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The Secret of the Ninth Pl anet

The Secret of the N nth Planet

Donald A. Wl I heim

For - -

Three deni zens of this mnor planet-- Eleanor, Bill and of course Janet.

VWHI LE THE ci rcumavi gation of the solar system seens farfetched, it nay not be
once the problem of effective anti-gravitational control is solved. In this book
I have assunmed that the many researchers now actually at work on this probl em

wi Il achieve such a result in the next decade. It is not at all inpossible that
they may-- for we all know that the nore minds that work at a problem the
sooner it will be solved. The discovery of a neans of negating, reversing or
otherwi se utilizing the immense force of gravitation for space flight purposes
is now thought to be within the bounds of probability. It should occur sone tine
within the next hundred years, possibly in even the short period | assune here.
Once solved, the severe handi caps i nposed on space exploration by the weight and
chemical limtations of rockets would no | onger apply. The whol e tinmetabl e of
our conquest of the planets in our solar systemwould be trenendously speeded
up, fromhot Mercury all the way out to frigid Pluto

In describing the visits of the spaceship Magellan to the planets, | have
endeavored to adhere to known facts and the nore reasonabl e assunpti ons about
each of these worlds. The planet Pluto, however, deserves further coment,
occupying as it does both an inportant role in this adventure and a uni que one
in actual astrononical |ore.

Back at the dawn of this century, nany astrononers, and notably Dr. Perciva
Lowel |, studied certain irregularities in the orbit and notion of Neptune, at
that tinme believed to be the outernost planet. They deci ded that these
eccentricities (or perturbations, as they are called) could only be caused by
the presence of another, yet undiscovered pl anet beyond Neptune.

Following this line of research, a young astrononer, Dr. Cyde Tonbaugh, working
at Lowell's own observatory, was able to announce on March 13, 1930, that he had
finally found this ninth world, which he named Pl uto.

In the years that have followed, Pluto has proven to be a truly puzzling planet.
Unlike its neighbors fromJupiter outward, it is not a giant world, |ight and
gaseous in nature. Instead, it belongs physically to the small, dense inner

pl anets of which Earth is one.

The | atest viewpoint on this planet, whose size and weight seemquite |ike those
of Earth, is that it may not be a true child of the Sun, but an outsider
captured as it roaned the trackless realns of galactic space. Its orbit is

hi ghly eccentric and rather |opsided, taking it as far away fromthe Sun as four
and a half billion mles and as close to the Sun as two and three-quarter
billion mles, thereby cutting inside the orbit of Neptune itself. In fact,
during the period from 1969 to 2009 (covering nost of the lifetines of the
younger readers of this book) Pluto will not be the ninth planet, but the
eighth, for it will be at its closest in those years. Huge Neptune w |l thus
regain tenporarily the title of being the Sun's farthest outpost!

This orbital eccentricity has | ead sone astrononmers to specul ate on the
possibility that Pluto may once have been briefly held as a satellite of

Neptune. And followi ng that line of thought, the possibility al so has been
suggested that Neptune's | arger noon, Triton, nmay once have been a conpani on of
Pluto which failed to break away from Neptune's grip!

I think that the first nen to land on Pluto are going to nake sone very

astoni shing discoveries. But | amalso sure that they will never go there in

rockets. They will have to make the i mense trip by sone nore powerful neans--
like the anti-gravitational drive.
D.A W

CHAPTER ONE-- Special Delivery-- by Guided Mssile

ON THE norning that the theft of the solar system s sunlight began, Burl Denning
woke up in his sleeping bag in the Andes, feeling again the exhilaration of the
keen, rarefied, nountain air. He glanced at the still sleeping forns of his
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father and the other nenbers of the Denning expedition, and sat up, enjoying the
first rays of the early norning.

The Ll amas were al ready awake, noving restlessly back and forth on their padded
feet, waiting for their tender to arise and unl eash them The nules were
standing patiently as ever, staring quietly into the distant m sty panoranma of

t he nmount ai ns.

It was, thought Burl, a dimday, but this he supposed was due to the earliness
of the nmorning. As the Sun rose, it would rapidly bring the tenperatures up, and
its unshielded rays would force themto cover up as they clinbed al ong the high
mount ai N passes.

The sky was cloudl ess as usual. Burl assumed that the di nmess was due to

vol cani ¢ dust, or sonme unseen high cloud far away. And, indeed, as the
expedition canme to life, and the day began in earnest, nobody paid any attention
to the fact that the Sun was not quite so warmas it should have been

The Denni ng expedition, questing anong the untracked and forgotten byways of the
lost Inca ruins in the vast, jagged nountains of inland Peru, was not alone in
failing to notice the subtle channeling away of the Sun's warnth and brilliance.
They were, in this respect, one with virtually the entire popul ati on of Earth.
In New York, in San Francisco, in Philadel phia and Kansas City, people going
about their day's chores sinply assuned that there nust be clouds sonmewhere--
the temperature only slightly I ess than normal for a July day. A few nen shaded
their eyes and | ooked about, noticing that the heat was not too intense-- and
thought it a bl essing.

In some places in Europe, there were clouds and a little rain, and the di mess
was ascribed to this. It was raining in nmuch of Asia, and there were scattered
af t ernoon showers throughout Latin America, which were standard for the season
There was a flurry of snow in Melbourne and a cold blow in Santiago de Chile

The nen in the weather bureaus noted on their day's charts that tenperatures
were a few degrees | ower than had been predicted, but that was nothi ng unusual

Weat her was still not entirely predictable, even with the advances of
met eorol ogy that were to be expected of the latter years of the twentieth
century.

The worl d was readi ng about other things than the vagaries of the weather. In
the United States, baseball occupied the headlines, and the nonathletic-ninded
could find sonme specul ative interest in the conpletion of another nanned space
platformracing along in its eternal orbit twelve thousand mles away from
Earth's surface. The U S. Mwon Base in the center of the Crater Ptol emaeus had
descri bed the appearance of this platformin an interesting radi o dispatch which
appeared on the first pages of nobst newspapers. The third prober rocket sent to
Venus had been unreported for the tenth day after penetrating the clouds that
hid that planet's surface fromhuman eyes. It was, like its two predecessors, a
m ni mum si zed, unmanned i nstrunent device designed to penetrate the clouds and
radi o back data on the nature of the Venusi an atnosphere and the surface. But
after its first report, nothing nore had been heard.

Some di scussi on was going on in science circles about what had happened.
Specul ati on centered on the possibl e success of other types of prober rockets,
but it was universally agreed that the tine had not cone when a manned rocket
coul d safely undertake the difficult trip to Venus and return

The years of space flight since the orbiting of Sputnik I back in 1957 had
produced many fascinating results, but they had al so brought a realization of
the many problens that surrounded the use of rockets for space flight. It was
generally believed that no one should risk a manned flight until absolutely
everyt hing possible that could be | earned by robot and radio-controlled mnissiles
had been | earned. It now | ooked as if Venus and Mars trips were still a dozen
years away.

Burl Denning was keenly interested in all of this. As a senior in high school,
the newy expanding frontiers of the universe represented sonething special to
his generation. It would be nen of his own age who woul d eventual |y nan those
first full-scale expeditions to neighbor worlds. By the tine he was out of

coll ege, with an engi neering degree, he m ght hinself hope to be anbng those
adventurers of space
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Burl was torn between two interests. Archaeol ogy was both a profession and a
hobby in the Denning famly. Hs grandfather had been anobng the first to explore
the jungle ruins of Indochina. Hs father, although a businessman and industria
engi neer, nmade annual vacation pilgrimges to the ruins of the old Indian
civilizations of the Anericas. Burl had been with himonce before, when they had
trekked through the chicle forests of Guatemala in search of a | ost Mayan city.
And now they were again on a quest, this time for the long-forgotten treasure of
the Incas.

Burl was thoroughly famliar with the techni ques of tracking down the ancient
records of mankind. He got along well with natives and primtive people; he knew
the arts of wlderness survival; he knew the delicate techni ques of sifting sand
and dirt to turn up those priceless bits of pottery and chi pped stone that could
supply pages of the forgotten epics of human history.

However, later in the day it seenmed as if their particular canp had petered out.

There were ruins there-- a broken-down wall, a dry well and a bit of eroded
bas-relief lying on its side. Burl's father |ooked at himthoughtfully. The
tall, sandy-haired youth was sitting astraddle a pile of dust, nethodically

sifting it through a wide-nesh strainer. Alarge pile of sifted sand gave

evi dence of the length of his efforts, and one broken bit of clay was the only
result he had obt ai ned.

Two of the Indian guides sat patiently in the shade, watching them One was
digging slowy, turning up nore dirt to be sifted.

"I think we've had enough here," said the elder Denning. "Burl, you can knock

of f. Tomorrow well pull up stakes and see what is in the next valley. W'll try
to follow that old Inca road over the nountains. | don't believe anyone has ever
penetrated there-- and the airplane surveys indicated sone evidence of human
dwel Iings."

Burl nodded, and set the sifter down. He'd learned to curb his natural energies
for the exacting tasks required of serious scientific research. "Ckay," he said,
"I was hoping you'd nove on soon, Dad. This | ooked |ike a washout fromthe
first. 1'd say this place was sacked and rui ned even before the Incas fell."
The ol der man nodded. "I suppose so. Well, let's wash up and see what's for
supper.”

They went down to the icy nountain streamto wash the dirt fromtheir hands.
"It's been a nice day," Burl commented. "In spite of the Sun being out steadily,
it wasn't hot at all. Cooler than yesterday."

Mar k Denning | ooked up at the sky and the Sun |l owering toward the horizon
"There must have been sone vol canic dust in the heavens," he said. "The Sun's
been a bit di med, have you noticed?"

Burl squinted his eyes against the glare. "Wasn't any eruption around here.
Maybe i n Ecuador?"

Hi s father shrugged. "Could have been, thousands of niles away," was his sl ow
reply. "Volcanic dust travels around the world, just as radioactive dust
perneated the atnosphere fromatom c testings. They say that the dust fromthe
great Krakatoa explosion remained in the atnosphere for three years before the
last of it settled."

When they had finished supper and the Sun was casting its last red rays over the
rapidly purpling | andscape, Burl got out the expedition radio, set up its
antenna, plugged in its conpact atomc battery, and tried to get the news from
Lima. All he got was static.

He fiddled with the dials for a long tine, twisting the antenna, ranging the
wavel engt hs, but there was static everywhere. "Strange," he said to his father,
"sonet hing's disturbed reception conpletely.”

Pedro Gonzal es, their official Peruvian guide, |eaned over. "Could be the
battery she is broken, eh?"

Burl shook his head. "Not this battery," he said. "It's a brand-new one, a real
keen devel opnent. And | already checked the wiring. It's sone sort of

di sturbance that's bl ocking reception. Maybe we're in a dead zone or sonething."

"Wasn't dead yesterday," said his father. "Maybe that eruption was radi oactive."
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Burl | ooked up sharply. "I'll check the Geiger counters, Dad. Sonething's

bl ocki ng reception, sonething strong and powerful to interfere with this set."
But when he returned, he had to adnit be had found not hing.

Wien the Sun went down, they retired, for the tenperature drops swiftly in the
hi gh, thin air of the Andes.

In the rest or the world people watched their color-vision shows w thout

i nterruption. Reception was good with the Moon base, the space platforns had no
difficulty making reports, and the radio news beaned out as usual. In Ling,
there was a little static, and direct transmission with Brazil seemed partially
di srupted, but that was all

In the following five days, the Denning expedition had nanaged the difficult
clinmb over the next range of mountains and had conme down in the high plateau
val l ey between. In this sanme period, the world began to realize that the di mess
of the sky was not a tenporary phenonenon.

Weat her stations noted that the past few days had all been several degrees under
the average. Reports had cone in that farnmers were querying the unusual drop in
the tenperatures at night. And astrononers, neasuring the surface heat of the
Sun, cane up with strange di screpancies from previ ous dat a.

One astronomer communi cated with another, and a general exchange of advice
began. In a short while, a communication was |laid on the desk of the President
of the United States, who scanned it and had it imediately transnmitted to the
Secretary General of the United Nations. The Secretary General circul ated the
report anmong the scientific bureaus of all nenber nations, and this led in turn
to a neeting of the Security Council. This nmeeting was held in quiet, wthout
benefit of newspaper reporters or audi ence.

There was no | onger any doubt. The radiation of the Sun reaching the face of the
Earth had decreased. The facts were indisputable. Were a day shoul d have
registered, in sone places, at least 90° in the Sun, a reading of only 84° was
noted. Measurenents definitely showed that the face of the Sun visible to man on
Earth had di med by just that margin.

This might not prove serious at first, but as the scientists called in by the
Security Council pointed out, it pronised terrible things as the year went on. A
difference of five or ten degrees all over the Earth could nmean the ruin of
certain crops, it could nean an increase in snowfall and frost that could very
rapi dly destroy the econonm es and habitability of many places on the Earth's
teem ng surface

"But what," asked the Chairnman of the Council, "is causing this decrease in
sol ar energy?"

This the astrononmers could not answer. But they pointed to one factor. The
reports fromthe U S. Mon Base did not agree with the observations from Earth.
Moon instruments clai med no decrease whatsoever in the anount of sunlight
reaching the arid, airless surface of the Earth's only satellite.

The cause was sonewhere on Earth. And the Security Council requested the carefu
scanning of the Earth from space platforns and the Moon to deternine the center
of the trouble.

Burl Denning had not found the next valley of nmuch interest, either. Evidence of
an Inca road over the nountain had petered out. There were signs there had been
human dwel | i ngs, but they were not Inca-- just rem nders of the onetine passage
of an unknown band of prinitives who had grazed their sheep, built tenporary
tents, and pulled up stakes perhaps a hundred years before.

So again at night, Burl, his father, and Gonzal es took counsel. They were
debating which way to proceed next; Mark Denning reasoning that they should go
further inland, following tales natives had tol d; Gonzal es urging that they
retrack their path and proceed northward toward the regi ons where | nca ruins
abounded.

For the past week Burl had not been able to get radio reception. The static had
i ncreased as they had gone eastward over the nountain, but not a word of news or
any human voi ce cane through. The Mon was rising on the horizon as Burl sat
playing with the antenna. Finally he gave up and switched it off.

The di scussion had died away and the three nen were quiet. The |ndian guides had
retired to their own canpfire, and one of them had taken out his pipes and was
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bl owi ng a soft, plaintive tune.

Burl stared at the full Moon in silence, wondering if he would ever have a
chance to walk its surface, or if his own future was to lie in probing mankind's
past rather than surveying the grounds of his future. As he watched, he thought
he saw a faint |ight anong the brightening stars where none had been before.

He squi nted, and, sure enough, he saw that one tiny white |ight was sw nging
nmore and nore toward the center of the sky. He pointed it out to his father and
Gonzal es. "Too fast to be a celestial object," he said. "lIs it one of the space
pl atforns or a sputnik?"

The two nmen gazed at it in curiosity. Suddenly it seened to grow brighter and
sharper and to twist toward themin its path.

"Look!" gasped Burl, but the others were already on their feet.

The |ight plunged down. There was a sudden out burst of yellow flanme that caused
the three to duck instinctively, and brought the Indians to their feet with
yells. The glare brightened until they could see that sonething was just above
them The fire vanished as swiftly as it came, but a white spot of |ight

remai ned.

"It's a parachute!"” Burl shouted. "It's a rocket or something, braking to a stop
above us, and comi ng down by parachute!"”

In the pale light of the full Mon they saw that sonmething netallic and
glistening hung fromthe white nushroom of a parachute. There was a cl angi ng
sound as it hit the rocky earth with a soft, sighing whoosh. The cloth of the
parachute settled

They ran across the dry stone of the valley floor, but Burl's long, athletic

| egs outdi stanced the others. He reached it first.

It was a cylinder of netal, about three feet long and a foot in dianeter.

"It's the nose of a nmessage mssile-- dropped froma guided mssile," Burl
announced. "And-- | ook!" He dramatically pointed the beam of his flashlight upon
its side.

There, witten in black, heat-resistant paint, were the words-- To the Denning
Andes Expedition, fromU S. Ar Force Base, California Region. By Guided Mssile
Post by Moon Base control, Ptolomaeus Crater. O ficial. Open Wthout Del ay.
CHAPTER TWO-- The Val l ey of Stolen Sunlight

FOR A nonent all three were silent with amazement. "From California-- and Moon
Base-- for us?" gasped Burl, finally. "But why? Wiat can they want of us?"

H's father frowed. "Only way to find out is to open it and see." He squatted
down to study the cylinder closer. Burl pointed a finger at the nose.

"Looks like a crack there. Maybe it unscrews. Let's lift it."

It was not as heavy as it had appeared, for, like all rocket mssiles, it was
made of the |ight but tough alloys that were necessary to conserve weight-1lift
costs and fuel reserves. They stood it upright and tried to turn the top. After
alittle resistance, it unscrewed slowy. Inside, they found a rolled docunent
bearing the seal of the United States Air Force.

Burl took it out, and unfolded it with unsteady hands. His father read over his
shoul der.

Gonzal es poked at the enpty cylinder, inpatiently. Finally, he burst out, "What
does it say? Wiat do they want?"

Burl turned to him "It's unbelievable! It's-- it's just so darned surprising!
The di mess of the days, the drop in tenperature-- it wasn't just around here!

It was all over the world!"

Quickly, he went on to tell the Peruvian what they had just |earned. The

conmuni cation was fromthe U S. Space Conmi ssion and it had been directed on its
flight fromCalifornia by the Moon Base, because only fromthe satellite could
the exact location of the Dennings be spotted. It seened that the Dennings were
the only scientifically trained personnel close to the point on Earth where the
di sturbance originated. This also accounted for the blanketing of radio waves in
their vicinity. Several airplanes had tried to | ocate them but strange

di sturbances in the ether and atnosphere had nade it inpossible to establish
contact. Also, the back reaches of the Andes were poorly mapped and treacherous
inair currents, even in normal tines.
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"During the last week, a certain fraction of the Sun's |ight and energy reaching
the Earth has been diverted. It has been bent or focused in nuch the sane way
that a lens bends light rays-- and the point to which it has been directed is a
spot only seven miles fromhere! Over that last nountain range," said Burl,

poi nti ng.

Gonzal es followed his finger. "Just over the nountains |lies the source of the
trouble,” said Burl excitedly. "And we're the nearest to it. They want us to go
over there, see what it is, stop it, or report back. It took the telescopes in
Moon Base to |locate us and to track the center of the trouble!"

Mark Denning pursed his lips. "W'll have to start tonorrow, and we'll have to
go fast. A loss of light and heat, however slight, could have very serious
effects on life if continued too |ong. We can nake it by tomorrow night, if we
start early and | eave the |Indians and pack ani mal s behind."

The other two nodded. Mark | ooked at themin the half-light of the Mwon. "You'l
have to stay with the equi pnment, Pedro, otherw se the Indians m ght abandon it.
Burl and | will start out at dawn."

Gonzal es agreed and the three made their way back to the canp. At the first sign
of light breaking in the norning horizon, Burl and his father started off. They
carried only enough equi prent for survival, plus the additional itens that night
be needed for the energency ahead.

The trek over the nountains was a hard one, the path narrow, steep, sonetines
nonexi stent. There were few signs of Indians or aninmals, and it was plain that
few ever traveled over this range. The air was cold and thin, vegetation sparse
and hardy. Al around themwas the cold blue of the sky-- a shade darker than
usual -- and the gaunt peaks of ancient nountains. The Inca kings may have
clainmed the Iand here, but even their hardy |egions had never conquered these

| onely and hostile sky domains.

Panting and weary with hours of clinbing, Burl and his father nade a qui ck | unch
in a sheltered junble of rock near the top. Then, shoul dering their packs again,
they trudged on. At last they reached a point where the view of the other side
spread out before them- a breathtakingly clear vision of the little valley

bel ow.

As they | ooked down, the air seened to shinmrer and vibrate. Burl rubbed his
eyes. "It hurts," he said.

Hi s father squinted. "There's a powerful vibrational effect. It nay be a very
dangerous concentration of the invisible rays of the Sun as well as of light."
Once Burl had gotten used to the odd visual effect, which was |ike gazing into
the twi sting heat rays rising froman overheated oven, he saw that there was a
smal | flat region between the nountains. And in the center of this valley was a
| arge bl ack structure of sonme sort. The twisting effect of the light around it
made it inpossible to tell nore.

"That's it," said Burl. Hi s father nodded, shifted the pack to ease his

shoul ders, unstrapped the hunting rifle slung over his back, and carefully
checked its | oads.

Burl saw what his father was doing and suddenly understood the danger. What
could be doing a thing like this? Wiat but sonething not of this Earth?
Sonet hi ng of distant space, of a science beyond that of man-- and unfriendly
besi des. Now, for the first time, Burl realized what he had not had tine to
before-- this was an eneny he and his father were facing-- an eneny of all

manki nd-- and utterly unknown.

He gul ped, gripped his rifle, and followed his father down the sliding rocky
trail

As they drew nearer the base of the mountain, the effects of the strange

vi brations grew nore pronounced. Burl avoided |ooking directly ahead, keeping
his eyes on the ground before his feet, yet even so, he could not help noticing
how t he stones around them seenmed to shinmer in the invisible waves. Fromthe
base of the valley the sky now seemed streaked with black and gray rings, as if
they were reaching the center of some atnospheric whirlpool. Qut of the
mount ai ns, after hours of arduous scranbling, they started across the barren
rocky plain.

Before themrose a vast circular structure several stories high, oninously black
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and wi thout any sign of wi ndows or doors. Above the building protruded two great
proj ections ending in huge, shining discs. One of the nonstrous cuplike discs
was facing the Sun, the other pointed in the opposite direction

As the two nen cane nearer and nearer, the strangeness in the air increased.
They felt they were being penetrated through and through with invisible |Iances,
with tiny prickles of heat. "Radiation?" queried Burl softly, afraid of the
answer. His father trudged grimy on for a nonent, and then put down his pack.
He took out a Geiger counter and activated it.

He shook his head. "No radioactivity," he said. "Whatever this is, it isn't
that."

They reached the wall of the building. Oddly, here they seemed sheltered from
the unusual vibrations. Burl realized that the source was above them probably
the two mghty discs raised high in the sky.

