, heavy hasp of the precious metal.


      Hands quivering, Thad snapped back the hasp, lifted the lid.


      New treasure in the chest would not have surprised him. He was prepared to meet dazzling wonders of gems or priceless metal. Nor would he have been astonished at some weird creature such as one of those whose likenesses were inlaid in the crystal.


      But what he saw made him drop the massive lid.


      A woman lay in the chest—motionless, in white.


      * * * *


      In a moment he raised the lid again; examined the still form more closely. The woman had been young. The features were regular, good to look upon. The eyes were closed; the white face appeared very peaceful.


      Save for the extreme, cadaverous pallor, there was no mark of death. With a fancy that the body might be miraculously living, sleeping, Thad thrust an arm out through the opened panel of his suit, and touched a slender, bare white arm. It was stiff, very cold.


      The still, pallid face was framed in fine brown hair. The fair, small hands were crossed upon the breast, over the simple white garment.


      A queer ache came into his heart. Something made him think of a white tower in the red hills near Helion, and a girl waiting in its fragrant garden of saffron and purple—a girl like this.


      The body lay upon a bed of blazing jewels.


      It appeared, Thad thought, as if the pile of gems upon the floor had been hastily scraped from the coffer, to make room for the quiet form. He wondered how long it had lain there. It looked as if it might have been living but minutes before. Some preservative.…


      His thought was broken by a sound that rang from the open hatchway on the deck above—the furious barking and yelping of the dog. Abruptly that was silent, and in its place came the uncanny and terrifying scream that Thad had heard once before, on this flier of mystery. A shriek so keen and shrill that it seemed to tear out his nerves by their roots. The voice of the haunter of the ship.


      * * * *


      When Thad came back upon the deck, the dog was still barking nervously. He saw the animal forward, almost at the bow. Hackles raised, tail between its legs, it was slinking backward, barking sharply as if to call for aid.


      Apparently it was retreating from something between Thad and itself. But Thad, searching the dimly-lit deck, could see no source of alarm. Nor could the structures upon it have shut any large object from his view.


      “It’s all right!” Thad called, intending to reassure the frightened animal, but finding his voice queerly dry. “Coming on the double, old man. Don’t worry.”


      The dog had reached the end of the deck. It stopped yelping, but snarled and whined as if in terror. It began darting back and forth, moving exactly as if something were slowly closing in upon it, trapping it in the corner. But Thad could see nothing.


      Then it made a wild dash back toward Thad, darting along by the wall, as if trying to run past an unseen enemy.


      Thad thought he heard quick, rasping footsteps, then, that were not those of the dog. And something seemed to catch the dog in mid-air, as it leaped. It was hurled howling to the deck. For a moment it struggled furiously, as if an invisible claw had pinned it down. Then it escaped, and fled whimpering to Thad’s side.


      He saw a new wound across its hips. Three long, parallel scratches, from which fresh red blood was trickling.


      Regular scraping sounds came from the end of the deck, where no moving thing was to be seen—sounds such as might be made by the walking of feet with unsheathed claws. Something was coming back toward Thad. Something that was invisible!


      * * * *


      Terror seized him, with the knowledge. He had nerved himself to face desperate men, or a savage animal. But an invisible being, that could creep upon him and strike unseen! It was incredible…yet he had seen the dog knocked down, and the bleeding wound it had received.


      His heart paused, then beat very quickly. For the moment he thought only blindly, of escape. He knew only an overpowering desire to hide, to conceal himself from the invisible thing. Had it been possible, he might have tried to leave the flier.


      Beside him was one of the companionways amidships, giving access to a compartment of the vessel that he had not explored. He turned, leaped down the steps, with the terrified dog at his heels.


      Below, he found himself in a short hall, dimly lighted. Several metal doors opened from it. He tried one at random. It gave. He sprang through, let the dog follow, closed and locked it.


      Trying to listen, he leaned weakly against the door. The rushing of his breath, swift and regular. The loud hammer of his thudding heart. The dog’s low whines. Then—unmistakable scraping sounds, outside.


      The scratching of claws, Thad knew. Invisible claws!


      He stood there, bracing the door with the weight of his body, holding the welding arc ready in his hand. Several times the hinges creaked, and he felt a heavy pressure against the panels. But at last the scratching sounds ceased. He relaxed. The monster had withdrawn, at least for a time.


      When he had time to think, the invisibility of the thing was not so incredible. The mounted creatures he had seen in the hold were evidence that the flier had visited some unknown planet, where weird life reigned. It was not beyond reason that such a planet should be inhabited by beings invisible to human sight.


      Human vision, as he knew, utilizes only a tiny fraction of the spectrum. The creature must be largely transparent to visible light, as human flesh is radiolucent to hard X-rays. Quite possibly it could be seen by infra-red or ultra-violet light—evidently it was visible enough to the dog’s eyes, with their different range of sensitivity.


      * * * *


      Pushing the subject from his mind, he turned to survey the room into which he had burst. It had apparently been occupied by a woman. A frail blue silk dress and more intimate items of feminine wearing apparel were hanging above the berth. Two pairs of delicate black slippers stood neatly below it.


      Across from him was a dressing table, with a large mirror above it. Combs, pins, jars of cosmetic cluttered it. And Thad saw upon it a little leather-bound book, locked, stamped on the back “Diary.”


      He crossed the room and picked up the little book, which smelled faintly of jasmine. Momentary shame overcame him at thus stealing the secrets of an unknown girl. Necessity, however, left him no choice but to seize any chance of learning more of this ship of mystery and her invisible haunter. He broke the flimsy fastening.


      Linda Cross was the name written on the fly-leaf, in a firm, clear feminine hand. On the next page was the photograph, in color, of a girl, the brown-haired girl whose body Thad had discovered in the crystal coffer in the hold. Her eyes, he saw, had been blue. He thought she looked very lovely—like the waiting girl in his old dream of the silver tower in the red hills by Helion.


      The diary, it appeared, had not been kept very devotedly. Most of the pages were blank.


      One of the first entries, dated a year and a half before, told of a party that Linda had attended in San Francisco, and of her refusal to dance with a certain man, referred to as “Benny,” because he had been unpleasantly insistent about wanting to marry her. It ended:


      “Dad said to-night that we’re going off in the Dragon again. All the way to Uranus, if the new fuel works as he expects. What a lark, to explore a few new worlds of our own! Dad says one of Uranus’ moons is as large as Mercury. And Benny won’t be proposing again soon!”


      Turning on, Thad found other scattered entries, some of them dealing with the preparation for the voyage, the start from San Francisco—and a huge bunch of flowers from “Benny,” the long months of the trip through space, out past the orbit of Mars, above the meteor belt, across Jupiter’s orbit, beyond the track of Saturn, which was the farthest point that rocket explorers had previously reached, and on to Uranus, where they could not land because of the unstable surface.


      * * * *


      The remainder of the entries Thad found less frequent, shorter, bearing the mark of excitement: landing upon Titania, the third and largest satellite of Uranus; unearthly forests, sheltering strange and monstrous life; the hunting of weird creatures, and mounting them for museum specimens.


      Then the discovery of a ruined city, whose remains indicated that it had been built by a lost race of intelligent, spiderlike things; the finding of a temple whose walls were of precious metals, containing a crystal chest filled with wondrous gems; the smelting of the metal into convenient ingots, and the transfer of the treasure to the hold.


      The first sinister note there entered the diary:


      “Some of the men say we shouldn’t have disturbed the temple. Think it will bring us bad luck. Rubbish, of course. But one man did vanish while they were smelting the gold. Poor Mr. Tom James. I suppose he ventured away from the rest, and something caught him.”


      The few entries that followed were shorter, and showed increasing nervous tension. They recorded the departure from Titania, made almost as soon as the treasure was loaded. The last was made several weeks later. A dozen men had vanished from the crew, leaving only gouts of blood to hint the manner of their going. The last entry ran:


      “Dad says I’m to stay in here to-day. Old dear, he’s afraid the thing will get me—whatever it is. It’s really serious. Two men taken from their berths last night. And not a trace. Some of them think it’s a curse on the treasure. One of them swears he saw Dad’s stuffed specimens moving about in the hold.


      “Some terrible thing must have slipped aboard the flier, out of the jungle. That’s what Dad and the captain think. Queer they can’t find it. They’ve searched all over. Well.…”


      Musing and regretful, Thad turned back for another look at the smiling girl in the photograph.


      What a tragedy her death had been! Reading the diary had made him like her. Her balance and humor. Her quiet affection for “Dad.” The calm courage with which she seemed to have faced the creeping, lurking death that darkened the ship with its unescapable shadow.


      How had her body come to be in the coffer, he wondered, when all the others were—gone? It had shown no marks of violence. She must have died of fear. No, her face had seemed too calm and peaceful for that. Had she chosen easy death by some poison, rather than that other dreadful fate? Had her body been put in the chest to protect it, and the poison arrested decomposition?


      Thad was still studying the picture, thoughtfully and sadly, when the dog, which had been silent, suddenly growled again, and retreated from the door, toward the corner of the room.


      The invisible monster had returned. Thad heard its claws scratching across the door again. And he heard another dreadful sound—not the long, shrill scream that had so grated on his nerves before, but a short, sharp coughing or barking, a series of shrill, indescribable notes that could have been made by no beast he knew.


      * * * *


      The decision to open the door cost a huge effort of Thad’s will.


      For hours he had waited, thinking desperately. And the thing outside the door had waited as patiently, scratching upon it from time to time, uttering those dreadful, shrill coughing cries.


      Sooner or later, he would have to face the monster. Even if he could escape from the room and avoid it for a time, he would have to meet it in the end. And it might creep upon him while he slept.


      To be sure, the issue of the combat was extremely doubtful. The monster, apparently, had succeeded in killing every man upon the flier, even though some of them had been armed. It must be large and very ferocious.


      But Thad was not without hope. He still wore his Osprey-suit. The heavy fabric, made of metal wires impregnated with a tough, elastic composition, should afford considerable protection against the thing.


      The welding arc, intended to fuse refractive meteoric iron, would be no mean weapon, at close quarters. And the quarters would be close.


      If only he could find some way to make the thing visible!


      Paint, or something of the kind, would stick to its skin.… His eyes, searching the room, caught the jar of face powder on the dressing table. Dash that over it! It ought to stick enough to make the outline visible.


      So, at last, holding the powder ready in one hand, he waited until a time when the pressure upon the door had just relaxed, and he knew the monster was waiting outside. Swiftly, he opened the door.…


      * * * *


      Thad had partially overcome the instinctive horror that the unseen being had first aroused in him. But it returned in a sickening wave when he heard the short, shrill, coughing cries, hideously eager, that greeted the opening of the door. And the quick rasping of naked claws upon the floor. Sounds from nothingness!


      He flung the powder at the sound.


      A form of weird horror materialized before him, still half invisible, half outlined with the white film of adhering powder: gigantic and hideous claws, that seemed to reach out of empty air, the side of a huge, scaly body, a yawning, dripping jaw. For a moment Thad could see great, hooked fangs in that jaw. Then they vanished, as if an unseen tongue had licked the powder from them, dissolving it in fluids which made it invisible.


      That unearthly, half-seen shape leaped at him.


      He was carried backward into the room, hurled to the floor. Claws were rasping upon the tough fabric of his suit. His arm was seized crushingly in half-visible jaws.


      Desperately he clung to the welding tool. The heated electrode was driven toward his body. He fought to keep it away; he knew that it would burn through even the insulated fabric of his suit.


      A claw ripped savagely at his side. He heard the sharp, rending sound, as the tough fabric of his suit was torn, and felt a thin pencil of pain drawn along his body, where a claw cut his skin.


      Suddenly the suit was full of the earthy fetor of the monster’s body, nauseatingly intense. Thad gasped, tried to hold his breath, and thrust upward hard with the incandescent electrode. He felt warm blood trickling from the wound.


      A numbing blow struck his arm. The welding tool was carried from his hand. Flung to the side of the room, it clattered to the floor; and then a heavy weight came upon his chest, forcing the breath from his lungs. The monster stood upon his body and clawed at him.


      Thad squirmed furiously. He kicked out with his feet, encountering a great, hard body. Futilely he beat and thrust with his arms against the pillarlike limb.


      His body was being mauled, bruised beneath the thick fabric. He heard it tear again, along his right thigh. But he felt no pain, and thought the claws had not reached the skin.


      It was the yellow dog that gave him the chance to recover the weapon. The animal had been running back and forth in the opposite end of the room, fairly howling in excitement and terror. Now, with the mad courage of desperation, it leaped recklessly at the monster.


      A mighty, dimly seen claw caught it, hurled it back across the room. It lay still, broken, whimpering.


      For a moment the thing had lifted its weight from Thad’s body. And Thad slipped quickly from beneath it, flung himself across the room, snatched up the welding tool.


      In an instant the creature was upon him again. But he met it with the incandescent electrode. He was crouched in a corner, now, where it could come at him from only one direction. Its claws still slashed at him ferociously. But he was able to cling to the weapon, and meet each onslaught with hot metal.


      Gradually its mad attacks weakened. Then one of his blind, thrusting blows seemed to burn into a vital organ. A terrible choking, strangling sound came from the air. And he heard the thrashing struggles of wild convulsions. At last all was quiet. He prodded the thing again and again with the hot electrode, and it did not move. It was dead.


      The creature’s body was so heavy that Thad had to return to the bridge, and shut off the current in the gravity plates along the keel, before he could move it. He dragged it to the lock through which he had entered the flier, and consigned it to space.…


      * * * *


      Five days later Thad brought the Red Dragon into the atmosphere of Mars. A puzzled pilot came aboard, in response to his signals, and docked the flier safely at Helion. Thad went down into the hold again, with the astonished port authorities who had come aboard to inspect the vessel.


      Again he passed among the grotesque and outrageous monsters in the hold, leading the gasping officers. While they marveled at the treasure, he lifted the weirdly embellished lid of the coffer of white crystal, and looked once more upon the still form of the girl within it.


      Pity stirred him. An ache came in his throat.


      Linda Cross, so quiet and cold and white, and yet so lovely. How terrible her last days of life must have been, with doom shadowing the vessel, and the men vanishing mysteriously, one by one! Terrible—until she had sought the security of death.


      Strangely, Thad felt no great elation at the thought that half the incalculable treasure about him was now safely his own, as the award of salvage. If only the girl were still living.… He felt a poignantly keen desire to hear her voice.


      Thad found the note when they started to lift her from the chest. A hasty scrawl, it lay beneath her head, among glittering gems.


      “This woman is not dead. Please have her given skilled medical attention as soon as possible. She lies in a state of suspended animation, induced by the injection of fifty minims of zeronel.


      “She is my daughter, Linda Cross, and my sole heir.


      “I entreat the finders of this to have care given her, and to keep in trust for her such part of the treasure on this ship as may remain after the payment of salvage or other claims.


      “Sometime she will wake. Perhaps in a year, perhaps in a hundred. The purity of my drugs is uncertain, and the injection was made hastily, so I do not know the exact time that must elapse.


      “If this is found, it will be because the lurking thing upon the ship has destroyed me and all my men.


      “Please do not fail me.


      Levington Cross.”


      Thad bought the white tower of his dreams, slim and graceful in its Martian garden of saffron and purple, among the low ocher hills beside Helion. He carried the sleeping girl through the silver door where the girl of his dreams had waited, and set the coffer in a great, vaulted chamber. Many times each day he came into the room where she lay, to look into her pallid face, and feel her cold wrist. He kept a nurse in attendance, and had a physician call daily.


      A long Martian year went by.


      * * * *


      Looking in his mirror one day, Thad saw little wrinkles about his eyes. He realized that the nervous strain and anxiety of waiting was aging him. And it might be a hundred years, he remembered, before Linda Cross came from beneath the drug’s influence.


      He wondered if he should grow old and infirm, while Linda lay still young and beautiful and unchanged in her sleep; if she might awake, after long years, and see in him only a feeble old man. And he knew that he would not be sorry he had waited, even if he should die before she revived.


      On the next day, the nurse called him into the room where Linda lay. He was bending over her when she opened her eyes. They were blue, glorious.


      A long time she looked up at him, first in fearful wonder, then with confidence, and dawning understanding. And at last she smiled.


      
        
          25 The meteor or asteroid belt, between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter, is “mined” by such adventurers as Thad Allen for the platinum, iridium and osmium that all meteoric irons contain in small quantities. The meteor swarms are supposed by some astronomers to be fragments of a disrupted planet, which, according to Bode’s Law, should occupy this space.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      THE ULTIMATE WEAPON, by John W. Campbell, Jr.


      I


      Patrol Cruiser “IP-T 247” circling out toward Pluto on leisurely inspection tour to visit the outpost miners there, was in no hurry at all as she loafed along. Her six-man crew was taking it very easy, and easy meant two-man watches, and low speed, to watch for the instrument panel and attend ship into the bargain.


      She was about thirty million miles off Pluto, just beginning to get in touch with some of the larger mining stations out there, when Buck Kendall’s turn at the controls came along. Buck Kendall was one of life’s little jokes. When Nature made him, she was absentminded. Buck stood six feet two in his stocking feet, with his usual slight stoop in operation. When he forgot, and stood up straight, he loomed about two inches higher. He had the body and muscles of a dock navvy, which Nature started out to make. Then she forgot and added something of the same stuff she put in Sir Francis Drake. Maybe that made Old Nature nervous, and she started adding different things. At any rate, Kendall, as finally turned out, had a brain that put him in the first rank of scientists—when he felt like it—the general constitution of an ostrich and a flair for gambling.


      The present position was due to such a gamble. An IP man, a friend of his, had made the mistake of betting him a thousand dollars he wouldn’t get beyond a Captain’s bars in the Patrol. Kendall had liked the idea anyway, and adding a bit of a bet to it made it irresistible. So, being a very particular kind of a fool, the glorious kind which old Nature turns out now and then, he left a five million dollar estate on Long Island, Terra, that same evening, and joined up in the Patrol. The Sir Francis Drake strain had immediately come forth—and Kendall was having the time of his life. In a six-man cruiser, his real work in the Interplanetary Patrol had started. He was still in it—but it was his command now, and a blue circle on his left sleeve gave his lieutenant’s rank.


      Buck Kendall had immediately proceeded to enlist in his command the IP man who had made the mistaken bet, and Rad Cole was on duty with him now. Cole was the technician of the T-247. His rank as Technical Engineer was practically equivalent to Kendall’s circle-rank, which made the two more comfortable together.


      Cole was listening carefully to the signals coming through from Pluto. “That,” he decided, “sounds like Tad Nichols’ fist. You can recognize that broken-down truck-horse trot of his on the key as far away as you can hear it.”


      “Is that what it is?” sighed Buck. “I thought it was static mushing him at first. What’s he like?”


      “Like all the other damn fools who come out two billion miles to scratch rock, as if there weren’t enough already on the inner planets. He’s got a rich platinum property. Sells ninety percent of his output to buy his power, and the other eleven percent for his clothes and food.”


      “He must be an efficient miner,” suggested Kendall, “to maintain 101% production like that.”


      “No, but his bank account is. He’s figured out that’s the most economic level of production. If he produces less, he won’t be able to pay for his heating power, and if he produces more, his operation power will burn up his bank account too fast.”


      “Hmmm—sensible way to figure. A man after my own heart. How does he plan to restock his bank account?”


      “By mining on Mercury. He does it regularly—sort of a commuter. Out here his power bills eat it up. On Mercury he goes in for potassium, and sells the power he collects in cooling his dome, of course. He’s a good miner, and the old fool can make money down there.” Like any really skilled operator, Cole had been sending Morse messages while he talked. Now he sat quiet waiting for the reply, glancing at the chronometer.


      “I take it he’s not after money—just after fun,” suggested Buck.


      “Oh, no. He’s after money,” replied Cole gravely. “You ask him—he’s going to make his eternal fortune yet by striking a real bed of jovium, and then he’ll retire.”


      “Oh, one of that kind.”


      “They all are,” Cole laughed. “Eternal hope, and the rest of it.” He listened a moment and went on. “But old Nichols is a first-grade engineer. He wouldn’t be able to remake that bankroll every time if he wasn’t. You’ll see his Dome out there on Pluto—it’s always the best on the planet. Tip-top shape. And he’s a bit of an experimenter too. Ah—he’s with us.”


      Nichols’ ragged signals were coming through—or pounding through. They were worse than usual, and at first Kendall and Cole couldn’t make them out. Then finally they got them in bursts. The man was excited, and his bad key-work made it worse. “—Randing stopped. They got him I think. He said—th—ship as big—a—nsport. Said it wa—eaded my—ay. Neutrons—on instruments—he’s coming over the horizon—it’s huge—war ship I think—register—instru—neutrons—.” Abruptly the signals were blanked out completely.


      * * * *


      Cole and Kendall sat frozen and stiff. Each looked at the other abruptly, then Kendall moved. From the receiver, he ripped out the recording coil, and instantly jammed it into the analyzer. He started it through once, then again, then again, at different tone settings, till he found a very shrill whine that seemed to clear up most of Nichols’ bad key-work. “T-247—T-247—Emergency. Emergency. Randing reports the—over his horizon. Huge—ip—reign manufacture. Almost spherical. Randing’s stopped. They got him I think. He said the ship was as big as a transport. Said it was headed my way. Neutrons—ont—gister—instruments. I think—is h—he’s coming over the horizon. It’s huge, and a war ship I think—register—instruments—neutrons.”


      Kendall’s finger stabbed out at a button. Instantly the noise of the other men, wakened abruptly by the mild shocks, came from behind. Kendall swung to the controls, and Cole raced back to the engine room. The hundred-foot ship shot suddenly forward under the thrust of her tail ion-rockets. A blue-red cloud formed slowly behind her and expanded. Talbot appeared, and silently took her over from Kendall. “Stations, men,” snapped Kendall. “Emergency call from a miner of Pluto reporting a large armed vessel which attacked them.” Kendall swung back, and eased himself against the thrusting acceleration of the over-powered little ship, toward the engine room. Cole was bending over his apparatus, making careful check-ups, closing weapon-circuits. No window gave view of space here; on the left was the tiny tender’s pocket, on the right, above and below the great water tanks that fed the ion-rockets, behind the rockets themselves. The tungsten metal walls were cold and gray under the ship lights; the hunched bulks of the apparatus crowded the tiny room. Gigantic racked accumulators huddled in the corners. Martin and Garnet swung into position in the fighting-tanks just ahead of the power rooms; Canning slid rapidly through the engine room, oozed through a tiny door, and took up his position in the stern-chamber, seated half-over the great ion-rocket sheath.


      “Ready in positions, Captain Kendall,” called the war-pilot as the little green lights appeared on his board.


      “Test discharges on maximum,” ordered Kendall. He turned to Cole. “You start the automatic key?”


      “Right, Captain.”


      “All shipshape?”


      “Right as can be. Accumulators at thirty-seven per cent, thanks to the loaf out here. They ought to pick up our signal back on Jupiter, he’s nearest now. The station on Europa will get it.”


      “Talbot—we are only to investigate if the ship is as reported. Have you seen any signs of her?”


      “No sir, and the signals are blank.”


      “I’ll work from here.” Kendall took his position at the commanding control. Cole made way for him, and moved to the power board. One by one he tested the automatic doors, the pressure bulkheads. Kendall watched the instruments as one after another of the weapons were tested on momentary full discharge—titanic flames of five million volt protons. Then the ship thudded to the chatter of the Garnell rifles.


      * * * *


      Tensely the men watched the planet ahead, white, yet barely visible in the weak sunlight so far out. It was swimming slowly nearer as the tiny ship gathered speed.


      Kendall cast a glance over his detector-instruments. The radio network was undisturbed, the magnetic and electric fields recognized only the slight disturbances occasioned by the planet itself. There was nothing, noth—


      Five hundred miles away, a gigantic ship came into instantaneous being. Simultaneously, and instantaneously, the various detector systems howled their warnings. Kendall gasped as the thing appeared on his view screen, with the scale-lines below. The scale must be cock-eyed. They said the ship was fifteen hundred feet in diameter, and two thousand long!


      “Retreat,” ordered Kendall, “at maximum acceleration.”


      Talbot was already acting. The gyroscopes hummed in their castings, and the motors creaked. The T-247 spun on her axis, and abruptly the acceleration built up as the ion-rockets began to shudder. A faint smell of “heat” began to creep out of the converter. Immense “weight” built up, and pressed the men into their specially designed seats—


      The gigantic ship across the way turned slowly, and seemed to stare at the T-247. Then it darted toward them at incredible speed till the poor little T-247 seemed to be standing still, as sailors say. The stranger was so gigantic now, the screens could not show all of him.


      “God, Buck—he’s going to take us!”


      Simultaneously, the T-247 rolled, and from her broke every possible stream of destruction. The ion-rocket flames swirled abruptly toward her, the proton-guns whined their song of death in their housings, and the heavy pounding shudder of the Garnell guns racked the ship.


      Strangely, Kendall suddenly noticed, there was a stillness in the ship. The guns and the rays were still going—but the little human sounds seemed abruptly gone.


      “Talbot—Garnet—” Only silence answered him. Cole looked across at him in sudden white-faced amazement.


      “They’re gone—” gasped Cole.


      Kendall stood paralyzed for thirty seconds. Then suddenly he seemed to come to life. “Neutrons! Neutrons—and water tanks! Old Nichols was right—” He turned to his friend. “Cole—the tender—quick.” He darted a glance at the screen. The giant ship still lay alongside. A wash of ions was curling around her, splitting, and passing on. The pinprick explosions of the Garnell shells dotted space around her—but never on her.


      Cole was already racing for the tender lock. In an instant Kendall piled in after him. The tiny ship, scarcely ten feet long, was powered for flights of only two hours acceleration, and had oxygen for but twenty-four hours for six men, seventy-two hours for two men—maybe. The heavy door was slammed shut behind them, as Cole seated himself at the panel. He depressed a lever, and a sudden smooth push shot them away from the T-247.


      “DON’T!” called Kendall sharply as Cole reached for the ion-rocket control. “Douse those lights!” The ship was dark in dark space. The lighted hull of the T-247 drifted away from the little tender—further and further till the giant ship on the far side became visible.


      “Not a light—not a sign of fields in operation.” Kendall said, unconsciously speaking softly. “This thing is so tiny, that it may escape their observation in the fields of the T-247 and Pluto down there. It’s our only hope.”


      “What happened? How in the name of the planets did they kill those men without a sound, without a flash, and without even warning us, or injuring us?”


      “Neutrons—don’t you see?”


      “Frankly, I don’t. I’m no scientist—merely a technician. Neutrons aren’t used in any process I’ve run across.”