The Denni ngs surveyed the building, but found no entrance. It nust have been a
quarter of a mle around its walls, but there was no sign of a door or entry.
The wal |l was of a rocklike substance, but it was not |like any rock or plastic
Burl had ever seen.
"We've got to get in,

said Burl as they returned to the starting point, "but

how?"

H's father smled. "This way." He opened his pack and took two cans of blasting
powder fromit. "I thought these would cone in handy. Lucky we had sone |eft
over fromthe blasting we did | ast week."

He set both cans at the base of the high wall, wired themtogether, and ran the

wire as far as it reached. Wen the two nen were a safe di stance away, Mark
sparked of f the expl osive.

There was a thunderous roar-- rocks and dirt showered around them and bits of
bl ack powdery stuff. Wien the snoke cleared, Burl and his father |eaped to their
feet, rifles in hand.

There was a crack in the side of the wall where the expl osive had gone off. And
the rip was | arge enough to get through

Wthout a word, they charged across the ground, still snoking fromthe
concussi on, and squeezed through the nysterious walls of the enigmatic building.

The walls were thin, thin but hard, as befit masters of atom c engineering.

I nside, they found a room ess building-- one single chanber within the frame of
the outer walls.

A dim bluish Iight emanated fromthe curving ceiling. On the uncl eared rocky
ground which was the floor of the building were a nunber of huge machi nes.

They were spherical glassy inventions, many tines the height of a nan, connected
by strings of thick netal bars and rows of snaller globes, none of which was
famliar. There was a steady hummi ng noi se, and above, the two giant, netal
masts penetrating the ceiling rotated slowy. Doubtless, the great Sun-trapping
discs were affixed to the top of these nasts.

There was no living thing in sight.

Burl and his father stood silently, half crouched, with rifles at the ready, but
not hi ng noved to chall enge them There was only the hunmm ng of the Sun
transmtters.

Burl called out, but there was no answer. They advanced cautiously, fearing a
trap. The place did not have the | ook of living things about it. "An automatic
station," said Mark under his breath. "I think it's strictly automatic."

It gradually becane evident that Mark was right. Everything was autonatic.
Whoever had built this structure to divert the rays of the Sun had sinply set it
down, put it in notion, and left. There was no evidence of any provisions for a
garrison or a director

They studied the nachi nes but could nmake nothing of them They found what | ooked
like controls, but although they pushed and pulled the | evers and knobs, the
hunmi ng did not cease. It seemed as if the controls were either dummies or had
to be specially notivated.

"What do we do now?" asked Burl, after they had tried pulling all the levers on
one particular switchboard without any results. "Do you have enough powder |eft
to bl ow up the machi nery?"
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Hi s father shook his head. "I had only those two cans with me. We could try
shooting into the machinery." Leveling his rifle, he fired at a glassy gl obe
perched upon the central sphere. The bullet pinged off it, and they saw that it
had failed even to dent the glistening surface.

"I't won't work," said the elder Denning, after several nore shots had produced
the sane result and the concussion reverberating fromthe encl osed walls had
nearl|ly deafened them

They continued to hunt for a clue, but found none. Dejected, Burl kicked a | oose
pebbl e and watched it rattle against a colum near the main control board. A
small netallic ball rested on top of the colum, apparently unattached. A

repl acenent part, he thought to hinself, wandering over to it. It was about the
| evel of his head.

Wth the thought that if he examined it he mght |learn sonething of the nature
of the working machines, he reached out with both hands to pick it up

As his hands touched the netallic ball, there was a sudden terrible flash of
power. He felt hinself grasped by forces beyond his control, paralyzed
monentarily |ike one who has laid hold of an electrically charged wire. He
opened his nouth to screamin agony, but he could say nothing. A great force
surged through his body, radiating, charging every cell and atom of his being.
He felt as if he were being lifted fromthe floor. Then the gl obe seened to
dissolve in his hands. It becane a glare of light, grew msty, and then

vani shed.

For a nonent he stood there on tiptoe, arced with the potent violence of the
force, glowing fromwi thin with energies, and then he felt as if the supercharge
were dissolving itself, slipping into him sliding into the ground, then

di sappeari ng.

He stood before the columm, swaying, but still conscious and alive. H s hands
were still raised, but there was no ball between them neither of netal nor of
power .

He let themfall to his side and took a step. He was whol e, he was sound, he was
unharmed. He heard his father's footsteps running to him and nurnured weakly,
"I"'mall right."

And he was. He could see no sign of damage. "I nust have absorbed an awful | ot
of that energy-- or whatever it was," he said.

After resting a nonent, he decided to try the useless controls again. Going over
to one snmall board, he idly shoved a lever. This tine he felt resistance. The

| ever was activated. There was a slight change in the radiance of one gl obe.
"Dad!" Burl shouted. "It works! It works for me now "

Mar k Denni ng watched as Burl turned dials and | evers and got responses. "You
must have been charged in a special way," he said excitedly. "That's how t hey

|l ock their devices. They will only respond to a person carrying that special
energy charge, whatever it was. Conme on, let's get to the main control, before
the effect goes away-- if it does.”

The two dashed to the panel which, they guessed, activated the main Sun
transmtter. Burl grabbed the instruments and threw them back to what seened to
be the zero positions.

The humming rose in intensity, then quieted down and finally stopped. There was
a series of clicks, and one by one, the various gl obes, condensers and gl owi ng
machi nes died out. Above them cane a whirring noise, and Burl |ooked up to see
the masts withdrawing into the building, their discs presunably left flat and
directionl ess.

It felt different. Suddenly they knew that the vibrati ons which had been so
heavy in the air about them were gone. There was silence everywhere, the natura
silence of an enpty, lifeless building in an uni nhabited vall ey.

Burl and his father made their way to the break in the wall and clinbed through
it.

Qut si de, the Sun shone down brighter than it had before. The sky was the calm
serene blue of a cloudless day. Burl knew that at that same nonment, all over the
worl d, the sky was clearer and the Sun warner.

But for how | ong? Behind themthe building still stood-- and its inventors were

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20A.%20Wollheim/Wolheim,%...20The%20Secret%200f%20the%20Ninth%20Planet.txt (8 of 64) [2/3/03 12:38:37 AM]



file:///F|/rah/David%20A.%20Woll heim/Wol heim,%20David%20A %20-%20T he%20Secret%200f %20the%20Ninth%20P| anet. txt

still to be found.

CHAPTER THREE-- The Secret of A-G 17

THE DENNI NGS did not have much time to speculate on the nystery of the
Sun-steal ers. For just as they were discussing what should be their next course
of action, the problemwas solved for them There was a roaring in the air, then
a hunming, and in a matter of a few nore seconds, six rocket helicopters popped
into sight, hovered over the valley on streamng jets, and settled down.
"They're U S. planes!" gasped Burl, junping to his feet and going to neet them
"I't nust nean that they know we stopped the machines."

"Cbviously," said his father, striding with himto greet the hel neted man who
was now stepping out of the |ead nachine. By this time the last of the squad had
| anded, and the khaki-clad soldiers in themwere already disenbarking. "I

i mgine that all over the world the sky turned a little brighter. It nust have
been apparent at once."

The | eader of the 'copter nen reached them He was a tall, bronzed man, wearing
the service coveralls and markings of a captain of the Air Force. He stretched
out his hand. "You nust be the Dennings. |I'm Captain Saunders. |'ve been asked
to bring you back with me right away so that we can get a conplete report on
this affair. How fast can you get ready?"

"Why," said Burl, "we're ready right now. As soon as we can dunp our packs
aboard. But, gee, you nean go back-- where?"
Saunders smiled grimy. "To California. W just left there. | have been given

urgent orders to waste no tine. So will you oblige?"

The two Dennings | ooked at each other. This was inportant, all right. They
realized that these planes had flown on fast rockets the instant the sky had
cleared. Possibly there was still a crisis-- one they had not heard of.

They did not pause to ask further questions. Mark Denni ng asked the captain to
di spatch one of his 'copters to the canp beyond the nountains to tell Gonzal es
to load up and start back for Linma. This order given, the two Dennings clinbed
into the rocket 'copter, and Saunders took the controls.

Wth a whoosh, the squat craft lifted on its rockets, its jet-driven fan carried
it up, folded, and the rocket engine took over. On upward into the stratosphere
they hurtled, across the Western Heni sphere, across the face of jungle and

i sthnus, across the barren nmountains of Mexico, and in a matter of |ess than
hal f an hour, settled down in the wi de open field of a U S. Air Force base in
southern California. It was all so swift, so sudden, that to Burl it seened like
a dream There had been so many days in the field, in the peace and quiet of the
hi gh nountai ns of the Andes. There had been the slow hunting around age-worn
ruins; the careful, deliberate sifting of tons of soil and sand for tiny shards;
then this-- the urgent nessage, the trek, the weird building, the strange,
body-filling shock, and the control over the Sun-theft globes, followed by the
swift transition over thousands of niles.

Here he was in his hone country-- weeks sooner than he had expected-- but not to
return to his honme and school. No, for he felt that sonehow an adventure was
begi nning that could | ead anywhere. Perhaps his adventure had actually ended,

but he saw now t hat he woul d be questioned, probed, and asked to recount his
story over and over.

Burl and his father were nmet at the port by a group of officers and escorted
rapidly to a roomin a large building. Here there were half a dozen nen in
civilian clothes. One by one, these nmen were introduced, and as each one was
named, Burl wondered nore about what was to cone.

There was a general fromArny Intelligence. There was a high menber of the State
Departnment. There were three noted astrononers-- anong themthe surprisingly
young Russell Cyde and the elderly and fanous Dr. Merckmann. There was an
aircraft nmanufacturer whose nane graced a thousand pl anes, and an engi neer who
had contributed to the conquest of the Mon.

The general, Walton Shrove, asked themto sit down. He was in charge of the
affair. It turned out to be a careful questioning of their story. It was not a
houndi ng of questions as in a police quizzing, or a baiting from newspapernen
eager to get a scoop. Rather, their questions were deliberate and intelligent.
They drew out the full account of what Burl and his father had seen in that
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val | ey, and of what the Sun-theft gl obes appeared to be Iike in operation. They
concentrated deeply on the curious experience which had placed in Burl the
charge that enabled himto control the machines

"Wul d you mind," the general asked Burl, "if we subject you to a series of
medi cal and el ectronic tests to deternmine whether this charge is still with
you?"

Burl shook his head. "I'lIl go along with anything you say."

"Very well," the general smled. "We'Il|l nake our purposes clear to you

afterward. But we want to get this over as soon as we can."

Burl left the roomin conpany with three technicians who had conme in. They took
himto the nmedical office at the base and there he was given a conplete check

At the electronics |ab, electrodes were attached to himand careful readings
were made of the natural electrical resistance of his body, and of his apparent
physi cal charge. After an hour of tests, Burl was brought back to the main
counci | room

As he entered, he sensed he had interrupted sonething inportant. Hi s father

| ooked at him and Burl detected in his face a certain curious mngling of pride
and parental concern. Wat, the young nan wondered, were they up to?

When he was seated, the conpany grew silent. The general pursed his lips, |ooked
directly at Burl, and said, "I think the tine has cone to acquaint you with the
problemour world is facing. W may ask you to make a very personal decision,
and we think you ought to know what nmay hang on it."

He stopped. Every face at the table was grim Mark Denning, too, was sober,
though Burl detected that he also did not quite know what was to cone.

"It is apparent that some race of beings, sonme species fromouter space, unknown
to us, has begun a process of tapping the power and |ight of the Sun for
transm ssi on el sewhere. The station on Earth, which you shut down, was an
important one. But... it was not the only one. There are others, operating in
this solar system" He nodded to Mercknann.

The ol d astronomer took the cue. "The observatories of the Earth, aided by the

| unar observers, have definitely determned that there is still a certain anount
of light being shifted fromthe faces of other planets and diverted. W have
detected by tel escopic and teletherm c neasurenments that there are areas of
Sun-di st urbances on the surfaces of the planets Mercury and Mars. W suspect the
exi stence of one on Venus. W believe that this nay prove to be true on other

pl anets as well, but we have no doubt of the first two.

"Measurenents of the anpbunt of Sun power being piped away, and of the effect of
the magnetic disturbances used to create and naintain these stations, have shown
that they will have a definite effect on the structure of the Sun itself. W
have not yet conpleted all our calculations, but prelimnary studies indicate
that if this type of solar interference is not stopped, it nay cause our Sun to
nova i n sonewhere between two and three years tine."

He stopped, but the thirty-year-old prodigy, Russell Cyde, took up the story.
"By nova, we nean that the Sun will literally explode. It will flane up, burst
to many tinmes its present size. Such an explosion will burn Earth to cinders,
render all the planets inside the orbit of Jupiter uninhabitable, scorch their
at nospheres, dissolve their waters into steam and nake them|lifeless flamng
deserts. W have seen other stars turn nova. W have neasured their expl osions.
We know just about what age and stability inside a sun is necessary to cause
this. And we fear that the danger of our own Sun doing so is great-- if the
Sun-tapping is not stopped.”

Everyone at the table was silent. Burl was stunned. Finally he caught his
breath. "But how can we stop it? W can't get to all the planets in tinme. Cur
rockets are not ready-- and rocketships would be too slow. Wy it would take two
years for rocketships to reach Mars, if the expedition were ready now .. and
understand that it will be another ten years before Qperation Mars is even

attenpted.”
General Shrove nodded. "That is correct. Qur rocket engineering is not yet
advanced enough to allow us to take such energency action. We are still only

just over the doorstep of interplanetary flight-- and our enem es, whoever they
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may be, are obviously far advanced. But, as you will see, we are not entirely

wi t hout hope. Col onel Lockhart, will you tell them about Project A G?"

Al'l eyes turned to Lockhart, who was a short, stocky man in civilian clothes.
Burl realized that this nan had been a col onel at one tine, but renmenbered now
that he had taken a post with one of the |argest aviation conpanies after

| eaving the service. Lockhart turned cold gray eyes directly to Burl

"W have in ny conpany's experinmental grounds one virtually untested vesse
which nmay be able to nake a flight to Mars, or any other planet, in the tine
allowed. This is the craft we refer to as A-G 17, the seventeenth such
experinent, and the first to succeed. It is powered by an entirely new nethod of
flight, the force of anti-gravity."

Burl hung breathlessly on his next words. "You probably know that work on the
scientific negation of gravity has been going on since the early 1950's. It was
known shortly after experinents had been conducted on atonic and subatonic
particles that grounds had at |ast been found by nmeans of which a counteraction
to gravity mght be set up. Early subatonic studies showed that such a force was
not only theoretically possible, but that certain subparticles actually

di spl ayed such tendencies. On the basis of these first discoveries, work has
been going on in the devel opnent of negative gravitational drive for at |east
twenty years. As early as 1956, there were not |ess than fourteen such projects
under way in virtually all the leading aircraft industries of the United States,
not to nention the rest of the world. In the last few years, at the direction of
the Air Force, these projects have been consolidated, placed under one nain
roof, and brought to its present status, which is, we believe, the one of fina
triunph.”

He gl anced at General Shrove, who returned the glance unsmlingly. "After the
successful testing of several nodels, a full-sized craft has been built which
utilizes the new nethod of space drive. One such craft has been built, and only
one. This ship, if it works, is at this time the only nmeans by which humanity
can hope to nake the trips to the other places in the solar system from which
the Sun-stealers are working. It is with this one vessel only that we can put
their Sun-tap stations out of conmi ssion

"But | enphasize again the experinmental nature of this ship. Wiat its capacities
are and how well it will work is still a matter of planning-book conjecture. W
can prepare the ship to take off in one week's tine. | do not think, judging
from what Merckmann and O yde have said, that we can afford to wait any | onger
Anot her such ship cannot be built in |ess than a year."

General Shrove spoke then. "It is already arranged that this A-G 17 spaceship is
going to go. A volunteer crew has been sel ected; several of themare in this
room" He nodded briefly to dyde and to Lockhart-- "But although these

vol unteers are anong the best nmen in their fields, there isn't one of them who
couldn't be replaced by soneone equally skilled in the same field. But there is
one person on Earth right now who rmay just possibly be unique. This person may
hol d, by virtue of an experience not shared by any other human being, a speci al
key that will render easier the task that this spaceship nust fulfill."

He turned to Burl, who sat tingling with suspense. "You, Burl Denning, are

apparently still carrying some sort of electronic or subel ectronic charge which
is attuned to the controls of the Sun-tap station. We feel that you should be
along on this expedition. It will be long and dangerous, it wll involve

I andi ngs on worlds no man has ever visited or expected to visit for hundreds of
years. There is an eneny in the sky who will certainly try to stop our single
ship. To be bluntly honest, the voyagers on this ship face such dangers as

expl orers have not faced since the days of Magellan and Cook. Its chances of
return are renmpte. But with the perm ssion of your father, which he has already
given, | would like to ask that you volunteer to join its crew"

Burl felt dizzy, his heart thunping painfully within his chest. He took a deep
breath, and then carefully, trying to keep his voice from quivering, he said,
"Yes, I'Il go."

CHAPTER FOUR-- The Hi dden Skyport

AROUND THE tabl e there was a concerted sigh. Burl, his ears still throbbing from
hi s sudden excitenent, realized each of them had been hol ding his breath.
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General Shrove sniled and gl anced at the el der Denning, who sat expressionless.
It is not an easy thing for him Burl thought.

At that norment, Burl knew that he had cone of age. This nonent of deci sion,
coming truly and literally like a bolt out of the blue, had thrust himinto
man's estate before his tinme. He would show that he was able to carry this

bur den.

Shrove now spoke to Lockhart. "Colonel, we are holding you to your schedul e.
According to it, you can take off in five nore days. WII| you need any nore tine
because of this addition to your crew?"

The stocky air veteran shook his head. "Not at all. We'll be | oaded and ready on
the hour | set. I'll take Denning in hand and brief himon what he may need to
know. Actually, we may even be able to get hima hone-|leave. After all, his

duties won't begin until actual planetfalls are nade."

They rose fromtheir seats. Burl stood up, uncertain as to procedure, but
Lockhart came over to himand took his arm "Burl, we're going to have to give
you a run-down on the ship and plans. W've no tine to waste if you want to get
a chance to say good-by to your folks later on."

"l understand," said Burl. He turned and waved to his father, who was in
conversation with the general. "I'lIl see you at hone in a few days, Dad," he
called, then followed Lockhart out.

Qutside the building they were joined by several other menbers of the conference
and i mmedi ately ringed about by a squad of Air Force nen wearing sidearns. Burl
realized that they were to be thus guarded everywhere they went. Cbviously, the
possibility that the builders of the Sun-traps m ght have agents on Earth had
occurred to the officers.

Russel | Cyde, the young astronomer, was anong their group. He wal ked over to
Burl and shoved out a hand. "G ad to have you with us, Burl. This is going to be
quite a trip!"

Clyde was about Burl's size. He had an engagingly boyish air about him and Bur
took a liking to him Burl had heard of himbefore. For the young nman, while
still a college student, had fornul ated a renarkabl e new theory of the
conposition of galactic formations which had instantly focused the attention of
the scientific world upon him This theory had been taken up by the gray-beards
of the scientific world and had survived the test of their debates. Now
associated with the great Mount Pal omar Cbservatory, Russell dyde had continued
to build a reputation in astrononical circles.

"You're one of the expedition then?" asked Burl, shaking his hand.

The redhead nodded. "Yep. They're taking nme as their chief astrogator. And don't
think it's because |I'many great shakes at it, either! It's just that I'mstil
young enough to take the kind of shoving around these high brass figure we're
going to get. Boy, have they got it figured!"

Burl chuckl ed. "Ah, you're kidding, Dr. Cyde. You' ve probably been in on this
fromthe beginning."

The ot her shook his head vigorously. "Nope. It was going to be Merckmann's baby,
but when they realize they have a fight on their hands, they always | ook for
young bl ood. And, say, cut out this 'Doctor' stuff. Call nme Russ. We're going to
share quarters, you know. "

"How do you know t hat?" asked a tall, rather sharp-featured man who had
overheard them "The colonel will assign quarters.”
"I say he will... and you can bet on that," snapped Russell Cyde. He waved a

hand in introduction. "This is Harvey Caton, one of our electronic w zards."

Cat on nodded, but before he could continue the discussion, Lockhart rounded them
all up, packed theminto a couple of station wagons, guards and all, and they
were off.

The next days were hectic ones. By car and plane the group was transferred to
the large, closely guarded base in Woning where the secret anti-gravity ship
was waiting. Burl did not see the ship right away. First, he was introduced to
all the other nenbers of the crew, and given a mass of papers to study which
outlined the basic neans of the new space drive, and which detailed the opinions
and suggestions of various experts as to nmethods of procedure and courses of
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action. He was subjected to various space nedical tests to determne his
reactions under differing pressures and gravities. Although it proved a
strenuous and exhausting routine, he energed fromthe tests with flying colors.
The expedition was commanded, as he had known, by Col onel Lockhart who woul d

al so act as chief pilot. The famobus military flier proved to be a forcefu
personality with a great skill at handling people. He knew how to get the nost
out of each man.

Russel |l Cyde was the chief astrogator and astonom cal expert. Assisting himwas
the rat her pedantic and sober Sanuel Oberfield, a mathematical w zard and
astrophysicist, on | eave froman assistant professorship at one of the great
universities. Cyde and Oherfield would al so act as copilots relieving Lockhart.

Harvey Caton, blond Jurgen Detrmar and the jovial Frank Shea were the three-nan
engi neering crew. Conpleting the nenbers of the expedition was another trio
chosen to act as general crew, medical and comnmissary nmen while in flight, and
as a trained explorer-fighter unit while on planetside. Roy Hai nes, of whose
exploits in Africa and the jungles of South Anerica Burl Denning had heard, was
the first of these, a rugged, weatherbeaten, but astonishingly alert explorer.
Captai n Edgar Boulton, on |l eave fromthe United States Marines, was the second--
a man who had nade an inpressive record in various conbat actions in his
country's service. The Antarctic explorer, Leon Ferrati, conpleted the listing.
Ferrati was an expert on getting along in conditions of extreme frigidity and
hostile climates. O these men, only Lockhart, Cyde, Detmar and Ferrati had had
space experience in the platforns and in Moon-rocketry.

It was still, thought Burl, a large crew for a spaceship. No rocket built to
date had ever been able to carry such a | oad. But by then he had realized that
the strict weight limtations inmposed by rocket fuels no |longer applied to this
new net hod of space flight. Burl found hinself nmore and nore anxious to see this
wonderful craft.

It was not until the norning of the second day that Burl's chance canme. He had
fallen asleep on the stiff arny cot in the hastily inprovised base on the

Wom ng prairie where the final work was bei ng done. The day had been a confused
junble of inmpressions, with little time to catch his breath. Now he had sl ept
the sl eep of exhaustion, only to be awakened at dawn by Lockhart.

"Up and dress," the colonel greeted him "W're taking you out to | ook the ship

over. Detmar will come along and explain the drive."
Burl threw his clothes on, gul ped down breakfast in the conmpany of the others at
the messhall, and soon was speeding along a wide, new road that ran up to the

mount ai ns edgi ng the wi de western plain. As they neared the mountains, he saw a
hi gh wooden wal |l bl ocking the road and view, this was the barrier that conceal ed
the ship nestled in the valley beyond.

They passed the guards' scrutiny and energed into the valley. The A-G 17 | ooned
suddenly above them and Burl's first inpression was of a glistening neta
fountain roaring up fromthe ground, gathering itself high in the sky, as if to
pl unge down again in a rain of shining steel

The ship was like a huge, gleanming raindrop. It stood two hundred feet high, the
wi de, rounded, blunt bulk of it high in the air, as if about to fall upward

i nstead of downward. It tapered down to a thin, perfectly streamined point

whi ch touched the ground. It was held uprightly by a great cradle of girders and
beans. At various points the polished steel was broken by indentations or inset
round dots that were thick portholes or indications of entry ports. Around its
equator, girding the w dest section was a ring of portholes, and there were
scattered rings of simlar portholes belowthis.

As the three nen drew near the tail, the great bul k | ooned overhead, and Burl
felt as if its weight were bearing down on himas they wal ked beneat h.

Two nen were suspended fromthe scaffol ding above. Burl tw sted his neck and saw
that the designation A-G 17 and the white-star insignia of the United States had
been lettered along the sides. But what was it the nmen were painting now?

"It will read Magellan," said Lockhart, followi ng Burl's eyes. "W've deci ded
that that would be the appropriate nane for it. For what we are going to have to
do with it is not just to nmake a sinple trip to explore another planet, but to
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circumavigate the entire solar system?"

Burl found his eyes dazzled by the vessel, hanging |like a giant bul bous rmushroom
over them Around him he began to realize that a nunber of other activities
were going on. There were spidery scaffolds |eading up to open ports in the
metal lic sides. Workmen were raising | oads of material into these ports, and for
an instant Burl caught sight of Haines, in rough work clothes, shouting orders
fromone of the openings as to exactly where to stow sonet hi ng.

At last he took his eyes away fromthe startling sight. The little valley around
hi m had a nunmber of |ow storage shacks. A road led in from another pass through
the mountains. Two | oaded trucks came down this pass now in | ow gear. Lockhart,
wat chi ng, remarked, "W are having our equiprment and supplies flown up to a town
twenty nmiles away and then trucked in."

"Way didn't you leave this ship where it was built-- in your plant in Indiana--
and load it fromthere?" Burl asked.

"I't woul d have been easier," said the colonel, "but security thought it better
to transfer the craft to its launching sight up here in these deserted hills. W
are going to nmake our take-off from here because we are still too experinental

to know what m ght happen if sonething kicked up or if the engines failed. W'd
hate to splatter all over a highly popul ated industrial area. Besides, you nust
know, if you | ooked over those papers yesterday, that there's a | ot of

radi oactive stuff here."”

Burl nodded. Detmar cut in. "Wiy don't we get aboard and show hi mover the ship?
It will be easier to make it clear that way."

Suiting action to the word, the three went over to one of the |oading platfornms,
clinmbed on the wiry little elevator, and were hoisted up fifty feet to the port
in the side of the ship. They entered well below the vast, overhangi ng
equat ori al bul ge which marked the wi de end of the teardrop-shaped vessel

They wal ked t hrough a narrow pl astic-wall ed passage, broken in several places by
tight, round doors bearing storage vault nunmbers. At the end of the passage they
cane to a double-walled netal air |ock. They stepped through and found
thensel ves in what was evidently the living quarters of the spaceship.

The Magell an was an entirely revolutionary design as far as space vehicles were
concerned. Its odd shape was no nere whinsy, but a practical nodel. If a better
design were to be invented, it would only conme out of the practical experience
of this first great flight.

It had | ong been known, ever since Einstein's early equations, that there was a
ki nship between electricity, magnetism and gravitation. In electricity and
magneti smthere were both negative and positive fields manifesting thenselves in
the formof attraction and repul sion. These opposing characteristics were the
basis for man's mastery of electrical machinery.

But for gravitation, there had seened at first no nmeans of nmanipulating it. As
it was to develop, this was due to two factors. First, the Earth itself
possessed a gravitational phenomenon in this force outside of that intense,

al | -pervading field. Second, to overcone this prinmal force required the
application of energy on such scales as could not be found outside of the

mast ery of nucl ear energy.

There was a sinple parallel, Burl had been told the day before by Sam Qoerfield,
in the history of aviation. A practical, propeller-driven flying nachine coul d
not be constructed until a notor had been invented that was conpact, |ight and
powerful enough to operate it. So all efforts to nake such machines prior to the
devel opment of the internal conbustion engine in the first days of the twentieth
century were dooned to failure. Likewi se, in this newinstance, a nmachine to
utilize gravitation could not be built until a source of power was devel oped
havi ng the capacity to run it. Such power was found only in the successfu
harnessi ng of the hydrogen disintegration explosion-- the Hbonb force. The
first success at channeling this nuclear power in a nonbonb device had been
acconplished in England in 1958. The Zeta-ring generator had been perfected in

t he next decade.

Only this source of harnessed atom ¢ power could supply the force necessary to
drive an A-G ship.

The nose of the Magellan housed an H power stellar generator. Wthin the bul k of
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the top third of the ship was this nmassive power source, its atom c conponents,
its urani um hydrogen fuel, and the beamthat channel ed the gravitational drive.
"Negating gravity is not a sinple matter like inventing a magi c sheet of netal
that cuts off the pull of the Earth, such as H G Wlls wote about," Oberfield
had expl ained. "That is inmpossible because it ignores all the other |aws of
nature; it forgets the power of inertia, it denies the facts of mass and
density. It takes just as much energy to lift an anti-gravity ship as to lift a
rocketship. The difference is only in the practicality of the power source. A
rocketship nmust burn its fuel by chenmical explosion in order to push its cargo

| oad upward. Its fuel is limted by its own weight and by the awkwardness of its
handling. This A-G ship al so nust supply energy, foot-pound for foot-pound, for
every foot it raises the vehicle. But due to the anmpbunt of energy supplied by
this new generator, such power is at |ast available in one conpact formin such
concentration that this ship could propel itself for hundreds of years."

He went on to explain that what then happened was that the vessel, exerting a
trenmendous counter-gravitational force, literally pushed itself up against
Earth's drive. At the same time, this force could be used to intensify the
gravitational pull of sone other celestial body. The vessel would begin to fal
toward that other body, and be repelled fromthe first body-- Earth in this
case.

As every star, planet, and satellite in the universe was exerting a pull on
every other one, the anti-gravity spaceship literally reached out, grasped hold
of the desired gravitational "rope" hanging down fromthe sky, and pulled itself
up it. It would seemto fall upward into the sky. It could increase or decrease

the effect of its fall. It could fall free toward sone other world, or it could
force an acceleration in its fall by adding repulsion fromthe world it was
| eavi ng.

In flight, therefore, the wide nose was the front. It would fall through space,
pul l ed by the power beam generated fromthis front. The rear of the spaceship
was the tapering, small end.

As Burl was shown over the living quarters it becane plain to himthat the
actual living spaces in the Magellan were inside a nmetal sphere hangi ng on
gynbal s bel ow the equatorial bulge that housed the power drive. The bulk of this
sphere was always well within the outer walls of the teardrop, and thus
protected fromradiati on. Being suspended on gynbals, the sphere would rotate so
that the floor of the living quarters was al ways downward to wherever the
greatest pull of gravity m ght happen to be.

Burl and the others explored the three floors that divided the inner sphere, all
oriented toward Earth. The central floor, housing the sleeping quarters and
living quarters, was conpact but room er than m ght have been expected. There
were five bunkroons, each shared by two nen. There was a main |iving and dining
room On the | owernost floor was the cookroom a snmall dispensary, and i medi ate
supplies. On the upper floor was the control room wth its charts and

tel evision viewdl ates which allowed visin all directions fromsending pl ates
fixed on the surface in various areas.

In the spaces between the inner sphere and the outer shell were the basic
storage areas. Here supplies and equi pment were bei ng stocked agai nst all
possi bl e energencies. In the tapering space of the tail below the sphere was a
rocket -l aunching tube. Stored in the outer shells were various vehicles for

pl anetary expl orati on.

Hai nes cane into the control roomwhere the three were standing. He was wi ping
his hands on a piece of cloth, and |looked tired. "Finally got the special,

seal ed-engi ne jeep stowed away," he said. "I was afraid we weren't going to get
it intinme. The Moon-base people had ordered it, and they're going to holler

bl oody nurder when they find out we appropriated it."

Lockhart shrugged. "Let "emyell. 1t'Il be too |l ate when they find out. How much
|l onger will we need before you finish the | oading?"

Hai nes drew a chair up to the chart table and sat down. "I expect to get sone
nmore stuff tonmorrow, and then the two-nman rocket plane the next day. W already
have the four-man rocket aboard. That'll do it. The rest of your nen ready?"
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Lockhart nodded. "W're just about set. Denning here can take a quick trip hone
tomorrow, and we'll be ready the day after."

Burl | ooked about him quickly. One day, two days, maybe a third-- and then, the
plunge into the unknown. Detmar reached upward and drew down a netal | adder

hanging in the curved ceiling of the chanber. "I'mgoing to take a look in the
engi ne room" he said. "Want to cone al ong?" he asked Burl

Bef ore the young man could say yes, Lockhart shook his head. "No, | don't want
himto. | don't want anyone going up there who doesn't have to. That stuff is

shi el ded, but you can never be sure."

Burl was disappointed, for he had wanted to see the nucl ear generators. But

Det mar shook his head, smled, and pushed aside a round trap door in the
ceiling. Burl could see that it connected with a simlar door a foot higher

Det mar pushed it open and ascended into the forbi dden sphere of the Zeta-rings.
Burl got a glinpse of subdued, bluish light, and then the trap door shut after
t he engi neer.

Later as they drove out through the valley, Burl |ooked back at the huge ship,
and now, instead of appearing |like an overhanging netal waterfall, he sawit as
a wi denosed bullet, aimng at the sky, surging against its bonds-- a bullet for
humani ty' s sake.

CHAPTER FI VE-- Up the Rope of Space

BURL'S VISIT hone was a curious interlude. Actually, he had been away only a few
weeks, since the sunmer vacation had begun, yet this single day had an air about
it different fromthat of any other honeconming. He found hinself continually

| ooking at things in a nore inquisitive, nore thoughtful nanner.

That whi ch had been conmmonpl ace was suddenly sonething valuable, a sight to be
treasured. For he had realized, as he sat in the fast plane transporting him
hone, that the Earth was itself a planet anobng planets, and that this m ght
possibly prove to be his last visit to town where he had been born. He had
pondered, as he had gazed out of the ship's wi ndows, just what it could nean to
depart fromthis world and travel among the uncharted reaches of enpty and
hostil e space... to set foot upon planets where no human foot had ever touched
and to meet unguessabl e perils.

So his honme, his nother, his friends, the street on which he lived, took on a
novel air. He studied themwhile enjoying a quiet day at hone. He watched the
cars in the street, so anusingly conpact and snmall, each designed in the
fleeting style of the year. The cars of a dozen years ago had been designed for
| ength and size, but the trend had been the opposite for a decade now. The cars
grew smaller and their lines weirder as the manufacturers strove to conpete.
What ot her planet could boast of such sinultaneously astonishing ingenuity and
wondr ous tonf ool ery?

He | ooked at the people going about their business, the other boys of his age
intent on their sumrer jobs and summer fun, and wondered if he woul d ever be
able to join themagain without the cares of a world on his shoul ders?

Peopl e were unaware of the crisis that hung over the solar system There had
been news of the dinming of the Sun, but the nmeaning behind it had been
carefully screened, and the expedition was a top secret. It availed the world
not hing to panic about this matter. Now the odd weat her quirks had been
forgotten, and the nmain subjects on people's tongues were the baseball scores
and the | atest tel enovies.

When Burl kissed his nother and father good-by, it was with a sense that he was
al so ki ssing good-by to his youth, and entering upon a new period of the nost
desperate responsibility.

This nmood lingered with himback at the base, although his conpanions of the
trip to conme seemngly did not share it. On the last day, quarters had been
assigned in the Magellan, and the nen noved their belongings to their tight
bunks in the heart of the ship. Oyde had his way, and he and Burl shared a
doubl e- decker chanber.

There was a hustle and bustle in the valley. The supplies seemed unending, and
Burl wondered why the variety. "For once, we've got |ifting power to spare,”" was
Russ's comment. "Nobody knows what we're going to need on the various planets,
so Lockhart is sinply piling aboard everything he can think of. You' d be amazed
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at the space we have for storage. And Caton says that the nore we stick in
there, the better the shielding is against the radiation belt surroundi ng
Earth-- and probably the other planets as well."

"I thought we were already well protected," said Burl. "Wth the atomc
generators, we had to be shielded anyway. Haven't we lead lining all around our

i nner sphere quarters?”

Russel | Clyde nodded. "Ch, sure, but the nore the nerrier."

He and Burl were already in their quarters, stowing their clothes. "W |eave in
an hour," said Burl. "Are we going to the |launching base at Boothia, where the
manned rockets go up?"

Cl yde shook his head. "Lockhart talked it over with us yesterday, and we deci ded
to take off fromright here." By "us," Burl knew the operational group was
meant, which consisted of the colonel, the two astrononers, Caton as head of the
engi neering section, and Haines. "To tell the truth, nobody knows how easily

this ship will handle. W' re shielded well enough so that a short passage
through the radiation belt three hundred nmiles up and for the next fifteen
hundred mi | es shouldn't have any effect on us at all. The rockets, which can't

be shi el ded because of the weight linmtations, have to go up at Boothi a because
there, at the North Magnetic Pole, there's a hole in the radiation."

Boot hi a Peni nsula was a barren spot far up in the Arctic Zone on Canada's frozen
eastern coast. On it was constructed the world' s nmmjor space port-- a lonely

out post from whi ch rockets departed for the equally |Ionely Mon bases. Burl had
read about it and had | ooked forward to seeing it, but realized that the flight
of the Magellan marked still another change in the fast-altering history of the
conquest of space.

The hour passed quickly. The little valley was cleared of visitors. The crew was
called to take-of f posts-- Lockhart at the controls, Cyde and Cherfield at the
charts, Detmar watching the energy output. The rest of the crew had been
strapped into their bunks. By special request, Burl was observing in the contro
room seated in a half-reclining position like the others, in a well-padded
chair, strapped tight.

Hai nes had renmarked as he had supervi sed the strapping-in, "Nobody knows whether
this is going to be necessary. But we're taking no chances."” He'd gone to his
quarters and done the sane thing.

Lockhart watched the registering of the dials in front of him waiting for the
|load to build up. There was a nuffled whine fromoverhead as the generators
built up current. Detmar called out a cryptic nunber every few seconds and the
col onel checked it. The two astrononers were idle, watching their viewers.
They'd made their cal culations |ong before.

"Time," called out the colonel, pressing a button. A gong rang throughout the
quarters. He noved a lever slowy.

Burl waited for the surge of pressure he had read al ways occurred at take-off.
But there was no such pressure. He lay back in his seat, gripping the arns.
Gradual | y he becane aware of a curious sensation. He seened to be getting

| i ghtheaded, and to tingle with unexpected energy. He felt an inpulse to giggle,
and he kicked up his foot to find it surprisingly agile. About himthe others
were stirring in their seats as if caught by the sane inpul ses.

Now he felt | oose against his bonds and he becane a little dizzy. There was a
pounding in his head as blood surged within him H's heart began to beat
heavi |l y.

"We're | osing weight,'
tensing to take off.
The great generators were beginning to push against Earth's gravity and, as
their force noved upward to match Earth's, the weight of everything in their
sway decreased accordingly. Lockhart's first nove was sinply that-- to reduce
the pull of Earth to zero.

In a few nonments that point was acconplished. A state of weightlessness was
obtai ned within the Magell an. Those wat chi ng outsi de from bunkers in the
surroundi ng nountains saw the huge teardrop shiver and begin to rise slowy
above its cradle of girders. It floated gently upward, noving slowy off as the

muttered Cyde fromhis chair, and Burl knew the ship was
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force of Earth's centrifugal drive began to manifest itself against the netal
bubbl e' s great nass.

Everyone on the crew had experienced zero gravity, either in the sane tests Burl
had undergone or on actual satellite flights, and thus far, no one was too
unconfortable. The entire structure of the ship quivered, and Burl realized that
the i nner sphere which housed their air space was hanging free on its gynbals.
Lockhart rang a second gong, then turned a new control. The pitch of the
generators, faintly audible to them changed, took on a new keening. The ship
seened suddenly to junp as if sonething had grasped it. The feeling of

wei ght | essness vani shed nonentarily, then there was a nonent of dizziness and a
sudden sensation of being upside down.

For a shocking instant, Burl felt hinself hangi ng head dowward froma fl oor

whi ch had surprisingly turned into a ceiling. He opened his nmouth to shout, for
he thought he was about to plunge onto the hard netal of the ceiling which now
hung bel ow hi m so precipitously.

Then there was a whirling sensation, a sideways tw sting that swung hi m about
agai nst the straps. As it came, the room seened to shift. The curved base of the
control room which had been so suddenly a floor, became in a nonent a wall,

| opsided and eerie. Then it shifted again. and, startlingly, Burl sagged back
into his cushioned seat as the hem spherical roomagain resunmed its nornal
aspect .

Lockhart bent over the controls, cautiously noving a |lever bit by bit. Cyde was
bent over his viewer, calling out slight corrections.

Now, at last, Burl felt the pressure he had expected. Hi s weight grew steadily
greater, back to normal, then increased. He found hinmself concentrating on his
breathing, forcing his lungs up agai nst the increasing weight of his ribs.

"Hol d up," his buzzing eardruns heard soneone say-- possibly Oherfield. "W
don't need to accelerate nore than one g. Take it easy."

The wei ght | essened instantly. Then the pressure was off. Everything seened
normal . Lockhart sat back and began to unloosen his straps. The others foll owed
Sui t.

In one viewer, Burl glinpsed the black of outer space and in another, the w de
grayi sh-green bow of the Earth spreading out below In a third he saw the

bl azi ng di sc of the Sun

"Did everything go all right?" he asked quietly of C yde.

The redhead | ooked up at himand smiled. "Better than we night have expected for
a first flight," he said.

"We're latching on to the Sun's grip now W're falling toward the Sun; not just
falling, but pulling ourselves faster toward it, so that we can keep up a nornal
gravity pressure. W're soon going to be going faster than any rocket has ever
gone. The living-space sphere rotated itself as soon as we started that. That's
what made everything seem upsi de down that tine and why everything has cone back
to normal ."

Burl nodded. "But that neans that in relation to Earth we are oursel ves upside
down right now "

"Of course," said Clyde. "But in space, everything is strictly relative. W are
no longer on Earth. W are a separate body in space, falling through space
toward the Sun."

"Why the Sun?" asked Burl. "I thought our first objective was to be the planet
Venus?"

"I't was too hard to get a fix on Venus fromso near the Earth. |nstead, we

| atched on to the Sun to pull us inward. When we are near to Venus' orbit, we'll
reverse and pull in on Venus," was the astrononer's answer.

"I'sn't that rather risky?" asked Burl, remenbering some of the quick briefings
he had been given. "That's a departure fromyour plans."

Lockhart | ooked up quickly. "Yes, you're right," he admtted. "But on a trip
like this we've got to learn to inprovise and do it fast. W nade that decision
at take-off."

For an instant Burl felt a chill. He realized then what all the other nmen on the
ship had known all along-- that in this flight they were all amateurs, that
everything they did was to be inprovisation in one way or another, that they
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must always run the risk of a terrible m stake.

Had |l atching on to the Sun been the first such error?

CHAPTER SI X-- Sunward Ho!

GRADUALLY THE ship settled down to routine. There was, as Burl discovered,

not hing very much to do for nobst of the crew on such a space flight. The course
was charted in advance, a pattern laid out that would carry the ship falling
toward its objective-- falling in a narrow curving orbit. A certain anmount of
time would pass during which the ship would traverse a specific section of this
plotted route at a certain rate of speed or acceleration

Then, at a specified nmonent, the speed would be checked, the attraction of the
Sun reversed, and the ship would attenpt to brake itself and to halt its fal
toward the great Sun. At such atine as its fall came to a stop, it should, if
the cal cul ati ons had been correct, be crossing the orbit of the planet Venus in
the sane place and at about the sane nonent that Venus itself would be. In that
way, the ship would arrive at the planet.

Now al | these cal cul ati ons had been nade, and once made, set into notion on the
control panels of the ship. The interval of many days between actually |eft
little to do, except for nmaking astronom cal observations, checking on the
performance of the stellarators, setting a watch agai nst the danmage caused by
met eors and m croneteors, and follow ng the ordinary procedures of neals and

sl eep periods. The nen set up an Earth-time schedul e of twenty-four hours,
divided the crewinto three eight-hour shifts, and conducted thensel ves
accordingly.

Burl did not find time weighing on his hands. Despite the Iimted space
available to the ten nmen, there was al ways sonething to | earn, and sonething to
t hi nk about .

When Russell dyde was off duty, he spent nmuch tinme with Burl at the w de-screen
viewers that showed the black depths of interplanetary space surroundi ng them
The Earth dwindled to a brilliant green disc, while ahead of themthe narrow
crescent of approaching Venus could be seen growi ng gradually. Ruddy Mars was
sharp but tiny, a point of russet beyond the green of Earth. And the stars--
never had Burl seen so many stars-- a firnanent ablaze with brilliant little
points of light-- the mllions of suns of the gal axy and t he gal axi es beyond
ours.