      “Well, remember they’re uncharged, tiny things. Small as protons, but without electric field. The result is they pass right through an ordinary atom without being stopped unless they make a direct hit. Tungsten, while it has a beautifully high melting point, is mostly open space, and a neutron just sails right through it, or any heavy atom. Light atoms stop neutrons better—there’s less open space in ’em. Hydrogen is best. Well—a man is made up mostly of light elements, and a man stops those neutrons—it isn’t surprising it killed those other fellows invisibly, and without a sound.”


      “You mean they bathed that ship in neutrons?”


      “Shot it full of ’em. Just like our proton guns, only sending neutrons.”


      “Well, why weren’t we killed too?”


      “‘Water stops neutrons,’ I said. Figure it out.”


      “The rocket-water tanks—all around us! Great masses of water—” gasped Cole. “That saved us?”


      “Right. I wonder if they’ve spotted us.”


      * * * *


      The stranger ship was moving slowly in relation to the T-247. Suddenly the motion changed, the stranger spun—and a giant lock appeared in her side, opened. The T-247 began to move, floated more and more rapidly straight for the lock. Her various weapons had stopped operating now, the hoppers of the Garnell guns exhausted, the charge of the accumulators aboard the ship down so low the proton guns had died out.


      “Lord—they’re taking the whole ship!”


      “Say—Cole, is that any ship you ever heard of before? I don’t think that’s just a pirate!”


      “Not a pirate—what then?”


      “How’d he get inside our detector screens so fast? Watch—he’ll either leave, or come after us—” The T-247 had settled inside the lock now, and the great metal door closed after it. The whole patrol ship had been swallowed by a giant. Kendall was sketching swiftly on a notebook, watching the vast ship closely, putting down a record of its lines, and formation. He glanced up at it, and then down for a few more lines, and up at it—


      The stranger ship abruptly dwindled. It dwindled with incredible speed, rushing off along the line of sight at an impossible velocity, and abruptly clicking out of sight, like an image on a movie-film that has been cut, and repaired after the scene that showed the final disappearance.


      “Cole—Cole—did you get that? Did you see—do you understand what happened?” Kendall was excitedly shouting now.


      “He missed us,” Cole sighed. “It’s a wonder—hanging out here in space, with the protector of the T-247’s fields gone.”


      “No, no, you asteroid—that’s not it. He went off faster than light itself!”


      “Eh—what? Faster than light? That can’t be done—”


      “He did it, I know he did. That’s how he got inside our screens. He came inside faster than the warning message could relay back the information. Didn’t you see him accelerate to an impossible speed in an impossible time? Didn’t you see how he just vanished as he exceeded the speed of light, and stopped reflecting it? That ship was no ship of this solar system!”


      “Where did he come from then?”


      “God only knows, but it’s a long, long way off.”


      II


      The IP-M-122 picked them up. The M-122 got out there two days later, in response to the calls the T-247 had sent out. As soon as she got within ten million miles of the little tender, she began getting Cole’s signals, and within twelve hours had reached the tiny thing, located it, and picked it up.


      Captain Jim Warren was in command, one of the old school commanders of the IP. He listened to Kendall’s report, listened to Cole’s tale—and radioed back a report of his own. Space pirates in a large ship had attacked the T-247, he said, and carried it away. He advised a close watch. On Pluto, his investigations disclosed nothing more than the fact that three mines had been raided, all platinum supplies taken, and the records and machinery removed.


      * * * *


      The M-122 was a fifty-man patrol cruiser, and Warren felt sure he could handle the menace alone, and hung around for over two weeks looking for it. He saw nothing, and no further reports came of attack. Again and again, Kendall tried to convince him this ship he was hunting was no mere space pirate, and again and again Warren grunted, and went on his way. He would not send in any report Kendall made out, because to do so would add his endorsement to that report. He would not take Kendall back, though that was well within his authority.


      In fact, it was a full month before Kendall again set foot on any of the Minor Planets, and then it was Mars, the base of the M-122. Kendall and Cole took passage immediately on an IP supply ship, and landed in New York six days later. At once, Kendall headed for Commander McLaurin’s office. Buck Kendall, lieutenant of the IP, found he would have to make regular application to see McLaurin through a dozen intermediate officers.


      By this time, Kendall was savagely determined to see McLaurin himself, and see him in the least possible time. Cole, too, was beginning to believe in Kendall’s assertion of the stranger ship’s extra-systemic origin. As yet neither could understand the strange actions of the machine, its attack on the Pluto mines, and the capture and theft of a patrol ship.


      “There is,” said Kendall angrily, “just one way to see McLaurin and see him quick. And, by God, I’m going to. Will you resign with me, Cole? I’ll see him within a week then, I’ll bet.”


      For a minute, Cole hesitated. Then he shook hands with his friends. “Today!” And that day it was. They resigned, together. Immediately, Buck Kendall got the machinery in motion for an interview, working now from the outside, pulling the strings with the weight of a hundred million dollar fortune. Even the IP officers had to pay a bit of attention when Bernard Kendall, multi-millionaire began talking and demanding things. Within a week, Kendall did see McLaurin.


      At that time, McLaurin was fifty-three years old, his crisp hair still black as space, with scarcely a touch of the gray that appears in his more recent photographs. He stood six feet tall, a broad-shouldered, powerful man, his face grave with lines of intelligence and character. There was also a permanent narrowing of the eyes, from years under the blazing sun of space. But most of all, while those years in space had narrowed and set his eyes, they had not narrowed and set his mind. An infinitely finer character than old Jim Warren, his experience in space had taught him always to expect the unexpected, to understand the incomprehensible as being part of the unknown and incalculable properties of space and the worlds that swam in it. Besides the fine technical education he had started with, he had acquired a liberal education in mankind. When Buck Kendall, straight and powerful, came into his office with Cole, he recognized in him a character that would drive steadily and straight for its goal. Also, he recognized behind the millionaire that had succeeded in pulling wires enough to see him, the scientist who had had more than one paper published “in an amateur way.”


      “Dr. Bernard Kendall?” he asked, rising.


      “Yes, sir. Late Buck Kendall, lieutenant of the IP. I quit and got Cole here to quit with me, so we could see you.”


      “Unusual tactics. I’ve had several men join up to get an interview with me.” McLaurin smiled.


      “Yes, I can imagine that, but we had to see you in a hurry. A hidebound old rapscallion by the name of Jim Warren picked us up out by Pluto, floating around in a six-man tender. We made some reports to him, but he wouldn’t believe, and he wouldn’t send them through—so we had to send ourselves through. Sir, this system is about to be attacked by some extra-systemic race. The IP-T-247 was so attacked, her crew killed off, and the ship itself carried away.”


      “I got the report Captain Jim Warren sent through, stating it was a gang of space pirates. Now what makes you believe otherwise?”


      “That ship that attacked us, attacked with a neutron gun, a gun that shot neutrons through the hull of our ship as easily as protons pass through open space. Those neutrons killed off four of the crew, and spared us only because we happened to be behind the water tanks. Masses of hydrogen will stop neutrons, so we lived, and escaped in the tender. The little tender, lightless, escaped their observation, and we were picked up. Now, when the 247 had been picked up, and locked into their ship, that ship started accelerating. It accelerated so fast along my line of sight that it just dwindled, and—vanished. It didn’t vanish in distance, it vanished because it exceeded the speed of light.”


      “Isn’t that impossible?”


      “Not at all. It can be done—if you can find some way of escaping from this space to do it. Now if you could cut across through a higher dimension, your projection in this dimension might easily exceed the speed of light. For instance, if I could cut directly through the Earth, at a speed of one thousand miles an hour, my projection on the surface would go twelve thousand miles while I was going eight. Similar, if you could cut through the four dimensional space instead of following its surface, you’d attain a speed greater than light.”


      “Might it not still be a space pirate? That’s a lot easier to believe, even allowing your statement that he exceeded the speed of light.”


      “If you invented a neutron gun which could kill through tungsten walls without injuring anything within, a system of accelerating a ship that didn’t affect the inhabitants of that ship, and a means of exceeding the speed of light, all within a few months of each other, would you become a pirate? I wouldn’t, and I don’t think any one else would. A pirate is a man who seeks adventure and relief from work. Given a means of exceeding the speed of light, I’d get all the adventure I wanted investigating other planets. If I didn’t have a cent before, I’d have relief from work by selling it for a few hundred millions—and I’d sell it mighty easily too, for an invention like that is worth an incalculable sum. Tie to that the value of compensated acceleration, and no man’s going to turn pirate. He can make more millions selling his inventions than he can make thousands turning pirate with them. So who’d turn pirate?”


      “Right.” McLaurin nodded. “I see your point. Now before I’d accept your statements in re the ‘speed of light’ thing, I’d want opinions from some IP physicists.”


      “Then let’s have a conference, because something’s got to be done soon. I don’t know why we haven’t heard further from that fellow.”


      “Privately—we have,” McLaurin said in a slightly worried tone. “He was detected by the instruments of every IP observatory I suspect. We got the reports but didn’t know what to make of them. They indicated so many funny things, they were sent in as accidental misreadings of the instruments. But since all the observatories reported them, similar misreadings, at about the same times, that is with variations of only a few hours, we thought something must have been up. The only thing was the phenomena were reported progressively from Pluto to Neptune, clear across the solar system, in a definite progression, but at a velocity of crossing that didn’t tie in with any conceivable force. They crossed faster than the velocity of light. That ship must have spent about half an hour off each planet before passing on to the next. And, accepting your faster-than-light explanation, we can understand it.”


      “Then I think you have proof.”


      “If we have, what would you do about it?”


      “Get to work on those ‘misreadings’ of the instruments for one thing, and for a second, and more important, line every IP ship with paraffin blocks six inches thick.”


      “Paraffin—why?”


      “The easiest form of hydrogen to get. You can’t use solid hydrogen, because that melts too easily. Water can be turned into steam too easily, and requires more work. Paraffin is a solid that’s largely hydrogen. That’s what they’ve always used on neutrons since they discovered them. Confine your paraffin between tungsten walls, and you’ll stop the secondary protons as well as the neutrons.”


      “Hmmm—I suppose so. How about seeing those physicists?”


      “I’d like to see them today, sir. The sooner you get started on this work, the better it will be for the IP.”


      “Having seen me, will you join up in the IP again?” asked McLaurin.


      “No, sir, I don’t think I will. I have another field you know, in which I may be more useful. Cole here’s a better technician than fighter—and a darned good fighter, too—and I think that an inexperienced space-captain is a lot less useful than a second-rate physicist at work in a laboratory. If we hope to get anywhere, or for that matter, I suspect, stay anywhere, we’ll have to do a lot of research pretty promptly.”


      “What’s your explanation of that ship?”


      “One of two things: an inventor of some other system trying out his latest toy, or an expedition sent out by a planetary government for exploration. I favor the latter for two reasons: that ship was big. No inventor would build a thing that size, requiring a crew of several hundred men to try out his invention. A government would build just about that if they wanted to send out an expedition. If it were an inventor, he’d be interested in meeting other people, to see what they had in the way of science, and probably he’d want to do it in a peaceable way. That fellow wasn’t interested in peace, by any means. So I think it’s a government ship, and an unfriendly government. They sent that ship out either for scientific research, for trade research and exploration, or for acquisitive exploration. If they were out for scientific research, they’d proceed as would the inventor, to establish friendly communication. If they were out for trade, the same would apply. If they were out for acquisitive exploration, they’d investigate the planets, the sun, the people, only to the extent of learning how best to overcome them. They’d want to get a sample of our people, and a sample of our weapons. They’d want samples of our machinery, our literature and our technology. That’s exactly what that ship got.


      “Somebody, somewhere out there in space, either doesn’t like their home, or wants more home. They’ve been out looking for one. I’ll bet they sent out hundreds of expeditions to thousands of nearby stars, gradually going further and further, seeking a planetary system. This is probably the one and only one they found. It’s a good one too. It has planets at all temperatures, of all sizes. It is a fairly compact one, it has a stable sun that will last far longer than any race can hope to.”


      “Hmm—how can there be good and bad planetary systems?” asked McLaurin. “I’d never thought of that.”


      Kendall laughed. “Mighty easy. How’d you like to live on a planet of a Cepheid Variable? Pleasant situation, with the radiation flaring up and down. How’d you like to live on a planet of Antares? That blasted sun is so big, to have a comfortable planet you’d have to be at least ten billion miles out. Then if you had an interplanetary commerce, you’d have to struggle with orbits tens of billions of miles across instead of mere millions. Further, you’d have a sun so blasted big, it would take an impossible amount of energy to lift the ship up from one planet to another. If your trip was, say, twenty billions of miles to the next planet, you’d be fighting a gravity as bad as the solar gravity at Earth here all the way—no decline with a little distance like that.”


      “H-m-m-m—quite true. Then I should say that Mira would take the prize. It’s a red giant, and it’s an irregular variable. The sunlight there would be as unstable as the weather in New England. It’s almost as big as Antares, and it won’t hold still. Now that would make a bad planetary system.”


      “It would!” Kendall laughed. But as we know—he laughed too soon, and he shouldn’t have used the conditional. He should have said, “It does!”


      III


      Gresth Gkae, Commander of Expeditionary Force 93, of the Planet Sthor, was returning homeward with joyful mind. In the lock of his great ship, lay the T-247. In her cargo holds lay various items of machinery, mining supplies, foods, and records. And in her log books lay the records of many readings on the nine larger planets of a highly satisfactory planetary system.


      Gresth Gkae had spent no less than three ultra-wearing years going from one sun to another in a definitely mapped out section of space. He had investigated only eleven stars in that time, eleven stars, progressively further from the titanic red-flaming sun he knew as “the” sun. He knew it as “the” sun, and had several other appellations for it. Mira was so-named by Earthmen because it was indeed a “wonder” star, in Latin, mirare means “to wonder.” Irregularly, and for no apparent reason it would change its rate of radiation. So far as those inhabitants of Sthor and her sister world Asthor knew, there was no reason. It just did it. Perhaps with malicious intent to be annoying. If so, it was exceptionally successful. Sthor and Asthor experienced, periodically, a young ice age. When Mira decided to take a rest, Sthor and Asthor froze up, from the poles most of the way to the equators. Then Mira would stretch herself a little, move about restlessly and Sthor and Asthor would become uninhabitably hot, anywhere within twenty degrees of the equator.


      Those Sthorian people had evolved in a way that made the conditions endurable for savage or uncivilized people, but when a scientific civilization with a well-ordered mode of existence tried to establish itself, Mira was all sorts of a nuisance.


      Gresth Gkae was a peculiar individual to human ways of thinking. He stood some seven feet tall, on his strange, double-kneed legs and his four toed feet. His body was covered with little, short feather-like things that moved now with a volition of their own. They were moving very slowly and regularly. The space-ship was heated to a comfortable temperature, and the little fans were helping to cool Gresth Gkae. Had it been cold, every little feather would have lain down close against its neighbors, forming an admirable, wind-proof and cold-proof blanket.


      Nature, on Sthor, had original ideas of arrangement too. Sthorians possessed two eyes—one directly above the other, in the center of their faces. The face was so long, and narrow, it resembled a blunt hatchet, with the two eyes on the edge. To counter-balance this vertical arrangement of the eyes, the nostrils had been separated some four inches, with one on each of the sloping cheeks. His ears were little pink-flesh cups on short, muscular stems. His mouth was narrow, and small, but armed with quite solid teeth adapted to his diet, a diet consisting of almost anything any creature had ever considered edible. Like most successful forms of intelligent life, Gresth Gkae was omnivorous. An intelligent form of life is necessarily adaptable, and adaptation meant being able to eat what was at hand.


      One of his eyes, the upper one, was fully twice the size of the lower one. This was his telescopic eye. The lower, or microscopic eye was adapted to work for which a human being would have required a low power microscope, the upper eye possessed a more normal power of vision, plus considerable telescopic powers.


      Gresth Gkae was using it now to look ahead in the blank of space to where gigantic Mira appeared. On his screens now, Mira appeared deep violet, for he was approaching at a speed greater than that of light, and even this projected light of Mira was badly distorted.


      “The distance is half a light-year now, sir,” reported the navigation officer.


      “Reduce the speed, then, to normal velocity for these ranges. What reserve of fuel have we?”


      “Less than one thousand pounds. We will barely be able to stop. We were too free in the use of our weapons, I fear,” replied the Chief Technician.


      “Well, what would you? We needed those things in our reports. Besides, we could extract fuel from that ore we took on at Planet Nine of Phahlo. It is merely that I wish speed in the return.”


      “As we all do. How soon do you believe the Council will proceed against the new system?”


      “It will be fully a year, I fear. They must gather the expeditions together, and re-equip the ships. It will be a long time before all will have come in.”


      “Could they not send fast ships after them to recall them?”


      “Could they have traced us as we wove our way from Thart to Karst to Raloork to Phahlo? It would be impossible.”


      * * * *


      Steadily the great ship had been boring on her way. Mira had been a disc for nearly two days, gigantic, two-hundred-and-fifty-million-mile Mira took a great deal of dwarfing by distance to lose her disc. Even at the Twin Planets, eight thousand two hundred and fifty millions of miles out, Mira covered half the sky, it seemed, red and angry. Sometimes, though, to the disgust of the Sthorians it was just red-faced and lazy. Then Sthor froze.


      “Grih is in a descendant stage,” said the navigation officer presently. “Sthor will be cold when we arrive.”


      “It will warm quickly enough with our news!” Gresth laughed. “A system—a delightful system—discovered. A system of many close-grouped planets. Why think—from one side of that system to the other is less of a distance than from Ansthat, our first planet’s orbit, to Insthor’s orbit! That sun, as we know, is steady and warm. All will be well, when we have eliminated that rather peculiar race. Odd, that they should, in some ways, be so nearly like us! Nearly Sthorian in build. I would not have expected it. Though they did have some amazing peculiarities! Imagine—two eyes just alike, and in a horizontal row. And that flat face. They looked as though they had suffered some accident that smashed the front of the face in. And also the peculiar beak-like projection. Why should a race ever develop so amazing a projection in so peculiar and exposed a position? It sticks out inviting attack and injury. Right in the middle of the face. And to make it worse, there is the air-channel, and the only air channel. Why, one minor injury to the throat would be certain to damage that passage beyond repair, and bring death. Yet such relatively unimportant things as ears, and eyes are doubled. Surely you would expect that so important a member as the air-passage would be doubled for safety.


      “Those strange, awkward arms and legs were what puzzled me. I have been attempting to manipulate myself as they must be forced to, and I cannot see how delicate or accurate manual manipulation would be possible with those rigid, inflexible arms. In some ways I feel they must have had clever minds to overcome so great a handicap to constructive work. But I suppose single joints in the arms become as natural to them as our own more mobile two.


      “I wonder if life in any intelligent form wouldn’t develop somewhat similar formations, though. Think, in all parts of Sthor, before men became civilized and developed communication, even so much as twenty thousand years ago, our records show that seats and chairs were much as they are today, and much as they are, in all places among all groups. Then too, the eye has developed in many different species, and always reached much the same structure. When a thing is intended and developed to serve a given purpose, no matter who develops it, or where or how, is it not apt to have similar shapes and parts? A chair must have legs, and a seat and arm-rests and a back. You may vary their nature and their shape, but not widely, and they must be there. An eye must, anywhere, have a sensitive retina, an adjustable lens, and an adjustable device for controlling the entrance of light. Similarly there are certain functions that the body of an intelligent creature must serve which naturally tend to make intelligent creatures similar. He must have a tool—the hand—”


      “Yes, yes—I see your point. It must be so, for surely these creatures out there are strange enough in other ways.”


      “But tell me, have you calculated when we shall land?”


      “In twelve hours, thirty-three minutes, sir.”


      Eleven hours later, the expedition ship had slowed to a normal space-speed. On her left hung the giant globe of Asthor, rotating slowly, moving slowly in her orbit. Directly ahead, Sthor loomed even greater. Tiny Teelan, the thousand-mile diameter moon of the Insthor system shone dull red in the reflected light of gigantic Mira. Mira herself was gigantic, red and menacing across eight and a quarter billions of miles of space.


      One hundred thousand miles apart, the twin worlds Sthor and Asthor rotated about their common center of gravity, eternally facing each other. Ten million miles from their common center of gravity, Teelan rotated in a vast orbit.


      Sthor and Asthor were capped at each pole now by gigantic white icecaps. Mira was sulking, and as a consequence the planets were freezing.


      The expedition ship sank slowly toward Sthor. A swarm of smaller craft had flown up at its approach to meet it. A gaily-colored small ship marked the official greeting-ship. Gresth had withheld his news purposely. Now suddenly he began broadcasting it from the powerful transmitter on his ship. As the words came through on a thousand sets, all the little ships began to whirl, dance and break out into glowing, sparkling lights. On Sthor and Asthor even commotions began to be visible. A new planetary system had been found— They could move! Their overflowing populations could be spread out!


      The whole Insthor system went mad with delight as the great Expeditionary Ship settled downward.


      IV


      There was a glint of humor in Buck Kendall’s eyes as he passed the sheet over to McLaurin. Commander McLaurin looked down the columns with twinkling eyes.


      “‘Petition to establish the Lunar Mining Bank,’” he read. “What a bank! Officers: President, General James Logan, late of the IP; Vice-president, Colonel Warren Gerardhi, also late of the IP; Staff, consists of 90% ex-IP men, and a few scattered accountants. Designed by the well-known designer of IP stations, Colonel Richard Murray.” Commander McLaurin looked up at Kendall with a broad grin. “And you actually got Interplanetary Life to give you a mortgage on the structure?”


      “Why not? It’ll cut cost fifty-eight millions, with its twelve-foot tungsten-beryllium walls and the heavy defense weapons against those terrible pirates. You know we must defend our property.”


      “With the thing you’re setting up out there on Luna, you could more readily wipe out the IP than anything else I know of. Any new defense ideas?”


      “Plenty. Did you get any further appropriations from the IP Appropriations Board?”


      McLaurin looked sour. “No. The dear taxpayers might object, and those thickheaded, clogged rockets on the Board can’t see your data on the Stranger. They gave me just ten millions, and that only because you demonstrated you could shoot every living thing out of the latest IP cruiser with that neutron gun of yours. By the way, they may kick when I don’t install more than a few of those.”


      “Let ’em. You can stall for a few months. You’ll need that money more for other purposes. You’ve installed that paraffin lining?”


      “Yes—I got a report on that of ‘finished’ last week. How have you made out?”


      Buck Kendall’s face fell. “Not so hot. Devin’s been the biggest help—he did most of the work on that neutron gun really—”


      “After,” McLaurin interrupted, “you told him how.”


      “—but we’re pretty well stuck now, it seems. You’ll be off duty tomorrow evening, can’t you drop around to the lab? We’re going to try out a new system for releasing atomic energy.”


      “Isn’t that a pretty faint hope? We’ve been trying to get it for three centuries now, and haven’t yet. What chance at it within a year or so?—which is the time you allow yourself before the Stranger returns.”


      “It is, I’ll admit that. But there’s another factor, not to be forgotten. The data we got from correlating those ‘misreadings’ from the various IP posts mean a lot. We are working on an entirely different trail now. You come on out, and you can see our new apparatus. They are working on tremendous voltages, and hoping to smash the thing by a brutal bombardment of terrific voltage. We’re trying, thanks to the results of those instruments, to get results with small, terrifically intense fields.”


      “How do you know that’s their general system?”


      “They left traces on the records of the post instruments. These records show such intensities as we never got. They have atomic energy, necessarily, and they might have had material energy, actual destruction of matter, but apparently, from the field readings it’s the former. To be able to make those tremendous hops, light-years in length, they needed a real store of energy. They have accumulators, of course, but I don’t think they could store enough power by the system they use to do it.”


      “Well, how’s your trick ‘bank’ out on Luna, despite its twelve-foot walls, going to stand an atomic explosion?”


      “More protective devices to come is our only hope. I’m working on three trails: atomic energy, some type of magnetic shield that will stop any moving material particle, and their faster-than-light thing. Also, that fortress—I mean, of course, bank—is going to have a lot of lead-lined rooms.”


      “I wish I could use the remaining money the Board gave me to lead-line a lot of those IP ships,” said McLaurin wistfully. “Can’t you make a gamma-ray bomb of some sort?”


      “Not without their atomic energy release. With it, of course, it’s easy to flood a region with rays. It’ll be a million times worse than radium ‘C,’ which is bad enough.”


      “Well, I’ll send through this petition for armaments. They’ll pass it all right, I think. They may get some kicks from old Jacob Ezra Stubbs. Jacob Ezra doesn’t believe in anything war-like. I wish they’d find some way to keep him off of the Arms Petition Board. He might just as well stay home and let ’em vote his ticket uniformly ‘nay.’” Buck Kendall left with a laugh.


      * * * *


      Buck Kendall had his troubles though. When he had reached Earth again, he found that his properties totaled one hundred and three million dollars, roughly. One doesn’t sell properties of that magnitude, one borrows against them. But to all intents and purposes, Buck Kendall owned two half-completed ship’s hulls in the Baldwin Spaceship Yards, a great deal of massive metal work on its way to Luna, and contracts for some very extensive work on a “bank.” Beyond that, about eleven million was left.


      A large portion of the money had been invested in a laboratory, the like of which the world had never seen. It was devoted exclusively to physics, and principally the physics of destruction. Dr. Paul Devin was the Director, Cole was in charge of the technical work, and Buck Kendall was free to do all the work he thought needed doing.


      Returned to his laboratory, he looked sourly at the bench on which seven mechanicians were working. The ninth successive experiment on the release of atomic energy had failed. The tenth was in process of construction. A heavy pure tungsten dome, three feet in diameter, three inches thick, was being lowered over a clear insulum dome, a foot smaller. Inside, the real apparatus was arranged around the little pool of mercury. From it, two massive tungsten-copper alloy conductors led through the insulum housing, and outside. These, so Kendall had hoped, would surge with the power of broken atoms, but he was beginning to believe rather bitterly, they would never do so.


      Buck went on to his offices, and the main calculator room. There were ten calculator tables here, two of them in operation now.


      “Hello, Devin. Getting on?”


      “No,” said Devin bitterly, “I’m getting off. Look at these results.” He brought over a sheaf of graphs, with explanatory tables attached. Rapidly Buck ran through them with him. Most of them were graphs of functions of light, considered as a wave in these experiments.


      “H-m-m-m—not very encouraging. Looks like you’ve got the field—but it just snaps shut on itself and won’t work. The lack of volume makes it break down, if you establish it, and makes it impossible to establish in the first place without the energy of matter. Not so hot. That’s certainly cock-eyed somewhere.”


      “I’m not. The math may be.”