On the other side, the side toward which they fell, the Sun was a blinding
sphere of white light, its huge coronal flanes wavering fearfully around its
orb.

Seen to one side, surprisingly close to the Sun, was a tiny half-nmoon. "That's

Mercury," said Russ, pointing it out. "The smallest planet and the closest to
the Sun. After we |eave Venus, we'll have to visit it. W know there's a Sun-tap
station there-- and because it's so close to the Sun-- its orbit ranges between

twenty-eight mllion mles and under forty-four mllion mles-- the station nust
be a nobst inportant and |arge one."
Burl gazed at the point of light that was the innernost planet. "Those Sun-tap

stations... The nore | think about it, the nore | wonder what we're up against.
It seens to nme that it ought to be easy for the kind of people who can build
such things to catch us and stop us. In fact, | wonder why they haven't already

gone after us for stopping the one on Earth?"

Russ whistled softly between his teeth. "W' ve sone ideas about that. The
mlitary boys worked on it. You know you can figure out a lot of things from
just a few bits of evidence. W have such evidence from what happened to you on
Earth. You ought to speak to Haines about it."

Burl turned away fromthe viewer. "Let's find himnow | don't think he's very
busy. He said sonething about catching up on his reading this period."

Russ nodded, and the two of themgot up fromtheir seat. Wth a wave to
oerfield and Caton on duty at the controls, the two clinbed down the | adder
that led into the mddle part of the living space. They | ooked into Haines's
quarters but he wasn't there. So they went down the next hatchway into the | ower
section.

Hai nes and Ferrati were sitting at a table in the cooking quarters, drinking
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coffee. The two nmen, both heavy and nuscul ar, used to the open spaces and the
feel of the winds, were taking the enforced confinenent in the cranmped and
artificially oxygenated space of the ship will ill ease. For them it was |ike a
stretch in jail.

They greeted the two younger nmen jovially and invited themto a seat. Wile Russ
poured a cup of coffee for hinself, Burl opened the subject of how nuch the
expedi ti on had worked out about the eneny.

Hai nes' s pal e blue eyes gl eaned. "You can know an awful |ot about an eneny if
you know what he didn't do as well as what he did do. If you figure out what you
yoursel f shoul d have done under the same circunstances, and know he didn't do,
why, that gives you some valuable hints as to his deficiencies. As we see it,
we've got a fighting chance of spoiling his game. Certainly of spoiling it |ong
enough to allow Earth several nore years to get a fleet of ships like this into
operation and give himplenty of trouble."

Suddenly Burl felt nore cheerful. At the back of his mind there had been a
carefully conceal ed point of cold terror-- he renenbered the clean efficiency of
the Sun-tap station, the evidence of a science far beyond that of Earth. He
pressed the point. "Just what do we really know?"

Hai nes | eaned back and rubbed his hands together. "There were several things
that gave their weaknesses away. Wien we put it all together, we decided that
the eneny represents sone sort of limted advanced force or scouting group of a
civilization still too far away to count in the i mediate future. W deci ded
that the eneny isn't too aware of our present abilities-- that his intelligence
service is poor as far as nodern Earth is concerned. W figure he won't be able
to act with any speed to repair the damages we nake."

"Tell them how we worked that out," said Ferrati, who had begun to grow again
the short black beard that Burl remenbered he had worn on his fanous

expedi tions.

"Well," said Haines, drawing the word out to build up suspense, "did you know
that the station in the Andes, the one you cracked open, was built at |east
thirty years ago? And never put into operation in all that time?"

Burl was surprised. "Way... | hadn't thought of it-- but it could have been.
That valley was so isolated and deserted, probably nobody woul d ever have
spotted it.

"Right," Hai nes added, "and our investigation team studied the remains, the
foundations, the layout, and we're sure it's been there at |east three decades.
That's one cl ue.

"The second clue was the relative flimsiness of the walls. The buil ders hadn't
expected us to be able to blow them up. They were sone sort of quick
construction-- a plastic, strong, but not able to hold up agai nst blasting
powder, let al one real heavy bombs or A-bonbs.

"Now why was that? And the third clue, why didn't they have a repair system
avai |l abl e, or at |east some sort of automatic antiaircraft defense?"

Burl | ooked at Ferrati. The latter was watching himshrewdly to see if he could
figure it out.

"The builders didn't expect an air attack," said Burl slowy, "because of the
air disturbances. They did not know we woul d have a Mon base that could spot
their location. Hence they figured that our civilization would remain as it was
thirty years ago. We woul dn't have been able to spot the location at that tine,
because it required outer-space observation. It m ght have taken us severa
years of tranping around to locate it."

"And the | ack of a strong permanent construction? After all, a concrete and

st eel -enforced enbanknment, which any mlitary force on Earth could have put
there, woul d have bal ked your dynamte attack," probed Hai nes.

"That neans they didn't have the time or the means to nake such a construction
They must have had a single ship with the kind of equipment that could lay out a
qui ck base in the shortest tinme!" said Burl.

"Right!" snapped Haines. "The Sun-tap nust have been built by a relatively small
team which probably canme in a single explorer ship. The ship was equi pped with
automatic factory machinery that could turn out an adequate base for an

uni nhabi ted planet, an airless noon, and so on-- but they didn't have the stuff
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for a fortified base-- and they didn't have the manpower to build it."

"Anot her indication of that is the thirty-year delay," added Ferrati.
"Cbviously, they arrived in this solar systemfrom sonewhere outside it. W
figure that way because otherw se they woul d have been prepared to do the job on
all the planets in the same trip and start operations at once. They nust have
made sone observations of this solar systemfroma point in space at |east as
far away as another star. That neans not |ess than four and half |ight-years
away-- Proxima Centauri being the nearest star after our Sun, and four and a
hal f |ight-years fromus. Their observations were inperfect. They found nore

pl anets and probl ens than they had supposed. So they had to nmake a second trip
to get enough supplies to finish their Sun-tap base constructions. It took them
thirty years between the first stations and the ones that conpleted the job.
"And that, too, suggests that only one ship was originally involved here. O

course, maybe they canme back with nore the second tinme, but it still looks as if
the main force hasn't arrived. And won't until after the Sun novas."

"Then that neans," said Burl quickly, "that we are still dealing with just a
smal |l and isolated group?" ."Muybe," said Haines. "Just what constitutes a snall
group may be hard to say. | rather think they'd have brought the engi neers and
at | east an advance working party of settlers with themthe second trip in. But
they are still short of available ships-- they're still not aware of what we may

be going to do."

"Way is that?" asked Burl.

Hai nes | ooked thoughtful. "This is conjecture. But if they planted any spies
anong our Earth people, there's been no contact, because otherw se they'd have
known we could track and crack their base as soon as it started. This neans that
they still haven't had scouting ships to spare for checking up on what they did
the first tinme. No checkup means no spare personnel to do the checking. They
just assuned that we hadn't caught on, and started operations by renote contro
as they had originally planned."

"And that al so may nean that these people are hard up,"” said Ferrati. "Wherever
they cane from their civilization has been great, but it's gone to seed. They
pl an to seize another solar system start over again, and they haven't the
abundance of material needed to set up sinple check and guard stations, such as
any nmajor Earth nation would have the sense to do."

"Why, that neans we've got a fighting chance to lick '"em" said Burl joyfully.
"I kept thinking we'd run into nore than we could cope with."

"We've got a fighting chance, all right," said Haines. "W nay be able to rip up
their Sun-tap layouts, but what if we neet the main explorer ship itself?
Anybody who can cross interstellar space and warp the power of the Sun, can
probably outshoot, outrun, and outfight us. Let's hope we don't neet themunti
we' ve done our work."

On this note the little discussion broke up as the gong rang for the next watch.

It made sense to Burl. If the Magellan could just operate fast enough, keep on
the junp, they'd save the day. But-- and he realized that nobody had nentioned
it aloud-- it also followed that the enemy-- however snall its group-- was stil

in the solar system sonmewhere and would certainly be starting to take action
very soon now.

The tine canme when the ship was to start slowing, to prepare itself for the
meeting with Venus. Burl saw the hour and mi nute approach and watched Lockhart
take the controls and set the new readi ngs. The steady hum of the generators-- a
vi bration that had becone a constant feature of the ship-- altered, and for
everyone it was a relief. Their m nds had beconme attuned to the steady pitch

One didn't realize how annoying a nuisance it was until it stopped. As the
stellar generators |let down on the drag on the Sun, the gravity within the ship
| essened. In a few nonents there was a condition of zero, and those who had
forgotten to strap thensel ves down found that they were floating about in the
air, nost of them giddy.

There was a shift in the pitch, and the generators applied repul sion agai nst the
pul I of the Sun. Those floating in the air crashed suddenly agai nst the ceiling,
then slid violently down the walls onto the floor as the inner sphere rotated on

file:/lIF|/rah/David%20A.%20Wollheim/Wolheim,%...20The%20Secret%200f%20the%20Ninth%20Planet.txt (21 of 64) [2/3/03 12:38:38 AM]



file:///F|/rah/David%20A.%20Woll heim/Wol heim,%20David%20A %20-%20T he%20Secret%200f %20the%20Ninth%20P| anet. txt

its gynbals to neet the new center of gravitational pull-- this tinme away from
t he Sun.

The viewers flickered off and then on again as their connecting surfaces inside
and outside the sphere's double layer of walls slid apart and matched up again.
For an instant, as he saw the viewers bl ank out, Burl thought of what m ght
happen if the sphere didn't rotate all the way. They would find thensel ves

bl i nd.

Now t he ship proceeded on its charted orbit, slowing to neet Venus. Severa
hours went by, one neal, and Burl had returned to his bunk, his rest period
having arrived. Russ remained at the controls on duty, checking astrononmically
the new speed and decel erati on.

Burl tossed restlessly, the light out in the little cabin. Sonething was
bothering him and after a while he realized that O yde should have cone off
duty before this. He glanced at the clock and cal cul ated that Russ was two hours
overdue. What was w ong?

He slipped out of his bunk and clinbed into his pants. Ascending into the
control room he saw Lockhart, the two astrononers, and the entire engineering
crew gathered over the controls in worried concentration

He peered over their shoulders, but the dials neant little to him since he did
not know what they should have said. "Wat's happened?" he asked Russ.

Russ took his aside. "W're not going to make our connection with Venus," he
said. "Qur generators didn't operate exactly as we had hoped. W haven't been
abl e to sl ow down enough, the pull of the Sun is stronger than the power we can
raise to stop it at our present speed. We're going to shoot past Venus' orbit
way ahead of the planet, and we're still heading sunward at a faster rate than
we figured on."

"You nean-- we're falling into the Sun!" gasped Burl

"As things stand right now," said the youthful astrogator, "that's just what is
happeni ng. "

CHAPTER SEVEN- - Hot Spot on Mercury

I T SEEMED strange to Burl at that nonent that there wasn't nore excitenent on
board the Magellan. To learn so early in the game that all were dooned should
have brought nore reaction. It should have excited sone sort of frenzy, or
efforts to abandon ship, or sonething. But the nmen in the cabin, though keyed
up, were anything but panicky.

Instead, there seened to be grimconcentration on their faces, an earnestness
that spoke of a plan. Through a vi ewer which had been shielded so that the |ight
woul d not blind the eyes, Burl could see the wide disc of the Sun now. A few
spots were visible on its blazing surface, and great tongues of burning gases
encircled it for hundreds of thousands of miles. Were they really destined to
end a nere cinder-- an instantaneous flicker of fire in one of those

proni nences?

Clyde was working with Ooerfield at the calculators. Burl watched themin
silence, trying to determne what it was they were getting at. Finally they
pulled a figure fromone of their machines and took it over to Lockhart and the
engi neers. There was a brief conference, and sonething seened to be agreed upon

Clyde's face, which had been tense, was now nmore relaxed. "I think we've got the
problemlicked," canme the good word.
"What's up?" asked Burl. "If we shoot past Venus, we should still be able to

come to a stop, fall away fromthe Sun and naybe catch up with Venus again. It
woul d take | onger, but..."

"We're altering our plans,"” interrupted Russ. "Of course, we could brake-- that
much we found out for sure. The trouble lay in our lack of effective tests for
the Magellan's drive. W thought we knew just what it would do, but after all
the problems of space are intricate. It turned out that it did not act so
effectively against the Sun as had been calculated. Either that, or the Sun's
pul |l was stronger at this proximty than regi stered on our instrunments. Chasing
after Venus, after coming back to its orbit, could be done, but it would prove
time-consuming and difficult to plan. Wiat we are doing instead is altering our
schedul e. "
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"But then there's no other place to go fromhere but Mercury. |Is that what the
new plan is?" Burl asked him

Russ nodded. "Mercury is conming around this side of the Sun. By the tine we have
braked, we will be closer to its orbit than to that of Venus. So we shal

proceed inward toward it and nake our first planetfall there."

Mercury, the smallest and hottest planet in the system Burl renmenbered that it
was one of the two worlds that they knew for sure had a Sun-tap station on it.
He went down the hatch to carry the news to the |anding crew.

Hai nes, Burl discovered, had already heard the new plan on the intercomfrom
Lockhart. As soon as Burl joined them the four nen, including Ferrati and

Boul ton, went into a planning session.

The problem of Mercury was a hard one. As Ferrati remarked, "It would have been
better to tackle this one |last instead of taking it on first."

"Yes, but on the other hand,"” was Hai nes's comrent, "Mercury's station is
probably one of the nbst inportant-- located as it is, so close to the Sun. Wth
i deal conditions for steady, undiverted concentration of solar power, it nust be
the primary station in the system"”

"The problemboils down-- and | do nean 'boils'-- to heat," Boulton | aughed.
"Mercury rotates on its axis only once a year-- its year being only eighty-eight
of our days long. This neans that just as the Mon presents only one side to the
Earth, Mercury always presents the same hem sphere to the Sun. On the Sun side,
therefore, there is always day. The Sun appears to be fixed in the sky.
Naturally, we assune the Sun-tap station will be on that sunny side. And the
heat must be terrific."

"Matter of fact," said Haines dryly, "the records show the heat in the center of
the Sun side reaches 770° Fahrenheit. Enough to keep tin and lead nolten.”

"The problemis how to reach the station over such a boiling | andscape,” sunmred
up Burl. "It seens to ne that the absence of an at nosphere could answer part of
the problem"”

Hai nes nodded. "Let's get to work on a plan of action, nen. W've got a few days
to get our equipnent laid out."

Those few days passed qui ckly enough. Wen several possible schenes had been
outlined, the nen nade lists of the types of equipnment that mght be used with
each. Then, putting on pressurized space suits and carrying air tanks, they |eft
the i nner sphere and worked through the cargo space surrounding it within the
outer frane of the spaceship. There had originally been air here, but now they
found nost of it was gone, thinned out frominfinitely tiny |leaks in the outer
shel | caused by the constant bonbardnment of microscopic bits of neteoric dust.
They | ocat ed each piece of equipnent and noved it into position for easy
handl i ng.

The ship cane to its halting point, where the repul sion against the Sun finally
braked it against the gravitational pull of the Sun. Then, by increasing the

sel ective pull of the approaching planet Mercury, they noved off in that
direction.

Mercury was changing in appearance. As they neared it fromthe outer side, its
lighted half swung away fromtheir view, and what they saw was a constantly
narrow ng crescent, growing larger even as it narrowed. Finally the hour cane
when they swung up close, coming in on the eternally sunless, night side of the
little planet.

They swooped | ow over the dark surface, taking observations and neasurenents.
"It's not as cold as we mi ght suppose," said Cherfield after his first readings.
"There's a certain anmount of heat all along the rimof the dark side. Radiation,
| suppose, as well as the fact that there's a certain anount of wobbling done by

the planet."
Burl was studying the surface. "Seens to ne that nmuch of the dark side has a
gleamto it. Something reflects the stars; | see little glints of |ight,

shifting and blinking."

"l can guess what that is," said Russ. "It nust be covered, at least in the
central portions, with a sea of frozen gases. Wat atnosphere Mercury had | ong
ago nust have congeal ed there."
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The ship noved along toward the twilight edge, then began circling the planet
along that internmediate belt, where the Sun could be seen peeking over the

hori zon in eternal dawn. There was a cluster of nmen at the radiation counter,

| ooki ng for evidence of the Sun-tap station. Finally, after passing over a chain
of darkened nountains, eerily lighted at the peaks by the Sun, there cane a
yell. Distortion had been detected.

Once on it, they swing the ship outward into space again and noved al ong further
over the sunlit side. Burl stared into the telescopic viewers as they probed the
surface.

He saw an ugly and terrifying world. The planet, which had a dianeter of only
3,100 mles, conpared to Earth's 7,900, was virtually w thout an atnosphere. Its
surface was baked hard, brilliantly white, covered with |ong, deep cracks that
cut hundreds of miles into the shriveled and burned surface. There were areas of
dark nountain ranges, bare and jagged, whose netallic surface inparted a darker
shade to the pervading glare. And there were patches here and there on the
surface that gl eaned bal efully-- probably spots of nolten naterial

Hai nes, standing next to him was nuttering, "It can't be too far in, it can't.
How could they build it?"

Then Burl found what they were | ooking for.

A huge canyon tore raggedly across a plain. There was a junble of nobuntains, a
chain edging in fromthe twilight zone. And in a corner, about two hundred miles
out into the hot side, at a narrow | edge where the nountai ns canme down and the
canyon cane together, there was a circular structure.

They coul d see, as soon as the tel escopic sight had been adjusted, that it was a

|large station. It was encircled by a featureless wall. It had no roof. Rising on
masts above it was a whole forest of gleanmng discs pointing at the Sun low in
t he sky.

On the tops of the nmountain peaks, a half nmile fromthe station, was another
series of masts. These were ained away fromthe Sun into the dark airless sky
and toward the other planets.

"The accumul ators and the transnmitters," said Burl.L "W'l|l have to get them
both."

"Getting the transmitters will be easy," said Haines. "After we shut off the
station, we'll just bonb the nmountain nmasts out of action.”

Burl choked. "Wy, it never occurred to ne, but why can't we bonb the station
fromthe air? One atom ¢ bonb should finish it off." He al nbst added, And you
woul dn't have needed ne after all, but squashed the thought. He woul dn't have

gi ven up coming along for anything, he now realized.

"There's a distortion, as there was at the Andes station, that would nake it
hard to hit. But | imgine we could do it if we tried hard enough. But that
isn't what we want at first. It's inportant, very inportant, that we get
pictures and details of this station frominside. W can't just break up the
eneny installations-- we've got to learn fromthem we nust find out how they do
it and how we can use it." This was Lockhart speaking. "You' d better start the
job," he added to Haines. "Are you ready?"

Hai nes nodded reluctantly. "Yep," and turning to the three who woul d acconpany
him he ordered, "let's go."

The four explorers gathered near the exit port. They had put on space suits and
strapped on various itens of equipnment, weapons and work tools. They passed
through the airlock into the cargo section of the ship. Communi cating through
the hel met radi os, Haines directed each what to do, and al so directed Lockhart
where to bring the ship for the |anding.

Burl heard Lockhart's voice warn themthat he did not want to hold the ship too
| ong over the sunny hot side. "W've already noticed a buildup of heat fromthe
solar radiation on the skin. And the heat radiating from Mercury i s accunul ati ng
too fast. W can't get rid of it if both sides of this ship are going to be

heat ed up. As soon as you nake your |anding, |I'mtaking the ship back to the
cold side."

"Uh huh," cane Haines's voice. "W don't want to hang around here any too | ong,
either."

Then the four, as prearranged, unlinbered the work rocket they had picked. There
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were several sizes of small exploration craft. They had at first thought of the
tractor-- an enclosed, airtight truck on tractor wheels which could crawl up to
the station while the men inside it were protected by air conditioning. But a
qui ck survey showed that it woul d overheat too fast and m ght easily bog down in
one of the many soft spots. So they took the four-man, rocket-propelled cargo

pl ane i nstead.

The ship was airtight and pressurized. They had taken every precaution. The four
piled in with their supplies. Then, as the Mgell an swooped nonentarily | ower,
the escape hatch opened and, with Ferrati at the controls, the rocket plane shot
out with a roar of its exhausts.

They raced | ow over the burning | andscape, and before themthe w de, dark,

forbi dding canyon cut its way through the plain. It was into this canyon that
the rocket plunged.

The precipitous rocky sides rose above them and

suddenly they were in darkness. Inmredi ately, the plane's cooling system becane
nore effective as Ferrati guided the rocket through the shadowy depths away from
the bl azi ng sunbeans. Burl saw, by means of the radar, that the bottom of the
heat crack was many mles down.

They raced along the crevice until they reached the nountain chain. Here,

Ferrati abruptly raised the nose of the plane and they shot upward, popping out
of the shadow into the sunlight.

Bef ore them | ooned the hard unbroken walls of the Sun-tap station. The rocket

pl ane cane to a stop a hundred feet away.

As soon as it had halted, Burl and Ferrati |eaped out, with white sheets thrown
over their suits to afford sonme extra protection fromthe Sun's rays. Between
themthey carried a long, awkward affair of poles and plastic.

Burl's feet touched the ground; through the cushioned | eather of his thick boots
he felt the heat just as if he had stepped on a hot stove. He noved quickly, and
as they had rehearsed, he and the explorer slapped the rig together and set up a
gl eam ng plastic skin sunbreak to shield the rocket plane. The plastic sheets
reflected the Sun's heat and cut off a fair portion of the direct radiation

whi ch woul d ot herwi se have rendered the rocket plane inoperable and

uni nhabi tabl e in short order

Wil e they were assenbling the sunbreak, Haines and Boulton unl oaded a portable
antitank rocket launcher. Wth no wasted notion, Boulton ainmed the | auncher at
the wall, and Haines thrust a | ong, w cked-Iooking rocket projectile into the
tube. There was a flash of soundless fire and a |ine of dissipating white snoke.
Not hi ng coul d be heard in the airl essness.

Burl felt the shock through the ground as the shell hit. A chunk of the wall

ri pped apart and col | apsed.

As quickly as he sawit, Burl acted. Haines's voice rang in his ear, but already
Burl was in action. Back into the rocket plane, out again with-- an unbrellal

He made a flying leap toward the Sun-tap station. He felt terrifically strong in
the slight gravity, and the leap carried himthirty feet forward. As he slid
through the space above the surface, he opened the unbrella. Its outer side had
been painted white, and partly shielded himfromthe direct heat. He nade the

station in five leaps and clinmbed through the broken wall. Boulton foll owed him
with another unbrella and a pack under his arm
Inside the station it was cool-- the walls had been hi gh enough to create shade

within. It was like the station in the Andes, but bigger, nuch bigger

Boulton joined him folded his unbrella calmy, and yanked an air-conpression
pistol fromhis belt. "See anyone?" he asked.

"No. "

Burl renenbered then that there could possibly be a living guard at this
station. They searched carefully, but there was no sign of life. Boulton was
doing a soldier's job, that was all

Wi |l e Boulton set up his photographi c equi pnent, Burl made his way around the
shi ning gl obes and strange tubes that were the nerve center of the station. He
finally found the sane type of control panel that he had found in the Andes
station.
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He hesitated before it, wondering if, after all this, the original charge, would
wor k. He hoped that there m ght be another charger gl obe avail abl e, but saw
none. It would be up to him

He put a gloved hand on the control. Perhaps, he worried, the charge woul d not
conduct through the insulated, cooled material of his suit. He pushed the

| evers, and knew then that it did.

The pul sing of the spheres halted. There was a sharp dip in the faint vibration
he had been feeling in his feet. He shoved the levers all the way, and suddenly
the station went dead. Above him one of the great discs atop its nast snapped
and burst apart under what nust have become an inpossible concentration of power
wi t hout a channel for outlet.

"Sun-tap Station Mercury is dead," Burl said quietly into his hel met phone.

At that very instant a distant globe, perched on a pedestal against the wal

away fromthe rest of the equipnent, flared a brilliant red.

CHAPTER EI GHT-- The Veil of Venus

IN AN artificially constructed chanber somewhere in the solar system an
intelligent being sat before a bank of instruments that was designed to bring to
his attention various factors concerning the things that nattered to his
species. This being had been on duty for the average length of time such a duty
entail ed and had been paying little conscious attention to the routine-- for
there had been nothing to report for sone tine.

The drop in channeling fromPlanet 11l that had occurred some tinme ago had thus
far not caused too nuch concern. It was assuned by the other intelligent beings
i nvol ved that the matter was possibly a weather condition, a vol canic discharge
or quite sinply that the planet was in unfavorable orbit. Not all the stations
ever worked sinultaneously. There were al ways sone behind the Sun, or blocked in
sone ot her manner. But the main channels were at work, and the different |ines
and shifts continued to build up satisfactorily.

But now sonet hing occurred that focused the attention of the watcher nore
closely on his instrunents. A facet of his panel had flashed a color at the

| owest end of his visible spectrum How the being registered that col or cannot

be said; the inhabitants of Planet 11l would have ternmed it red.

Wth trained reaction, the watcher activated the full signal. Instantly there
appeared before his eyes a vision of a scene. There was the interior of the
maj or station on Planet |I. It was non-functioning, and there were two strange

creatures turning nowto ook directly at him They were bipeds with two armike
extensions, lunpy objects, clad in bulky white folds. They wore cunbersone

hel mets and he could see two eyes shielded beneath thick transparencies over the
face.

One of these creatures raised his armand there was a puff of steam Then the
vision flashed off, but not before the trained watcher had activated the crash
mechani sm

If the watcher had been closer in space to the station, the destruction would
have conme quicker. Unfortunately for him the speed of Iight and radio inpul ses
is limted, so that it was several mnutes before the destruction inpulse
reached Pl anet |.

A short while later, after the guiding beings had di gested the news,
preparati ons were nmade for a vessel to go sunward to investigate-- and renove--
the interference.

Burl twisted on his heel sharply as he whirled around to | ook at the flash of
red. Boulton drew his hand weapon, ainmed and fired.

There was a jet of steamas the conpressed air blasted the dart fromthe gun

The gl owi ng gl obe was pierced, there was a small expl osion, and then the gl obe
and its pedestal vanished.

"What was that?" cried Burl.

Boul ton hol stered his gun. "A signal of sone kind-- a warning probably. My guess
is that it was an alarmtipping off the renote control masters of this place
that it was out of comm ssion. Help nme with the photo stuff; | think we'd better
get out of here quick!"

Wthout wasting nore tinme, the two nen snapped the scene as fast as the shutters
woul d click. Then they picked up the caneras, grabbed their unbrellas and ran
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for the break in the wall

Just as they nmade their first flying |l eaps toward the shiel ded rocket plane, the
gl obes within the Sun-tap station started to go off. One after another, like a
chain reaction, they blew up, and within seconds the interior of the walled
station was a turnoil of falling nmetals, beans, wires, and sharp transparent
shards.

Hai nes and Ferrati were ready for take-off and puffs of snbke were coming from
the exhaust. Wthout bothering to take down the plastic Sun-shield, Burl and
Boul ton tunbled into the cabin. Before the door was even closed, Haines lifted
the ship and headed for the dark depths of the canyon

The inside of the plane was perilously hot. The shield had been a tenporary
protection, but even the ground radi ated heat |ike an oven. They had to seek the
cold of the sunless canyon to allow sone of the heat to escape. To have fl own
directly to the Magellan wi thout cooling the plane woul d have been di sastrous.
The Magel | an energed fromthe cold side to neet them Fromthe heights of space,
they saw that they would not need to bonb the nountain relayer nasts-- for the
same alarmthat had triggered the station had shattered them

After the Magellan had scuttled back to the cold side, there was a council of
war in the control room Burl and Boulton described very carefully what had
happened.

"This nust have been their prinmary station," said Russ thoughtfully. "No matter
what they seek to channel fromthe Sun on other planets, it is fromhere that
the first and strongest diversion of solar energy nust have been conming. This
station may have been the last constructed-- the final link put into place. And
for that reason, they installed an alarm"”

"Ah," said Lockhart, "even if they did, would it necessarily have destroyed that

station? After all, they would nornmally have figured on repairing whatever went
wrong. "
"It seenms to nme," said Burl, "that the red flash itself didn't start the

destruction. There was a del ay-- nust have been several nminutes-- before it
started. Could it be, that what was alerted was a watcher?"

"Where?" said Boulton. "There was no place for a watcher to be in that station
We saw no sign of it."

"Maybe deep underground?" suggested the engineer, Caton. "They m ght have living
quarters a few mles underneath.”

"H ghly unlikely," said Russ Cyde. "It would still be too hot, and, renenber,
these people plan to incinerate Mercury and the inner planets. They nust be from
the edge of the system The delay may be a valuable clue to that. It would take
time for a renote control station or another planet to see what was happeni ng
and take steps. If you can figure out exactly how many m nutes and seconds

el apsed between the flashing of the red bulb and the bl owup, we could work out
the approxi mate di stance."

But, unfortunately, the tine could not be judged that accurately. Neither Burl
nor Boulton had had tine to | ook at his watch.

They hung over the cold side of Mercury for several hours nore while the two
astrononmers figured their next nove. Wen the orbits had been determ ned, the
Magel | an turned its nmassive wi de nose away fromthe Sun toward a gl eam ng white
disc that dom nated the dark skies of outer space. Wth full power on, they
pushed away fromthe littlest planet and began the long fall toward the Sun's
second pl anet, that which some had considered to be Earth's veiled tw n, Venus.
There was a matter of thirty mllion mles to cross, and the crossing would be
made fighting the pull of the Sun all the way.

Caton and his nmen had spent the wait on Mercury working on the great generators
in the powerhouse nose. They recalibrated the output and corrected it fromthe
records kept during the flight inward. Now they were confident of its ability to
drive the ship away fromthe Sun. Conming in, they had not been sure what their
A-G drive would do and could do. Going outward they knew just what to expect.
They did not travel blindly outward, for that woul d have been both a crude waste
of power and inaccurate. Instead, the ship drove at a long slant fromthe Sun,
moving in a gently curving orbit that would bring it onto Venus at the sane tine

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20A.%20Wollheim/Wolheim,%...20The%20Secret%200f%20the%20Ninth%20Planet.txt (27 of 64) [2/3/03 12:38:38 AM]



file:///F|/rah/David%20A.%20Woll heim/Wol heim,%20David%20A %20-%20T he%20Secret%200f %20the%20Ninth%20P| anet. txt

that Venus itself was nmoving along in its orbit. This is what they had tried to
do before, but w thout success. Venus travels around the Sun at a speed of about
32 miles per second, and takes about 224.5 days to conplete the circuit. From
where the Magellan took off, it would approach and overtake Venus at a speed a
little greater than the 32 mles per second.

The days passed swiftly enough. They had devel oped the pictures taken in the
Mercury station, and the engi neers and astrononers spent |ong hours debating
their features, matching up what they had seen with what was known about the
Andes stati on.

The shining face of Venus grew larger. It was a nysterious planet, the nost
mysterious in the system even though it was the closest of the planets to
Earth. Venus was a world whose atnosphere-- of Earthly depth-- was a solid nass
of clouds. Never had the clouds lifted to reveal the surface. The cl ouds
reflected the sunlight brilliantly, yet as Burl could now see with the naked
eye, parts of it were hazy, as if mighty stornms were raising dark particles from
bel ow.

"We've had a couple of prober rockets shot into its surface," said Russ, as they
wat ched the oncom ng planet. "They didn't prove much-- faded out fast, but we
think they established its I ength of day. Nobody knew how nmany hours it took
Venus to rotate on its axis. Sonme even thought it always presented one face to
the Sun as does Mercury. Others thought it had a quick day, shorter than
Earth's. Ohers gave it a day al nbost a nonth | ong.

"Qur prober rockets, carrying unmanned instrunents, rather definitely indicate
that the planet has a day about twenty Earth-days |ong. Even though it's
shi el ded by the clouds, it nust be m serably hot near the surface."

"We'll soon find out.” Burl grinned. "After Mercury, it couldn't be so bad.
Maybe it rains all the tinme."

Russ shrugged. "Who knows?" he said.

Venus was a vast sea of swirling white and gray cl ouds beneath them when t he
Magel | an reached it. They hung above the cloud | evel, while stretching bel ow
themlay the circular bow of veiled nystery that was the fabled evening star of
poem and song.

oerfield was probing the surface with the radiation counters for the Sun-tap

di stortion. None had been detected from Earth, but observation of the sunny face
of Venus had al ways been difficult fromthe third planetary orbit. But quickly
the dour astrononer proved the fact. A calculation of the planet's al bedo-- its
rate of reflected sunlight-- showed that in one large central section there was
a dinming out. Sonewhere in that spot, the |ight was being diverted.

Lockhart brought the Magell an down gradually, closer, closer, and finally sank
it into the soupy atnmosphere of Venus. Now, from every viewplate, nothing
reflected but a glare of white nist. But the ship was not operating blind. Radar
pi erced the clouds, and fromthe w de screens the crew could see that they had
not yet touched the surface.

"Watch out for mountains," whispered Russ, hanging over Lockhart's shoul der
Their progress was slow but steady. The cloud bank around them did not clear,
but still glowed gray. After a descent of nearly two hours, there was a flicker
on the radar. It registered no features, no nountains, nothing but a seeningly
flat plain.

Above and around themthe white clouds still blanketed everything. But now Burl
t hought he saw a pale glow. Gadually the white faded away i nto w sps and
shreds, and in a flash the ship broke out of the clouds.

They hung beneath a grayish-white sky. Below them scarcely a half nile of
visibility in msty, thin air, they saw the surface of Venus. They were over
water. An ocean stretched below themas far as the eye could see, with neither a
rock nor an island. Venus was a water world!

CHAPTER NI NE-- The Ccean Prineval

THE MAGELLAN hung in the air while the men studied the surface of this world
that had so |l ong been a nystery. The air was not the clear air of Earth; rather,
it was the kind that precedes the coning of a fog, thick, heavy with noisture,
the horizons fading into gray. Below themlay a nottled expanse of water,
reflecting the gray sky, and verging alnost to a deep brown. The water was
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still, occasionally stirred by a slight wave.

"No tides have ever noved these waters," commented Russ quietly to Burl. "There
is no moon to pull and sway them The notion of this world, so slowin the
passage of its day, hardly disturbs the water."

"I't looks shallowto nme," said Burl. "The darker sections look as if the bottom
nmust be cl ose.”

"I imagine it is. W'll take soundings," Russ answered. "I have a feeling the
whole world may be like this ...one vast, shall ow, swanpy sea. See the scum

floating on it?"

"See it? Now that you nention it, there's hardly a part that hasn't sonmething on
it." was Burl's reply. "There're patches of nuck all over it, like floating oil,
or even drifting nasses of weeds."

It was true. The water showed on its surface a strange filth unlike anything one
woul d expect on the surface of a Terrestrial sea. There were w de areas of

browni sh-gray sline and little floating blobs of green. Shining flecks of
yellow, like bright oil drops, seened to flow through and between the masses of
scum

At the radar, Haines began to call out figures. As Russ had guessed, it was a
shal | ow sea. In places, the bottomwas only a dozen feet beneath. For a while,
all the men of the crew were quiet, watching the silent waters beneath them
"Uncl ean, the whol e place | ooks unclean," Lockhart said finally. "W've got work
to do. Let's find the Sun-tap station."

The rest of the crew cane to action. The spaceship began to nove slowy, while
oerfield and Caton probed for the lines of force which would |ead to the
station.

Now a | ong, |ow bank appeared, a ridge of nud protrudi ng above the water. Here
and there stretched other |ow nud bars, and once a ridge of rock.

"I'"ve seen no aninals or birds,"” said Burl. "Do you suppose there are any?"

Russ pursed his lips. "I don't think so. Fromthe | ook of this world, life
probably isn't devel oped that far. You won't find animals until there is dry

| and-- and |'d guess now that there's no place on all Venus where there is nuch
dry land. There may be fish or fish life, but even that's questionable.

Consi der-- the long, |ong day, the absence of violent, unshielded Sun rays, the
steady danp warnth, the quiet, barely noving waters, the heavy anpbunts of carbon
dioxide in the air..."

He paused and went over to Lockhart's chart table to pick up a paper. "Qoerfield
wor ked out the atnosphere. It is very heavy in carbon dioxide, very lowin free
oxygen. There's water vapor down here, but the clouds have kept it below it
didn't show up in the outer atnosphere at all."

"There's the Sun-tap base," said Burl, and added as an afterthought, "I think."
This one did not look at all like the other stations he had seen. There was
indeed a ringed wall station, but the wall was | ow and slanted outward. It stood
on the end of a wide nmudbank, and near it veins of rock glistened as if wet.

The interior machinery was a neat, conpact nass of crystalline gl obes and

| evers. But the masts and shining discs which had characterized the stations on
Mercury and Earth were missing. Instead, there fl oated upon the surface of the
water, for a mle around, great shining bows, |ike huge saucers gently rocking
in the faint wavelets. Thin, flexible, shining Iines of nmetal connected this
surface layout with the station

"Wth no direct Sun to aimat, this station seens to be directed toward a

nonf ocused system of |ight diversion," Lockhart announced. "The w ecking crew

pl ease get under way!"

"I"mgoing down with you," Russ joined in. "lI've gotten pernission to take sone
observations fromthe surface."

"CGood," said Burl, and hurried with himdown to the central fl oor

They di senbarked in two parties. Haines and Ferrati used the two-nman rocket

pl ane and woul d nake a wi de encirclenent of the vicinity, mapping and finally

bl owi ng up the accurul ator discs floating on the surface. Burl, Russ, and

Boul ton took a helicopter.

The helicopter, under the control of the Marine captain, dropped out of the
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cargo port of the Magellan; Steadied by the regular whirl of its great blades
and driven by tiny rocket jets in the tip of each wing, the whirlybird swung
down |like a huge nosquito hovering over a swanp patch

It nmoved over the water and finally hung directly over the nmudbank. Maneuvering
so that the helicopter was directly in the protected circle of the walls, Burl
and Russ dropped a rope | adder and swng down hand over hand to be the first
human bei ngs to set foot on Venus.

They were lightly dressed, for the tenperature was hot, around 110°, and it was
humi d. No breezes bl ew here. They wore shorts and shirts and hi gh-1aced | eat her
boots. Each carried two snall tanks of oxygen on his back. A |leather nouth
nozzl e strapped across the shoul ders guaranteed a steady flow of breathable air.
In their belts were strapped knives and arny pistols. Russ carried recording
equi prent, and Burl a hatchet.

They dropped of f the swaying | adder inside the station. The ground was

har d- packed as if the builders had beaten it down and snoothed it off. The

gl obes were famliar to Burl-- he had studied the pictures of the two he had
already visited and he realized that they followed the same general system
Where the mast towers woul d have been, there were | eads running through the
plastic walls out across the sea. He wondered briefly why the walls were curled
out war d.

As the helicopter noved away, the netal weight on the end of the dangling | adder

brushed the top of the wall. There was a crackling noise, and a spark junped
bet ween t hem
"The wall is electrically charged," said Burl. "I wonder why?"

Russ shook his head. "Fromthe | ooks of it, to keep off sonething. Perhaps sone
kind of native life. But what? |I'm sure there's nothing of a highly organized
physi cal structure here."

Burl found the controls of the station, but before touching them he renmenbered
the alarmon Mercury. "I'd better try to snmash the alarmfirst,"” he called out
to Russ.

Finally, Burl located an isolated gl obe perched on a post, which resenbled the
one he had briefly glinpsed on Mercury. He ran his hands over it, feeling a mld
vibration within. Then, at its base, he found the | evers. He noved them and the
vibration died out. "I think I've turned it off," he announced. "But stand by
with a gun, just in case."

Russ drew his pistol, and Burl switched off the main controls of the Sun-tap. A
gl obe or two burst; there was a sort of settling down in the station. Abruptly
they felt the heat intensify and knew that the sky was shining nore brilliantly
than before. The diversion of the Sun was over for Venus.

The al arm gl obe renmai ned quiet, but Burl took his hatchet and smashed it. Russ
was careful ly photographing the station, neasuring the distances, and tracing
the lines. Overhead, the w de bl ades of the helicopter flapped around and
around, acconpanied by little hissing puffs of rocket snoke. They could see
Boul ton | ooki ng down at themfromthe tiny cabin.

Russ was scooping up bits of soil to bring back for analysis when he saw what
seened to be a wet patch on top of the wall. As he watched, it spread until it
reached the bottom In a remarkably short tinme a whole section of wall was

gl eaning wet. A patch of danp oiliness spread over the floor

"This I've got to get a sanple of," said the rusty-haired astrononer. He reached
for a sanpling bottle in his pocket, and at the same tinme the patch of wetness
spread to his shoes

As Russ stepped forward, there was a sucking sound, and he lifted a thick gumry
mass that was stuck to his sole. He shook his foot, set it down, and lifted the
other, but it, too, was inbedded in thick sline. The stuff now was running up
hi s ankl e.

"Hey!" he called out, and swung one foot vigorously to free it. Mire swiftly
that he coul d nmove, the whole patch slid dowmn the wall and swept around him It
was nmoving up his legs, as if trying to envel ope him

"I't's alive!" he shouted, and grabbed for the knife in his belt. In vain he
tried to slash out. "It's like a giant anpbeba that engulfs its food! Get it off
me!"
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But the knife was ineffective. He fired his pistol, but the thing was just a
vast wide puddle of slime, without brain, heart or organ that could be harned.
The sol es of Russ's boots were already half eaten away and his socks were going
fast. Sonme of it was touching the skin of his knees.

He screaned as the stuff burned him

Burl had joined the attack with his knife, but |eaped back when that proved

usel ess. His mnd raced for a way to hel p. Above them Boulton was sw nging the
hel i copter down so Russ coul d hoist hinself out of harms' way, but time would
not permt it. In another instant the nmass woul d have Russ.

Burl grabbed at the straps crossing his shoul der and swung the two oxygen tanks
fromhis back. He snatched one fromits |eather holster, and pointed its nozzle
at the mass of sline. He turned the stream of oxygen on, and then, taking his
pistol, held its nuzzle in the jet of oxygen and fired it.

The roar of the gun was matched by the roar of a streamof fire that shot from
the tank. \Werever the burning jet of oxygen touched, the mass shrivel ed and

bl ackened. Yards and yards of anpeba seened to withe, hunp upward in agony, and
pul | away.

There was a ring of burned white along the ground, a sickening snell in the air,
but the thing was dead.

Russel |l Clyde grabbed the |adder as it swng toward him and clinbed up. The

sol es of his boots were gone and the sides were strings of raw, half-eaten

| eather. His | egs and knees bore ugly patches of red where the sline had

t ouched.

"Wel | done!" called Boulton to Burl fromthe cabin. "Cone on up before sonething
el se conmes al ong!"

Burl grabbed the | adder. He took two steps on the swaying, sw nging rope as the
hel i copter started to clinmb and suddenly he felt hinself |osing strength. He
becone dizzy and tried to hold on, but began to | ose consciousness. Dinly he
heard Boulton yell at him "The oxygen, the other tank, turn it on!"

The second tank was still dangling fromhis chest.

Fi ghting for consciousness, Burl twi sted the nozzle. There was a hiss and he
felt air blow against him Mracul ously, his senses cleared, and hol ding the
oxygen tank tight against him he clinbed up the | adder and into the safety of
the helicopter.

CHAPTER TEN-- The Dyi ng Pl anet

RUSSELL CLYDE was confined to his bunk during the next four days, his feet

wr apped in bandages and ointnent. Fortunately the digestive juices of the
Venusi an anpeba had only just begun their attack upon the skin after eating
through the footgear. Except for some painful blisters and rawness, his

condi tion was not serious.

The little stateroomwas cranped, containing as it did two bunks, one above the
other, like the cabin of a liner. Wiat with a couple of built-in | ockers for
clothes, and a bolted-down chair and a reading lanp, it was not a place to spend
any nore tine than necessary. The |lack of a wi ndow added to the inhospitality of
the room But Burl had accepted |ong ago the fact that a spaceship could not yet
be considered a luxury liner. In time, the A-Gdrive would pernmt such things,
but the Magell an was an experinental vessel turned by energency into a warship.
During those four days, Burl spent nost of his tine with Russ, getting to know
himbetter, and tal king about the trip. The young astrononer was not at al
chagrined by his nmisadventure. In fact, the whole experience had himquite
buoyed up.