      “Well”—Kendall grinned—“it amounts to the same thing. The point is, light doesn’t. Let’s run over that theory again. Light is not only magnetic; but electric. Somehow it transforms electric fields cyclically into magnetic fields and back again. Now what we want to do is to transform an electric into a magnetic field and have it stay there. That’s the first step. The second thing, is to have the lines of magnetic force you develop, lie down like a sheath around the ship, instead of standing out like the hairs on an angry cat, the way they want to. That means turning them ninety degrees, and turning an electric into a magnetic field means turning the space-strain ninety degrees. Light evidently forms a magnetic field whose lines of force reach along its direction of motion, so that’s your starting point.”


      “Yes, and that,” growled Devin, “seems to be the finishing point. Quite definitely and clearly, the graph looped down to zero. In other words, the field closed in on itself, and destroyed itself.”


      “Light doesn’t vanish.”


      “I’ll make you all the lights you want.”


      “I simply mean there must be something that will stop it.”


      “Certainly. Transform it back to electric field before it gets a chance to close in, then repeat the process—the way light does.”


      “That wouldn’t make such a good magnetic shield. Every time that field started pulsing out through the walls of the ship it would generate heat. We want a permanent field that will stay on the job out there. I wonder if you couldn’t make a conductor device that would open that field out—some special type of oscillating field that would keep it open.”


      “H-m-m-m—that’s an angle I might try. Any suggestions?”


      Kendall had suggestions, and rapidly he outlined a development that appeared from some of the earlier mathematics on light, and might be what they wanted.


      * * * *


      Kendall, however, had problems of his own to work on. The question of atomic energy he was leaving alone, till the present experiment either succeeded, or, as he rather suspected, failed as had its predecessors. His present problem was to develop more fully some interesting lines of research he had run across in investigating mathematically the trick of turning electric to magnetic fields and then turning them back again. It might be that along this line he would find the answer to the speed greater than that of light. At any rate, he was interested.


      He worked the rest of that day, and most of the next on that line—till he ran it into the ground with a pair of equations that ended with the expression: dx.dv=h/(4πm). Then Kendall looked at them for a long moment, then he sighed gently and threw them into a file cabinet. Heisenberg’s Uncertainty. He’d reduced the thing to a form that simply told him it was beyond the limits of certainty and he ran it into the normal, natural uncertainty inevitable in Nature.


      Anyway he had real work to do now. The machine was about ready for his attention. The mechanicians had finished putting it in shape for demonstration and trial. He himself would have to test it over the rest of the afternoon and arrange for power and so forth.


      By evening, when Commander McLaurin called around with some of the other investors in Kendall’s “bank” on Luna, the thing was already started, warming up. The fields were being fed and the various scientists of the group were watching with interest. Power was flowing in already at a rate of nearly one hundred thousand horsepower per minute, thanks to a special line given them by New York Power (a Kendall property). At ten o’clock they were beginning to expect the reaction to start. By this time the fields weren’t gaining in intensity very rapidly, a maximum intensity had been reached that should, they felt, break the atoms soon.


      At eleven-thirty, through the little view window, Buck Kendall saw something that made him cry out in amazement. The mercury metal in the receiver, behind its layers of screening was beginning to glow, with a dull reddish light, and little solidifications were appearing in it! Eagerly the men looked, as the solidifications spread slowly, like crystals growing in an evaporating solution.


      Twelve o’clock came and went, and one o’clock and two o’clock. Still the slow crystallization went on. Buck Kendall was casting furtive glances at the kilowatt-hour meter. It stood at a figure that represented twenty-seven thousand dollars’ worth of power. Long since the power rate had been increased to the maximum available, as the power plant’s normal load reduced as the morning hours came. Surely, this time something would start, but Buck had two worries. If all the enormous amount of energy they had poured in there decided to release itself at once—


      And at any rate, Buck saw they’d never dare to let a generator stop, once it was started!


      The men were a tense group around the machine at three-fifteen A.M. There remained only a tiny, dancing globule of silvery mercury skittering around on the sharp, needle-like crystals of the dull red metal that had resulted. Slowly that skittering drop was shrinking—


      Three twenty-two and a half A.M. saw the last fraction of it vanish. Tensely the men stared into the machine—backing off slowly—watching the meters on the board. At nearly eighty thousand volts the power had been fed into it.


      The power continued to flow, and a growing halo of intense violet light appeared suddenly on those red, needle-like crystals, a swiftly expanding halo—


      Without a sound, without the slightest disturbance, the halo vanished, and softly, gently, the needle-like crystals relapsed, melted away, and a dull pool of metallic mercury rested in the receiver.


      At eighty thousand volts, power was flowing in—


      And it didn’t even sparkle.


      V


      The apparatus of the magnetic shield had been completed two days later, and set up in Buck’s own laboratory. On the bench was the powerful, but small, little projector of the straight magnetic field, simply a specially designed accumulator, a super-condenser, and the peculiar apparatus Devin had designed to distort the electric field through ninety degrees to a magnetic field. Behind this was a curious, paraboloid projector made up of hundreds of tiny, carefully orientated coils. This was Buck’s own contribution. They were ready for the tests.


      “I would invite McLaurin in to see this,” said Kendall looking at them, and then across the room bitterly toward the alleged atomic power apparatus on the opposite bench. “I think it will work. But after that—” He stared, glaring, at the heavy tungsten dome with its heavy tungsten contacts, across which the flame of released atomic energy was supposed to have leapt. “That was probably the flattest flop any experiment ever flopped.”


      “Well—it didn’t blow up. That’s one comfort,” suggested Devin.


      “I wish it had. Then at least it would have shown some response. The only response shown, actually, was shown on the power meter. It damn near wore out the bearings turning so fast.”


      “Personally, I prefer the lack of action.” Devin laughed. “Have you got that circuit hooked up?”


      “Right,” sighed Kendall, turning back to the work in hand. “Is Douglass in on this?”


      “Yes—in the next room. He’ll let us know when he’s ready. He’s setting up those instruments.”


      Douglass, a young junior physicist, late of the IP Physics Department, stuck his head in the door and announced his instruments were all set up.


      “Keep an eye on them. They’ll move somehow, at any rate. This thing couldn’t go as flat as that atom-buster of mine.”


      Carefully Kendall made a few last-minute adjustments on the limiting relays, and took up his position at the power board. Devin took his place near the apparatus, with another series of instruments, similar to those Douglass was now watching in the next room, some thirty feet away, through the two-inch metal wall. “Ready,” called Kendall.


      The switch shot home. Instantly Kendall, Devin, and all the men in the building jumped some six feet from their former positions. A monstrous roar of sound crashed out in that laboratory that thundered from one wall to the other, and bellowed in a Titan’s fury. It thundered and growled, it bellowed and howled, the walls shook with the march and counter-march of crashing waves of sound.


      And a ten-foot wavering flame of blue-white, bellying electric fire shuddered up to the ceiling from the contact points of the alleged atomic generator. The heat, pouring out from the flashing, roaring arc sent prickles of aching burns over Kendall’s skin. For ten seconds he stood in utter, paralyzed surprise as his flop of flops bellowed its anger at his disdain. Then he leapt to the power board and shut off the roaring thing, by cutting the switch that had started it.


      “Spirits of Space! Did that come to life!”


      “Atomic Energy!” Devin cried.


      “Atomic energy, hell. That’s my thirty thousand dollars’ worth of power breaking loose again,” chortled Kendall. “We missed the atomic energy, but, sweet boy, what an accumulator we stubbed our toes on! I wondered where in blazes all that power went to. That’s the answer. I’ll bet I can tell you right now what happened. We built that mercury up to a new level, and that transitional stage was the red, crystalline metal. When it reached the higher stage, it was temporarily stable—but that projector over there that we designed for the purpose of holding open electric and magnetic fields just opened the door and let all that power right out again.”


      “But why isn’t it atomic energy? How do you know that no more than your power that you put in is coming out?” demanded Devin.


      “The arc, man, the arc. That was a high-current, and low-voltage arc. Couldn’t you tell by the sound that no great voltage—as atomic voltages go—was smashing across there? If we were getting atomic voltage—and power—there’d have been a different tone to it, high and shriller.


      “Now, did you take any readings?”


      “What do you think, man? I’m human. Do you think I got any readings with that thing bellowing and shrieking in my ears, and burning my skin with ultra-violet? It itches now.”


      Kendall laughed. “You know what to do for an itch. Now, I’m going to make a bet. We had those points separated for a half-million volts discharge, but there was a dust-cover thrown over them just now. That, you notice, is missing. I’ll bet that served as a starter lead for the main arc. Now I’m going to start that projector thing again, and move the points there through about six inches, and that thing probably won’t start itself.”


      * * * *


      Most of the laboratory staff had collected at the doorway, looking in at the white-hot tungsten discharge points, and the now silent “atomic engine.” Kendall turned to them and said: “The flop picked itself up. You go on back, we seem to be all in one piece yet. Douglass, you didn’t get any readings, did you?”


      Sheepishly, Douglass grinned at him. “Eh—er—no—but I tore my pants. The magnetic field grabbed me and I jumped. They had some steel buttons, and a lot of steel keys—they’re kinda’ hard to keep on now.”


      The laboratory staff broke into a roar of laughter, as Douglass, holding up his trousers with both hands was beheld.


      “I guess the field worked,” he said.


      “I guess maybe it did,” adjudged Kendall solemnly. “We have some rope here if you need it—”


      Douglass returned to his post.


      Swiftly, Kendall altered the atomic distortion storage apparatus, and returned to the power-board. “Ready?”


      “Check.”


      Kendall shoved home the switch. The storage device was silent. Only a slight feeling of strain made itself felt, and the sudden noisy hum of a small transformer nearby. “She works, Buck!” Devin called. “The readings check almost exactly.”


      “All good then. Now I want to get to that atomic thing. We can let that slide for a little bit—I’ll answer it.”


      The telephone had rung noisily. “Kendall Labs—Kendall speaking.”


      “This is Superintendent Foster, of the New York Power, Mr. Kendall. We have some trouble just now that we think your operations may be responsible for. The sub-station at North Beaumont blew all the fuses, and threw the breakers at the main station. The men out there said the transformers began howling—”


      “Right you are—I’m afraid I did do that. I had no idea that it would reach so far. How far is that from my place here?”


      “It’s about a thousand yards, according to the survey maps.”


      “Thanks—and I’ll be careful about it. Any damage, I am responsible for? All okay?”


      “Yes, sir, Mr. Kendall.”


      Kendall hung up. “We stirred up a lot more dust than we expected, Devin. Now let’s start seeing if we can keep track of it. Douglass, how did your readings show?”


      “I took them at the ten stations, and here they are. The stations are two feet apart.”


      “H-m-m—.5— .55— .6— .7— 20— 198— 5950— 6010—6012— 5920. Very, very nice—only the darned thing’s got an arm as long as the law. Your readings were about .2, Devin?”


      “That’s right.”


      “Then these little readings are just leakage. What’s our normal intensity here?”


      “About .19. Just a very small fraction less than the readings.”


      “Perfect—we have what amounts to a hollow shell of magnetic force—we can move inside, and you can move outside—far enough. But you can’t get a conductor or a magnetic field through it.” He put the readings on the bench, and looked at the apparatus across the room. “Now I want to start right on that other. Douglass, you move that magnetostat apparatus out of the way, and leave just the ‘can-opener’ of ours—the projector. I’m pretty sure that’s what does the deed. Devin, see if you can hunt up some electrostatic voltmeters with a range in the neighborhood of—I think it’ll be about eighty thousand.”


      * * * *


      Rapidly, Douglass was dismounting the apparatus, as Devin started for the stock room. Kendall started making some new connections, reconnecting the apparatus they had intended using on the “atomic engine,” largely high-capacity resistances. He seemed to perform this work mechanically, his mind definitely on something else. Suddenly he stopped, and looked carefully into the receiver of the machine. The metal in it was silvery, liquid, and here and there a floating crystal of the dull red metal. Slowly a smile spread across his face. He turned to Douglass.


      “Douglass—ah, you’re through. Get on the trail of MacBride, and get him and his crew to work making half a dozen smaller things like this. Tell ’em they can leave off the tungsten shield. I want different metals in the receiver of each. Use—hmmm—sodium—copper—magnesium—aluminium, iron and chromium. Got it?”


      “Yes, sir.” He left, just as Devin returned with a large electrostatic voltmeter.


      “I’d like,” said he, “to know how you know the voltage will range around eighty thousand.”


      “K-ring excitation potential for mercury. I’m willing to bet that thing simply shoved the whole electron system of the mercury out a notch—that it simply hasn’t any K-ring of electrons now. I’m trying some other metals. Douglass is going to have MacBride make up half a dozen more machines. Machines—they need a name. This—ah—this is an ‘atostor.’ MacBride’s going to make up half a dozen of ’em, and try half a dozen metals. I’m almost certain that’s not mercury in there now, at all. It’s probably element 99 or something like it.”


      “It looks like mercury—”


      “Certainly. So would 99. Following the periodic table, 99 would probably have an even lower melting point than mercury, be silvery, dense and heavy—and perhaps slightly radioactive. The series under the B family of Group II is Magnesium, Zinc, Cadmium, Mercury—and 99. The melting point is going down all the way, and they’re all silvery metals. I’m going to try copper, and I fully expect it to turn silvery—in fact, to become silver.”


      “Then let’s see.” Swiftly they hooked up the apparatus, realigned the projector, and again Kendall took his place at the power-board. As he closed the switch, on no-load, the electrostatic voltmeter flopped over instantly, and steadied at just over 80,000 volts.


      “I hate to say ‘I told you so,’” said Kendall. “But let’s hook in a load. Try it on about 100 amps first.”


      Devin began cutting in load. The resistors began heating up swiftly as more and more current flowed through them. By not so much as by a vibration of the voltmeter needle, did the apparatus betray any strain as the load mounted swiftly. 100—200—500—1000 amperes. Still, that needle held steady. Finally, with a drain of ten thousand amperes, all the equipment available could handle, the needle was steady as a rock, though the tremendous load of 800,000,000 watts was cut in and out. That, to atoms, atoms by the nonillions, was no appreciable load at all. There was no internal resistance whatever. The perfect accumulator had certainly been discovered.


      “I’ll have to call McLaurin—” Kendall hurried away with a broad, broad smile.


      VI


      “Hello, Tom?”


      The telephone rattled in a peeved sort of way. “Yes, it is. What now? And when am I going to see you in a social sort of way again?”


      “Not for a long, long time; I’m busy. I’m busy right now as a matter of fact. I’m calling up the vice-president of Faragaut Interplanetary Lines, and I want to place an order.”


      “Why bother me? We have clerks, you know, for that sort of thing,” suggested Faragaut in a pained voice.


      “Tom, do you know how much I’m worth now?”


      “Not much,” replied Faragaut promptly. “What of it? I hear, as a matter of fact that you’re worth even less in a business way. They’re talking quite a lot down this way about an alleged bank you’re setting up on Luna. I hear it’s got more protective devices, and armor than any IP station in the System, that you even had it designed by an IP designer, and have a gang of Colonels and Generals in charge. I also hear that you’ve succeeded in getting rid of money at about one million dollars a day—just slightly shy of that.”


      “You overestimate me, my friend. Much of that is merely contracted for. Actually it’ll take me nearly nine months to get rid of it. And by that time I’ll have more. Anyway, I think I have something like ten million left. And remember that way back in the twentieth century some old fellow beat my record. Armour, I think it was, lost a million dollars a day for a couple of months running.


      “Anyway, what I called you up for was to say I’d like to order five hundred thousand tons of mercury, for delivery as soon as possible.”


      “What! Oh, say, I thought you were going in for business.” Faragaut gave a slight laugh of relief.


      “Tom, I am. I mean exactly what I say. I want five—hundred—thousand—tons of metallic mercury, and just as soon as you can get it.”


      “Man, there isn’t that much in the system.”


      “I know it. Get all there is on the market for me, and contract to take all the ‘Jupiter Heavy-Metals’ can turn out. You send those orders through, and clean out the market completely. Somebody’s about to pay for the work I’ve been doing, and boy, they’re going to pay through the nose. After you’ve got that order launched, and don’t make a christening party of the launching either, why just drop out here, and I’ll show you why the value of mercury is going so high you won’t be able to follow it in a space ship.”


      “The cost of that,” said Faragaut, seriously now, “will be about—fifty-three million at the market price. You’d have to put up twenty-six cash, and I don’t believe you’ve got it.”


      Buck laughed. “Tom, loan me a dozen million, will you? You send that order through, and then come see what I’ve got. I’ve got a break, too! Mercury’s the best metal for this use—and it’ll stop gamma rays too!”


      “So it will—but for the love of the system, what of it?”


      “Come and see—tonight. Will you send that order through?”


      “I will, Buck. I hope you’re right. Cash is tight now, and I’ll probably have to put up nearer twenty million, when all that buying goes through. How long will it be tied up in that deal, do you think?”


      “Not over three weeks. And I’ll guarantee you three hundred percent—if you’ll stay in with me after you start. Otherwise—I don’t think making this money would be fair just now.”


      “I’ll be out to see you in about two hours, Buck. Where are you? At the estate?” asked Faragaut seriously.


      “In my lab out there. Thanks, Tom.”


      McLaurin was there when Tom Faragaut arrived. And General Logan, and Colonel Gerardhi. There was a restrained air of gratefulness about all of them that Tom Faragaut couldn’t quite understand. He had been looking up Buck Kendall’s famous bank, and more and more he had begun to wonder just what was up. The list of stockholders had read like a list of IP heroes and executives. The staff had been a list of IP men with a slender sprinkling of accountants. And the sixty-million dollar structure was to be a bank without advertising of any sort! Usually such a venture is planned and published months in advance. This had sprung up suddenly, with a strange quietness.


      Almost silently, Buck Kendall led the way to the laboratory. A small metal tank was supported in a peculiar piece of apparatus, and from it led a small platinum pipe to a domed apparatus made largely of insulum. A little pool of mercury, with small red crystals floating in it rested in a shallow hollow surrounded by heavy conductors.


      “That’s it, Tom. I wanted to show you first what we have, and why I wanted all that mercury. Within three weeks, every man, woman and child in the system will be clamoring for mercury metal. That’s the perfect accumulator.” Quickly he demonstrated the machine, charging it, and then discharging it. It was better than 99.95% efficient on the charge, and was 100% efficient on the discharge.


      “Physically, any metal will do. Technically, mercury is best for a number of reasons. It’s a liquid. I can, and do it in this, charge a certain quantity, and then move it up to the storage tank. Charge another pool, and move it up. In discharge, I can let a stream flow in continuously if I required a steady, terrific drain of power without interruption. If I wanted it for more normal service, I’d discharge a pool, drain it, refill the receiver, and discharge a second pool. Thus, mercury is the metal to use.


      “Do you see why I wanted all that metal?”


      “I do, Buck—Lord, I do,” gasped Faragaut. “That is the perfect power supply.”


      “No, confound it, it isn’t. It’s a secondary source. It isn’t primary. We’re just as limited in the supply of power as ever—only we have increased our distribution of power. Lord knows, we’re going to need a power supply badly enough before long—” Buck relapsed into moody silence.


      “What,” asked Faragaut, looking around him, “does that mean?”


      It was McLaurin who told him of the stranger ship, and Kendall’s interpretation of its meaning. Slowly Faragaut grasped the meaning behind Buck’s strange actions of the past months.


      “The Lunar Bank,” he said slowly, half to himself. “Staffed by trained IP men, experts in expert destruction. Buck, you said something about the profits of this venture. What did you mean?”


      Buck smiled. “We’re going to stick up IP to the extent necessary to pay for that fort—er—bank—on Luna. We’ll also boost the price so that we’ll make enough to pay for those ships I’m having made. The public will pay for that.”


      “I see. And we aren’t to stick the price too high, and just make money?”


      “That’s the general idea.”


      “The IP Appropriations Board won’t give you what you need, Commander, for real improvements on the IP ships?”


      “They won’t believe Kendall. Therefore they won’t.”


      “What did you mean about gamma rays, Buck?”


      “Mercury will stop them and the Commander here intends to have the refitted ships built so that the engine room and control room are one, and completely surrounded by the mercury tanks. The men will be protected against the gamma rays.”


      “Won’t the rays affect the power stored in the mercury—perhaps release it?”


      “We tried it out, of course, and while we can’t get the intensities we expect, and can’t really make any measurements of the gamma-ray energy impinging on the mercury—it seems to absorb, and store that energy!”


      “What’s next on the program, Buck?”


      “Finish those ships I have building. And I want to do some more development work. The Stranger will return within six months now, I believe. It will take all that time, and more for real refitting of the IP ships.”


      “How about more forts—or banks, whichever you want to call them. Mars isn’t protected.”


      “Mars is abandoned,” replied General Logan seriously. “We haven’t any too much to protect old Earth, and she must come first. Mars will, of course, be protected as best the IP ships can. But—we’re expecting defeat. This isn’t a case of glorious victory. It will be a case of hard won survival. We don’t know anything about the enemy—except that they are capable of interstellar flights, and have atomic energy. They are evidently far ahead of us. Our battle is to survive till we learn how to conquer. For a time, at least, the Strangers will have possession of most of the planets of the system. We do not think they will be able to reach Earth, because Commander McLaurin here will withdraw his ships to Earth to protect the planet—and the great ‘Lunar Bank’ will display its true character.”


      VII


      Faragaut looked unsympathetically at Buck Kendall, as he stood glaring perplexedly at the apparatus he had been working on.


      “What’s the matter, Buck, won’t she perk?”


      “No, damn it, and it should.”


      “That,” pointed out Faragaut, “is just what you think. Nature thinks otherwise. We generally have to abide by her opinions. What is it—or what is it meant to be?”


      “Perfect reflector.”


      “Make a nice mirror. What else, and how come?”


      “A mirror is just what I want. I want something that will reflect all the radiation that falls on it. No metal will, even in its range of maximum reflectivity. Aluminum goes pretty high, silver, on some ranges, a bit higher. But none of them reaches 99%. I want a perfect reflector that I can put behind a source of wild, radiant energy so I can focus it, and put it where it will do the most good.”


      “Ninety-nine percent. Sounds pretty good. That’s better efficiency than most anything else we have, isn’t it?”


      “No, it isn’t. The accumulator is 100% efficient on the discharge, and a good transformer, even before that, ran as high as 99.8 sometimes. They had to. If you have a transformer handling 1,000,000 horsepower, and it’s even 1% inefficient, you have a heat loss of nearly 10,000 horsepower to handle. I want to use this as a destructive weapon, and if I hand the other fellow energy in distressing amounts, it’s even worse at my end, because no matter how perfect a beam I work out, there will still be some spread. I can make it mighty tight though, if I make my surface a perfect parabola. But if I send a million horse, I have to handle it, and a ship can’t stand several hundred thousand horsepower roaming around loose as heat, let alone the weapon itself. The thing will be worse to me than to him.


      “I figured there was something worth investigating in those fields we developed on our magnetic shield work. They had to do, you know, with light, and radiant energy. There must be some reason why a metal reflects. Further, though we can’t get down to the basic root of matter, the atom, yet, we can play around just about as we please with molecules and molecular forces. But it is molecular force that determines whether light and radiant energy of that caliber shall be reflected or transmitted. Take aluminum as an example. In the metallic molecule state, the metal will reflect pretty well. But volatilize it, and it becomes transparent. All gases are transparent, all metals reflective. Then the secret of perfect reflection lies at a molecular level in the organization of matter, and is within our reach. Well—this thing was supposed to make that piece of silver reflective. I missed it that time.” He sighed. “I suppose I’ll have to try again.”


      “I should think you’d use tungsten for that. If you do have a slight leak, that would handle the heat.”


      “No, it would hold it. Silver is a better conductor of heat. But the darned thing won’t work.”


      “Your other scheme has.” Faragaut laughed. “I came out principally for some signatures. IP wants one hundred thousand tons of mercury. I’ve sold most of mine already in the open market. You want to sell?”


      “Certainly. And I told you my price.”


      “I know,” sighed Faragaut. “It seems a shame though. Those IP board men would pay higher. And they’re so damn tight it seems a crime not to make ’em pay up when they have to.”


      “The IP will need the money worse elsewhere. Where do I—oh, here?”


      “Right. I’ll be out again this evening. The regular group will be here?”


      Kendall nodded as he signed in triplicate.


      * * * *


      That evening, Buck had found the trouble in his apparatus, for as he well knew, the theory was right, only the practical apparatus needed changing. Before the group composed of Faragaut, McLaurin and the members of Kendall’s “bank,” he demonstrated it.


      It was merely a small, model apparatus, with a mirror of space-strained silver that was an absolutely perfect reflector. The mirror had been ground out of a block of silver one foot deep, by four inches square, carefully annealed, and the work had all been done in a cooling bath. The result was a mirror that was so nearly a perfect paraboloid that the beam held sharp and absolutely tight for the half-mile range they tested it on. At the projector it was three and one-half inches in diameter. At the target, it was three and fifty-two one hundredths inches in diameter.


      “Well, you’ve got the mirror, what are you going to reflect with it now?” asked McLaurin. “The greatest problem is getting a radiant source, isn’t it? You can’t get a temperature above about ten thousand degrees, and maintain it very long, can you?”


      “Why not?” Kendall smiled.


      “It’ll volatilize and leave the scene of action, won’t it?”


      “What if it’s a gaseous source already?”


      “What? Just a gas-flame? That won’t give you the point source you need. You’re using just a spotlight here, with a Moregan Point-light. That won’t give you energy, and if you use a gas-flame, the spread will be so great, that no matter how perfectly you figure your mirror, it won’t beam.”


      “The answer is easy. Not an ordinary gas-flame—a very extra-special kind of gas-flame. Know anything about Renwright’s ionization-work?”


      “Renwright—he’s an IP man isn’t he?”


      “Right. He’s developed a system, which, thanks to the power we can get in that atostor, will sextuply ionize oxygen gas. Now: what does that mean?”


      “Spirits of space! Concentrated essence of energy!”


      “Right. And in preparation, Cole here had one made up for me. That—and something else. We’ll just hook it up—”


      With Devin’s aid, Kendall attached the second apparatus, a larger device into which the silver block with its mirror surface fitted. With the uttermost care, the two physicists lined it up. Two projectors pointed toward each other at an angle, the base angles of a triangle, whose apex was the center of the mirror. On very low power, a soft, glowing violet light filtered out through the opening of the one, and a slight green light came from the other. But where the two streams met, an intense, violet glare built up. The center of action was not at the focus, and slowly this was lined up, till a sharp, violet beam of light reached out across the open yard to the target set up.


      Buck Kendall cut off the power, and slowly got into position. “Now. Keep out from in front of that thing. Put on these glasses—and watch out.” Heavy, thick-lensed orange-brown goggles were passed out, and Kendall took his place. Before him, a thick window of the same glass had been arranged, so that he might see uninterruptedly the controls at hand, and yet watch unblinded, the action of the beam.