"What a wonderful place for biologists to study! Venus will be a Mecca for
scientific learning!"

"But not for anything else, | don't think," said Burl. "Anyway, we're in for
anot her experience now. Mars is our next goal. What's it |ike?"

Russ put his hands behind his head and | ooked up at the bottom of the bunk above
him "We can see Mars well enough; there's no cloud bl anket and the atnosphere
is thin but clear. You' ve seen the photos and the col ored sketches?"

"I'"ve seen it fromour viewdl ates, but so far it's just a tiny, red disc. W're
about at Earth's orbit now, even though Earth is many mllions of mles away
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fromus. Mars is still about fifty million nmiles further, but we're gaining
speed quite rapidly and Lockhart thinks we'll nake it soon enough." Burl picked
up one of the books fromthe ship's library and started to thunb through it to
| ocate a color chart of the planet.

Russ waved a hand. "You don't have to show ne. |'ve studied Mars by tel escope so
often I know it by heart. It's nostly a sort of |ight, reddish-tan, a kind of
pal e russet. We think that's desert. There are sone fairly large sections that
are bluish-green-- at least in the Martian sumers. In their winters these
sections fade very greatly."

"That's vegetation," Burl broke in. "It nust be! Everybody agrees it acts |ike
it. And there are the white polar caps, too."

"You can tell which season is which by the size of the polar ice caps. Wen one
is big, the other is alnbst gone. Then there's the problemof the canals..."
"Do you believe in then?" asked Burl. "The books di sagree. Sone think they're
real -- even say they |l ook as if they had been built by intelligent beings as
irrigation channels to take the nelting waters of the poles down to the fertile
| ands. But other astrononers claimthey can't see them- or that they're
illusions, series of cracks, or lines of dark dust blown by w nds."

"Personally, |I've come to believe in them" Russ argued. "They've been
phot ogr aphed-- sonething is there. They're very faint, spidery lines, but they
certainly are straight and regular. W'll find out soon enough."

Find out they did. Russ was up and about and the nornal life of the ship

resuned. During their passage of Earth's orbit, they had nanaged to raise the
United States on the ship's radio. For three days they were able to converse
with their hone base. They exchanged news and data, transmitted back all they
had | earned and eagerly asked for news.

The nen of the crew had the chance to send nessages home, and Burl even tal ked
briefly with his father. There had been an inportant discovery nmade on Earth.
The lines of force had finally been traced. The distortions visible on Mars, as
well as the one from Mercury before its cutoff, had been worked out
directionally. There was no doubt that a Iine of force had been channel ed
outward to a point in space that now proved to be that of a planet. The pl anet
was Pl uto.

"Pluto!" That was the shocked word uttered by everyone within hearing distance
when the radio voice said it.

"Pluto! Wiy, that's the end of the line! The nost distant planet," said
oerfield, shocked. "We'll have to go there-- all the way!"

That fact sobered everyone. It meant the trip nust last many times |onger than
anyone had expected. But they were a band of nmen who had achi eved great things--
they had managed so far to work together in harnony, and they felt that since
they had conquered two pl anets-- what were a few nore?

Mars gradually grew larger on their telescopic viewers as the Magellan fel
onward through space, riding the beamof gravity that was like a pulling rope to
them The slow down and reverse was made in good order-- the sphere swi nging
around, readjusting, and the great, driving Zeta-ring generators now pushing and
br aki ng.

Then one wake period, Russ and Burl went to the telescope and trained it again
on the oncom ng planet. The now | arge disc of the ruddy world swung onto the
screen. It | ooked strange, not at all |ike the draw ngs.

Burl had never seen it through Terrestrial tel escopes, but he sensed sonething
was wong. He realized suddenly, "Both poles are enlarged! It's winter on both
heni spheres! And that's inpossible!"

Yet it was so. Both the Martian ice caps were present and both extended down the
northern and sout hern heni spheres of the world. The nmen stared in silence.
Slowy Russ tried to figure it out, "The greenish-blue areas can scarcely be
seen. Were they should be, there're darker patches of brown, against the

yel | owi sh-red that now seens to be the desert areas. It seens to be winter on
both sides and it |ooks bad. It |Iooks to nme as if Mars were a fast-dying world."

Burl squinted his eyes. "Yet | see the canals. The straight lines are stil
vi si bl e-- see?"
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Russ nodded. "They're real. But what's happened?"

I ndeed, the planet seened blighted. "It's the Sun-tap," Burl decided. "W should
have realized what it would do."

"Renmenber Earth the week it was working? The tenperature fell several degrees,
began to danmage crops? Renenber how it snowed in places where snow had never
fallen in July? Renenber the predictions of disaster for crops, of danger from
winter snows if the drop continued?"

Russ went on in his careful, explanatory way. "And for Mars it has conti nued
Mars was al ways col der than Earth; life there nmust have been far nore
precariously bal anced. During the day, on the Martian equator in nidsunmer, the
hi ghest tenperature is not likely to be nore than 70° or 80°; and at night, even
then, it would fall bel ow freezing. Vegetation on Mars nust have been hardy in
the best of times, and life carried on under great difficulties.

"Now the margin of warnth and |ight has been cut. It has been just enough to
keep both pol ar caps frozen, to prevent water fromreaching the fertile regions,
and the cold has advanced enough to bar the growh and regeneration of plant
life. If the Sun-tapping on Mars is not stopped, all life there will die out,
and it will be a permanently dead world forever."

The news spread throughout the crew and there was a feeling of anger and
urgency. Nobody knew what |ived on Mars, yet the subject of Mars and Martians
had al ways intrigued the inaginati ons of people on Earth. Now, to hear that the
unknown eneny had nearly slain a neighboring world brought hone vividly just
what woul d al so have been the fate of Earth.

The day finally canme when the big spaceship slid into an orbit about the ruddy
planet. It circled just outside the atnospheric |evel while the nen aboard
studied the surface for its secrets.

Mars was indeed inhabited. This fact was borne hone by the canals and the very
evident artificial nature of their construction. They could see clearly through
their tel escopes that there was an intricate gl obal network of pipelines,
punpi ng stations, and irrigation viaducts frompole to pole. They also saw that
at the intersections of the canals were dark sections crisscrossed with thin

bl obs of gray and bl ack which proved under the tel escopes to be clusters of
bui l di ngs. There were cities on Mars, linked by the waterways.

They saw no aircraft. They detected no railroad |ines or roadways beyond the
canal ways thensel ves. The many regions of darker, better ground, intersected by
the canals which no longer fulfilled their purposes, were covered with thick
vegetation-- forests of dying, wintery stalks. Only a flicker of dark green here
and there showed where sonme faint irrigation still got through.

They saw al so that there were lines of-white, which had not been visible before.
Snow was gathering in |ow spots, and the planet was freezing up

The lines of solar distortion were strong, and they traced themto their point
of concentration. The point was not sone isolated spot far in a desert, away
from Martian investigation. To the amazenent of the men, the location of the
Sun-tap station was actually within a Martian city!

"Do you suppose,” Lockhart queried the others, "that the Martians thenselves are
the builders of this setup-- that this is their project-- that they are the
crimnals and not the victinms?"

There was no answer. The evidence was apparent, but it made no sense. |If the
Martians had created this thing, it was destroying them And yet, if they had
not created it, why did they-- so clearly a race that had attained a high |eve
of engineering ability-- tolerate its continual existence?

As the ship descended, they saw the city energe. It consisted of hundreds of
gray nounds-- buildings laid out in the formof neat hem spherical structures,
i ke skyscraper igloos, with rows of circular wi ndows. Each building was |ike
the next, and they fitted together in a series of great circles, radiating
outward fromthe neeting spot of the canals, The explorer crew waited at the
ship's rocket l|aunchers for an attack. The tail of the teardrop housed the
built-in armanment-- the rocket tubes which could send forth destruction to an
eneny. But though Haines sat with his finger on the |auncher button, no aircraft
rose to neet themfromthe city below. No guns barked at them No panic started
in the streets.
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They could see tiny dots of |iving beings noving about, but no sign of alarm no
evi dence that they had been noticed.

Even here, at the equator, there were streaks of white snowin the streets and
rings of rinme along the bases of the buildings.

Directly belowthemlay the Sun-tap station. The lines converged here, and the
rings of distortion could be seen in the atnosphere, causing the city to flicker
as if fromthe presence of invisible waves.

Then they saw the masts and their shining accunmul ators projecting about a
cleared spot near the outskirts of the city. The customary walled ring and the
open nachinery were not visible.

"The Sun-tap station is under the city!" said Lockhart, shocked. "It's been
built beneath the streets somewhere, and the Martians wal k around above it and

|l et the masts al one! They nust be the builders!"”

"If so, why are they killing thensel ves?" Burl couldn't see the sense of it.
"And if they have reasons, then why don't they defend it? They were alerted
while we were on Mercury. They nust have spaceships if they are the eneny. Were

are they?"

The ground was now but a few hundred feet bel ow them and still no one paid the
strange ship hanging in the sky any attention. Wiile the crew stood with bated
breath, Lockhart brought the ship down and down, until it came to rest barely

fifty feet above an intersection. There it hung, nearly touching the roofs, and
was i gnored.

The shining masts of the Sun-tap station continued to gleam followi ng the tiny
bright Sun in its course through the dark blue of the sky. One of the two snall
Martian noons was clinbing upward al ong the horizon. The canals beyond were dark
lines of conduit, through which no life-giving waters flowed. And the Marti ans

di d not hi ng.

CHAPTER ELEVEN-- Martians Don't Care

| DONT like the looks of this at all," said Lockhart finally. "I suspect a
trap. Yet we've got to land and get at that base. I'mgoing to take the ship out

into the desert beyond the city and let a scouting squad go in first."

The Magellan lifted back into the sky, then noved out over the ocher wastel and
that was the barren desert of the red planet. Slowy the ship dropped again
until its pointed nether end hung about twenty feet above the cold shal e and
time-worn sand.

Captain Boulton and Ferrati were selected to do the initial survey. Burl and
Hai nes hel ped themclinb through the packed spaces of the outer hold. The jeep
was swung out to the | owernost cargo port, and the spaceship's cargo derrick

| owered the conpact arny vehicle to the ground.

The two scouts then put on altitude suits with oxygen masks, slung

wal ki e-tal ki es about their chests, took Iight carbines in hand and pistols in
belts and went down the rope |adder fromthe cargo port. They clinbed into the
sturdy jeep with its specially-designed carburetor and pressurized engi ne. The
vehi cl e had been prepared to operate in the |light atnosphere of Mars, as thin as
the air on a Hi nmal ayan nmountaintop, and low in free oxygen.

Burl and Haines, clad in pressure suits thenselves, sat in the open port and
wat ched the jeep set off. The engine kicked over and barked a fewtines in the
strange air. Then Boulton at the wheel threw in the clutch, stepped on the gas,
and the squat little car, painted in Air Force blue, rolled off over the flat
rocky surface, kicking up a light cloud of sand as it went.

On Haines's lap sat a wal kie-talkie. Boulton and Ferrati kept up a running
commentary as they approached the city. Ferrati described the ground and the
appearance of the oncomng city.

The jeep was now a small object nerging with the dark nmounds of the city's

out ernost buildings. "W haven't met any Martians yet," cane Ferrati's voice.
"Apparently they aren't interested in investigating us even now. And here we are
rolling right up to the city limts." There was a pause.

The wal kie-talkie emtted a series of squeaks and squawks, and Ferrati's voice
came through now with distortion. "W're crossing the city limts-- there's a
sort of hard, plastic pavenent that begins at the very edge. Now we're going
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down an intersection between the buildings."

The squawks becane increasingly |ouder. They could hear only a word or two.

Hai nes asked whether he was getting through to them but he could not nake out
an answer because of the racket.

"It's the Sun-tap station. It's generating distortion. W'll have to wait unti
they return," said Burl.

Hai nes nodded and turned off the set which had begun to utter ear-piercing
how s. The two nen waited quietly for about half an hour. Only a phone call from
the curious men in the control roominterrupted their vigil.

Then finally Burl spotted a little cloud of dust on the horizon. "There they
arel"

The two nmen stood up as the little jeep nade its way back over the desert to the
ship. As it drew closer, they saw a third occupant sitting in the back with
Ferrati. Haines opened the wal kie-talkie. "Wt till you see this fellow "
Ferrati's conment cane through

The jeep drew up to the ship and stopped. Ferrati waved them down. A few seconds
| ater they were joined by Lockhart and Clyde, also in pressure suits.

The creature in the back of the jeep was a Martian. They stared in fascination
It was about three feet long with a small, oval -shaped head and two very | arge,
many-faceted eyes. A small, beaklike nouth and short, stubby antennae conpl eted
its face. The head was attached by a short neck to a body that consisted of
three oval nasses joined together by narrow belts, nmuch like the joints of an
insect. A pair of arms, ending in long three-fingered hands, grew fromthe first
segnent. A set of long, thin legs grew out of each of the two other segnents. A
glistening grayish-blue shell, its skin, covered it fromhead to foot.

At the nonent, this particular Martian was tightly restrained by a strong nyl on
net, and was obviously the captive of the two explorers.

"Way, it looks like a giant insect!" exclained Burl

"Mre like a kind of |obster,” was Ferrati's answer. "But this is it. This is
one of the city dwellers.”

Lockhart shook his head. "I don't like this. W shouldn't do anything to

ant agoni ze the Martians. Taking one prisoner like this my be a bad first nove."

Boul ton stepped out of the jeep. "There wasn't anything el se we coul d do.

Besi des, who said that Martians were ever our friends?"

"W got into the city," he went on, "and drove around the streets. There were
pl enty of these fellows around, going about their business. Hundreds of 'em Do
you think they stopped to | ook at us? Do you think they were curious? Do you
think they talked to us? Called the police? Did anything at all?

"No," he answered hinself. "They just wal ked around us as if we were a stick of
something in the way. They don't say anything to each other. They just go on
about their affairs, dragging things, carrying food, herding young ones, and not
a darn word.

"They | ooked at us, and didn't even act as if they saw us. Wen we stopped one,
it squirmed out of our grasp and wal ked away. Finally we took this fell ow,
simply grabbed himoff the street, tied himup, stuffed himin the jeep and

ki dnaped him And do you think anybody cared or turned in an alarmor tried to
hel p hi n? No!"

Lockhart | ooked at the prisoner a nonent. The Martian stared at himout of his
unwi nking nmultiple eyes. "Are you sure these are the engineers of the canals,

t he buil ders?"

Boul ton nodded. "Definitely. W saw some of themat work. They were repairing a
house and they used tools and fire. They have machi nes, and they use them
They' ve got their city working and well laid out, but I don't know how they do
it. They nust comunicate in some way, but they act as if they had been drilled
in their jobs and were going through an el aborate and conplicated pantomni ne.
Even the young don't utter a peep."

Lockhart stepped back a bit. "Untie this fellow Let's see what he does.”

When the Martian had been rel eased fromthe envel oping net, it nade no effort to
comruni cate. It turned slowy around, a little wobbly at first, and wandered
of f, paying no attention to the nen, the ship, or the jeep. Then it started
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wal king at a rapid pace. The nen watched as it trotted into the desert-- away
fromthe city! It seened to wander around as if lost, and then set out in

anot her direction, but still one that would not take it to the city which was
quite plainly in view
The Martian di sappeared fromview behind a series of small hummocks, still bound

for nowhere.

The nen were lost in anazenent. Russell Cyde uttered a |ow whistle. "Burl's
right. It nmust be a sort of insect.”

"This whole civilization seens to be insectlike, if you ask nme," said Burl

"It's like a huge anthill, or a big beehive. It seens conplicated, and the
creatures go through conplex activities, and all the tinme it's sonething they
were born with."

Ferrati nodded. "Now that you mention it, that's exactly what the city was |ike.
Nobody gave orders-- everybody just did what they were supposed to do. Nobody
was curious about us because it wasn't their business."

"And, individually, they haven't intelligence," Cyde added. "That one-- the one
you took away fromhis work-- plainly is lost. He doesn't know how to go about
getting back. He has no curiosity about us... he may not even have nmuch of a
brain. Individual ants have no brain-- only a sort of central nerve center

Col l ectively, they performwonders; individually, they are quite helpless.”
Lockhart interrupted the discussion. "Wll, then, let's get on with it.

Qovi ously, the Sun-tap builders placed their station in this city because it was
a safe spot, protected by the Martians thensel ves, and because the Marti ans
woul d never think to interfere with them So you nmen can go back, take your
stuff, dig out the station and put it out of conmi ssion. Get going."

Hai nes and Burl clinbed into the jeep with Boulton and Ferrati. Russell dyde
insisted on joining them and Lockhart gave his consent. Of they went, runbling
over the sand toward the city of instinct.

Burl was excited and curious about the Martians. They presented a strange

m xture of contradictions. "How, " he asked Russ, "could they have built a
wor | dwi de network of canals, set up punping stations, laid out plantations,

mast ered hydraulic and power engineering, if they are nere creatures of
instinct? Surely there nust be brainy ones sonmewhere? A thinker species?"

"Not necessarily," said Russ. "Renenber, these creatures are operating wthout
opposition-- they are really the highest type of |life here. The need to conserve
wat er and continue their hive life forced themto |learn a practical Kkind of

engi neering. Nobody knows how the ants and bees formed their conplex societies--
there are none anbng themwi th any | arger brains than the rest, and they do not
tal k. But sonehow ants and bees communi cate and sonehow they act as a nmss.
Figure it on a world-wi de scale, driven by the threat of their world drying up,
and these creatures built up a nmechanical civilization to neet it. But it also
accounts for why they have never flown, not through the air and not through
space, why they haven't attenpted radi o comunication with Earth, and why they
don't understand what the Sun-tap station is doing to them Their world is being
killed, and they literally haven't the brains to understand it."

They reached the city. Al about was a silent hustle and bustle of enigmatic,
shining, shelled creatures. Superficially, it |ooked like an intelligent
civilization. There were wheel ed carts driven by sonme sort of steam generator
Steam driven engi nes ran factories.

The Martians nmade way for the jeep with unconcern. Never had they seen creatures
as large as thenselves that were not of their own kind on hive business. Hence,
none such could exist. This was a world totally wi thout individualism a
civilization without a spoken | anguage, wi thout nanmes, wi thout banners. Wherever
or however the mass know edge was | ocated or transmtted, no individual of

anot her species could ever hope to know. It would be forever as renpte from
human explorers as the farthest star on the farthest gal axy.

They drove to where the Sun-tap nasts rose fromthe ground. The nen parked the
jeep out of the way of the silent traffic, clinbed out and wal ked into the
rounded door of a building. Its architecture was not l|ike that of the other
bui |l di ngs. Inside the chanbers were dark

"These creatures have no lights," remarked Boulton. "They nust use their feelers
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i ndoors. "

"Ah, but look," said Burl, reaching out a hand to a little gl obe set on a pole
in the floor. He touched it and the gl obe lighted up. "The Sun-tap buil ders
needed |ight and put in their own fixtures here. | recognize their style."

The five nen followed a hallway that sloped down into the ground, and cane out
into a | arge underground cellar-- several hundred feet wide. It was the Sun-tap
station. There were the nowfam liar globes and rods, the force fields, the
controls, the pedestals and the ends of the rotating nasts.

They nmade their recordings, and Burl got ready to turn off the station. Ferrati
and Haines uncrated a snmall, tactical atom c bonb they had carried with them-
one of the smallest perfected by the Arny during the past half dozen years. They
laid it down in the center of the equi pnment and set the tinmer for a half hour
away.

Boul ton found the al arm gl obe and prepared to blow it up. Then Burl took the
control panel and switched off the station. They heard the thud of a crunbling
mast. Boulton fired a shot into the alarm gl obe which had begun to turn red. It
smashed.

"A'l right, men," snapped Haines, "let's go!"

As they noved toward the exit, Boulton hesitated. "Hey," he said, "there's one
gl obe still in action!"

The others turned in time to see Boulton stride over to a very snall gl obe which
was gl owi ng pal e yell ow agai nst the wall near the doorway.

The Marine captain drew his pistol, ained and fired. The gl obe burst, but as it
did so, a level bolt of yellow light shot back along the path of the bullet. For
a split second, Boulton was outlined in yellow fire. There was a flash like

| i ght ni ng.

Each man reached for his weapons, but the underground station remai ned dark and
dead. Their flashlights turned on Boulton, The stocky Marine was |lying on the
ground.

They ran to him "He's alive!" cried Haines, as he saw that Boulton was stil
breathing, his breath whistling back and forth through the oxygen mask. Quickly
Hai nes examned him "H's heart's all right. He's just been knocked

unconsci ous. "

Ferrati and Hai nes picked up the captain by his arns and | egs. Though he woul d
have been heavy on Earth, his weight on Mars was very slight, and each man knew
he was capable of carrying great loads with his Earth-attuned nuscles. Then, in
single file, they left the cellar and cane out of the doorway of the buil ding.
As they enmerged they were stopped short. Surrounding themwas a trenendous and
growi ng crowd of Martians. A solid wall of shell-like faces stared at them and
a smal|l forest of short antennae waved and flickered in great agitation

As they pushed their way with great difficulty toward the jeep, the crowd began
to sway, as if in anger. Now, for the first tinme, they heard the creatures make
a noise-- a sort of humm ng and buzzing |ike angered bees.

"They see us now," nuttered Haines. "I don't like it."

"The Sun-tap builders did it," said Burl. "They nust have booby-trapped the

pl ace agai nst intruders. The gl obe that got Boulton nmust have set off sone sort
of vibration that enrages these creatures. And it looks as if we're the
victins."

As they reached their jeep, the encircling mass of Martians noved forward. The
hummi ng rose to a higher pitch, and then the nob, with the berserk ferocity of a
swar m of bees, |unged toward them

CHAPTER TWELVE-- At Rope's End

W TH BOULTON | yi ng across the back seat, the four nen acted sinmultaneously.

Thi nking only of self-defense, they drew their pistols and fired point-bl ank
into the nonsters attacking them As the nen enptied their guns, the Martians in

front stunbled, fell, rolled over, or began to run ainlessly as the heavy sl ugs
tore through them
They were not easy to kill-- which was to be expected of creatures w thout nuch

of a central consciousness-- but on the other hand, once struck or injured, they
seened to |l ose contact with their fellows and to act wholly w thout direction
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They plunged wildly into each other, and before the men in the jeep had finished
their barrage, the clearing was a mlling, confused nob. Body clashed agai nst
body, |egs scranbl ed under |egs, and the angry buzz was now | ost anid the
clattering and bangi ng of shell against shell.

Haines slid into the front seat behind the steering wheel, stepped on the gas,
and drove toward a nonentary gap in the nob. The jeep tore through, raced around
the corner, and headed down an enpty street. Crouching in the back, Burl, Russ,
and Ferrati hastily rel oaded.

"W can't let ourselves get stopped, or even hole up. That A-bonmb's going to go
off in about twenty mnutes, and we'd better be back at the ship before then,"
cried Russ.

As they bumped al ong, they noticed that the Martians who came within fifty feet
of their jeep suddenly stopped whatever they were doing and turned toward them
hostile. They were like a stick drawn al ong anong bees-- as they travel ed they
left fury in their wake.

"I't nust be Boulton," Russ yelled to Burl above the roar of their passage. "He
must be charged with the irritating vibration."

Burl nodded as he | ooked back. The Martians had started after themon foot, and
could | ope fast when they wanted to. "They've got sonme sort of organized action

going," he called to Haines. "I think it's steamcarts!"
"The mass m nd caught on fast," said Russ. "And | ook! They're warned in advance
now "

They were nearing the edge of the city, and | ooming before them bl ocking their
right-of-way, were two steamcarts-- big ones carrying a | arge nunber of
Martians. They were holding netallic rods and instrunents in their hand-nmenbers.

Ferrati opened a chest built against the back of the seat and took out a |ight
machine gun. Clinmbing into the front, next to Haines, he kneel ed down behind the
wi ndshi el d, raised the gun, and bl azed away.

The steam carts suddenly swerved, one after the other, ran wildly into the side
of a building, and turned over. The jeep roared past them raced across the | ast
hundred feet of city paving and out onto the desert. Haines had to sl ow down to
navi gate safely the uneven layers of barren soil, rock and sand. Burl hol stered
hi s gun and reached across for one of the abandoned wal ki e-t al ki es.

In the excitenent of their exit, none had noticed the change in the Martian
scenery. But now it occurred to Burl that the day was distinctly lighter, and he
fancied the Sun-- small though it was-- felt warner. The Sun-tap denpli shed,
this was to be expected, and by the same token, radi o comruni cati on shoul d now
be practi cal

Sure enough, he got Lockhart's voice at once. Hastily, he warned the commuander
of what had happened.

As they drew nearer the Magell an, the great spa ship |owered toward the ground
and et down its grapples and | adders. Burl saw that there was no tinme to be

|l ost. A stream of Martians and steamcarts was pouring out of the city on their
trail

They reached the spaceship and slamed to a halt. The nmen | eaped out. Burl and
Russ lifted Boulton's unconscious body fromthe jeep and, between them managed
to hoi st himawkwardly up the dangling rope | adder.

The ot hers hooked grapples onto the jeep, and when it was secure, |eaped for
safety themsel ves.

As the first of the Martian steamcarts was al nost on them the Magellan lifted
into the air. It rose high above the surface and swng off into the desert. The
Martians drew to a halt. Burl, |ooking down fromthe doorway of the cargo hatch,
could see themmlling ainessly around. None, he noticed, even glanced up. Air
flight, apparently, was an inconceivabl e phenomenon to them

After the jeep had been pulled into the cargo hold and secured, the outer ports
were seal ed. When everyone was safely in the inner sphere, the Magell an drew
away from Mars and started on the next lap of its |long m ssion.

Boul ton was carefully exam ned. Nothing could be nade of his condition. He
seenmed to bear no physical hurt, although he slept on. He was placed in his
bunk, normal, dormant.
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The life of the spaceship resuned, for the tine being, without him The next
port of call was Jupiter, and that presented problens of its own. Between Mars
and Jupiter was the great asteroid belt, a region of nmany thousands of tiny

pl anetoids, ranging in size fromworldlets of two or three hundred nmiles in

di ameter down to rocks the size of footballs. "The debris of an expl oded

pl anet," was the comment Russ made to Burl. "That's the nmost |ikely explanation
Anyway, " he added, "there seens to be no Sun-tap station on any of them The
next one is beyond the asteroids, in Jupiter's orbit."

Duri ng the next few days, Lockhart and the two astrogators were busy working out
a rather conpl ex maneuver, which consisted of having the ship junp over the
asteroid belt rather than travel directly through it. Wile the orbits of

t housands of the |l arger asteroids had been charted, there were thousands nore
that consisted of just chunks of rock too small to notice. They could not chance
a collision with one of these-- yet to work out the whereabouts of all of them
was i npossi bly timeconsuni ng.

What the Magellan did was to depart fromthe plane of the ecliptic, that |eve
around the Sun to which all the planets generally adhere, and to draw outward so
as to avoid the path of the asteroids, then to come back in onto the orbit and
pl ane of Jupiter. This involved sone tricky work with the various gravitationa
lines, using Mars and the Sun for repul sion and certain stars for attraction
There were quite a nunber of gravity shifts, and during this period no one could
be quite sure what his weight would be fromone nonent to another. There were
several periods of zero gravity, when the crew menbers would float and face the

conpl ex annoyances of a steady feeling of free fall. Burl, after a couple of
such sessions, got the hang of it rather confortably.
Lockhart | ooked at himoddly and sniled. "G ad to knowit. |I may have a task for

you soon, then."

O hers found the wei ghtl ess conditions not so bearable. One of the engineering
crew, Detmar, had to be hospitalized. What he had resenbl ed severe seasi ckness
oerfield al so experienced nonents of acute upset.

Boulton's condition did not change. Once or twice he stirred slightly in his
sl eep, and seened to murnur sonething, but then he would | apse back into his
coma. Fortunately he did not resist food, and did swallow |iquids forced into
hi s nout h.

Except for one or two rare intervals, comunication with Earth had ceased.

Besi des, the nother world was now novi ng away fromthem and woul d pass behi nd
the Sun. Efforts to obtain nedical advice for Boulton proved futile.

After they had passed the orbital line of the asteriods and had rearranged their
drive so that they were falling freely toward Jupiter, Lockhart called the
exploring crew together. "I've got a job for you nen," he announced.

Hai nes, Ferrati, and Burl gathered about the control board to listen. They were
restless for sonething to do-- plans for the Jupiter |anding could not be nade
until they knew what the situation was going to be, for it would be one thing if
the station were | ocated on that giant planet itself, another if on one of its
satellites.

The col onel wasted no tinme. "Wiile you were on Mars and we were waiting for you,
| took the opportunity to exanine the outer shell of this ship. You know, of
course, that we are constantly bei ng bonbarded by cosm ¢ dust, the

m cronmeteorites that always prove troubl esone to the Earth satellites and space
platforns. The ship has been fortunate in that it has not been struck by any
meteoric matter of size, but we have been peppered heavily by dust particles. As
a result, the outer shell of our ship is pitted in sone spots, and in severa

pl aces worn perhaps dangerously thin. | don't nean to inply that there are going
to be any holes very soon, but | think that there are some parts which we should
rei nforce or patch."

When he stopped for breath, Burl broke in. "You mean you want us to work on the
outer shell?"

Lockhart nodded. "Soneone has to do it, and during flights you men are the deck
crew. So it's going to be your baby. | amgoing to keep the ship on free fal

for the next several periods and this should nake it sinpler for you to go
outside, in space suits, and do the job."
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The next hour saw all three hard at work. Dressed in heavy, seal ed, warned
outer-space outfits, wearing netal bow -like helnets with seal ed glass fronts,
and draw ng oxygen fromtanks strapped on their backs, the three nen left the

i nner sphere and energed on the outer surface of the Magell an.

Burl found it a weird and awesone experience. There was no gravitational drag,
so that even as he stepped through the exit port, the scene shifted until he
seened to be standing on netal ground, |ooking upward at thousands and tens of
thousands of silent white stars. Nothing noved-- except, of course, the
space-suited bodies of the two nen already half out of sight and | ooking not

qui te hurman. There was no sound save that of his own breath and the faint hum of
the radi o phone tucked in his hel net.

He was firmy attached to the ship by a | ong nylon rope which he hooked to rings
set on the outer shell. He nade his way toward the wi de rounded nose of the
ship. In one hand he carried a bucket of a liquid plastic resenbling tar in

thi ckness and consi stency. Wth a brush in the other hand he woul d stop-- held
to the surface by magnetic sol es-- and snmear the plastic protective surfacing
over the little pits and pockmarks that now marred the surface of the once

spotl ess ship. The work was not hard, and shortly becane a routine which he
found did not require nmuch concentration

It was dip and snear, in a steady rhythm c notion. Hai nes was worki ng out of
sight on a nore conplex repair job which involved welding a sheet of netal over
a badly beaten and sprung section. Ferrati was on the opposite side of the ship.

As he worked, Burl watched the stars, and every now and then was rewarded by the
sight of a nmoving spark of light-- an asteroid or neteor. He could see nighty
Jupiter ahead-- a wide disc of white and yellow, faintly belted with gray and
pal e bl ue bands. The fanbus red spot was not visible. Four of the planet's

twel ve attendant satellites strung out alongside it, and he recogni zed them as
the big ones discovered by Galileo with his first telescope-- |o, Europa,
Ganynede, and Callisto. The other eight were tiny, and probably would not be
visible until they were right on top of Jupiter, though he supposed that Russel
Clyde coul d probably pick them out now by tel escopic sightings.

Burl could hear in his radio the sound of soneone whistling softly, and supposed
it was Ferrati. There was a short cut-in as Lockhart called a time-shift on the
general intercom A brief exchange foll owed between Caton in the Zeta-ring
chanmber of the ship's nose and the colonel, with the information that Caton was
com ng down into the living section

Then, after a brief period of silence, Burl heard a series of odd noises on his
phones, sonething went bunp, and the sound faded. He was now on the nose of the
ship itself, the wi de nushrooning surface beneath his feet, and Jupiter high
over his head. Bending over, about to snmear a dab of plastic on a tiny pitted
mar k, he suddenly felt hinself gripped and pull ed.

Caught by surprise, he jerked upward, the brush flying fromhis hand and sailing
into the sky. His shoes clung nonentarily to the surface, but their magnetic
grip was too weak, and they |oosened. He kicked out wildly, falling away into
the enptiness of outer space-- a space which had a nonent ago been a sky and had
suddenly turned into a bottom ess pit.

He fell backward, seized nonentarily by terror. He was brought up short by his
rope. It held, and he grabbed it and hung on

Sonet hi ng had changed. Sonebody had altered the ship's drive. The ship was no

| onger on free fall; it was on gravity drive-- and goi ng backward! Not driving
toward Jupiter under added acceleration, but fighting to reduce its fall, to
stop its drive, to fly away from Jupiter

In his earphones there was a junble of sounds. He heard Ferrati yelling and
realized that he, too, nust be falling away fromthe ship, saved only by a rope
And the voice of Haines-- plastered flat against the surface, the ship driving
upward agai nst him

Vague noi ses emanated fromthe control room Evidently no one was at the
commander's nike. He called into it, adding his voice to those of his conrades.
After several agonizing minutes, a voice cane over the radio. It was Russel
Clyde's and it was excited and angry. "Hold on out there as | ong as you can
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Lockhart's been knocked unconscious! W're trying to get into the engi ne room
and take back control!"

Per pl exed, Burl shouted, "Who's in the engi ne roon? Take control from whon?"
There was anot her pause as he heard sounds of pounding, as if soneone were
trying to hammer open a netal panel. Then Russ's voice cane on again. "It's

Boul ton! He canme to suddenly, sneaked up here, knocked out the commander, and
clinmbed up into the Zeta-ring chanber! Caton was down bel ow-- and Boulton's

| ocked the trap door and is running the drive. He's reversed our route, away
fromJupiter, and into outer space! Boulton's apparently gone crazy! And we
can't get in to stop him™"

Burl, suspended over an abyss, clung to the end of the taut, thin nylon line, as
the ship pulled himhelplessly along into the uncharted depths of infinity, with
a madman at the controls.

CHAPTER THI RTEEN-- The Pole of Callisto

BURL SURVEYED hi s position. Judging fromthe apparent wei ght of his body,

Boul ton was decelerating the ship at a little |less than one gravity. The nyl on
cord was hooked into a bolt near the center of the ship. It would be possible
for Burl to clinmb up it and reach a firner grip on the outside shell.

There was no tinme to be lost. An increase in the ship's speed nmight increase his
wei ght several tinmes over. He began to clinb back, reeling in the rope, pulling
hi nsel f up hand over hand, just as he had done many tines in the gymasi um of
hi s high school back hone.

Hal fway up, Cyde's voice cane on his hel net phones. "WII| all nenbers of the
crew report their present positions to ne? Hai nes?"

He call ed each man's nane, beginning with the three outside. Haines and Ferrati
were clinging to the surface, on the far-- now forward-- end of the ship. The
rest of the crew was sonewhere in the living sphere. Lockhart was stil

unconsci ous. Burl could hear the faint sounds of a discussion in the contro
room and also thunps as Caton and Shea continued to try to break open the entry
to the generator chanbers

Then Russ spoke again. "Burl, it looks as if you're elected. You seemto be the
only one in the right place. There's a hatchway into the nose of the ship from
the outside. It's just below the central circle. Can you see it? How cl ose are
you to it?"

Burl was al nbost at the surface now. The circular inset ring that nmarked the
hatchway entry port was a few feet fromwhere his rope was hooked. He descri bed
it to Russ.

"Can you reach it without losing your grip? If you can, do you think you can
open it?" cane the radi o voice quickly.

Burl reached the surface and grasped the hook. He studied the circul ar pane

carefully. "I can reach it all right. There's a hol der hook al ongside it. But
what will | do when | get there?"
"Open it," Russ ordered brusquely. "It unscrews fromeither side. There's a

short | ock space between the outer shell and the inner shielding of the
generator chanber. Get inside and seal the door after you. Fromthere you can
work your way into the energency nose door to the engi nes. Keep your suit on.
Wil e the generators are shielded, there's no telling what Boulton nmay have
done. The suit will give you sone protection

"After you go through the door, it's up to you. Boulton will be there. You'l
have to stop him sonehow. Caton says if you can find the tool kit you may be
able to get a wench to use as a weapon. If you can get through without his
seeing you and open the trap door to us, we'll do the rest. But it depends on
you. "

Burl bit his lip. "Ckay. Here | go." There was no question of argunent.
Everyone's life was at stake, and he happened to be in the strategic position.
He swung over to the panel, hooked his foot under the handgrip and grasped the
lever inset in the surface. He twisted it. After a brief nonent of resistance,
the panel turned slowy. There was a sudden puff as the air within escaped, and
then the hatchway stood open. Burl clinbed inside.

He caught at the open plug, pulled it back and screwed it tightly fromthe
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inside. Now he was in a dark, narrow space. He could feel the flow of air
automati cally bei ng punped back in and heard the hunming of the generators
through his suit.

Working his way along the inner wall in darkness, he finally felt the edge of
the nmetal door that opened into the Zeta-ring chanber itself. He | eaned agai nst
it, listening, but there was no sound. He turned the handl e and threw his

shoul der agai nst the door

It gave, then swung open. He stepped cautiously into the engine room

It was large and circular, fitting neatly within the nose of the ship. The wi de
tubes of the A-G generator ring ran around the outside. The reactors were heavy
bl ocks of ceiling-high netal, shielded, and showi ng only the dials that
registered their output. O her nmachines-- the rod storage units and the
condensers-- were all carefully hidden behind clean netal shielding.

The panel that controlled the engines was unattended in the center of the room
St andi ng by one of the shielded reactors was Boulton, his back to Burl. He was
hamrering at the reactor with a bar, evidently trying to tear away the shiel ding
to get at the guts.

Stealthily, the boy nade his way to the | ocker where the tools were kept. Just
as he opened it, his hand slipped. The door of the | ocker clanged against the
wal | . The burly Marine captain whirled, saw Burl, and gave a yell of rage.

Burl grabbed a wench and swng it threateningly. Boulton drew back. H's face
was pale, with an odd expression on it, as if he did not recognize Burl or

under stand what Burl said. Burl tried to reason with him but the glaring eyes
were those of a total stranger, or, as it seened then, an alien beast.

Boulton cried in anger, dropped his bar, and charged Burl with his hands

out stret ched.

Burl swung the wench, but the strength of the older man tore it fromhis grasp,
hurling it away. The boy tried to dodge, and then the two bodi es collided.

The instant the two nmen touched there was a violent flash of light. Burl felt a
shock that |eft himstunned and reeling. Boulton collapsed in a heap on the
floor.

Burl steadied hinself, keeping a wary eye on the captain. Boulton sat up slowy,
putting a hand to his head. "Boy, that was sonme kickback," he nuttered. He

| ooked at Burl. "G ve nme a hand up. W've got to get back to the jeep and scram
out of here fast. The A-bonb's already set."

Burl was startled. He realized in a nonment, though, that Boulton recalled
not hi ng of the past few days-- his last menory seened to be of the blast in the
Martian baserment. But now, the captain was apparently hinself again.

Boul ton got shakily to his feet. He seened confused. "How d | get here, son?" he
asked in surprise.

Burl gave a sigh of relief. "I guess you're all right now But let's get the
trap door to the control roomopen. Cyde and Caton have got to get the ship
back on course. There'll be tine to explain afterward."

Hal f an hour | ater, when Lockhart had recovered and resuned command, the ship
was restored to its proper course. Russ filled Boulton in on what had happened
and ventured a guess as to why.

"You nust have been given sonme sort of charge by that globe in the Mars Sun-tap
station," Russ said. "It turned you into a sort of robot-- a human body running
on a charge of alien energy that responded to the commands of the Sun-tap
outfit. Apparently, it took a long tine before the charge had conplete contro

of your body. Cbviously, it then could act only in sone general way-- telling
you to weck the ship.

"Now, Burl, your body received a charge a long tinme ago. Wiatever its nature, it
counteracted or shorted Boulton's when you cane into contact."

Bot h Boulton and Burl thought that nade sense. "But," Burl conjectured, "isn't
it possible that the charge in ny own body has al so been shorted?"

Russ shrugged. "Maybe. Well find out at the next stop. And, incidentally, that's
not going to be on Jupiter itself, but on its nmoon Callisto. W' ve traced the
line of distortions."

"That's good news," said Burl. "I had the feeling you were worried about
Jupiter. The planet's so huge it would have neant real trouble trying to |and.
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The books say its atnosphere is thick, unbreathable, and noves in gale velocity
around it."

Russ nodded. "Wth Jupiter alnpbst 89,000 miles in diameter, it would have been a
tough problemto maneuver outside this ship... in fact, inmpossible, not to
mention the fact that the atnobsphere, nostly ammonia and other frigid gases,
nmoves in several independent belts. However, Callisto should be okay."

"That's sonet hing we know about our opponents, anyway," said Burl. "They nust
have physical limtations enough like ours to rule out places where we couldn't
nmove, either."

Boul ton showed no further effects fromhis experience. In tine, the Mgellan
drew near Jupiter. Callisto, its fifth satellite outward, noved about the mghty
pl anet at a distance of 1,170,000 mles. It was a large satellite as they go,
3,220 miles in dianeter, larger, in fact, than Mercury. But, as Russ expl ai ned,
it was a queer place in its own fashion

For despite its size, Callisto was apparently not a solid body as we think of

it. Its density totaled only a little nore than that of water, its nass half
that of the Earth's Moon-- a notoriously porous body.

They bore down on Callisto, matching their speed to its, and swing close to its
surface. It had al nost no atnobsphere, just a thin layer of the heavier gases. It
was a belted world, without clearly defined continents or surface narkings. Its
equatorial zone was one vast, featureless belt of darkish-gray. Its tenperate
zones were white, with patches of yellow here and there. But its poles were gray
agai n.

"The satellite's Iike a huge ball of thin nud that's never hardened," said Burl
as they studied the strange terrain.

"The equator's the softest-- it seens to be a river of nuddy water, hundreds of
mles wide-- only it can't be water. Probably semi solidified gases hol di ng dust
and grains of matter in suspension,"” said Russ. "The tenperate zones are the
same stuff, only colder, and therefore nore stable. A thin crust of frozen gases
over a planet-w de ocean of senmiliquid substance."

"The Sun-tap station's on the southern pole," said Burl. "That nust be solid."
It was. The poles of Callisto were actually two continent-sized islands of
shell. Dry, mudlike stuff, hard as rock, floating en the endl ess seas of the

sem liquid planet.

The station, a ringed setup quite like the one on Earth, stood in the geographic
center of the south pole. The Magel |l an hovered over it while a |l anding party
went down in the four-man rocket plane.

Clyde, Haines and Burl were the landing party. This tinme, only Burl entered the
station after a hole had been blasted in the outer shell. Wile the redheaded
astrononmer took sanples and nmade observations, Hai nes kept watch. Nobody knew
what type of defense awaited them here.

Burl found the controls easily enough. He was afraid that he might have lost his
physi cal charge, but it was not so. The controls functioned, the Sun-tap station
died. The effect was not very noticeable, for Callisto was already far fromthe
Sun and the thin atnosphere could not dimnish the dark sky of outer space. Wat
the great masts caught nmust have been only the relay fromother stations-- or
perhaps the invisible rays of the distant Sun

Burl saw no reason to linger, and the three of them gathered up their equipnent.
As they started back toward the rocket plane, they heard an om nous runble in

t he ground.

A sudden spurt of blazing gas shot up fromthe center of the station. "Duck!"
yel |l ed Haines, and they fell flat on the ground. Burl held his hands
protectively over his head, as an expl osion shook the buil ding.

There was no rain of rocks. Whatever the blast, Callisto's gravity was too weak
to attract the debris that flew high above the station

"It was an atom c explosion!" Haines shouted into his helnmet m ke. "They m ned
that station. Run for it!"

They raced for the rocket plane. As they ran, Burl felt the ground quiver
beneath him and huge cracks began to spread, rippling through the hard ground.
They reached the plane and piled in. Russ took off just as the surface cracked
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open in a thousand places like an ice sheet breaking in an Arctic thaw

As they rocketed back to the Magell an, the whol e polar cap, an area hundreds of
mles around the Sun-tap station, split apart. Geat spurts of liquid nagna, the
liquid gas-dust fromthe heart of the planet, shot up |like fountains. Parts of

the shell-1like polar continent were disappearing beneath this new ocean
"Their little atom c bonb shattered the thin crust. The whole polar island wll
probably sink," said Russ. "It was a clever trap. They knew what woul d happen."