      Dully the mirror-force relay clicked. A hazy glow ran over the silver block, and died. Then—simultaneously the power was thrown from two small, compact atostors into the twin projectors. Instantly—a titanic eruption of light almost invisibly violet, spurted out in a solid, compact stream. With a roar and crash, it battered its way through the thick air, and crashed into the heavy target plate. A stream of flame and scintillating sparks erupted from the armor plate—and died as Kendall cut the beam. A white-hot area a foot across leaked down the face of the metal.


      “That,” said Faragaut gently, removing his goggles. “That’s not a spotlight, and it’s not exactly a gas-flame. But I still don’t know what that blue-hot needle of destruction is. Just what do you call that tame stellar furnace of yours?”


      “Not so far off, Tom,” said Kendall happily, “except that even S Doradus is cold compared to that. That sends almost pure ultra-violet light—which, by the way, it is almost impossible to reflect successfully, and represents a temperature to be expressed not in thousands of degrees, nor yet in tens of thousands. I calculated the temperature would be about 750,000 degrees. What is happening is that a stream of low-voltage electrons—cathode rays—in great quantity are meeting great quantities of sextuply ionized oxygen. That means that a nucleus used to having two electrons in the K-ring, and six in the next, has had that outer six knocked off, and then has been hurled violently into free air.


      “All by themselves, those sextuply ionized oxygen atoms would have a good bit to say, but they don’t really begin to talk till they start roaring for those electrons I’m feeding them. At the meeting point, they grab up all they can get—probably about five—before the competition and the fierce release of energy drives them out, part-satisfied. I lose a little energy there, but not a real fraction. It’s the howl they put up for the first four that counts. The electron-feed is necessary, because otherwise they’d smash on and ruin that mirror. They work practically in a perfect vacuum. That beam smashes the air out of the way. Of course, in space it would work better.”


      “How could it?” asked Faragaut, faintly.


      “Kendall,” asked McLaurin, “can we install that in the IP ships?”


      “You can start.” Kendall shrugged. “There isn’t a lot of apparatus. I’m going to install them in my ships, and in the—bank. I suspect—we haven’t a lot of time left.”


      “How near ready are those ships?”


      “About. That’s all I can say. They’ve been torn up a bit for installation of the atostor apparatus. Now they’ll have to be changed again.”


      “Anything more coming?”


      Buck smiled slowly. He turned directly to McLaurin and replied: “Yes—the Strangers. As to developments—I can’t tell, naturally. But if they do, it will be something entirely unexpected now. You see, given one new discovery, a half-dozen will follow immediately from it. When we announced that atostor, look what happened. Renwright must have thought it was God’s gift to suffering physicists. He stuck some oxygen in the thing, added some of his own stuff—and behold. The magnetic apparatus gave us directly the shield, and indirectly this mirror. Now, I seem to have reached the end for the time. I’m still trying to get that space-release for high speed—speed greater than light, that is. So far,” he added bitterly, “all I’ve gotten as an answer is a single expression that simply means practical zero—Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Expression.”


      “I’m uncertain as to your meaning”—McLaurin smiled—“but I take it that’s nothing new.”


      “No. Nearly four centuries old—twentieth century physics. I’ll have to try some other line of attack, I guess, but that did seem so darned right. It just sounded right. Something ought to happen—and it just keeps saying ‘nothing more except the natural uncertainty of nature.’”


      “Try it out, your math might be wrong somewhere.”


      Kendall laughed. “If it was—I’d hate to try it out. If it wasn’t I’d have no reason to. And there’s plenty of other work to do. For one thing, getting that apparatus in production. The IP board won’t like me.” Kendall smiled.


      “They don’t,” replied McLaurin. “They’re getting more and more and more worried—but they’ve got to keep the IP fleet in such condition that it can at least catch an up-to-date freighter.”


      * * * *


      Gresth Gkae looked back at Sthor rapidly dropping behind, and across at her sister world, Asthor, circling a bare 100,000 miles away. Behind his great interstellar cruiser came a long line of similar ships. Each was loaded now not with instruments and pure scientists, but with weapons, fuel and warriors. Colonists too, came in the last ships. One hundred and fifty giant ships. All the wealth of Sthor and Asthor had been concentrated in producing those great machines. Every one represented nearly the equivalent of thirty million Earth-dollars. Four and a half billions of dollars for mere materials.


      Gresth Gkae had the honor of lead position, for he had discovered the planets and their stable, though tiny, sun. Still, Gresth Gkae knew his own giant Mira was a super-giant sun—and a curse and a menace to any rational society. Our yellow-white sun (to his eyes, an almost invisible color, similar to our blue) was small, but stable, and warm enough.


      In half an hour, all the ships were in space, and at a given signal, at ten-second intervals, they sprang into the superspeed, faster than light. For an instant, giant Mira ran and seemed distorted, as though seen through a porthole covered with running water, then steadied, curiously distorted. Faster than light they raced across the galaxy.


      Even in their super-fast ships, nearly three and a half weeks passed before the sun they sought, singled itself from the star-field as an extra bright point. Two days more, and the sun was within planetary distance. They came at an angle to the plane of the ecliptic, but they leveled down to it now, and slanted toward giant Jupiter and Jovian worlds. Ten worlds, in one sweep, it was—four habitable worlds. The nine satellites would be converted into forts at once, nine space-sweeping forts guarding the approaches to the planet. Gresth Gkae had made a fairly good search of the worlds, and knew that Earth was the main home of civilization in this system. Mars was second, and Venus third. But Jupiter offered the greatest possibilities for quick settlement, a base from which they could more easily operate, a base for fuels, for the heavy elements they would need—


      Fifteen million miles from Jupiter they slowed below the speed of light—and the IP stations observed them. Instantly, according to instructions issued by Commander McLaurin, a fleet of ten of the tiniest, fastest scouts darted out. As soon as possible, a group of three heavy cruisers, armed with all the inventions that had been discovered, the atostor power system, perfectly conducting power leads, the terrible UV ray, started out.


      The scouts got there first. Cameras were grinding steadily, with long range telescopic lenses, delicate instruments probed and felt and caught their fingers in the fields of the giant fleet.


      At ten-second intervals, giant ships popped into being, and glided smoothly toward Jupiter.


      Then the cruisers arrived. They halted at a respectful distance, and waited. The Miran ships plowed on undisturbed. Simultaneously, from the three leaders, terrific neutron rays shot out. The paraffin block walls stopped those—and the cruisers started to explain their feelings on the subject. They were the IP-J-37, 39, and 42. The 37 turned up the full power of the UV ray. The terrific beam of ultra-violet energy struck the second Miran ship, and the spot it touched exploded into incandescence, burned white-hot—and puffed out abruptly as the air pressure within blew the molten metal away.


      The Mirans were startled. This was not the type of thing Gresth Gkae had warned them of. Gresth Gkae himself frowned as the sudden roar of the machines of his ship rose in the metal walls. A stream of ten-inch atomic bombs shrieked out of their tubes, fully glowing green things floated out more slowly, and immediately waxed brilliant. Gamma ray bombs—but they could be guarded against—


      The three Solarian cruisers were washed in such frightful flame as they had never imagined. Streams of atomic bombs were exploding soundlessly, ineffectively in space, not thirty feet from them as they felt the sudden resistance of the magnetic shields. Hopefully, the 39 probed with her neutron gun. Nothing happened save that several gamma ray bombs went off explosively, and all the atomic bombs in its path exploded at once.


      Gresth Gkae knew what that meant. Neutron beam guns. Then this race was more intelligent than he had believed. They had not had them before. Had he perhaps given them too much warning and information?


      There was a sudden, deeper note in the thrumming roar of the great ship. Eagerly Gresth Gkae watched—and sighed in relief. The nearer of the three enemy ships was crumbling to dust. Now the other two were beginning to become blurred of outline. They were fleeing—but oh, so slowly. Easily the greater ship chased them down, till only floating dust, and a few small pieces of—


      Gresth Gkae shrieked in pain, and horror. The destroyed ships had fought in dying. All space seemed to blossom out with a terrible light, a light that wrapped around them, and burned into him, and through him. His eyes were dark and burning lumps in his head, his flesh seemed crawling, stinging—he was being flayed alive—in shrieking agony he crumpled to the floor.


      Hospital attachés came to him, and injected drugs. Slowly torturing consciousness left him. The doctors began working over his horribly burned body, shuddering inwardly as the protective, feather-like covering of his skin loosened, and dropped from his body. Tenderly they lowered him into a bath of chemicals—


      “The terrible light which caused so much damage to our men,” reported a physicist, “was analyzed, and found to have some extraordinary lines. It was largely mercury-vapor spectrum, but the spectrum of mercury-atoms in an impossibly strained condition. I would suggest that great care be used hereafter, and all men be equipped with protective masks when observations are needed. This sun is very rich in the infra-X-rays and ultra-visible light. The explosion of light, we witnessed, was dangerous in its consisting almost wholly of very short and hard infra-X-rays.”


      The physicist had a special term for what we know as ultra-violet light. To him, blue was ultra-violet, and exceedingly dangerous to red-sensitive eyes. To him, our ultra-violet was a long X-ray, and was designated by a special term. And to him—the explosion of the atostor reservoirs was a terrible and mystifying calamity.


      To the men in the five tiny scout-ships, it was also a surprise, and a painful one. Even space-hardened humans were burned by the terrifically hard ultra-violet from the explosion. But they got some hint of what it had meant to the Mirans from the confusion that resulted in the fleet. Several of the nearer ships spun, twisted, and went erratically off their courses. All seemed uncontrolled momentarily.


      The five scouts, following orders, darted instantly toward the Lunar Bank. Why, they did not know. But those were orders. They were to land there.


      The reason was that, faster than any Solarian ship, radio signals had reached McLaurin, and he, and most of the staff of the IP service had been moved to the Lunar Bank. Buck Kendall had extended an invitation in this “unexpected emergency.” It so happened that Buck Kendall’s invitation got there before any description of the Strangers, or their actions had arrived. The staff was somewhat puzzled as to how this happened—


      And now for the satellites of great Jupiter.


      One hundred and fifty giant interstellar cruisers advanced on Callisto. They didn’t pause to investigate the mines and scattered farms of the satellite, but ten great ships settled, and a horde of warriors began pouring out.


      One hundred and forty ships reached Ganymede. One hundred and thirty sailed on. One hundred and thirty ships reached Europa—and they sailed on hurriedly, one hundred and twenty-nine of them. Gresth Gkae did not know it then, but the fleet had lost its first ship. The IP station on Europa had spoken back.


      They sailed in, a mighty armada, and the first dropped through Europa’s thin, frozen atmosphere. They spotted the dome of the station, and a neutron ray lashed out at it. On the other, undefended worlds, this had been effective. Here—it was answered by ten five-foot UV rays. Further, these men had learned something from the destruction of the cruisers, and ten torpedoes had been unloaded, reloaded with atostor mercury, and sent out bravely.


      Easily the Mirans wiped out the first torpedo—


      Shrieking, the Miran pilots clawed their way from the controls as the fearful flood of ultra-violet light struck their unaccustomed skins. Others too felt that burning flood.


      The second torpedo they caught and deflected on a beam of alternating-current magnetism that repelled it. It did not come nearer than half a mile to the ship. The third they turned their deflecting beam on—and something went strangely wrong with the beam. It pulled that torpedo toward the ship with a sickening acceleration—and the torpedo exploded in that frightful violet flame.


      * * * *


      Five-foot diameter UV beams are nothing to play with. The Mirans were dodging these now as they loosed atomic bombs, only to see them exploded harmlessly by neutron guns, or caught in the magnetic screen. Gamma ray bombs were as useless. Again the beam of disintegrating force was turned on—


      The present opponent was not a ship. It was an IP defense station, equipped with everything Solarian science knew, and the dome was an eight-foot wall of tungsten-beryllium. The eight feet of solid, ultra-resistant alloy drank up that crumbling beam, and liked it. The wall did not fail. The men inside the fort jerked and quivered as the strange beam, a small, small fraction of it, penetrated the eight feet of outer wall, the six feet or so of intervening walls, and the mercury atostor reserves.


      “Concentrate all those UV beams on one spot, and see if you can blast a hole in him before he shakes it loose,” ordered the ray technician. “He’ll wiggle if you start off with the beam. Train your sights on the nose of that first ship—when you’re ready, call out.”


      “Ready—ready—” Ten men replied. “Fire!” roared the technician. Ten titanic swords of pure ultra-violet energy, energy that practically no unconditioned metal will reflect to more than fifty per cent, emerged. There was a single spot of intense incandescence for a single hundredth of a second—and then the energy was burning its way through the inner, thinner skins with such rapidity that they sputtered and flickered like a broken televisor.


      One hundred and twenty-nine ships retreated hastily for conference, leaving a gutted, wrecked hull, broken by its fall, on Europa. Triumphantly, the Europa IP station hurled out its radio message of the first encounter between a fort and the Miran forces.


      Most important of all, it sent a great deal of badly wanted information regarding the Miran weapons. Particularly interesting was the fact that it had withstood the impact of that disintegrating ray.


      VIII


      Grimly Buck Kendall looked at the reports. McLaurin stood beside him, Devin sat across the table from him. “What do you make of it, Buck?” asked the Commander.


      “That we have just one island of resistance left on the Jovian worlds. And that will, I fear, vanish. They haven’t finished with their arsenal by any means.”


      “But what was it, man, what was it that ruined those ships?”


      “Vibration. Somehow—Lord only knows how it’s done—they can project electric fields. These projected fields are oscillated, and they are tuned in with some parts of the ship. I suspect they are crystals of the metals. If they can start a vibration in the crystals of the metal—that’s fatigue, metal fatigue enormously speeded. You know how a quartz crystal oscillator in a radio-control apparatus will break, if you work it on a very heavy load at the peak? They simply smash the crystals of metal in the same way. Only they project their field.”


      “Then our toughest metals are useless? Can’t something tough, rather than hard, like copper or even silver for instance, stand it?”


      “Calcium metal’s the toughest going—and even that would break under the beating those ships give it. The only way to withstand it is to have such a mass of metal that the oscillations are damped out. But—”


      The set tuned in on the IP station on Europa was speaking again. “The ships are returning. There are one hundred and twenty-nine by accurate count. Jorgsen reports that telescopic observation of the dead on the fallen cruiser show them to be a completely un-human race! They are of mottled coloring, predominately grayish brown. The ships are returning. They have divided into ten groups, nine groups of two each, and a main body of the rest of the fleet. The group of eighteen is descending within range, and we are focusing our beams on them—”


      Out by Europa, ten great UV beams were stabbing angrily toward ten great interstellar ships. The metal of the hulls glowed brilliant, and distorted slowly as the thick walls softened under the heat, and the air behind pressed against it. Grimly the ten ships came on. Torpedoes were being launched, and exploded, and now they had no effect, for the Mirans within were protected.


      The eighteen grouped ships separated, and arranged themselves in a circle around the fort. Suddenly one staggered as a great puff of gas shot out through the thin atmosphere of Europa to flare brilliantly in the lash of the stabbing UV beam. Instantly the ship righted itself, and labored upward. Another dropped to take its place—


      And the great walls of the IP fort suddenly groaned and started in their welded joints. The faint, whispering rustle of the crumbling beam was murmuring through the station. Engineers shouted suddenly as meters leapt the length of their scales, and the needles clicked softly on the stop pins. A thin rustle came from the atostors grouped in the great power room. “Spirits of Space—a revolving magnetic field!” roared the Chief Technician. “They’re making this whole blasted station a squirrel cage!”


      The mighty walls of eight-foot metal shuddered and trembled. The UV beams lashed out from the fort in quivering arcs now, they did not hold their aim steady, and the magnetic shield that protected them from atomic bombs was working and straining wildly. Eighteen great ships quivered and tugged outside there now, straining with all their power to remain in the same spot, as they passed on from one to another the magnetic impulses that were now creating a titanic magnetic vortex about the fort.


      “The atostors will be exhausted in another fifteen minutes,” the Chief Technician roared into his transmitter. “Can the signals get through those fields, Commander?”


      “No, Mac. They’ve been stopped, Sparks tells me. We’re here—and let’s hope we stay. What’s happening?”


      “They’ve got a revolving magnetic field out there that would spin a minor planet. The whole blasted fort is acting like the squirrel cage in an induction motor! They’ve made us the armature in a five hundred million horsepower electric motor.”


      “They can’t tear this place loose, can they?”


      “I don’t know—it was never—” The Chief stopped. Outside a terrific roar and crash had built up. White darts of flame leapt a thousand feet into the air, hurling terrific masses of shattered rock and soil.


      “I was going to say,” the Chief went on, “this place wasn’t designed for that sort of a strain. Our own magnetic field is supporting us now, preventing their magnetic field from getting its teeth on metal. When the strain comes—well, they’re cutting loose our foundation with atomic bombs!”


      Five UV beams were combined on one interstellar ship. Instantly the great machine retreated, and another dropped in to take its place while the magnetic field spun on, uninterruptedly.


      “Can they keep that up long?”


      “God knows—but they have a hundred and more ships to send in when the power of one gives out, remember.”


      “What’s our reserve now?”


      The Chief paused a moment to look at the meters. “Half what it was ten minutes ago!”


      Commander Wallace sent some other orders. Every torpedo tube of the station suddenly belched forth deadly, fifteen-foot torpedoes, most of them mud-torpedoes, torpedoes loaded with high explosive in the nose, a delayed fuse, and a load of soft clinging mud in the rear. The mud would flow down over the nose and offer a resistance foot-hold for the explosive which empty space would not. Four hundred and three torpedoes, equipped with anti-magnetic apparatus darted out. One hundred and four passed the struggling fields. One found lodgement on a Miran ship, and crushed in a metal wall, to be stopped by a bulkhead.


      The Chief engineer watched his power declining. All ten UV beams were united in one now, driving a terrible sword of energy that made the attacked ship skip for safety instantly, yet the beams were all but useless. For the Miran reserves filled the gap, and the magnetic tornado continued.


      For seventeen long minutes the station resisted the attack. Then the last of the strained mercury flowed into the receivers, and the vast power of the atostors was exhausted. Slowly the magnetic fields declined. The great walls of the station felt the clutching lines of force—they began to heat and to strain. A low, harsh grinding became audible over the roar of the atomic bombs. The whole structure trembled, and jumped slightly. The roar of bombs ceased suddenly, as the station jerked again, more violently. Then it turned a bit, rolled clumsily. Abruptly it began to spin violently, more and more rapidly. It started rolling clumsily across the plateau—


      A rain of atomic bombs struck the unprotected metal, and the eighth breached the walls. The twentieth was the last. There was no longer an IP station on Europa.


      “The difference,” said Buck Kendall slowly, when the reports came in from scout-ships in space that had witnessed the last struggle, “between an atomic generator and an atomic power-store, or accumulator, is clearly shown. We haven’t an adequate source of power.”


      McLaurin sighed slowly, and rose to his feet. “What can we do?”


      “Thank our lucky stars that Faragaut here, and I, bought up all the mercury in the system, and had it brought to Earth. We at least have a supply of materials for the atostors.”


      “They don’t seem to do much good.”


      “They’re the best we’ve got. All the photocells on Earth and Venus and Mercury are at present busy storing the sun’s power in atostors. I have two thousand tons of charged mercury in our tanks here in the ‘Lunar Bank.’”


      “Much good that will do—they can just pull and pull and pull till it’s all gone. A starfish isn’t strong, but he can open the strongest oyster just because he can pull from now on. You may have a lot of power—but.”


      “But—we also have those new fifteen-foot UV beams. And one fifteen-foot UV beam is worth, theoretically, nine five-foot beams, and practically, a dozen. We have a dozen of them. Remember, this place was designed not only to protect itself, but Earth, too.”


      “They can still pull, can’t they?”


      “They’ll stop pulling when they get their fingers burned. In the meantime, why not use some of those IP ships to bring in a few more cargoes of charged mercury?”


      “They aren’t good for much else, are they? I wonder if those fellows have anything more we don’t know?”


      “Oh, probably. I’m going to work on that crumbler thing. That’s the first consideration now.”


      “Why?”


      “So we can move a ship. As it is, even those two we built aren’t any good.”


      “Would they be anyway?”


      “Well—I think I might disturb those gentlemen slightly. Remember, they each have a nose-beam eighteen feet across. Exceedingly unpleasant customers.”


      “Score: Strangers; magnetic field, atomic bombs, atomic power, crumbler ray. Home team; UV beams.”


      Kendall grinned. “I’d heard you were a pessimistic cuss when battle started—”


      “Pessimistic, hell, I’m merely counting things up.”


      “McClellan had all the odds on Lee back in the Civil War of the States—but Lee sent him home faster than he came.”


      “But Lee lost in the end.”


      “Why bring that up? I’ve got work to do.” Still smiling, Kendall went to the laboratory he had built up in the “Lunar Bank.” Devin was already there, calculating. He looked unhappy.


      “We can’t do anything, as far as I can see. They’re using an electric field all right, and projecting it. I can’t see how we can do that.”


      “Neither can I,” agreed Kendall, “so we can’t use that weapon. I really didn’t want to anyway. Like the neutron gun which I told Commander McLaurin would be useless as a weapon, they’d be prepared for it, you can be sure. All I want to do is fight it, and make their projection useless.”


      “Well, we have to know how they project it before we can break up the projection, don’t we?”


      “Not at all. They’re using an electric field of very high frequency, but variable frequency. As far as I can see, all we need is a similar variable electric field of a slightly different frequency to heterodyne theirs into something quite harmless.”


      “Oh,” said Devin. “We could, couldn’t we? But how are you going to do that?”


      “We’ll have to learn, that’s all.”


      * * * *


      Buck Kendall started trying to learn. In the meantime, the Mirans were taking over Jupiter. There were three IP stations on the planet itself, but they were vastly hindered by the thick, almost ultra-violet-proof atmosphere of Jupiter. Their rays were weak. And the magnetic fields of the Mirans were unaffected. Only their atomic bombs were hindered by the heavier gravity that pulled the rocks back in place faster than the bombs could throw them out. Still—a few hours of work, and the IP stations on Jupiter had rolled wildly across the flat plains of the planet like dented cans, to end in utter destruction.


      The Mirans had paid no attention to the fleeing passenger and freighter ships that left the planet, loaded to the utmost with human cargo, and absolutely no freight. The IP fleet had to go to their rescue with oxygen tanks to take care of the extra humans, but nearly three-quarters of the population of Jupiter, a newly established population, and hence a readily mobile one, was saved. The others, the Mirans did not bother with particularly except when they happened to be near where the Mirans wanted to work. Then they were instantly destroyed by atomic bombing, or gamma rays.


      The Mirans settled almost at once, and began their work of finding on Jupiter the badly needed atomic fuels. Machines were set up, and work begun, Mirans laboring under the gravity of the heavy planet. Then, fifty ships swam up again, reloaded with fuel, and with crews consisting solely of uninjured warriors, and started for Mars.


      Mars was half way between her near conjunction and her maximum elongation with respect to Jupiter at that time. The Mirans knew their business though, for they started in on the IP station on Phobos. They were practiced by this time, and this IP station had only seven five-foot beams. In half an hour that station fell, and its sister station on Deimos followed. Three wounded ships returned to Jupiter, and ten new ships came out. The attack on Mars itself was started.


      Mars was a different proposition. There were thirty-two IP stations here, one of them nearly as powerful as the Lunar Bank station. It was equipped with four of the huge fifteen-foot beams. And it had fifteen tons of mercury, more than seven-eighths charged. The Mars Center Station was located a short ten miles from the Mars Center City, and under the immediate orders of the IP heads, Mars Center City had been vacated.


      For two days the Mirans hung off Mars, solidifying their positions on Phobos and Deimos. Then, with sixty-two ships, they attacked. They had made some very astute observations, and they started on the smaller stations just beyond the range of the Mars Center Station. Naturally, near so powerful a center, these stations had never been strong. They fell rapidly. But they had been counted on by Mars Center as auxiliary supports. McLaurin had sent very definite orders to Mars Center forbidding any action on their part, save gathering of power-supplies.


      At last the direct attack on Mars Center was launched. For the first time, the Mirans saw one of the fifteen-foot beams. Mars’ atmosphere is thin, and there is little ozone. The ultra-violet beams were nearly as effective as in empty space. When the Mirans dropped their ships, a full thirty of them, into the circle formation, Mars Center answered at once. All four beams started.


      Those fifteen-foot beams, connected directly to huge atostor release apparatus, delivered a maximum power of two and three-quarter billion horsepower, each. The first Miran ship struck, sparkled magnificently, and a terrific cascade of white-hot metal rolled down from its nose. The great ship nosed down and to the left abruptly, accelerated swiftly—and crashed with tremendous energy on the plain outside of Mars Center City. White, unwavering flames licked up suddenly, and made a column five hundred feet high against the dark sky. Then the wreck exploded with a violence that left a crater half a mile across.


      Three other ships had been struck, and were rapidly retreating. Another try was made for the ring formation, and four more ships were wounded, and replaced. The ring did not retreat, but the great magnetic field started. Atomic and gamma ray bombs started now, flashing sometimes dangerously close to the station as its magnetic field battled the rotating field of the ships. The four greater beams, and many smaller ones were in swift and angry action. Not more than a ten-second exposure could be endured by any one ship, before it must retreat.


      * * * *


      For five minutes the Mirans hung doggedly at their task. Then, wisely, they retreated. Of the fleet, not more than seven ships remained untouched. Mars Center Station had held—at what cost only they knew. Five hundred tons of their mercury had been exhausted in that brief five minutes. One hundred tons a minute had flowed into and out of the atostor apparatus. Mars Center radioed for help, when the fleet lifted.


      There was one other station on Mars that stood a good chance of survival, Deenmor Station, with three of the big beams installed, and apparatus for their fourth was in the station, and being rapidly worked over. McLaurin did a wise and courageous thing, at which every man on Mars cursed. He ordered that all IP stations save these two be deserted, and all mercury fuel reserves be moved to Deenmor and Mars Center.


      The Mirans could not land on the North Western section of Mars, nor in the South Central region. Therefore Mars was not exactly habitable to Miran ships, because the great beams had been so perfectly figured that they were effective at a range of nearly twelve hundred miles.


      Deenmor station was attacked—but it was a half-hearted attack, for Mirans were becoming distinctly skittish about fifteen-foot UV beams. Two badly blistered ships—and the Mirans retreated to Jupiter. But Mira held Phobos and Deimos. In two weeks, they had set up cannon there, and proved themselves accurate long-range gunners. Against the feeble attraction of Deimos, and with Mars’ gravity to help them, they began bombarding the two stations, and anything that attempted to approach them, with gamma and atomic explosive bombs. Meanwhile they amused themselves occasionally by planting a gamma-ray bomb in each of Mars’ major cities. They made Mars uninhabitable for Solarians as well as for Mirans, at least until the deadly slow-action atomic explosives wore off, or were removed.


      Then the Mirans, after a lapse of three weeks while they dug in their toes on Jupiter, prepared to leap. Earth was the next goal. Miran scout-ships had been sent out before this—and severely handled by the concentrated fleets of the IP that hung grimly off Earth and Luna now. But the scouts had learned one thing. Mirans could never hope to attain a firm grasp on Earth while terribly armed Luna hung like a Sword of Damocles over their heads. Further, attack on Earth directly would be next to impossible, for, thanks to Faragaut’s Interplanetary Company, nearly all the mercury metal in the system was safely lodged on Earth, and saturated with power. Every major city had been equipped with great UV apparatus. And neutron guns in plenty waited on small ships just outside the atmosphere to explode harmlessly any atomic or gamma bombs Miran ships might attempt to deposit.


      An attack on Luna was the first step. But that terrible, gigantic fort on Luna worried them. Yet while that fort existed, Earth ships were free to come and go, for Mirans could not afford to stand near. At a distance of twenty thousand miles, small Miran ships had felt the touch of those great UV beams.


      Finally, a brief test-attack was made, with an entire fleet of one hundred ships. They drew almost into position, faster than light, faster than the signaling warnings could send their messages. In position, all those great ships strained and heaved at the mighty magnetic vortex that twisted at the field of the fort. Instantly, twelve of the fifteen-foot UV beams replied. And—two great UV beams of a size the Mirans had never seen before, beams from the two ships, “S Doradus” and “Cepheid.”


      The test-attack dissolved as suddenly as it had come. The Mirans returned to Jupiter, and to the outer planets where they had further established themselves. Most of the Solar system was theirs. But the Solarians still held the choicest planets—and kept the Mirans from using the mild-temperatured Mars.


      IX


      “They can’t take this, at least,” sighed McLaurin as they retreated from Luna.


      “I didn’t think they could—right away. I’m wondering though if they haven’t something we haven’t seen yet. Besides which—give them time, give them time.”


      “Well, give us time, too,” snapped McLaurin. “How are you coming?”


      Buck smiled. “I’m sure I don’t know. I have a machine but I haven’t the slightest idea of whether or not it’s any good.”


      “Why not?”


      “I can destroy—I hope—but I can’t build up their ray. I can’t test the machine because I haven’t their ray to test it against.”


      “What can we do to test it?”


      “The only thing I can see is to call for volunteers—and send out a six-man cruiser. If the ship’s too small, they may not destroy it with the big crumbler rays. If it’s too large—and the machine didn’t work—we’d lose too much.”


      Twelve hours later, the IP men at the Lunar Bank fort were lined up. McLaurin stepped up on the platform, and addressed the men briefly, told them what was needed. Six volunteers were selected by a process of elimination, those who were married, had dependents, officers, and others were refused. Finally, six men of the IP were chosen, neither rookies nor veterans, six average men. And one average six-man cruiser, one hundred and eleven feet long, twenty-two in diameter. It was the T-208, a sister ship of the T-247, the first ship to be destroyed.


      The T-208 started out from Luna, and with full acceleration, sped out toward Phobos. Slowly she circled the satellite, while distant scouts kept her under view. Lazily, the Miran patrol on Phobos watched the T-208, indifferent to her. The T-208 dove suddenly, after five fruitless circles of the tiny world, and with her four-foot UV beam flaming, stabbed angrily at a flight of Miran scouts berthed in the very shadow of a great battle cruiser, one of the interstellar ships stationed here on Phobos.


      Four of the little ships slumped in incandescence. Angrily the terrific sword of energy slashed at the frail little scouts.


      Angrily the Miran interstellar ship shot herself abruptly into action against this insolent cruiser. The cruiser launched a flight of the mercury-torpedoes. Flashing, burning, ultra-violet energy flooded the great ship, harmlessly, for the men were, as usual, protected. The Miran answered with the neutron beam, atomic and gamma bombs—and the crumbler ray.


      Gently, softly a halo of shimmering-violet luminescence built up about the T-208. The UV beam continued to flare, wavering slightly in its aim—then fell way off to one side. The T-208 staggered suddenly, wandered from her course—whole, but uncontrolled. For the men within the ship were dead.


      Majestically the Miran swung along beside the dead ship, a great magnetic tow-cable shot out toward it, to shy off at first, then slowly to be adjusted, and take hold in the magnetic shield of the T-208. The pilots of the watching scout-ships turned away. They knew what would happen.


      It did. Five—ten—twenty seconds passed. Then the “dead-man” took over the ship—and the stored power in the atostor tanks blasted in a terrible flame that shattered the metal hull to molecular fragments. The interstellar cruiser shuddered, and rolled half over at the blasting pressure. Leaking seams appeared in her plates.


      The scouts raced back to Luna as the Miran settled heavily, and a trifle clumsily to Phobos. Miran radio-beams were forcing their way out toward the Miran station on Europa, to be relayed to the headquarters on Jupiter, just as Solarian radio beams were thrusting through space toward Luna. Said the Miran messages: “Their ships no longer crumble.” Said the Solarian messages: “The ships no longer crumble—but the men die.”


      * * * *


      His deep eyes burning tensely, Buck Kendall heard the messages coming in, and rose slowly from his seat to pace the floor. “I think I know why,” he said at last. “I should have thought. For that too can be prevented.”


      “Why—what in the name of the Planets?” asked McLaurin. “It didn’t kill the men in the forts—why does it kill the men in the ships, when the ships are protected?”


      “The protection kills them.”


      “But—but they had the protective oscillations on all the way out!” protested the Commander.


      “Think how it works though. Think, man. The enemy’s field is an electric-field oscillation. We combat it by setting up a similar oscillating field in the metal of the hull ourselves. Because the metal conducts the strains, they meet, and oppose. It is not a shield—a shield is impossible, as I have said, because of energy concentration factors. If their beam carried a hundred thousand horsepower in a ten-foot square beam, in every ten square feet of our shield, we’d have to have one hundred thousand horsepower. In other words, hundreds of times as much energy would be needed in the shield, as they used in their beam. We can’t afford that. We had to let the beams oppose our oscillations in the metal, where, because the metal conducts, they meet on an equal basis. But—when two oscillations of slightly different frequency meet, what is the result?”


      “In this case, a heterodyne frequency of a lower, and harmless frequency.”


      “So I thought. I was partly right. It does not harm the metal. But it kills the men. It is super-sonic. The terrible, shrill sounds destroy the cells of the men’s bodies. Then, when their dead hands release the controls, the automatic switches blow up the ship.”


      “God! We stop one menace—and it is like the Hydra. For every head we lop off, two spring up.”


      “Ah—but they are lesser heads. Look, what is the fundamental difference between sound and light?”


      “One is a vibration of matter and the—ah—eliminate the material contact!”


      “Exactly! All we need to do is to let the ships operate airless, the men in space suits. Then the air cannot carry the sounds to them. And by putting special damping materials in their suits, we can stop the vibrations that would reach them through their feet and hands. Another six-man ship must go out—but this ship will come back!”


      And with the order for another experimental ship, went the orders for commercial supplies of this new apparatus. Every IP ship must be equipped to resist it.


      Buck Kendall sailed on the six-man scout that went out this time. Again they swooped once at Phobos, again Miran scout-ships crumbled under the attack of the vicious UV beams. The Mirans were not waiting contemptuously this time. In an instant the great interstellar ship rose from its berth, its weapons working angrily. The crumbler ray snapped out at the T-253.


      Kendall stared into the periscope visor intently. Clumsily his padded hands worked at the specially adapted controls. The soft hiss of the oxygen release into his suit disturbed him slightly. The radio-phones in his helmet carried all the conversations in the ship to him with equal clarity. He watched as the great ship angled angrily up—


      His vision was momentarily obscured by a violet glow that built up and reached out gently from every point of metal in the ship. The instant Kendall saw that, the T-253 was fleeing under his hands. The test had been made. Now all he desired was safety again. The ion-rockets flared recklessly as, crushed under an acceleration of four Earth-gravities, he sank heavily into his seat. Grimly the Miran ship was pursuing them, easily keeping up with the fleeing midget. The crumbler became more intense, the violet glow more vivid.


      The UV beam was reaching out directly behind now. The—


      With a cry of agony, Kendall ripped the radio-phone connection out of his suit. A soft hiss of leaking air warned him of too great violence only minutes later. For his ears had been deafened by the sudden shriek of a tremendous signal from outside!


      Instantly Kendall knew what that meant. And he could not communicate with his men! There was no metal in these special suits, even the oxygen tanks were made of synthetic plastics of tremendous strength. No scrap of vibrating metal was permissible. The padded gloves and boots protected him—but there was a new and different type of crackle and haze from the metal points now. It was almost invisible in the practically airless ship, but Kendall saw it.


      Presently he felt it, as he desperately increased his acceleration. Slow creeping heat was attacking him. The heat was increasing rapidly now. Desperately he was working at the crumbler-protection controls—but immediately set them back as they were. He had to have the crumbler protection as well—!


      * * * *


      Grimly the great Miran ship hung right beside them. Angrily the two four-foot UV beams flashed back—seeking some weak spot. There were none. At her absolute maximum of acceleration the little ship plunged on. Gamma and atomic bombs were washing her in flame. The heavy blocks of paraffin between her walls were long since melted, retained only by the presence of the metal walls. Smoke was beginning to filter out now, and Kendall recognized a new, and deadlier menace! Heat—quantities of heat were being poured into the little ship, and the neutron guns were doing their best to add to it. The paraffin was confined in there—and like any substance, it could be volatilized, and as a vapor, develop pressure—explosive pressure!


      The Miran seemed satisfied in his tactics so far—and changed them. Forty-seven million miles from Earth, the Miran simply accelerated a bit more, and crowded the Solarian ship a bit. White-faced, Buck Kendall was forced to turn a bit aside. The Miran turned also. Kendall turned a bit more—


      Flashing across his range of vision at an incredible speed, a tiny thing, no more than twenty feet long and five in diameter, a scout-ship appeared. Its tiny nose ultra-violet beam was blasting a solid cylinder of violet incandescence a foot across in the hull of the Miran—and, to the Miran, angling swiftly across his range of vision. Its magnetic field clashed for a thousandth of a second with the T-253, instantly meeting, and absorbing the fringing edges. Then—it swept through the Miran’s magnetic shield as easily. The delicate instruments of the scout instantaneously adjusted its own magnetic field as much as possible. There was resistance, enormous resistance—the ship crumpled in on itself, the tail vanished in dust as a sweeping crumbler beam caught it at last—and the remaining portion of the ship plowed into the nose of the Miran.


      The Miran’s force-control-room was wrecked. For perhaps a minute and a half, the ship was without control, then the control was re-established—and in vain the telescopes and instruments searched for the T-253. Lightless, her rockets out now, her fields damped down to extinction, the T-253 was lost in the pulsing, gyrating fields of half a dozen scout-ships.


      Kendall looked grimly at the crushed spot on the nose of the Miran. His ship was drifting slowly away from the greater ship. Presently, however, the Miran put on speed in the direction of Earth, and the T-253 fell far behind. The Miran was not seriously injured. But that scout pilot, in sacrificing life, had thrown dust in their eyes for just those few moments Kendall had needed to lose a lightless ship in lightless space—lightless—for the Mirans at any rate. The IP ships had been covered with a black paint, and in no time at all, Kendall had gotten his ship into a position where the energy radiations of the sun made him undetectable from the Miran’s position, since the radiation of his own ship, even in the heat range, was mingled with the direct radiation of the sun. The sun was in the Miran’s “eyes,” both actual and instrumental.


      An hour later the Miran returned, passed the still-lightless ship at a distance of five million miles, and settled to Phobos for the slight repairs needed.


      Twelve hours later, the T-253 settled to Luna, for the many rearrangements she would need.


      “I rather knew it was coming,” Kendall admitted sadly, “but danged if I didn’t forget all about it. And—cost the life of one of the finest men in the system. Jehnson’s family get a permanent pension just twice his salary, McLaurin. In the meantime—”


      “What was it? Pure heat, but how?”


      “Pure radio. Nothing but short-wave radio directed at us. They probably had the apparatus, knew how to make it, but that’s not a good type of heat ray, because a radio tube is generally less than eighty percent efficient, which is a whale of a loss when you’re working in a battle, and a whale of an inconvenience. We were heated only four times as much as the Miran. He had to pump that heat into a heat-reservoir—a water tank probably—to protect himself. Highly inefficient and ineffective against a large ship. Also, he had to hold his beam on us nearly ten minutes before it would have become unbearable. He was again, trying to kill the men, and not the ship. The men are the weakest point, obviously.”


      “Can you overcome that?”


      “Obviously, no. The thing works on pure energy. I’d have to match his energy to neutralize it. You knew it’s an old proposition, that if you could take a beam of pure, monochromatic light and divide it exactly in half, and then recombine it in perfect interference, you’d have annihilation of energy. Cancellation to extinction. The trouble is, you never do get that. You can’t get monochromatic light, because light can’t be monochromatic. That’s due to the Heisenberg Uncertainty—my pet bug-bear. The atom that radiates the light, must be moving. If it isn’t, the emission of the light itself gives it a kick that moves it. Now, no matter what the quantum might have been, it loses energy in kicking the atom. That changes the situation instantly, and incidentally the ‘color’ of the light. Then, since all the radiating atoms won’t be moving alike, etc., the mass of light can’t be monochromatic. Therefore perfect interference is impossible.


      “The way that relates to the problem in hand, is that we can’t possibly destroy his energy. We can, as we do in the crumbler stunt, change it. He can’t, I suspect, put too much power behind his crumbler, or he’d have crumbling going on at home. We get a slight heating from it, anyway. Into the bargain, his radio was after us, and his neutrons naturally carried energy. Now, no matter what we do, we’ve got that to handle. When we fight his crumbler, we actually add heat-energy to it, ourselves, and make the heating effect just twice as bad. If we try to heterodyne his radio—presto—it has twice the heat energy anyway, though we might reduce it to a frequency that penetrated the ship instead of all staying in it. But by the proposition, we have to use as much energy, and in fact, remember the 80% rule. We’ve got to take it and like it.”


      “But,” objected McLaurin, “we don’t like it.”


      “Then build ships as big as his, and he’ll quit trying to roast you. Particularly if the inner walls are synthetic plastics. Did you know I used them in the ‘S Doradus’ and ‘Cepheid’?”


      “Yes. Were you thinking of that?”


      “No—just luck—and the fact that they’re light, strong as steel almost, and can be manufactured in forms much more quickly. Only the outer hull is tungsten-beryllium. The advantage in this will be that nearly all the energy will be absorbed outside, and we’ll radiate pretty fast, particularly as that tungsten-beryllium has a high radiation-factor in the long heat range.”


      “What does that mean?”


      “Well, ordinary polished silver is a mighty poor radiator. Homely example: Try waiting for your coffee to cool if it’s in a polished silver pot. Then try it in a tungsten-beryllium pot. No matter how you polish that tungsten-beryllium, the stuff WILL radiate heat. That’s why an IP ship is always so blamed cold. You know the passenger ships use polished aluminum outer walls. The big help is, that the tungsten-beryllium will throw off the energy pretty fast, and in a big ship, with a whale of a lot of matter to heat, the Strangers will simply give up the idea.”


      “Yes, but only two ships in the system compare with them in size.”


      “Sorry—but I didn’t build the IP fleet, and there are lots of tungsten and beryllium on Earth. Enough anyway.”


      “Will they use that beam on the fort? And can’t we use the thing on them?”


      “They won’t and we won’t—though we could. A bank of those new million watt tubes—perhaps a hundred of them—and we’d have a pretty effective heater—but an awful waste of power. I’ve got something better.”


      “New?”


      “Somewhat. I’ve found out how to make the mirror field in a plate of metal, instead of a block. Come on to the lab, and I’ll show you.”


      “What’s the advantage? Oh—weight saved, and silver metal saved.”


      “A lot more than that, Mac. Watch.”


      * * * *


      At the laboratory, the new apparatus looked immensely lighter and simpler than the old. The atostor, the ionizer, and the twin ion-projectors were as before, great, rigid, metal structures that would maintain the meeting point of the ions with inflexible exactitude under any acceleration strains. But now, instead of the heavy silver block in which a mirror was figured, the mirror consisted of a polished silver plate, parabolic to be sure, but little more than a half-inch in thickness. It was mounted in a framework of complex, stout metal braces.


      Kendall started the ion-flame at low intensity, so the UV beam was little more than a spotlight.


      “You missed the point, Mac. Now—watch that tungsten-beryllium plate. I’ll hold the power steady. It’s an eighteen-inch beam—and now the energy is just sufficient to heat that tungsten plate to bright red. But—”


      Kendall turned over a small rheostat control—and abruptly the eighteen-inch diameter spot on the tungsten-beryllium plate began contracting; it contracted till it was a blazing, sparkling spot of molten incandescence less than an inch across!


      “That’s the advantage of focus. At this distance of a few hundred feet with a small beam I can do that. With a twenty-foot beam, I can get a two-foot spot at a distance of nearly ten miles! That means that the receiving end will have the pleasure of handling one hundred times the energy concentration. That would punch a hole through most anything. All you have to do is focus it. The trouble being, if it’s out of focus the advantage is more than lost. So if there’s any question about getting the focus, we’ll get along without it.”


      “A real help, if you do. That would punch a hole before the Stranger ship could turn away as they do now.”


      Kendall nodded. “That’s what I was after. It is mainly for the forts, though. We’ll have to signal the dope to the Mars Center and Deenmor stations. They can fix it up, themselves. In the meantime—all we can do is hold on and hunt, and let’s hope better than the Strangers do.”


      X


      Sadly the convalescent Gresth Gkae listened to the reports of his lieutenants. More and more disgraced he felt as he realized how badly he had blundered in reporting the people of this system unable to cope with the attackers’ weapons. Gresth Gkae looked up at his old friend and physician, Merth Skahl. He shook his head slowly. “I’m afraid, Merth Skahl. I am afraid. We have, perhaps, made a mistake. The better and the stronger alone should rule. Aye, but is the stronger always the better? I am afraid we have mistaken the Truth in assuming this. If we have—then may Jarth, Lord of Truth and Wisdom punish us. Mighty Jarth, if I have mistaken in following my judgments, it is not from disobedience, it is lack of Thy knowledge. The strongest—they are not always the better, are they?”


      Merth Skahl bent sharply over his friend. “Quiet thyself, Gresth Gkae. You know, and I know, you have done only your best, and surely Jarth himself can ask no better of any one. You must rest, for only by rest can those terrible burns be healed. All your stheen over half the body-area was burned off. You have been delirious for many days.”


      “But Merth Skahl, think—have we disobeyed Jarth’s will? It is, we know, his will that only the best and the strongest shall rule—but are the best always the strongest? An imbecile adult could destroy the life of a genius-grade child. The strongest wins, but not the best. Such would not be the will of Jarth. If we be the stronger, and the best, then it is right and just that these strange creatures should be destroyed that we may have a stable world of stable light and heat. But look and see, with what terrible swiftness these strange creatures have learned! May it not be they are the better race—that it is we who are the weaker and the poorer? Can it be that Jarth has brought us together that these people might learn—and destroy us? If they be the stronger, and the better—then may Jarth’s will be done. But we must test our strength to the utmost. I must rise, and go to my laboratory soon. They have set it up?”


      “Aye, they have, Gresth Gkae. But remember, the weak and the sick make faults the strong and the well do not. Better that you rest yourself. There is little you can do while your body seeks to recover from these terrible burns.”


      “You are wrong, my friend, wrong. Don’t you see that my mind is clear—that it is the mind which must fight in these battles, for surely the man is weak against such things as this infra-X-radiation? Why, I am better able to fight now than are you, for I am a trained fighter of the mind, while you are a trained healer of the body. These strange beings with their stiff arms and legs, their tender skins, and—and their swift minds have fought us all too well. If we must test, let it be a test. I have heard how they so quickly solved the riddle of the crumbling field. That took us longer, and we designed it. The Counsel of Worlds put me in command, let me up, Skahl, I must work.”


      Concerned, the physician looked down at him. Finally he spoke again. “No, I will not permit you to leave the hospital-ship. You must stay here, but if, as you have said, the mind is what must fight, then surely you can fight well from here, for your mind is here.”


      “No, I cannot, and you well know it. I may shorten my life, but what matter. ‘Death is the end toward which the chemical reaction, Life, tends,’” quoted the scientist. “You know I have left my children—my immortality is assured through them. I can afford to die in peace, if it assures their welfare. Time is precious, and while my mind might work from here, it must have data on which to work. For that, I must go to the laboratories. Help me, Merth Skahl.”


      Reluctantly the physician granted the request, but begged of Gresth Gkae a promise of at least six hours rest in every fifteen, and a good sleep of at least twenty-seven hours every “night.” Gresth Gkae agreed, and from a wheelchair, conducted his work, began a new line of experimentation he hoped would yield them the weapon they needed. Under him, the staff of scientists worked, aiding and advising and suggesting. The apparatus was built, tested, and found wanting. Time and again as the days passed, they watched Gresth Gkae, gaining strength very, very slowly, taken away despondent at the end of his forty hours of work.


      A dozen expeditions were sent to Jupiter’s poles to watch and measure and study the tremendous auroral displays there, where Jupiter’s vast magnetic field sucked in countless quintillions of the flying electrons from the sun, and brought them circling in, in a vast, magnificent display of auroral ionization.


      * * * *


      Expeditions went to the great Southern Plateau, the Plateau of Storms, where the titanic air currents resulted in an everlasting display of terrific lightnings, great burning balls of electric force floating dangerous and deadly across the frozen, ultra-cold plain.


      And the expeditions brought back data. Yet still Gresth Gkae could not sleep, his thoughts intruding constantly. Hours Merth Skahl spent with him, calming him to sleep.


      “But what is this constant search? It is little enough I know of science, but why do you send our men to these spots of wonderfully beautiful, but useless natural forces. Can we somehow, do you think, turn them against the people of these worlds?”


      Softly the old Miran smiled. “Yes, you might say so. For look, it is the strange balls of electric force I want to know about. Sthor had few, but occasionally we saw them. Never were they properly investigated. I want to know their secret, for I am sure they are balls of electric forces not vastly dissimilar from the nucleus of the atom. Always we have known that no system of purely electrical forces could remain stable. Yet these strange balls of energy do. How is it? I am sure it will be of vast importance. But the direct secret I hope to learn is in this: What can be done with electric fields can nearly always be duplicated, or paralleled in magnetic fields. If I can learn how to make these electric balls of energy, can I not hope to make similar magnetic balls of energy?”


      “Yes, I see—that would seem true. But what benefit would you derive from that? You have magnetic beams now, and yet they are useless because you can get nowhere near the forts. How then would these benefit you?”


      “We can do nothing to those forts, because of that magnetic shield. Could we once break it down, then the fort is helpless, and one or two small atomic bombs destroy it. But—we cannot stay near, for the terrible infra-X-rays of theirs burn holes in our ships, and—in our men.


      “But look you, I can drop many atomic bombs from a distance where their beams are ineffective. Suppose I do make a magnetic ball of energy, a magnetic bomb. Then—I can drop it from a distance! We have learned that the power supply of these forts is very great—but not endless, as is ours now, thanks to the vast supplies of power metal on this heavy planet. Then all we need do is stay at a distance where they cannot reach us—and drop magnetic bombs. Ah, they will be stopped, and their energy absorbed. But we can keep it up, day after day, and slowly drain out their power. Then—then our atomic bombs can destroy those forts, and we can move on!” But suddenly the animation and strength left his voice. He turned a sad, downcast face to his friend. “But Merth Skahl, we can’t do it,” he complained.


      “Ah—now I can see why you so want to continue this wearing and worrying work. You need time, Gresth Gkae, only time for success. Tomorrow it may be that you will see the first hint that will lead you to success.”


      “Ah—I only hope it, Merth Skahl, I only hope it.”


      But it was the next day that they saw the first glimpse of the secret, and saw the path that might lead to hope and success. In a week they were sending electric bombs across the laboratory. And in three days more, a magnetic bomb streaked dully across the laboratory to a magnetic shield they had set up, and buried itself in it, to explode in brilliant light and heat.


      From that day Gresth Gkae began to mend. In the three weeks that were needed to build the apparatus into ships, he regained strength so that when the first flight of five interstellar ships rose from Jupiter, he was on the flagship.


      To Phobos they went first, to the little inner satellite of Mars, scarcely eight miles in diameter, a tiny bit of broken metal and rock, utterly airless, but scarcely more than 3700 miles from the surface of Mars below. The Mars Center and Deenmor forts were wasting no power raying a ship at that distance. They could, of course, have damaged it, but not severely enough to make up for the loss of their strictly limited power. The photocells had been working overtime, every minute of available light had been used, and still scarcely 2100 tons of charged mercury remained in the tanks of Mars Center and 1950 in the tanks at Deenmor.


      The flight of five ships settled comfortably upon Phobos, while the three relieved of duty started back to Jupiter. Immediately work was begun on the attack. The ships were first landed on the near side, while the apparatus of the projectors was unloaded, then the great ships moved around to the far side. Phobos of course rotated with one face fixed irrevocably toward Mars itself, the other always to the cold of space. Great power leads trailed beneath the ships, and to the dark side. Then there were huge water lines for cooling. On this almost weightless world, where the great ships weighing hundreds of thousands of tons on a planet, weighed so little they were frequently moved about by a single man, the laying of five miles of water conduit was no impossibility.


      Then they were ready. Mars Center came first. Automatic devices kept the aim exact, as the first of the magnetic bombs started down. At five-second intervals they were projected outward, invisible globes of concentrated magnetic energy, undetectable in space. Seven seconds passed before the first became dimly visible in the thin air of Mars. It floated down, it would miss the fort it seemed—so far to one side— Abruptly it turned, and darted with tremendously accelerating speed for the great magnetic field of the fort. With a vast blast of light, it exploded. Five seconds later a second exploded. And a third.


      Mars Center signaled scoffingly that the bombs were all being stopped dead in the magnetic atmosphere, after the bombardment had been witnessed from Earth and Luna. An hour later they gave a report that they were concentrated magnetic fields of energy that would be rather dangerous—if it weren’t that they couldn’t even stand into the magnetic atmosphere. Three hours later Mars Center reported that they contained considerably more energy than had at first been thought. Further, which they had not carefully considered at first, they were taking energy with them! They were taking away about an equal amount of energy as each blew up.


      It was only a half-hour after that that the men at Mars Center realized perfectly what it meant. Their power was being drained just a little bit better than twice as fast as they generated during the day—and since Phobos spun so swiftly across the sky.


      Deenmor got the attack just about the time Mars Center was released. Deenmor immediately began seeking for the source of it. Somewhere on Phobos—but where?


      The Mirans were experts at camouflage. Deenmor Station, realizing the menace, immediately rayed the “projector.” They tore up a great deal of harmless rock with their huge UV rays. But the bomb device continued to throw one bomb each five seconds.


      When Deenmor operated from Phobos’ position, Mars Center was exposed to the deadly, constant drain. A day or two later, the bombs were coming one each second and a half, for more ships had joined in the work on Phobos.


      Gresth Gkae saw the work was going nicely. He knew that now it was only a question of time before those magnetic shields would fail—and then the whole fort would be powerless. Maybe—it might be a good idea, when the forts were powerless to investigate instead of blowing them up. There might be many interesting and worthwhile pieces of apparatus—particularly the UV beam’s apparatus.


      XI


      Buck Kendall entered the Communications room rather furtively. He hated the place. Cole was there, and McLaurin. Mac was looking tired and drawn, Cole not so tired, but equally drawn. The signals were coming through fairly well, because most of the disturbance was rising where the signals rose, and all the disturbance, practically, was magnetic rather than electric.


      “Deenmor is sending, Buck,” McLaurin said as he entered. “They’re down to the last fifty-five tons. They’ll have more time now—a rest while Phobos sinks. Mars Center has another 250 tons, but—it’s just a question of time. Have you any hope to offer?”


      “No,” said Kendall in a strained voice. “But, Mac, I don’t think men like those are afraid to die. It’s dying uselessly they fear. Tell ’em—tell ’em they’ve defended not alone Mars, but all the system, in holding up the Strangers on Mars. We here on Luna have been safer because of them. And tell—Mac, tell them that in the meantime, while they defended us, and gave us time to work, we have begun to see the trail that will lead to victory.”


      “You have!” gasped McLaurin.


      “No—but they will never know!” Kendall left hastily. He went and stood moodily looking at the calculator machines—the calculator machines that refused to give the answers he sought. No matter how he might modify that original idea of his, no matter what different line of attack he might try in solving the problems of Space and Matter, while he used the system he knew was right—the answer came down to that deadly, hope-blasting expression that meant only “uncertain.”


      Even Buck was beginning to feel uncertain under that constant crushing of hope. Uncertainty—uncertainty was eating into him, and destroying—


      From the Communications room came the hum and drive of the great sender flashing its message across seventy-two millions of miles of nothing. “B-u-c-k K-e-n-d-a-l-l s-a-y-s h-e h-a-s l-e-a-r-n-e-d s-o-m-e-t-h-i-n-g t-h-a-t w-i-l-l l-e-a-d t-o v-i-c-t-o-r-y w-h-i-l-e y-o-u h-e-l-d b-a-c-k t-h-e—”


      Kendall switched on a noisy, humming fan viciously. The too-intelligible signals were drowned in its sound.


      “And—tell them to—destroy the apparatus before the last of the power is gone,” McLaurin ordered softly.


      The men in Deenmor station did slightly better than that. Gradually they cut down their magnetic shield, and some of the magnetic bombs tore and twisted viciously at the heavy metal walls. The thin atmosphere of Mars leaked in. Grimly the men waited. Atomic bombs—or ships to investigate? It did not matter much to them personally—


      Gresth Gkae smiled with his old vigor as he ordered one of the great interstellar ships to land beside the powerless station, approaching from such an angle that the still-active Mars Center station could not attack. One of the fleet of Phobos rose, and circled about the planet, and settled gracefully beside the station. For half an hour it lay there quietly, waiting and watching. Then a crew of two dozen Mirans started across the dry, crumbly powder of Mars’ sands, toward the fort. Simultaneously almost, three things happened. A three-foot UV beam wiped out the advancing party. A pair of fifteen-foot beams cut a great gaping hole in the wall of the interstellar ship, as it darted up, like a startled quail, its weapons roaring defiance, only to fall back, severely wounded.


      And the radio messages pounded out to Earth the first description of the Miran people. Methodically the men in Deenmor station used all but one ton of their power to completely and forever wreck and destroy the interstellar cripple that floundered for a few moments on the sands a bare mile away. Presently, before Deenmor was through with it, the atomic bombs stopped coming, and the atomic shells. The magnetic shield that had been re-established for the few minutes of this last, dying sting, fell.


      Deenmor station vanished in a sudden, colossal tongue of blue-green light as the ton of atomically distorted mercury was exploded by a projector beam turned on the tank.


      * * * *


      It was long gone, when the first atomic bombs and magnetic bombs dropped from Phobos reached the spot, and only hot rock and broken metal remained.


      Mars Center failed in fact the next time Phobos rode high over it. The apparatus here had been carefully destroyed by technicians with a view of making it indecipherable, but the Mirans made it even more certain, for no ship settled here to investigate, but a stream of atomic bombs that lasted for over an hour, and churned the rock to dust, and the dust to molten lava, in which pools of fused tungsten-beryllium alloy bubbled slowly and sank.


      “Ah, Jarth—they are a brave race, whatever we may say of their queer shape,” sighed Gresth Gkae as the last of Mars Center sank in bubbling lava. “They stung as they died.” For some minutes he was silent.


      “We must move on,” he said at length. “I have been thinking, and it seems best that a few ships land here, and establish a fort, while some twenty move on to the satellite of the third planet and destroy the fort there. We cannot operate against the planet while that hangs above us.”


      Seven ships settled to Mars, while the fleet came up from Jupiter to join with Gresth Gkae’s flight of ships on its way to Luna.


      An automatically controlled ship was sent ahead, and began the bombardment. It approached slowly, and was not destroyed by the UV beams till it had come to within 40,000 miles of the fort. At 60,000 Gresth Gkae stationed his fleet—and returned to 150,000 immediately as the titanic UV beams of the Lunar Fort stretched out to their maximum range. The focus made a difference. One ship started limping back to Jupiter, in tow of a second, while the rest began the slow, methodical work of wearing down the defenses of the Lunar Fort.


      Kendall looked out at the magnificent display of clashing, warring energies, the great, whirling spheres and discs of opalescent flame, and turned away sadly. “The men at Deenmor must have watched that for days. And at Mars Center.”


      “How long can we hold out?” asked McLaurin.


      “Three weeks or so, at the present rate. That’s a long time, really. And we can escape if we want to. The UV beams here have a greater range than any weapon the Strangers have, and with Earth so near—oh, we could escape. Little good.”


      “What are you going to do?”


      “I,” said Buck Kendall, suddenly savage, “am going to consign all the math machines in the universe to eternal damnation—and go ahead and build a machine anyway. I know that thing ought to be right. The math’s wrong.”


      “There is no other thing to try?”


      “A billion others. I don’t know how many others. We ought to get atomic energy somehow. But that thing infuriates me. A hundred things that math has predicted, that I have checked by experiment, simple little things. But—when I carry it through to the point where I can get something useful—it wriggles off into—uncertainty.”


      Kendall stalked off to the laboratory. Devin was there working over the calculus machines, and Kendall called him angrily. Then more apologetic, he explained it was anger at himself. “Devin, I’m going to make that thing, if it blows up and kills me. I’m going to make that thing if this whole fort blows up and kills me. That math has blown up in my face for four solid months, and half killed me, so I’m going to kill it. Come on, we’ll make that damned junk.”


      Angrily, furiously, Kendall drove his helpers to the task. He had worked out the apparatus in plan a dozen times, and now he had the plans turned into patterns, the patterns into metal.


      Saucily, the “S Doradus” made the trip to and from Earth with patterns, and with metal, with supplies and with apparatus. But she had to dodge and fight every inch of the way as the Miran ships swooped down angrily at her. A fighting craft could get through when the Miran fleet was withdrawn to some distance, but the Mirans were careful that no heavy-loaded freighter bearing power supply should get through.


      And Gresth Gkae waited off Luna in his great ship, and watched the steady streams of magnetic bombs exploding on the magnetic shield of the Lunar Fort. Presently more ships came up, and added their power to the attack, for here, the photo-cell banks could gather tremendous energy, and Gresth Gkae knew he would need to overcome this, and drain the accumulated power.


      Gresth Gkae felt certain if he could once crack this nut, break down Earth, he would have the system. This was the home planet. If this fell, then the two others would follow easily, despite the fact that the few forts on the innermost planet, Mercury, could gather energy from the sun at a rate greater than their ships could generate.


      It took Kendall two weeks and three days to set up his preliminary apparatus. They had power for perhaps four days more, thanks to the fact that the long Lunar day had begun shortly after Gresth Gkae’s impatient attack had started. Also, the “S Doradus” had brought in several hundred tons of charged mercury on each trip, though this was no great quantity individually, it had mounted up in the ten trips she had made. The “Cepheid,” her sister ship, had gone along on seven of the trips, and added to the total.


      But at length the apparatus was set up. It was peculiar looking, and it employed a great deal of power, nearly as much as a UV beam in fact. McLaurin looked at it sceptically toward the last, and asked Buck: “What do you expect it to do?”


      “I am,” said Kendall sourly, “uncertain. The result will be uncertainty itself.”


      Which, considering things, was a surprisingly accurate statement. Kendall gave the exact answer. He meant to give an ironic comment. For the mathematics had been perfectly correct, only Buck Kendall misinterpreted the answer.


      “I’ve followed the math with mechanism all the way through,” he explained, “and I’m putting power into it. That’s all I know. Somewhere, by the laws of cause and effect, this power must show itself again—despite what the damn math says.”


      And in that, of course, Kendall was wrong. Because the laws of cause and effect didn’t hold in what he was doing now.


      “Do you want to watch?” he asked at length. “I’m all set to try it.”


      “I suppose I may as well.” McLaurin smiled. “In our close-knit little community the fate of one is of interest to all. If it’s going to blow up, I might as well be here, and if it isn’t, I want to be.”


      Kendall smiled appreciatively and replied: “Let it be on thy own head. Here she goes.”


      He walked over to the power board, and took command. Devin, and a squad of other scientists were seated about the room with every conceivable type and combination of apparatus. Kendall wanted to see what this was doing. “Tubes,” he called. “Circuits A and D. Tie-ins.” He stopped, the preliminary switches in. “Main circuit coming.” With a jerk he threw over the last contact. A heavy relay thudded solidly. The hum of a straining atostor. Then—


      An electric motor, humming smoothly stopped with a jerk. “This,” it remarked in a deep throaty voice, “is probably the last stand of humanity.”


      The galvanometer before which Devin was seated apparently agreed. In a rather high pitched voice it pointed out that: “If the Lunar Fort falls, the Earth—” It stopped abruptly, and an electroscope beside Douglass took up the thread in a high, shrill voice, rather slurred, “—will be directly attacked.”


      “This,” resumed the motor in a hoarse voice, “will certainly mean the end of humanity.” The motor gave up the discourse and hummed violently into action—in reverse!


      “My God!” Kendall pulled the switch open with a sagging jaw and staring eyes.


      The men in the room burst into sudden startled exclamations.


      Kendall didn’t give them time. His jaw snapped shut, and a blazing light of wondrous joy shone in his eyes. He instantly threw the switch in again. Again the humming atostor, the strain—


      Slowly Devin lifted from his seat. With thrashing arms and startled, staring eyes, he drifted gently across the room. Abruptly he fell to the floor, unhurt by the light Lunar gravity.


      “I advise,” said the motor in its grumbling voice, “an immediate exodus.” It stopped speaking, and practiced what it preached. It was a fifty-horse motor-generator, on a five-ton tungsten-beryllium base, but it rose abruptly, spun rapidly about an axis at right angles to the axis of its armature, and stopped as suddenly. In mid air it continued its interrupted lecture. “Mercury therefore is the destination I would advise. There power is sufficient for—all machines.” Gently it inverted itself and settled to the middle of the floor. Kendall instantly cut the switch. The relay did not chunk open. It refused to obey. Settled in the middle of the floor now, torn loose from its power leads, the motor-generator began turning. It turned faster and faster. It was shrilling in a thin scream of terrific speed, a speed that should have torn its windings to fragments under the lash of centrifugal force. Contentedly it said throatily. “Settled.”


      The galvanometer spoke again in its peculiar harsh voice. “Therefore, move.” Abruptly, without apparent reason, the stubborn relay clicked open. The shrilly screaming motor stopped dead instantly, as though it had had no real momentum, or had been inertialess.


      Startled, white-faced men looked at Kendall. Buck’s eyes were shining with an unholy glee.


      “Uncertainty!” he shouted. “Uncertainty—uncertainty—uncertainty, you fools! Don’t you see it? All the math—it said uncertainty—man, man—we’ve got just that—uncertainty!”


      “You’re crazy,” gasped McLaurin. “I’m crazy, everything’s gone crazy.”


      Kendall roared with sudden, joyous laughter. “Absolutely. Everything goes crazy—the laws of nature break down! Heisenberg’s principle showed that the law of cause and effect weren’t absolute. We’ve made them absolutely uncertain!”


      “But—but motors talking, instruments giving lectures—”


      “Certainly—or rather uncertainly—anything, absolutely anything. The destruction of the laws of gravity, freedom from inertia—why, merely picking up a radio lecture is nothing!”


      Suddenly, abruptly, a thousand questions poured in on him. Jubilantly he answered what he could, told what he thought—and then brought order. “The battle’s still on, men—we’ve still got to find out how to use this, now we’ve got it. I have an idea—that there’s a lot more. I know what I’ll get this time. Now help me remake this apparatus so we don’t broadcast the thing.”


      At once, ten times the former pace, work was done. On the radio, news was sent out that Kendall was on the right track after all. In two hours the apparatus had been vastly altered, it was in the final stage, and an entirely different sort of field set up. Again they watched as Buck applied the power.


      The atostor hummed—but no strange tricks of matter happened this time. The more concentrated, altered field was, as Buck was to find out later, “Uncertainty of the Second Degree.” It was molecular uncertainty. In a field a foot and a half in diameter, Buck saw the thing created—and suddenly a brilliant green-blue flame shot up, and a great dark cloud of terrible, red-brown deadly vapor. Then an instant later, Kendall had opened the relay. Gasping, the men ran from the laboratory, shutting the deadly fumes in. “N2O4” gasped Morton, the chemist, as they reached safety. “It’s exothermic—but it formed there!”


      In that instant, Kendall grasped the meaning the choking fumes carried. “Molecular uncertainty!” he decided. “We’re going back—we’re getting there—”


      He altered the apparatus again, added another atostor in series, reduced the size of his sphere of forces—of strange chaos of uncertainty. Within—little was certain. Without—the laws of nature applied as ever.


      Again the apparatus was started, cautiously this time. Only a strange jumbled ionization appeared this time, then a slow, rising blue flame began to creep up, and burn hot and blue. Buck looked at it for a moment, then his face grew tense and thoughtful. “Devin—give me a half-dollar.” Blankly, Devin reached in his pocket, and handed over the metal disc. Cautiously Buck Kendall tossed it toward the sphere of force. Instantly there was a flash of flame, soundless and soft-colored. Then the silver disc was outlined in light, and swiftly, inevitably crumbling into dust so fine only a blue haze appeared. In less than two seconds, the metal was gone. Only the dense blue fog remained. Then this began to go, and the leaping blue flame grew taller, and stronger.


      “We’re on the track—I’m going to stop here, and calculate. Bring the data—”


      Kendall shut off the machine, and went to the calculation room. Swiftly he selected already prepared graphs, graphs of the math he had worked on. Devin came soon, and others. They assembled the data and with tables and arithmetical machines turned it into graphs.


      Then all these graphs were fed into the machine. There were curves, and sine-curves, abrupt breaking lines—but the answer that came when all were compounded was a perfect diagram of a flight of four steps, descending in unequal treads to zero.


      Kendall looked at it for long minutes. “That,” he said at length, “is what I expected. There are four degrees of uncertainty, we generated ‘Uncertainty of the First Degree,’ ‘Mass Uncertainty,’ when we started. That, as here shown, takes little energy concentration. Then we increased the energy concentration and got ‘Uncertainty of the Second Degree,’ ‘Molecular Uncertainty.’ Then I added more power, and reduced the field, and got ‘Uncertainty of the Third Degree’—‘Atomic Uncertainty.’ There is ‘Uncertainty of the Fourth Degree.’ It is barely attainable with our atostors. It is—utter uncertainty.


      “In the First Degree, the laws of mass action fail, the great broad-reaching laws. In the Second Degree, the laws of the molecules, a finer organization, break down, and anything can happen in chemistry. In the Third Degree, the laws of atomic physics break down slowly. The atom is tough. It is very compact, and we just barely attained the concentration needed with that apparatus. But—in the Third Degree, when the Atomic Laws break down into utter uncertainty, the atoms break, and only hydrogen can exist. That was the blue flame.


      “But the Fourth Degree—there is no law whatsoever, nothing in all the Universe can exist. It means—the utter destruction and release of the energy of matter!” Kendall paused for a moment. “We have won, with this. We need only make up this apparatus—and maybe make it into a weapon. You know, in the Fourth Degree, nothing in all the Universe could resist, deflect, or control it, if launched freely, and self-maintaining. I think that might be done. You see, no law affects it, for it breaks down the law. Magnetism cannot attract or repel it because magnetic fields cannot exist; there is no law of magnetic force, where this field is.


      “And you know, Devin, how I have analyzed and duplicated their magnetic ball-fields. This should be capable of formation into a ball-field.


      “We need only make it up now. We will install it in the ‘S Doradus’ and the ‘Cepheid’ as a weapon. We need only install it as an energy source here. Let us start.”


      XII


      Buck Kendall with a slow smile, looked out of the port in the thick metal wall. The magnetic shield of the Lunar Fort was washed constantly with the fires of exploding magnetic bombs. The smile spread broader. “My friends,” he said softly, “you can pull from now till doomsday as far as I’m concerned, and you won’t even disturb us now.” He looked back over his shoulder into the power room. A hunched bulk, beautifully designed and carefully finished, the apparatus that created ‘Uncertainty of the Fourth Degree’ was destroying matter, and creating by its destruction terrific electric fields. These fields were feeding the magnetic shield now. Under the present drain, the machine was not noticeably working. In fact, Kendall was a bit annoyed. He had tested out the energy generating properties of this machine, trying to find a limit. He had found there was no limit. The great copper conductors, charged with the same atostor force that was used in the mercury fuel, were perfect conductors, they had not heated. But the eleven thousand tons of discharged mercury metal had been completely charged in just a bit better than eleven minutes. The pumps wouldn’t force it through the charging apparatus any faster than that.


      Two weeks more had passed, while the “S Doradus” and the “Cepheid” were fitted out with the new apparatus Buck had designed. They were almost ready to start now.


      McLaurin came down the corridor, and stopped near Kendall. He too smiled at the Miran’s attempts. “They’ve got a long way to go, Buck.”


      “They’re going a long way. Clear back home—and we’ll be right along. I don’t think they can outdistance us.”


      “I still don’t see why you couldn’t use one of those Uncertainty conditions—the First Degree perhaps, and annihilate our inertia.”


      “You can’t control Uncertainty. By its essential character it’s beyond control.”


      “What’s that Fourth Degree machine of yours—the material energy—if it isn’t controlled and utilized Uncertainty?”


      “It’s utter and utterly uncontrolled Uncertainty. The matter within that field breaks down to absolutely nothing. Within, no law whatsoever applies, but fortunately, outside the old laws of physics apply—and we can gather and use the energy which is released outside, though nothing can be done inside. Why, think, man, if I could control that Uncertainty, I could do anything at all, absolutely anything. It would be a world as unreasonable as a bad dream. Think how unreasonable those manifestations we first got were!”


      “But can’t you get any control at all?”


      “Very little. Anyway, if I could get inertialess conditions at will, I’d be afraid of them. They’d make chemical reactions impossible in all probability—and life is chemical. Two atoms must come into more or less violent contact before a union takes place, and cannot if they have neither momentum nor inertia.


      “Anyway—why worry. I can’t do it, because I can’t control this thing. And we have the extra-space drive.”


      “How does that darned thing work? Can’t you drop the math and tell me about it?”


      Kendall smiled. “Not too readily. Remember first, as to the driving system, that it works on the fabric of space. Space is, in the physical sense, a fabric woven of the threads of lines of force from every body in the universe, made up of fields and forces. It is elastic, and can transmit strains. But anything that can transmit strains, can be strained against. With the tremendous field intensities available by the material engines, I can get such fields as will ‘dig their toes’ into space and push.


      “That’s the drive itself. It is accelerationless, because it enfolds us, and acts equally on every atom of us. By maintaining in addition a slight artificial gravity—thanks also to the intensity of those material engine fields—we can be comfortable, while we accelerate at tremendous rates.


      “That is, I think, at least allied to the Stranger’s system. For the high-speed drive, I do in fact use the Uncertainty. I can control it in a certain sense by determining its powers, and the limits of uncertainty, whether First, Second, Third or Fourth Degree. It advances in jumps—but on a finer plotting of the curve, you can see that each jump represents a vast series of smaller jumps. That is, there is Class A, B, C, D, and so forth Uncertainty of the First Degree. Now Class A First Degree Uncertainty involves only the deepest, broadest principles. Only they break down. One of these is the law of the speed of light.


      “I’m sure that isn’t the system the Strangers use, but I’m also sure there’s no limit to the speed we can get.”


      “Doesn’t that wreck your drive system?”


      “No, because gravity and the fields I use in driving are First Degree Uncertainties of the higher classes.


      “But at any rate, it will work. And—I suspect you came to say you were ready to go.”


      “I did.” McLaurin nodded.


      “Still stick to your original plan?”


      McLaurin nodded. “I think it’s best. You follow those fellows back to their system in the ‘S Doradus’ and I’ll stay here in the ‘Cepheid’ to protect the system. They may need some time to get out of the place here. And remember, we ought to be as decent as they were. They didn’t bother the transports leaving Jupiter when they came in, only attacked the warships. We’re bound to do the same, but we’ll have to keep a watch on them, nonetheless. So you go on ahead.”


      They started down the corridor, and came presently to the huge locks where the “S Doradus” and the “Cepheid” were berthed. The super-ships lay cold and gray now, men swarming in and out with last-minute supplies. Air, water, spare parts, bedding and personal equipment. Douglass, Cole, and most of the laboratory staff would go with Kendall when he followed the Strangers home. Devin and a few of the most advanced physicists would stay with McLaurin in case of need.


      * * * *


      An hour later the “S Doradus” rose gently, soundlessly from her berth, and floated out of the open lock-door. The “Cepheid” followed her in five seconds. Still under the great screen of the fort, the lashing, coruscating colors of the magnetic bombs and the magnetic screen flashed and was iridescent. The “S Doradus” poked her great nose gently through the screen, and an instant later her titanically powerful, material-engine effortlessly discharged a great magnetic bomb, sent with the combined power of five atomic-powered interstellar ships. The two ships separated now, the “Cepheid” under McLaurin flashing ahead with sudden, terrific acceleration toward Mars, whispering through space at a speed that made it undetectable, faster than light. The “S Doradus” journeyed out leisurely toward the fleet of forty-seven Miran ships.


      Gresth Gkae saw the “S Doradus” and as he watched the steady progress, felt sudden fear at his heart. The ship seemed so certain—


      At a distance of thirty thousand miles, Kendall stopped. Magnetic bombs were washing his screen continuously now, seeking to exhaust the ship as all the great ships beyond poured their energy against it. A slow smile spread over Kendall’s mouth as he heard the gentle hum of the barely working material-engine. Carefully he aligned the nose UV beam of the “S Doradus” on the nearest of the Miran ships. Then he depressed a switch.


      There was no ion-release before the force-mirror now. Just a jet of gas whirling into a half-inch field of “Uncertainty of the Fourth Degree.” The matter vanished instantly in released energy so stupendous that the greatest previous UV beams had been harmless things by comparison. Material energy maintained the mirror forces. Material energy gave the power that was released. And only material energy could have stood up before it. Thirty thousand miles away, a Miran ship flamed instantaneously into inconceivable incandescence, vanishing almost in blue-violet light of terrific intensity. The ship reeled away, a half-molten wreck.


      The beam spotted two more ships before it winked out. Then Kendall began sending bombs. He moved up to within 2000 miles that his aim might be accurate. They were bombs of “Uncertainty of the Third Degree,” the Uncertainty of atomic law in bomb form. One hit the nose of the nearest ship, and a sphere five feet in diameter glowed mistily blue for a moment. Then very easily, the matter that formed the wall of the cruiser began to run and change, and presently there was only a hole, and an expanding cloud of gas. Three more flowed toward it—and the hole enlarged, and another hole appeared in a bulkhead behind.


      Kendall made a change. For the first time there came the staccato bark of the material engine under strain, as it fashioned the terrific fields of “Uncertainty of the Ultimate Degree.” Abruptly they leapt out, invisible till they entered a magnetic screen, then run over with opalescent light as the energy of the field was sucked into them and released.


      It struck the nose of a ship—a field no larger than an apple—


      A titanic gout of energy burst out that was soundless in space. The ship suddenly opened back, opened like the peel of a banana, till a little nub remained at the further end, and the metal flaps dropped back across and behind it dejectedly. A second ship was struck, and it was struck on one side, so that it was shattered like a spent firecracker.


      Then the Miran fleet vanished in speed.


      Kendall followed them. “I think,” he said with a grin, “they tried to use their radio beam, but it spread too much to do anything at that distance. And they used their rotating magnetic field, which we couldn’t feel. And their crumbler ray too, of course. I wonder—are they headed only for Jupiter? No—no, they’ve passed it!”


      Faster than light, faster than energy could follow through space, or Uncertainty Bombs pursue, the Mirans were fleeing for home. They knew now that only in speed lay safety. Already they knew that a similar ship had appeared off Jupiter, and, after wiping out the Phobos and Mars stations with one bomb each, had cleared the Jovian Satellites with equal terrible efficiency.


      In one of the fleeing ships was a broken, tired old man, and his staff. Gresth Gkae looked back at the blank, distorted space behind them, at the swiftly dwindling sun, and spoke. “I was at fault, my friends. Jarth has spoken. They are the stronger and the wiser race. Farth Skalt has shown you—they use space fields of intensity 100. That means the energy of the ultimate destruction. Jarth used us as his instrument of testing, only to drive and stimulate that race. I do not—nay. There is no doubt now, for look.”


      Plainly visible, rapidly overtaking them, the “S Doradus” appeared sharp, and luminous on the jet of distorted space.


      “We cannot escape, my friends. Shall we return to Sthor or remain in space, lost?”


      “Let us deflect our course—at least he may not know our destination.” The interstellar ship turned very slightly in her course. Plainly they saw the “S Doradus” flash on, in a straight line, headed for distant, red-glowing Mira. Gresth Gkae watched, and shrugged. Silently he put the ship back on its course, at its utmost speed. Parallel with them, near to them, the “S Doradus” flashed on. Day after day, the two hurled through space faster than light. Gradually Mira brightened, and at last became a disc.


      * * * *


      Gresth Gkae slowed his ships, and Kendall, watching, slowed to match his speed. Five billion miles from Sthor, they had reached normal space speeds. Viciously the Miran fleet attacked the lone ship from Earth. Their rays, their bombs, their every weapon was flaming. Great interstellar ships flashed suddenly into speeds greater than that of light, seeking to ram and destroy the smaller ship. The “S Doradus” flashed into equal or greater speed, and eluded them.


      Kendall had determined now, which was the leader’s ship.


      Gresth Gkae watched dully as his ships attempted to destroy the single, small ship. He sighed in resignation, and turned to walk back to the chapel aboard the ship. One last prayer to Jarth—


      Gresth Gkae stopped abruptly. The great ship was lurching strangely. Men shouted sudden, frightened cries. The clanking and thud of relays sounded, the shrill of alarms. Then the alarms stopped, and suddenly the whole great ship vibrated to an infinitely deep voice speaking in perfect Sthorian. The voice remarked solemnly, in great, vibrant tones, that they would certainly receive news presently from the Expeditions. It went on for some seconds to discuss the conditions as reported in the new system. Then it stopped abruptly. An electric motor just above Gresth Gkae’s head suddenly hummed into action without reason or power connection. Almost simultaneously he heard the shouts of startled men as the great lock doors began to open into space of their own accord, bulkhead doors slipped shut as the roar of escaping air echoed in the ship.


      Then it was all over. Gresth Gkae ran to the control room. The Mirans there looked up at him with drawn faces.


      “The instruments—Gresth Gkae—the instruments. The instruments read impossible things, the motors worked without reason, the fields fluctuated—the atomic engines stopped and the magnetic shield broke down and gripped part of the ship instead!” reported the bewildered pilot.


      “I do not know—some strange weapon of—” began the old scientist. Something luminous and huge twisted suddenly through space toward them, a bomb of “Uncertainty of the First Degree.” It wrapped the ship silently—and again strange things happened. Abruptly the ship started whirling violently, yet without centrifugal force. The heavens wheeled crazily, and turned about three axes simultaneously. There was no gyroscopic effect to hold them!


      Gradually the thing died out. Then a great field seemed to catch the ship, and hurl it away from its companions. Abruptly the pilot applied all his power to pull free. In vain.


      Gresth Gkae shook his head slowly, and raised the pilot’s hands from the board. “Let them do as they will. I think they mean us no real harm, Thart Kralt. They can, we know, destroy us in an instant. Perhaps he wants us to go somewhere with him”—Gresth Gkae smiled sadly—“and anyway, we can do nothing.”


      For nearly a billion miles the great ship was hurled through space at tremendous normal-space velocity. Then abruptly it was halted, without a sign of strain or hurt. The great twenty-foot UV beam on the nose of the “S Doradus” broke into glowing gentle red light. It flashed twice. There was a pause. Then it flashed four times. A long wait. Then three times, a pause and nine times. A wait. Four times, a pause, sixteen times. Then it stopped.


      A slow smile of ineffable joy spread over Gresth Gkae’s face. “Jarth Be Praised. He can destroy, but does not wish to. Ah, Thart Kralt, turn your spotlight toward him, and flash it twenty-five times, for he is trying to start communications with us. Jarth is wise beyond all understanding. They were the weaker race, and they are the stronger. But also they are the better, for they could destroy, and they do not, but seek only to communicate.”


      EPILOGUE


      The interstellar liner “Mirasol” settled gently to Sthor, having circled wide of Asthor, and from her hold a cargo of the heavy Jovian elements was discharged, while a mixed stream of Solarians and Mirans came from her passenger quarters.


      A delegation of Mirans met the new Ambassador from Sol, Commander McLaurin, and conducted him joyfully to the Central Government Group. Beside the great buildings, a battered, scarred interstellar ship lay, her rear section a mass of great patches, rudely applied, and rudely made, mere cast metal plates.


      Gresth Gkae welcomed Commander McLaurin to the Government Hall. “Your arrival today, Commander McLaurin, was most fortunate,” he said in the interstellar language that had been developed, “for but yesterday Gresth Talak, my brother, arrived in his ship. Before we made that fortunate-unfortunate expedition against your system, we waited for him, and he did not come, so we knew his ship had, like others, been lost.


      “He arrived only yesterday, some seventy hours ago, and explained how it had come about. He too found a solar system. But he was less fortunate than I, and while exploring this uninhabited system, far out still from the central sun, where there should have been no masses of matter, one of those rare things, a giant stony meteor that even a magnetic shield will not stop careened into the rear of his ship. Damaged badly, barely able to move, they settled to a planet. The atmosphere was breathable, the temperature mild. But while they could navigate planetary distances, they could not return, so for nearly four and a half of your years they remained there, working, working to repair their ship.


      “They have done it at last. And they have returned. And best of all, after a four-year stay there, they know all they need know about that system of eleven planets. It is compact as yours, with an ultra-light sun such as yours, and four of the planets are habitable. Together we can colonize that system! It is a system of stable heat and stable light. And it is small, yet large enough. And with the devices such as your new energy has permitted, we need never fear the stony meteors again.” Gresth Gkae smiled happily. “Still better—it is inhabited only by the lowest forms of life. It is too costly to both races when Jarth sees fit to stimulate them by throwing one against the other, despite the good things that may come later.”

    

  


  
    
      INVADERS FROM THE OUTER SUNS, by Frank Belknap Long, Jr.


      CHAPTER I


      Flight from Saturn


      James Ross leaned against a crystal pylon and fingered the conical holster of his subatomic blast pistol nervously. Invisible death stood by his side, and the very air he breathed was fraught with menace.


      The Saturnian relaxation terminal was small, crowded, and permeated with the odors of cheap dilitis syrup and rank tobaccos. The spaceship pilots who lounged there without in­signia on their begrimed and tattered uniforms were men of unsavory repu­tations. Two-thirds of them were blackguards, thieves, and murderers. The rest had displayed white feathers in the black, frigid gulfs between the planets.


      Virtually everyone in the terminal knew Ross by reputation. The young American was a senior lieutenant in the trans-Saturnian division of the Interplanetary Police Patrol. Tall, lean, weather-bronzed, with clear grey eyes and sharply molded features, he had assumed an ingenious disguise which protected him from the wrath of his enemies.


      He was clad in a soiled and shabby space-pilot’s uniform of black rubber­ized cloth. His rust-colored solar boots were caked with the yellow clay of the Titan mine settlements, and the mesh-wire helmet which dangled by a thin strap from his shoulder was tarnished and misshapen. He had smeared his features with black en­gine grease and deliberately assumed an expression of drooling idiocy.


      The picture he presented was a familiar one. He looked in all respects like a hard-bitten miner from the little Saturnian satellite Titan, hopelessly drunk on dilitis syrup.


      Ross knew most of the reveling spacemen. There were murderers in the terminal the law couldn’t touch because of imbecile immunity treaties or lack of legal evidence. There were men there who had endured imprison­ment in the Martian penal camps, but who were out on parole now and open­ly scornful of the Interplanetary Police.


      The nations of Earth were constant­ly at loggerheads as to the most ef­fective method of policing the planets, and the Patrol had the difficult task of enforcing a code of interplanetary law which was moth-eaten, and as variegated as a patchwork quilt. Through the big and little holes in it, big and little scoundrels could wriggle with impunity.


      But Ross was determined that a certain scoundrel should not wriggle through. So far luck had favored him. No one had recognized him, and sitting at a metal table a few feet from where he was standing was the black­guard in question.


      Justin Nichols’ pale and shadow-haunted face was set in grim lines as he drained dilitis through a thin glass tube and watched the carousing space­men at adjoining tables. He was en­tirely alone. Most of the other out­laws had their arms about the slim waists of dancing girls as they swayed drunkenly above the tables.


      Still fingering his blast pistol, Ross crossed suddenly to Nichols’ table, pulled out a chair, and sat down. Justin Nichols started. His eyes, bor­ing into those of the Patrol officer’s, widened abruptly in recognition and alarm. With an oath, he started to rise.


      “Sit down, Nichols,” Ross said. “Pretend you’re glad to see me.”


      He tapped his blast weapon bolster significantly.


      “Pretend, Nichols. If you make one suspicious move, I’ll sear you!”


      Nichols subsided in his chair and sat staring sullenly into the hard, level eyes of the Patrol lieutenant. A dull flush suffused his cheeks.


      “You can get up now, Nichols.” Ross smiled grimly. “Walk slowly toward the door and keep remember­ing what I told you.”


      Reluctantly, Nichols obeyed. Ross’s nervousness increased as they passed within inches of ruffians who were killers by instinct and choice. They were still in the midst of the tables near the center of the terminal when a slim, frail girl appeared in the door­way.


      A mechanic’s lounge suit draped her slender form. Her skin was radi­antly fair; her features indescribably beautiful. Her flowing, copper-colored hair flamed in the glow of the cold light lamps as she slipped swiftly through the doorway and stood for an instant in the shadow of the pylons, staring at Ross and the other.


      Ross was so intent on his captive that he did not perceive her agitated features or that she was breathing fast. His inat­tentiveness nearly cost him his life. The girl suddenly raised her arm and pointed at him.


      “That’s Ross, of the Interplane­tary!” she exclaimed. Then her voice rose hysterically. “He’s been spying on us! Stop him, someone! Stop him—”


      Her warning had a galvanic effect on the dilitis-drunk habitués of the terminal. At a dozen tables, sinister figures stiffened in swift fury. Ross caught a frightening glimpse of brutal, leering faces aflame with hate. Men to whom the spilling of blood was casually instinctive leaped to their feet with fierce oaths.


      Ross was taken so completely by surprise that for an instant he stood without movement. Then he whirled, whipped out his blast pistol, and sent a searing, hissing cylinder of ruby-red flame spurting toward the ceiling of the terminal.


      The cylinder pierced the cold-light lamps with a positron blast that knocked the little building from roof to floor. Trillions upon trillions of massed subatomic projectiles crashed against the insulated lamp mounts high overhead and cascaded in spreading sheets of hissing, sputtering energy down the terminal’s quak­ing walls.


      There ensued a deafening detona­tion as the fragments of the cold-light lamps fell in glowing showers be­tween the tables. The fragments spun about on the floor in a mad dervish dance for an instant. Hundreds of tiny pinpoints of light were lashed into quivering activity by the energy thrust of disorganized and escaping electrons. Then the firefly pageant dimmed, vanished. Utter darkness en­gulfed the terminal.


      The dancing girls screamed as the darkness descended. Feet scraped on the corrugated metal floor. There was a volley of oaths and the crash of tables overturning. Ross retreated a pace, his blast weapon gripped tightly in his right hand. In the darkness, it was hard to distinguish between sounds; still harder to move swiftly in a straight line.


      On all sides infuriated killers were seeking him out. He could hear the swift paddings of their feet all about him. The door was a faint, glimmer­ing square of violet light. Hands clutched at him as he suddenly re­versed his direction and started toward it.


      For several yards he encountered no impediment. Then he stumbled into a resistant bulk that swore vio­lently and lashed out at him. Luckily the fist of the ruffian missed his jaw by a narrow margin. Ross caught his assailant about the waist, lifted him into the air, and crashed him violent­ly backward against a pylon. Then he lunged forward again.


      He was within three yards of the doorway when he tripped on an overturned chair and went sprawling across the floor. He rose swiftly, but before he could get his body moving again, fists thudded against his ribs. Swiftly he whirled, leaped backward, and flailed the air with the massive, flaring muzzle of his blast pistol.


      He heard a sickening crunch as slashing metal thudded against a human skull. In ghastly silence, the dimly outlined form of his assailant swayed, then crashed to the floor.


      Immediately another ruffian blocked his path. Ross raised his knee and rammed it into a quivering stomach. The opposing bulk melted away with a groan of pain and rage. The next instant Ross was through the portal and out in the clear, oxygenated air under a canopy of skyflame.


      High above his head, the immense crystal dome of the Saturnian skyport shone frostily beneath heaven-spanning rings of bright, swarming meteors. Mile-long oxygen cylinders turned slowly on both sides of him as he sped along a pedestrian airlane toward the spaceship terminal at the far extremity of the dome. From jets in the lateral sections of the huge, black cylinders, the life-sustaining air spurted in continuous blasts and circulated freely throughout the length and breadth of the skyport.


      The Saturnian skyport was the largest in the Solar System. Under the meteor-girdled skies it shone with a luster as silvery and resplendent as the Earth-moon’s sheen, or the glowing face of heaven-climbing Titan. Its rounded tower was a tiny pinpoint of bright glory between a Charybdis of swirling detritus and a Scylla of towering granite. Colossally behind it loomed the stupendous crags and but­tressed ledges of desolate mountains. Before it there stretched to flame-wrapped horizons a bleak, wind-lashed desert of pulverized lava.


      Neither the mountains, which surpassed the mightiest of Earth-moon’s peaks in magnitude, nor the bleak, for­bidding desert-land were suitable abodes for the life of Earth. Deadly methane and ammonia gases surged on the tainted air, and the far horizons were lurid with the light of perpetual­ly erupting volcanoes.


      Within the skyport the enormous, mile-long cylinders preserved a balanced atmospheric pressure under a dome of palely opalescent cyclisite crystal. Inside the great structure, the bleak, grim, and terrible Saturnian wastelands impinged visually on the senses, but their menace was illusionary so long as the skyport resisted the assaults of storm and soilquake.


      At one end of the skyport clustered the relaxation terminals, little glitter­ing domes within the huge mother dome. At the other were the bright cobalt glass berths of huge space transports and tiny solo craft no bigger than the stratosphere planes which darkened all the skies on dis­tant Earth.


      Ross was certain that Nichols had taken advantage of the darkness and confusion in the terminal to slip out ahead of him and make for the spaceship berths. Nichols’ little ship was moored next to the eighty-ton trans­port Ganymede, on one of the public take-off slides used by solo craft.


      Across the bleak, interplanetary voids from far-off Jupiter Ross had pursued Nichols’ craft. On arriving at the great dome, he had zoomed his own little vessel into a neighboring berth and swiftly departed on a round of the relaxation terminals in quest of his elusive quarry.


      As he raced over the sloping sky­way, he cursed the slim, frail girl who had betrayed him to the rogues in the terminal. He did not know who she was. He had never seen her before. But he cursed her as he sped until his breath was coming in wheezing gasps.


      All about him now, immense hulks towered. He saw the silvery and re­splendent bulk of the thousand-meter titan of the spaceways Erubus, and the Martian armored cruiser Klatan, with her oblong triple-ports reflecting the skygleam of a thousand little moons. He moved swiftly beneath frowning, dark expanses of metal, passed through blue shadows which flickered like the lashing reflections cast by comets’ tails on the mist-shrouds of the larger planets, and emerged at last on the wide, central platform at the base of the public runways.


      The platform glowed dimly in the opalescent light of immense meteor belts and swift-circling little moons. Ross stopped an instant to regain his breath, then ascended swiftly over foot-mounts cut in the metal to the tiered runways above; the runways supported the little solo craft of adventurer pilots and independent miners from the Titan ore concessions.


      At last Ross reached the take-off slide where he had left Nichols’ vessel. Gasping for breath, he stood staring in bitter chagrin at an empty expanse of shining metal. The little craft was gone! Breathing curses, he turned and ascended swiftly to his own small craft, which rested on the tier above.


      A young man of eighteen was stand­ing beside Ross’s gleaming vessel. He wore a mechanic’s lounge suit and short solar boots. An ultraviolet ray-shield hid the upper part of his white face. His jaw was bruised and swollen, and blood oozed from a cut on his mouth. He staggered a little as Ross came toward him.


      “So you tried to stop him, eh? Good lad!”


      The youth nodded.


      “I fought him till he knocked me down,” he said. “The girl helped him. She’s a she-devil, sir.”


      Ross’s eyes lit up.


      “A girl, eh? The same girl, I’ll wager. Get inside, Bob. We’re going after them.”


      CHAPTER II


      The Death Ray


      Five Earth-minutes later, Ross’s little vessel vibrated from bow to stern; then it crawled steadily down the runway in a snail-like glide. Moving scarcely a foot a second, it zoomed upward toward the summit of the dome.


      As it neared the airlocks it bisected a photoelectric beam which automatic­ally set the massive ejection mecha­nism in motion. The little ship was swiftly drawn into a compartment de­void of air, held suspended an instant in vacuum, and then shunted outward into the sub-zero, methane-tainted at­mosphere beyond the skyport.


      As the airlock closed behind the tiny craft, the whirring rotoform pro­pellers which had lifted it from the runway ceased to function and the freshly-banked infra-atomic blast en­gines in its basal compartments ex­ploded with a roar. The initial ac­celeration had not exceeded a few thousand feet a minute. But now its speed was increased enormously. Up from the volcanon-reddened crust of the ringed planet the little vehicle shot. Its velocity steadily mounted till the outer plates grew red, then white-hot.


      Within the heat-resisting inner shell of the incredibly speeding vessel, Ross sat staring out through an ob­servation window of inches-thick quartz at a titanic blue arc shot with gold. This bright inner ring of Saturn, composed of millions of tiny asteroids, was half a million miles in circum­ference. In the firmament beyond it, six of Saturn’s ten moons hung pendulously suspended, two green, three yellow, and one a blood-red ruby against the diffuse glory of the far-flung constellations.


      Within five minutes, the vessel had at­tained an altitude of one hundred miles. Ross was sitting before a con­trol board grimly manipulating dials and levers when young Robert Brooke entered the pilot chamber. He crossed swiftly to Ross’s side.


      “I’ve located them in the telescopic receptor,” he exclaimed. “They’re heading for Hyperion!”


      Ross swung about in his metal pilot’s chair, his face suddenly tense and incredulous.


      “Good God!” he muttered. “Are they mad? I’d rather land blind in some foul, black bog on Rhea or Japetus. Even if they slip away from us in the dense surface fogs, they’ll find hell waiting when they step out through the gravity ports.”


      Brooke nodded grimly. He had read about Hyperion in the navigator’s almanac. It was the backwater moon of the system. It had sufficient density to retain oxygen, but the air was so tainted with deadly carbon monoxide gas you couldn’t breathe it without a Dulo filter. Under the fog blanket, there was a scummy surface film of nasty, malignant life. Corrosive spores, flame-tongued leech-weeds. The last exploring party had landed there blind in 2078. Six months later, a Martian rescue crew had picked up three survivors.


      Three haggard, gibbering skeletons, with shriveled flesh gangrening from uncauterized leech-weed abrasions. The little moon was a kind of vegeta­ble inferno, a veritable hell-garden where alien forms of life flourished noxiously in an atmosphere impreg­nated with death.


      “If we follow them to the moon’s surface, we may crash in the fog,” said the youth apprehensively. “I thought—I thought we could try to reach them with the Sillo-beam. I synchro­nized the S-tube range with the visual field in the receptor screen.”


      Ross glanced at him sharply. “Took a lot on your shoulders, didn’t you?” he exclaimed. “Are you afraid to land on Hyperion?”


      Brooke bit his lips, reddened.


      “I think I understand,” Ross laughed. “A girl, eh?”


      The youth nodded.


      “We are to be married next month. In Auriga City, Venus. I have no in­surance papers, and if anything should happen to me—” His lips set grimly,


      Ross descended from the pilot’s seat and gripped his arm.


      “All right, Bob. I understand. Just take my place now. Watch the pres­sure gages. If the gravity stabilizer slips a millimeter, regrade it.”


      The youth nodded and climbed into the pilot’s seat, while Ross slipped swiftly from the little cham­ber. He moved down a narrow cor­ridor and, descending a spiral stair­way in the depths of the vessel, emerged into the compartment which contained the telescopic receptor screen and the switchboard which controlled the long-range Sillo-beams.


      On the green-lit visual screen, bright images flickered. The screen was ver­tically suspended between terminus joints in the summit of a massive electrothermal pillar which rose ob­liquely from the floor of the compart­ment. The flickering images were con­veyed by heat-wave transformation from a powerful reflecting telescope in the vessel’s prow.


      The images were very bright and clear because there was little loss of light in the nearly gasless strato­sphere five hundred miles above the planet’s surface. Ross crossed to the image screen and studied it intently. Brooke had located the fleeting space ship with competence and accuracy. Near the center of the screen, the mist-enveloped disc of Hyperion shone with reflected meteor light. A little distance from the rim of the dully-illumined moon was a tiny black midge-shape gyrating in the tenuous pressure-drifts of an airless ether.


      Ross studied the tiny, cigar-shaped vessel for an instant with set lips. Then he stepped to the illuminated switchboard which controlled the Sillo-beams. If luck favored him, he could stop that fleeing vehicle dead in space. The Sillo-tube could throw a paralyzing ray of magnetically ener­gized light twenty thousand miles across empty ether. The light would envelop the little craft in a blinding shell of force and hold it immovably suspended above the mist-enshrouded satellite.


      Ross grasped a small, black dial, twirled it about between his fingers. Five Sillovolts of energy flowed into the Sillo-tube; then ten, then fifteen. The vessel vibrated as the great, space-piercing beam streamed out­ward from its hull toward the tiny fly-speck of matter thousands of miles away.


      Swiftly Ross returned to the recep­tor screen; stared anxiously. Relief flooded his being when he perceived that the beam had found its mark. With deadly accuracy it had streamed across space and enveloped the fleeing vessel. He had scored a hit!


      Nichols’ ship was now utterly motionless in space. Ross wiped mois­ture from his forehead; laughed loudly in relief and exultation.


      “Good lad,” he muttered, addressing the wall in lieu of young Brooke, but thinking of Brooke. “You figured the range to a T! We’ve got Nichols! We’ve got the little vixen who’s with him! We’ve got them both. We’ve—”


      Suddenly he gasped. Out from the little vessel near Hyperion there shot a swift beam of blinding purple light. A Sillo-beam, in blasting concentra­tion! The hue was unmistakable.


      Ross’s eyes dilated in terror. With a cry he recoiled from the screen, as though even the image of such a beam could maim and kill. As he did so, the little craft rolled sickeningly. There was a clang of tortured metal. All the lights on the Sillo-beam chamber flickered, dimmed.


      Ross was thrown violently forward against the switchboard. For an in­stant he clung to the edge of the mas­sive panel, swaying groggily. Then he straightened, stood erect. Shook his head to clear it of dizziness.


      A terrible fear was taking shape in his mind. The deadly beam had pierced the vessel and passed onward through space. Clanging plates and dimming lights were the inevitable sequels of a direct hit. Fortunately, the concentrated beam pierced space as a thin, lethal filament. It seared all flesh in its path, but its range was limited to within a radius of a few feet.


      With shaking fingers, Ross lifted the audiphone on the switchboard be­fore him, pressed it to his ear. For an instant he stood grimly listening. Then all the blood seeped out of his face, leaving it ashen. He swayed. In the pilot chamber above, Robert Brooke was audibly moaning.


      * * * *


      When Ross reached the lad’s side after a frantic, tortured ascent from the bowels of the little vessel he found him slumped at the base of the pilot’s chair. The beam had pierced his chest; seared him horribly. Burned fragments of rubberized leather mer­cifully concealed the lesser wounds in the blackened flesh of his arms and thighs. His lips were flecked with crimson froth as he tried to smile into the compassion-filmed, tormented eyes of the man kneeling beside him.


      “She won’t get—the insurance—now,” he muttered with a wrenching effort. “But I guess—it’s—all part—of the game. I hope you get ’em, chief. The concentrated beam—prohibited—Interplanetary law—”


      Ross nodded. He was close to tears and could only murmur indistinctly.


      “We’ll look after her, lad. The Patrol will look after her.”


      Brooke raised his face, succeeded despite his pain in really smiling. Then the light faded from his eyes. His breathing became irregular, tor­tured. His chest rose and fell spas­modically for an instant. Then he uttered a little cry; went all limp. The smile returned to his lips a mo­ment before his breathing stopped.


      CHAPTER III


      Circle of Slaughtered Men


      It was a grimmer Ross who re­turned to the observation window fifty Earth-minutes later to watch the beam-suspended little vessel floating in the ether before Hyperion increase rapidly in size. With deep sorrow and reverence he had sent the flag-wrapped body of Robert Brooke out through a gravity port to a star burial in the night of space. He sat sad and watch­ful, feeling very lonely now, and, de­spite his youth, very old.


      Of one thing he was grimly certain. He would overtake and capture Nichols’ vessel. Solo spacecraft were too light to carry more than thirty Sillovolts of beam energy in their S-tubes. Nichols had shot his bolt, lethally, malignantly. Now Nichols would pay with his life. As for the girl—Ross’s lips tightened. He would show her no mercy.


      The tiny craft throbbed evenly through space, drawing nearer and ever nearer to the dimly glowing misty face of little Hyperion. The beam-suspended vessel was now clear­ly visible to the naked eye in the quartz observation window and Ross needed no telescope to discern its mist-enveloped outlines.


      He was rebanking the blast engines with fuel sheets of re-energized elec­trons when a curving crescent of light shot from the mist on the little moon. Instantly Ross leaned forward above the controls, staring in breathless wonderment through the quartz win­dow.


      In the wake of the light something was rising from Hyperion’s surface, a dark, wedge-shaped mass that moved obliquely through the ether with curious little jerks and regressions. Something about its contours and mode of progression was vaguely spiderlike as it scuttled up through the white opacity. Ross was so startled he forgot to breathe.


      From the summit of the weird, ir­regularly moving wedge a thin ray of light crossed the Sillo-beam, in seem­ing immunity to its refractive repul­sion. Then, suddenly, a startling phe­nomenon occurred. The Sillo-beam cocoon dissolved under the impinge­ment of that other beam. It dissolved completely. The streaming radiance flowed off from the tiny craft’s bow and stern and was dissipated in the ether.


      Instantly the dark wedge grew very bright on its lateral side. Out from it there projected a secondary wedge of glimmering light which descended slowly toward the newly liberated vessel.


      Suddenly Ross perceived that the wedge was transparent and unstable. The wavering, mist-enveloped face of the little moon was obscurely visible through it. As it approached Nichols’ spaceship, its contours altered. It wavered nebulously, then buckled into billowing folds.


      Ross’s flesh went cold as his mind groped for an explanation of that strange encounter in space. Was the wedge deliberately trawling in the ether for the little ves­sel and its crew? Was the luminous, weaving projection a sort of net which the dark wedge was employing in its search for prey? Even as Ross stared, Nichols’ little craft was caught up, enveloped by the luminous folds.


      Chills raced along Ross’s spine. He stared in horror as the net enveloped the vessel completely. The next in­stant the dark wedge moved jerkily backward toward the luminous mists of Hyperion. Like a great, scuttling spider retreating into the white opacity of its lair, with its prey in a bright, dewy web of its own con­triving.


      Ross had braked his little vessel while the grim drama was unfolding. Now, as the dark, sinister wedge vanished in the mists above Hyperion.


      He released additional fuel sheets into the basal blast engines.


      Sitting tight-lipped at the control panel, he guided the little vessel down and down. Through whirling layers of atmospheric gases, through thin convexial stratovacuums which frosted the observation window de­spite the heat of the outer plates. At fifteen miles altitude he started brak­ing his course. He shut off all but one of the atomic blast engines and swung the gravity-stabilizer toward zero. At five miles his acceleration had been cut to a blast propulsion minimum of three miles a minute.


      T two miles he shut off the blast engines; twirled the rotor dials. The little vessel circled slowly down­ward toward a world unplumbed. A world of blood-hungry leech-weeds, poisonous fungus growths, and a dark sky marauder that scuttled, spiderlike, out of white mists to trawl for men!


      He landed safely in a rocky valley between two little hills that loomed bleakly forbidding in the green-lit gloom. The vessel settled comfortably on a black granite ledge abutting on a nearly level terrain.


      When Ross came out through the open gravity port with a Dulo oxygen filter strapped to the lower part of his face he moved with grim purpose and yet, paradoxically, like a man en­tranced. He was in thrall to emotions that would have seemed incompre­hensible to the adventurers and ex­plorers who had trod Hyperion’s soil before him. Though a sense of alien­age and a premonition of horror op­pressed his mind, his dominant thought was one of vengeance.


      He had been cheated of his venge­ance by the scuttling horror from the white mists. No foot as firm as his had ever trod this little world before him. No Earthman had ever moved as resolutely into the unknown or dis­played more indifference as to what might befall him.


      The little backwater moon had no glory skies. A thin green light poured downward from clouds that hid even the immense rings of its primary. Be­neath Ross’s feet the soil was as smooth and polished as a surface of glass. There were no tumbled stones here; no crevices or pitfalls to ensnare his feet as he progressed. All about him a tomblike silence reigned. Nowhere was there a suggestion of movement or echo of sound. The soil was curi­ously metallic in texture. A surface layer of glowing blue-green composed of tiny particles like sand overspread a more solid stratum which resisted the impress of his solar boots. Wisps of green fog came down into the val­ley, obscuring horizons and conceal­ing the landscape directly before him.


      He walked swiftly forward through the mist, driven by a compulsion which was more intuitive than logical. Yet he was sure that Nichols’ vessel had been drawn by the raider from the mist into this or an adjacent valley. He had followed the captured vessel closely; had entered the mist directly behind it, paralleling its plane of descent. It seemed unlikely that it could be far away.


      He had covered perhaps seventy-five feet when the green mist which had obscured his view slowly parted, to reveal a scene which stopped him in his tracks and drove the blood in tor­rents to his heart.


      Twenty feet from where he was standing, on the smooth, metallic soil, was a little group of Earthmen. Fif­teen or twenty Earthmen kneeling in a wide circle, with Simel automatic heat-guns in their hands and with the green cloud shining upon them. They were utterly motionless.


      Their eyes stared vacantly into space; their features bore expressions of frozen horror. Great splotches of crimson stained their torn and dusty garments. In gaps in the wide circle the heads and shoulders of prone men protruded. Heads without skull caps; shoulders hunched and misshapen, and striated with clotted blood.


      As Ross stared horror such as he had never known surged up in him. Horror and sick revulsion. But despite the tremors which shook him he forced himself to move again. Un­steadily he advanced to the edge of the circle of corpses, and examined the scene of carnage at close range.


      The bodies of the kneeling men were gruesomely rigid. Above their horror-distorted faces their heads were gruesomely flat. The skull caps had been removed completely and with precision, as though a saw or sur­geon’s scalpel had aided in the grim disfigurement. Within the brain cavities were neither cerebra nor cerebella. Merely dark striations, grisly splotches along the base of the perios­teum and in the region of the Orbital cavities. The brains had been lifted out!


      Not all of the bodies bore wounds. Something more deadly than lethal beams or blast bolts had stricken them as they fought grimly to defend themselves against some ghastly enemy.


      Suddenly Ross perceived a little metal object lying on the ground near the rim of the circle. He stooped and picked it up. It was a metal sheet diary, containing about twenty leaves and scrawled in ten-point characters, with a few blockings out here and there. As Ross thumbed the leaves he was filled with a sense of impending disaster, as though he had strayed into a region of ghastly unreality where all the shadows were images of Death.


      On one sheet the unknown diarist had written:


      I am quite sure that I am the only Earthman who will ever read this record. But if I do not occupy my mind in some way I shall go mad. In a few hours I shall be dead. I shall die resisting, with the curious stubbornness of my kind. When 1 am dead they will remove my brain, pre­serve it in one of their queer little jars, and perhaps dissect it in some undreamed of laboratory beyond the Solar System. But they will never know, never really understand how it feels to be a man.


      Ross thumbed frantically backward through the record, scanned another sheet. Sentences here and there stood out on the gleaming ten-point script with an ominous clarity.


      My contract with the Jupiter Company having expired in 2089 I engaged passage on the trans-Saturnian transport Iris. My wife and I had planned a vacation of six Earth-months in the South Martian Littoral. I intended to debark at Eridanus City; after a stop-over of six Earth-months at Mare New Cetus.


      The alien ship attacked us while we were 0.16 off Saturn’s orbit. Diacoustic field blocked out. The luminous web of energy which enveloped our vessel and carried us to Hyperion shows the same frequency in the electrokinetic thermolysis units as the paralyzing beam which they employ as an aid to hypnosis. Their death-beams do not register on our units.…


      They are creatures of intellect with bodies unutterably loathsome. They are from far beyond the Solar System. They can vaguely understand some of our thoughts, but our emotions are utterly alien to them. They have no desire to remain alive at all.


      As long as life remains in their hideous frames they seem to experience a kind of negative pleasure in merely living and thinking. But when we attacked them with our hands, maiming and crippling them, they calmly continued the process of de­struction, literally stripping their limbs of all substance. They are incapable of malice. They hate us no more than humane men on Earth hate the ants and bees which they thoughtlessly trample under foot.…


      It is the hypnosis we fear most. We have resolved to die rather than continue to submit to it. By some extraordinary de­velopment of the power of telepathy they can read our minds and actually transfer their own thought-images, their own alien ways of willing and thinking to us. When they stare steadily at us for several minutes our brains are narcoticized and enfeebled. We fall into an hypnotic trance and think the tendril giant’s thoughts, dream their awful, impersonal dreams. Dreams in which self-preservation plays no part.


      Most of my companions have altered ap­pallingly. They have renounced their human heritage, and are no longer capable of revolt. Hopelessly wretched, and lost, I and a few others have struggled to re­main human and have succeeded in resist­ing hypnosis. We intend to flee tonight. They no longer guard us closely. They foolishly believe that we have lost all de­sire to escape. We shall flee to Blue Ore Valley, where there are no poison spores or deadly leech-weeds. We will camp there, strengthen our defenses. They are taking our lost companions away tonight in their stellar space vessels. But we the dead will lose only our brains…


      Ross read no further. Sweat beaded his forehead as his gaze returned to the circle of massacred men, lingered on each in turn. But there was nothing to identify the diary writer. He had found sanguinary oblivion along with his companions. The gruesome fate which he had foreseen had not spared a single member of that heroic band.


      CHAPTER IV


      The Tendril Giants


      A scream tore suddenly out of the mist, echoed appallingly from the black crags on both sides of the valley and reverberated afar. It was a human scream, vibrant with terror, shrill with pain.


      Ross turned and faced down the valley, straining his ears to catch whatever sound might come. Present­ly footsteps echoed through the thin green mist a few yards ahead of him, footsteps that faltered to the pitiable accompaniment of groans and low, gurgling sobs, and then advanced again.


      At length the mist divided to reveal a tall, staggering form, nearly naked, who could not stand upright because of the wounds he bore; who could only groan and twist his head in tor­ment as he approached Ross on legs that threatened to collapse beneath him.


      Justin Nichols was an object of horror. Corrosive spores had eaten away all but the shoulder straps of his space suit, and from his exposed flesh there hung the long, ribbonlike tails of writhing leech-weeds. The heads of the weeds were buried deep in his flesh.


      Ross drew a breath of shuddering horror. A great wave of pity and compassion flooded his being. He had vowed eternal vengeance against this killer of his friend. But it was im­possible to feel anything but pity for a wretch so tormented, so cruelly trapped.


      Nichols was clutching now at Ross’s sleeve. His voice was hoarse with terror.


      “Thank God you followed us,” he almost sobbed. “Did you see their ship? It came up out of the mist, threw a sort of light—Ross, it’s hor­rible. They’re from beyond our universe. Vegetablelike things—”


      Nichols swayed suddenly. Ross caught him about the shoulders, steadied him.


      “Easy,” he cautioned. “Easy, Nich­ols. We’ve got to get these leech-weeds off.”


      “Never mind me, Ross,” Nichols groaned. “You can save Marta. You can take her off in your ship. They’re totally deaf. That’s how I got away. I couldn’t wake Marta. They put her to sleep. Put me to sleep too, but I woke up.”


      His grasp tightened on Ross’s sleeve. “I stumbled into a nest of leech-weeds. God! It was horrible. They attacked me, tore me.”


      His breath was coming laboriously now.


      “I’m dying, Ross. Must finish. Must tell you. Marta is my sister. She thought me—innocent. I lied to her. When I stole—from Mercury Com­pany—I was desperate. Horribly in debt. I thought I could return—platinum—before I was—was noticed. When I found I couldn’t—I had to flee, Ross. She followed because she was loyal. In the terminal—just impulsive. It was your life or mine and I—was her brother. She didn’t know I—rayed you-in space. She’s blameless, Ross—”


      Suddenly Nichols’ tormented eyes bulged glassily. He cried out in terror, jerked his body erect and, twisting free from Ross’s supporting arm, plunged with terrified whimperings into the obscuring mist.


      Ross was so startled he stood rooted to the soil. A tall, wavering shape had emerged from the mist a few yards away and was moving swiftly along the valley toward him. The creature was eight feet in height and covered with a kind of yellowish fuzz. It looked like an immense, shriveled root. Only its head, which was vaguely anthropomorphic in contour, and its little tubular legs hinted at animal kinship. Its heart-shaped face was a flat, wrinkled expanse, expressionless save for the bright glitter of two little slitted eyes, and a writhing, puckered orifice immediately beneath them which appeared to serve as its mouth.


      From its twisted, cankerous body there sprouted numerous frail, plantlike tendrils, some green, some red, and a few the pallid, sickly hue of Saturnian corpse fungi. A few sturdier tendrils, more like tentacles, were wrapped tightly about the upper part of its torso. Both the tendrils and the curiously twisted and unsymmetrical body suggested a vegeta­ble rather than animal origin.


      Held tightly in the curling ex­tremity of one very brilliant tendril was a little metallic cone about eight inches in length. As the repulsive creature advanced on its stumpy legs it slowly raised the extremity of the tendril and leveled it in Ross’s direc­tion.


      Instantly a beam of light flashed from the cone and enveloped the ter­rified Earthman. The light flashed out so abruptly that Ross’s faculties re­sponded with a violent shuddering. All through his body the strange, in­tense convulsion passed; his muscles, nerves, the very pulse of his blood was affected by it.


      Then something seemed to grip him about the shoulders and draw him agonizingly backward. The paralyzing beam jerked his arms sideward and pinioned them at the elbows; then took possession of his legs and stiff­ened them till he stood rooted to the ground.


      He was now incapable of movement. Only his brain remained feverishly active, oppressed by qualms which twisted his features into a quivering mask of horror. Moving constantly closer the abhorrent shape seemed to increase its speed with every foot traversed. When it was appallingly close the little slitted eyes opened suddenly, horribly, in the pear-shaped, wrinkled face and widened to a hid­eous bigness.


      For seconds that seemed to expand into hours and then eternities the bright, saucerlike orbs stared relent­lessly into the fright-dilated eyes of the Earthman.


      Ross felt his faculties wavering. Light receded from all the objects about him. Their mist-enveloped con­tours shimmered nebulously; then vanished into darkness. The tendril giant’s eyes became tapers of bright flame burning through a curtain of impenetrable gloom. For a time Ross fought frantically against the stupor which was engulfing him. Momentari­ly he succeeded in beating his way back to the gates of consciousness. Bursts of light stabbed through the gloom; flashes of clarity showed him familiar objects for an instant. But it was a losing struggle.


      The hypnotic orbs were glowing more brightly now than the blinding giant suns of outer space. They usurped his world, his universe. Re­lentlessly as he struggled oblivion clutched at him with iron fingers and dragged him down into the abyss.


      CHAPTER V


      Captives in Space


      When Ross opened his eyes again be was lying on a smooth, cold expanse of gleaming metallic soil. Obscurely amidst the vapors which clogged his sleep-drugged brain a glimmer of light appeared. Slowly it widened and spread. He became aware of dim shapes that moved slowly across his befogged and distorted vision.


      Slowly his faculties expanded. He moved his limbs; raised his head and touched the oxygen filter on his face. For an instant he stared upward into the swirling green mist, bewildered. Then memories came rushing back. With a groan he twisted about and rose to his knees.


      Instantly a sense of wonder and utter alienage pervaded his being. A few feet away, partly obscured by the luminous mist, eight tendril giants were standing on their little tubular legs, silently watching him. As his gaze penetrated the mist his eyes widened in sudden, joyful recogni­tion. Within his mind human memor­ies and impulses were now inter­twined with images vast in scope, and of non-human origin. For the first time he had perceived the compulsion under which the tendril giants labored and did not recoil from them in revul­sion.


      The tendril giants were endowed with a wisdom far transcending any­thing of which the human race could boast. An insatiable, all-consuming curiosity was their dominant appetite. This appetite was more pronounced and aggressive than the simple emo­tional desires of the Earthmen and included a fierce, uncontrollable urge to explore every crevice of the known universe, to fathom every variation of animal and vegetable behavior on every planetary system. It was this urge which had sent them Saturnward across wide gulfs of space, bent on ex­ploration and discovery.


      Resting on the gleaming soil by Ross’s side was the reclining form of a slim young Earthwoman. Sweat beaded her white forehead, and her copper-colored hair was damp with clinging moisture. She had risen on her elbow and was watching him with a slight, perplexed frown. Suddenly she plucked at his sleeve.


      “You are James Ross,” she said.


      Slowly Ross gazed down at her, nodded. His face showed no surprise.


      “And you are Marta Nichols,” he said simply. “You are to be my com­panion in the great journey which lies before us.”


      Ross’s face grew suddenly stern and impassive.


      “We have lived lives of folly, Marta,” he murmured. “We have squandered our vain human energies blindly, stupidly. How these great beings must despise us! How loath­some we must seem in their sight! Their cold, impersonal intelligences transcend our little lives as we trans­cend the lives of worms and insects.”


      Slowly he rose and extended his hand.


      “Come, Marta,” he said.


      The Earthwoman’s face was an enigmatic mask. Her pale features were resigned, composed even, but there was a look in her eyes which was vaguely disturbing. No muscle of her face twitched as she slipped her palm between Ross’s fingers and fol­lowed him over the shining soil to where the tendril giants rested. But her eyes were not the eyes of one who has gazed on cosmic glories and ex­perienced a mental rebirth. Her eyes were womanly, human, with glints of rebellion still in their lustrous depths.


      Before the tendril giants Ross and the girl paused, in tremulous awe. Their loathsome appearance did not alter the expression of almost rap­turous acceptance on Ross’s face. From the group of ten plant-creatures two arose and drew near to Ross and his companion. With soft murmurs that seemed to hold accents of ap­proval and admiration they seized them gently in their tendrils and lifted them from the ground.


      The journey which ensued led northward along the valley over a level, moist terrain covered by corpse-white fungus growths and a convo­luted, sanguine-hued plant which grew close to the soil and bore a nauseating resemblance to the lobes of a human brain.


      The valley widened as they ad­vanced, the soil becoming soggier, and the vegetation more brightly-hued and luxuriant. The tendril giants varied their gait to accommodate themselves to impediments under foot, but no obstacles presented by the changing landscape seemed too difficult to sur­mount, and Ross and his companion remained safely suspended above the swaying shoulders of their carriers.


      Despite the changing topog­raphy the journey, in its initial stages, was monotonous, but after an interminable series of detours they ascended a nearly vertical escarpment of bleak, forbidding rock and emerged on a flat, mile-wide plateau above a narrow ravine.


      An exclamation of joy and wonder burst from Ross’s throat’ at the spec­tacle which confronted him. The en­tire plateau was studded with huge, wedge-shaped spacecraft which rested on elevated landing discs, slowly re­volving in the mist-light. Between the enormous dark vessels hundreds of tendril giants were moving over the reddish, pitted soil, testing great projecting valves with upraised ten­drils. Others were vaporizing the solid masses of potential energy in the gleaming propulsion tubes which enormous lifting cranes were deposit­ing in the basal compartments of the skyward-pointing vehicles.


      A little group of six plant-creatures was bearing to a grim ravine-burial at the edge of the plateau a few shape­less things which had been horribly mangled in the abysses between the stars.


      “Look, Marta,” Ross murmured. “Here are nearly all the space-voyagers, the cold, audacious ones who explore the interstellar gulfs. No Earthman has ever before beheld one of the great projectile bases. Two-thirds of all the spaceships of the star people come to rest here.”


      Into Marta’s blue eye’s crept a dim flicker, which suddenly became a steady glow, burning into the eyes of her companion. Then it vanished. With a little sigh she stared upward into the mist, as though a grim presentiment weighed upon her.


      Progression on the level plateau, despite its pitted surface, presented fewer difficulties to the tendril giants than the plant-infested lowlands beyond and they progressed with un­believable rapidity on their tubular legs to the base of one of the landing discs.


      Still more quickly the two were lifted to the disc; assisted into the great vessel by the down-reaching tendrils of a plant-creature pilot. With soft murmurs the two carriers withdrew from the revolving disc, lumbered backward over the plateau. The pilot drew Ross and the girl quickly upward, over a shining sur­face of space-weathered metal that glistened in the mist-glow and down into the interior of the vessel.


      Ross offered no resistance. A boundless joy surged through him at the thought of the stupendous gulfs he was about to traverse. But Marta struggled a little as though in resent­ment as the tendril giant pilot fitted her slim body into a passenger berth that was at the rear of the pilot chamber.


      The immense compartment in which they found themselves was filled with a fantastic assortment of charts and mechanisms. Green globes filled with wavering fluids, metallic testing meters with altitudic readings which operated by infra-atomic control mo­tion-balancing energy-depleters in square boxlike containers. An illumi­nated control panel studded with lit­tle, glittering dials and surmounted by a celestial chart of huge dimen­sions, in which the constellations were wondrously displayed, usurped the wall-space directly opposite them.


      Ross rested beside Marta in the pas­senger berth. The tendril giant pilot stood before them for an instant, wav­ing its tendrils and swaying its root­like body in the throes of unfathom­able emotions. Then it turned and advanced across the chamber to the elevated pilot’s seat which abutted on an observation window of such curi­ous molecular construction that its atoms were rearranged constantly as it passed outward into space, enabling it to remain utterly transparent in the alien magnetic fields and inconceiv­ably lowered temperatures of far star-clusters.


      The pilot tendril giant ascended into the elevated seat and curved one of its tendrils about a longitudinal bar projecting from the glowing switchboard beside it. The bar was wrenched violently from its socket, turned about and reinserted in an adjacent connection. Instantly it be­gan to revolve, while green and purple sparks ascended in a blinding, whirl­ing cascade to the roof of the cham­ber. The bar was a generator of stupendous energies. Composed of magnetically-conditioned molecules it acted as a kind of transformer, releas­ing stupendous fields of force in the liquid reservoirs of potential energy which reposed in the basal compart­ments of the great vessel.


      There was a thunderous detonation and a blinding spurt of light as tril­lions of electron-volts ripped the wave packets from the sealed ends of the propulsion tubes, lifted the great ship from the earth, and sent it hurtling outward in the direction of the glim­mering constellations.


      Ross’s eyes were shining. He turned to the girl.


      “Do you not see, Marta,” he mur­mured gently, “that we are about to share an immortal adventure? The star people are testing us, testing our unworthy kind. Hitherto we have been swayed by violent and petty emotions. But now, on some far gal­axy, we shall be tested and proved worthy.


      “Just what the nature of the test will be, I do not know. But I believe that we shall be given some heroic task to perform. If we do not falter, if we do not allow our petty human emotions to sway and hamper us the star-people will know that there is still hope for our little race. Still hope for the little, primitive bipeds, Mar­ta!”


      “You have absorbed the star-people’s knowledge and speak with an alien tongue,” Marta said after a while. “They are great, but they are not as great as we. I, too, have submitted to hypnosis, but though I share their wisdom I am not so easily swayed.”


      Ross’s face hardened. He tore his gaze from her countenance and stared at the glowing observation window which revealed a blanket of shimmer­ing suns beyond the gently swaying body of the tendril giant pilot. He knew that somewhere in the far, outer cosmos, perhaps in some superuni­verse of inconceivable dimensions, he would be tested gloriously and rise forever superior to the tormenting limitations of his human heritage.


      “Look at me, James Ross,” said Mar­ta suddenly.


      Ross shivered a little, tried to keep his eyes riveted on the window. But the woman’s voice and gaze had forged a double weapon which threatened him with painfully sweet urg­ency. He turned again, and their eyes met in a swift, visual embrace.


      “For only a brief moment, which was darkened by enmity, were we to­gether, James Ross, in our dear human world. But somehow I—James Ross, I speak now to save you. The reti­cence which becomes my sex I; must thrust aside. When first my eyes looked into yours, James Ross, I loved you.”


      Ross’s lips were mute, but a thrill of wonder went through him. It was as if her voice had penetrated to some secret, inner recess of his being, jar­ring faculties which slumbered, re­storing him to a world of loveliness which was alien to the tendril giants’ nature.


      “I know that everything that is human seems distant now and piti­ful,” she murmured. “But once it was not so. A hideous spell has been laid upon us, so that a mist films the bright face of that other glory. But through the mist I can see it dimly, and I know that the star-testings you speak of shrivel into insignificance beside it. Look at me, James Ross. Look stead­ily into my eyes. Perhaps we can re­capture it before it is too late.”


      ROSS complied. For interminable minutes he gazed deeply into her eyes, until their soft radiance filled his world, his universe, until the tendril giants were forgotten and the glory which Marta saw appeared to him in mistless splendor, and he recognized it as the miracle of love.


      Suddenly his shoulders tensed and a grim expression came into his face. Swiftly he descended from the pas­senger berth and moved across the chamber. The tendril giant was bent above the controls, oblivious to his approach. Ross crept up behind it in utter silence. Slowly, cautiously, his arms went out.


      Marta screamed as the Patrol officer tore the writhing creature from its high metal seat, and hurled it with violence to the floor. The next in­stant Ross was down on the floor be­side it, clawing and tearing at its writhing bulk.


      The tendril giant looped its appen­dages about the Earthman’s limbs and tightened them into knots which sank cruelly into his flesh. Marta screamed again. Bright human blood appeared in a swelling rim about the tighten­ing vegetal coils; spurted over the rootlike creature’s repulsive, slowly twisting back.


      Ross continued to claw frantically at the torso of the prostrate monster. His fingers tore at pulpy flesh; his nails sank deeply into the thing’s soft vitals. He saw the wavering ceiling of the chamber through a pinkish mist which slowly deepened to the hue of blood. Excruciating stabs of pain cut through his chest and snaked agoniz­ingly down his limbs. He was chok­ing for breath, gasping in an ex­tremity of torment when the pressure slowly relaxed.


      The tendril giant untwined its coil­ing appendages and writhed away from the Earthman’s clasp. The next instant an almost unbelievable thing occurred. The odious creature turned over on its back and began frantically to tear its own flesh. Having suffered injury in some vital region it was pro­ceeding with a frenzied eagerness to escape from the burden of personal existence.


      It was all so strange and horrible that Marta sickened as she watched it. Its tendrils went out and ripped all the soft, spongy tissue from its own body. The hideous process of self-destruction continued until there was nothing left of the monster but a fleshless endoskeleton covered with a dark muculent ichor which glimmered offensively in the strange, dim light, of unknown origin, which illumined the interior of the chamber.


      Ross got unsteadily to his feet and stared in shivering horror at the prone, repulsively gleaming form. All about it lay pulpy fragments of its own torn and quivering flesh. For several minutes it continued to writhe and move blindly about. Then a con­vulsive tremor passed over it. It lay still.


      Ross’s lips were white. The muscles of his face twitched a little. When he withdrew his eyes from the horror on the floor he stood a moment with­out movement, staring at Marta who was crouching in an attitude of shud­dering incredulity at the edge of the passenger berth.


      Suddenly he passed a tremulous hand across his brow.


      “Marta I—I believe I can pilot this vessel. I remember how the controls work. They explained the mechanism to me when they put me to sleep. It’s so simple a child could master it.” He was still trembling a little. “They thought that might destroy itself,” he said, nodding toward the denuded horror on the floor. “It of­ten happens. Sometimes they’re seized with sudden, suicidal impulses for no reason at all. They thought if it did happen I’d pilot the vessel back to Hyperion. That’s why they explained the mechanism.”


      Suddenly his eyes lit up. His voice grew tense, exultant.


      “They were blindly stupid! Do you know what I’m going to do, Marta, my darling? I’m going to reverse our course and fly back to Saturn. Through the airlocks, Marta! Into the skyport!”


      Abruptly he turned, limped across the chamber and raised himself with an effort into the high pilot’s chair.


      Marta sat as though stunned, si­lently watching him, hardly daring to breathe. Then a womanly impulse asserted itself. Descending from the passenger berth she crossed to his side and sank to her knees at the base of the pilot’s chair. Her copper-col­ored hair enveloped a wide expanse of gleaming metal as she laid her cheek against his knee.


      “Whatever happens to us, my dear,” she murmured, “we will be together until the end. Either on Earth, or—” Her voice trailed off as the great interstellar craft responded to the guiding hand of its Earthborn pilot. She sat without speaking, gazed ten­derly up into Ross’s grimly exultant face, so wrapped up in him that, womanlike, she forgot the perils ahead and thought only of the miraculous present.
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