"Saturn next," said Burl. "What'll they have set up there?"

They reached the Magel | an, | oaded the rocket plane aboard, and pulled out,
setting their course for the ringed planet. But even as they did so, sonething
was coning from Saturn to neet them

CHAPTER FOURTEEN-- Rockets Away!

THE NEXT lap of their journey was uneventful. Saturn, the next outward pl anet
fromthe Sun, and the second | argest, would present the sane problemas Jupiter
This world, fanobus for its nysterious rings, was about 71,000 nmiles in dianeter
and had a large famly of satellites-- nine in all. The Sun-tap station would be
on one of these, Burl thought.

Saturn was al so al nost as far out fromJupiter as Jupiter itself had been from
the Sun. This nmeant that the trip would be as long for the Magellan as the

di stance they had already traveled to get to Jupiter. Fortunately the A-G drive
was a renmarkable thing-- it was possible to accelerate to fantastic speeds-- in
theory, probably right up to the speed of |light. And so, where great distances
were concerned, the ship sinmply rushed its fall through on Saturn's |ine of
gravitation.

Boulton had fully recovered and showed no |ingering signs of the strange

el ectroni c charge. Because of the linited size of the crew, Lockhart put the
Mari ne captain back on full duty-- he would participate in future |landings as if
not hi ng had ever happened.

At the same tine, Lockhart cautioned Haines, Burl and Ferrati to keep their eyes
on him It was always possible that the foe's weapon had nmade sone nore |asting
mar k.

Hai nes had his group make a new inventory of their weapons. Burl, working with
themin a space suit, in the partially protected region of the cargo hull, was
surprised at the variety. There was a second rocket plane, a two-man outfit. In
addition, they had a |l arge store of offensive weapons, including a small but
form dabl e supply of atom c expl osives.

Hai nes gave Burl and Ferrati-- who were newto nilitary weapons-- brief
introductory lectures on their use. Burl saw just what a hand-sized, tactica
atomi c shell |ooked like and how it worked. He | earned how to operate the

heavy-cal i ber rocket gun which hurled this tiniest of atom c bonbs.
And so the tine passed, and the amazing disc of Saturn began to grow in their

viewpl ates. It was banded, nuch like Jupiter, and its brilliant rings surrounded
it with a nystic halo that set it apart fromall the other worlds of the Sun's
famly.

Burl was watching Saturn through the | argest of the nose viewpl ates when he

t hought that he saw a bl ack dot crossing its face. He had | ocated the known
nmoons of Saturn and this was not one of them Excited, he called Russell C yde.
"Could it be a tenth satellite?" he asked, pointing out the tiny dot.

Russ squinted his eyes; then, calculating nentally, he shook his head, "I don't
think so. It looks to me nore |ike sonething that's in space between us and
Saturn. In fact-- it nmust be fairly close to us for us to see it at all." He

turned to Lockhart who was at the control panel with Oberfield.

"You' d better have a | ook. Could be a giant nmeteor coming in our direction."
"We're nmoving mghty fast," conmented Oberfield. "It should have passed us
already if it were a meteor. Instead, it seens to be nmmintaining the same

di stance-- neither growing |arger nor smaller. Acts very odd for a natura
body. "

"Uh, uh," said Lockhart. "This calls for caution.” He quickly went back to the
controls, pressed the general alarmbutton, then called into the intercom "All
hands to energency stations. Haines and party, please prepare defensive
positions."
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"This neans ne," gul ped Burl, and scooted down the central hatch, al nost
colliding with Caton and Shea on their way to the engine room He net Haines,
and, with neat dispatch, all four slipped into space suits. Then out through the
cargo hold to posts by escape hatches.

Burl and Haines, at the main entry port, unlinbered the long rocket |auncher
that had been set up in the passageway. Haines placed three shells of differing
strength in position.

They heard through their hel met phones that the nysterious dot was draw ng

cl oser. Haines set up one of the launching racks, which was equi pped with a

tel escopic sighter, and peered through the eyepi ece. Apparently he caught it,
for he grunted, then notioned to Burl to take a | ook

It was no natural object. It was the shape of a dunbbell-- two spheres joined
together by a short middle bar. One sphere was a deep, golden color, the other a
bl ui sh-silver, the connecting rod a coppery netal.

"The pattern of spheres certainly suggests the Sun-tappers to nme," said Burl

Hai nes nmurnured his agreenent.

Lockhart's voice canme on the phones. "W've decided it's one of the Sun-tapper
ships. We're not going to wait to nmake sure. Before we left Earth, | can now
informyou, | received a directive fromthe President to regard the buil ders of
these Sun-tap stations as active enemes. My orders are that we are not to
attenpt to undertake peaceful contact, but are to treat themon sight as arned
foes in the field. To do otherwise is to risk Earth's |ast active defense-- this
shi p.

"I think | don't have to argue this further, considering our recent
experiences." H's voice hesitated, then rang out firnmy, "Haines, you can
commence firing at will!"

Hai nes clicked his tongue and reached for one of the shells. "Ckay, Burl, aimat
her direct. This one's got a proxinmty nose that'll beamat her and drive itself
wher ever she ducks."

He slid the rocket shell into the |auncher, Burl sighted, and then Hai nes
pressed the trigger. There was a whoosh of fire and a flare fromthe |auncher's
nose. A minute spark winged into the darkness toward the spot, still many mles
away, where the strange ship hung.

They watched with bated breath. Suddenly there was a flash of light fromthe
other ship-- a vivid lightning bolt which | eaped out and flared up briefly in
space. Then dar kness agai n.

"They fired a burst of energy at us. It hit the rocket shell instead," said

Hai nes. "Well, now we know. They use bolts of pure energy-- sonething like the
one they fired at Boulton."

He fitted another shell into the launcher, and fired again. Again a spark w nged
its way, and the bolt of energy burst out to detonate the shell. Burl whistled.

"How did they spot it so fast?" he asked.

"I don't think they did. They're firing at us-- the rocket shell only happened
to be between," snapped Hai nes.

"Ferrati," he called into his nmke, "fire a shrapnel shell at them when | say
the word. Advise ne when ready!"

Ferrati's voi ce snapped back. "Right you are, sir. Here it is now, one mnute--
okay, on target!"”

Wi le Ferrati and Boulton were readying their shot fromthe | ower cargo port
near the tail of the ship, Haines and Burl had been fitting the largest of their
shells into their own |auncher. They ained it carefully at the front-nopst sphere
of the eneny.

"Ferrati, fire!" cried Haines; and then slowy counted to five and pressed the
stud of his own | auncher

There was a nonentary flicker as Ferrati's rocket shell raced forth bel ow. Then,
after a definite tine | apse, the exhaust of Haines' heavy shell appeared.

"The shrapnel shell is segnented and doesn't have a proximty guide," Haines
expl ained. "As soon as it's on its way, the nose conmes apart into a dozen snall
shells, each with a standard expl osive charge. The shell we used has an atomc
bonb warhead and is on proximty guide. It'll chase that ship to the ends of the
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systemif they don't blast it first."

He paused. There was another bolt of raw energy fromthe dunbbell-shaped craft,
and this tine a series of flares in the space between-- the shrapnel charges had
been touched off. Burl held his breath.

"I figure it takes thema while to recharge their gun," said Haines. "Qur own

bl ockbuster should get there before they fire again."

Then suddenly there cane a sharper flare of brilliant Iight. For an instant Burl
was blinded by the glare. Wen he recovered, he peered avidly through the

tel escopic sighter. He saw the ship, but where there had been a gol den sphere
there was now only a shattered fragnment of twi sted netal

The eneny ship changed before his eyes. The remmining silvery sphere gl owed
brighter, and took on a golden hue. Then it seened as if the ship were grow ng
smaller. He realized finally that it was retreating

Burl gave an involuntary shout, and in his earphones he heard the sane shouts of
triunmph fromevery voice on the ship.

Al though it might have been possible to pursue the battered eneny ship, the
Magel | an did not try. They were still on course for Saturn and were not going to
devi at e.

They reached Saturn after several nore days. Matching their great speed with
that of the ringed world in its orbit took tine, and then they began their
survey.

As they had suspected, the Sun-tap station was on one of the nobons. The npon was
called lapetus, the third largest of Saturn's famly. It was about eight hundred
mles in diameter and the next to the farthest satellite from Saturn. Russ was
di sappoi nted that they hadn't picked Titan, the biggest noon of all. Titan was
over two thousand niles wi de and appeared to have an atnosphere of nethane.

The view of Saturn was awesone, even fromlapetus' orbit two mllion mles away.
Burl knew it would be a sight unparalleled in the system The great broad rings,
conmposed of innunmerable tiny particles of nmetal, stone, and possibly ice,
encircled it as if held there by an invisible hand. They were, he knew, the
particles of a nobon that has either cone too close to Saturn's great
gravitational pull to hold its shape, or else had never escaped far enough to
congeal as one solid naess.

| apetus was a solid world, though. A rocky body, it had a dull gleam and was
streaked here and there with layers of white and yellow, where veins of frozen
gases lay forever upon the frigid surface. No atnosphere veiled the surface nor
softened the harsh, jagged nountains and clefts of this forbidding little

subpl anet .

The Sun-tap station stood in plain sight on a high plateau near a polar region
The Magel | an hovered over it while Lockhart held a council of war.

"l don't see what's to be gained by attenpting a | anding party," he said. "W've
taken all the readings and pictures of the other stations-- and we've had a
coupl e of narrow escapes. They've probably nined this one, and they have had
plenty of time to prepare a trap. I'min favor of sinply dropping an H bonb on
it and | eaving."

After a brief discussion, with only perfunctory objections from C yde and
Oberfield who, as astrononers, wanted to land to take other readings, the

deci sion was carri ed.

The Magel | an swung up a coupl e of hundred miles above the Sun-tappers' plateau
Hai nes and his crew | oaded the bul ky Hbonb into the main | auncher in the tai

of the ship. Then the Magellan ained itself at the target, and the rocket-driven
bonmb roared out.

Down it sped, zeroing in on the wall of the station. There was a blinding flash,
a glare as brilliant as that of the Sun itself, as it hit square on the mark.
This time Burl watched through carefully shiel ded vi ewscreens. The scene was
obscured by a wide-flung cloud of white-- tens of thousands of cubic feet of
satellite rock turned instantaneously into dust particles. After the dust
cleared away, they say only a gaping crater where the plateau had been-- a

vol canic hole, mles wide and glowi ng red, from which spread vast, deep cracks

t hroughout the entire visible heni sphere of the noon.

The nmen on the Magellan were awed and silent. The thought occurred to each of
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them beyond his capacity to deny it-- what if this had happened on Earth?

"COfF course," said Ferrati slowy, "the low gravity of lapetus accounts for the
greater extent of the disaster. If this had been Bikini or..." But under the
glares of the rest of the crew, his sentence trailed off weakly.

Lockhart turned away fromthe viewer. "M. Qberfield,"” he said, unexpectedly
formal and official, "you may chart our course for Uranus."

"Aye, aye, sir," said that usually dour personage, with alacrity.

Wth forced smles, the rest of the crewdrifted away to their duties. The
Magel | an pull ed away from Saturn, heading out again toward the limts of the
sol ar system but it was several days before everyone had quite nanaged to
dismss the vision of the Hbonb fromhis m nd.

CHAPTER FI FTEEN-- Ice Col d on Cberon

NEVERTHELESS, FROM that point on, a different spirit seemed to ani nate everyone
aboard the Magellan. There was the feeling that they had closed with the eneny
and found thensel ves not wanting. There was the feeling that they possessed
powers not inferior to those of their unknown enenies. The thought had been
haunting themall along that they were in the position of a backward people
facing an advanced invader-- sonething like the problemof the Aztecs when faced
wi th the gunpowder and arnor of the conqui stadors.

Now t hey knew that though the Sun-tappers' weapons were different and i ndeed
advanced beyond Earthly technol ogy, they thensel ves were not without resources
equally deadly to the foe

After the nmenory of the H bonb's powers had been finally absorbed, the crew s
activities began to indicate that the ship was comng into the crucial phase of
its journey. Haines and Boulton were going over the list of mlitary supplies
with sharp, calculating eyes and slight grins at the thought of retribution to
cone. Ferrati was overhauling the rocket planes and | and traveling devices,
maki ng t hem shi pshape.

Russell Clyde and Burl surveyed the sky, anxious to be the first to spot what
they hoped would be the |inping body of the battered and fl eei ng dunbbell ship,
alittle atingle at the hope of spotting another such ship-- feeling now al nost
like the hunting dog that has finally spotted the fox.

Lockhart hinself reflected this nood of growi ng excitenent. He prow ed the ship,
exam ning the righty purring engines, querying Caton, Shea and Detmar as to how
it could better its performance, how fast it could be nade to shift speed and
directions. He studied the orbits and | ocations of the remining planets.
"Uranus is not too far off our path to Pluto,"” he announced one day. "We'll make
it intime to wipe out their plant there. But Neptune, whose orbit is between
those of Uranus and Pluto, is away off our track, a third of the way around the
Sun. We're going to skip it, hit directly for Pluto and their nain base-- the

end of their line. | don't want to give themtoo nmuch tine to nmake repairs or to
get any reinforcenents. | think they're limted in nunbers-- and we ought to
slamthemwhile they still are.”

There was no dissent at this. And as the days rolled past, the nmen of the
Magel | an began to chafe in their repressed desire to finish the matter. At |ast
Uranus cane into sight-- a large globe, very much like Saturn and Jupiter in
that it was of |ow density and great dinensions. Roughly, sixty-four tines the
size of Earth, its density was barely above that of water and it probably had no
solid surface to speak of. An inhospitable nmass of unbreathabl e gases, at
tenmperatures fantastically | ower than the freezing point of water.

As they drew close to the planet, they could see that it also was banded, pale
green bands alternating with lighter ones-- indicating that sone sections of its
at nospheric belt noved faster than others. It had five noons which rotated in
the opposite direction fromthose of any other satellite system

It was on the farthest noon, Oberon, a sphere six hundred mles in dianeter,
that the Sun-tap station revealed itself. They swng down to observe it and to
pl ace their bonmb. Not an H bonb though-- they recognized that they had erred in
t hi nki ng they needed such a powerful expl osive.

Qoeron was w thout an atnosphere, a rocky world with streaks of frozen gases,
and here and there the sheen of a | ake of ice-- ice that nould never nelt-- that
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on this world woul d be a permanent, hard-as-netal material. There was,
nonet hel ess, sonethi ng about the surface that seened to bother Russ.

"Do you notice what seens to be a sort of shifting novenent?" he asked Burl

Burl | ooked, and sure enough, he saw that in places there seened a flickering of
|ights.

"Yes," he said, "I see it. Wat do you suppose it is?"

"I don't know," said Russ, "But |I'mgoing to ask Lockhart to put the ship down
and let me take a | ook."

Lockhart at first denmurred, but finally decided that they could afford the brief
halt. The Magel | an approached the surface, safely distant fromthe Sun-tap
station.

Burl and Russ descended in the two-man rocket plane, while the teardrop-shaped
ship hung half a nile above them They |anded on a narrow plain, bordered by | ow
ri dges of mountains shining with streaks of frozen hydrogen. A layer of cosnic
dust hung over the rocks.

Wearing insul ated space suits, they left the rocket plane. It was Burl who nade
the first discovery. He pointed dramatically at the ground. "Look, Russ. This
dust is full of streaks and marks. It hasn't been |ying here undi sturbed.
Sonet hi ng has crossed over it!"

Russ kneeled in order to | ook nore carefully. The |ayer of dust, the
consequences of an airless world exposed w thout protection to the endl ess fal

of cosmic particles, was indeed not the |evel, undisturbed surface it should
have been. Here and there were |ight, |ow depressions, as if sonmething had noved
across it-- like a small snake crawing on its belly. In one place lay a series
of depressions, like the footprints of some |ight-bodied creature.

"I nmpossible," nuttered Russ. "Life can't exist here."

But they trudged on, across the barren flat to a ridge of rock. Here they found
what they had thought to be inpossible. Clustered along the side of the ridge,
inthe faint light of the distant and tiny Sun, was a series of thin, blue

stal ks, about half a foot in height. On each stalk was a flat scalloped top |like
alittle unbrella. It was sonetinmes bright blue, and sonmetinmes violet. As they
drew nearer, these little stal ks began to sway, and turned their tops toward

t hem

"They | ook like plants,
pl astic."

As Russ studied the strange growths, sonething noved across the dusty tract
behind them It was long and thin and wiggly, with a ridge of tiny crystalline
hairs along its back. It was |ike a snake perhaps, but one nmade of sone
unbel i evably delicate gl asswork.

It slid anong the plants and wapped itself around one. The growth snapped
suddenly, and then was absorbed by the creature.

Russ shook his head in amazenent. "This is a great discovery," he said
incredulously. "This is life! It's life of a chemical type different fromthe
protopl asm of Earth and Mars and Venus. It's life designed to exist anong liquid
gases and frozen air-- life which can't have anything in conmon with protoplasm
Apparently it couldn't exist even on Saturn's noons-- they were too hot for it!"

said Burl. "Plants made of sonething glassy and

Russ was carried away with the possibilities. "This hints at great things, Burl
Qut near Pluto, where the systemis even colder, there may be other fornms of
this frigi-plasmic life, if | may coin a word. This neans a whol e new sci ence!"”
They returned to the ship with their astoni shing news. The Magellan slowy

ski mmed over the surface of oheron. They found whole forests of this glassy
frigid vegetation, but not nmuch evidence of any animal life larger than the
creature the two explorers had seen.

Over the Sun-tap station-- a ringed |ayout |ike the others, whose cluster of
masts caught the emanations of the distant Sun on the one hand and directed them
outward to the still unseen planet Pluto on the other-- the ship halted. It drew
up fifty mles, pointed its tail and blasted forth a rocket-driven, tactica
atom c bonb.

The bl ast on Cberon was tiny conpared to the one which had devastated |apetus,
but it still left a deep indentation in the surface for future space fliers to
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see.
They left it and the Uranian orbit behind them and headed outward once agai n.
Behi nd them now lay the worlds of the Sun's fanmily, while far off to one side
lay the tiny light of Neptune. Ahead, between them and the vast gulf of
interstellar space, lay only the dark, nysterious ninth planet, the enigmtic
world named after the lord of the underworld, PIuto.

The Magel |l an plunged on, in constant accel eration, noving outward to the
farthest Iinmt of the solar system They had travel ed al nost one billion, eight
hundred mllion mles fromthe Sun-- and yet they still had two billion mles
more to go. This was the |ongest stretch-- and during it, they would reach
speeds greater than any they had touched before. They shot outward, faster and
faster, eating up the infinite enptiness of space, driving the vast stretch that
divided Pluto fromits nei ghbors.

The Sun, already snmall, dwindled steadily. It was still the brightest star in
their sky-- of all the stars, it alone retained a disclike shape, and the faint
flicker of its coronal flanes could occasionally be nmade out-- but it no | onger
dom nated the heavens. To find the Sun, they now had to | ook for it as they
woul d for any other star.

As for Earth, it could not be seen. So close to the tiny Sun it lay that only
their sharpest tel escopes could bring it out. Even Jupiter showed up only as a
thin, tiny crescent near the solar point of |ight.

"Pluto's a nysterious world," said Burl as he and Russ scanned the heavens for a
first glinpse of it. "The accounts in your astronony books give very little rea
information on it-- but what they give is strange. They say it's the only pl anet
beyond Mars that is a snall solid world like the inner ones. It seens to be the
sane size as Earth-- not at all like the big outer worlds. And they say it seens
to be the same nmass as Earth-- a solid world whose surface gravity would be the
same as our own planet's."

Russ nodded. "It's an odd one, all right. There's now even sone belief that it's
not a true planet, but one that was once a satellite of Neptune. Its orbit is
peculiar; it apparently may cut into that of Neptune. In fact, everything hints
at Pluto not being a true child of our Sun. It may be a world captured from
afar-- a lonely wanderer cast off fromsome other star, captured by the Sun
after mllions of years of drifting |ightless through space."

Beyond them in their vision, lay only the stars of outer space, the void that
did not belong to our system And then, finally, they found Pluto-- a tiny point
of light shining anong the blazing stars. They saw the disc, dimy rejected in
the light of the far-away Sun

Even as they were taking their first long | ook at the dark planet, the genera

al armrang. They had caught up with the fleeing weck of the Sun-tappers' scout
crui ser.

CHAPTER SI XTEEN-- In Orbit Around Pl uto

THERE WAS a nmad rush to action stations. Detrmar, Ferrati and Cberfield, who had
been in their bunks, dashed to their posts while others tried to pass themin
both directions. Haines and Burl hastily clinbed into their space suits, while
Ferrati and Boul ton manned the inner defensive controls.

Burl pulled the tight-fitting harness of his insulated space suit over him The
shape of the Sun-tapper ship came into focus on the tiny screen of the air |ock
viewer. It was approaching themat a frighteningly rapid pace. He could see the
broken framework of one of its two gl obes-- the one on which they had scored
their hit. The other gl obe and the connecting passages were strikingly clear
Tiny circles of windows were visible in the passage section, which undoubtedly
housed the operators of the vessel. For a fleeting instant he realized that as
yet none of the Earthlings had any inkling of what these creatures |ooked |ike.
Wi |l e he knew that the scene was tel escopic, the ship was undoubtedly
approaching themfast; or rather, they were catching up to it at a perilous
pace! Wet her the wecked eneny had sl owed down nore than they had, as it
approached its Plutoni an base, or whether sonme other surprise |ay ahead, they
had no i dea

Burl felt the jarring inmpact as Lockhart cut the Magellan's drive. There was an
i nstant of weightlessness, and then their weight reversed as the A-G drive
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strove to slow down the ship. Wthin the air lock they were outside the living
space of the sphere, suspended beneath the drive chanber. Burl could see the
wal | s of the inner sphere whirl past him a foot away, as the living quarters
rotated to shift with the gravitational change. And at that very nonent, while
all those inside were tenporarily hel pl ess, disaster struck

Burl had just finished adjusting his airtight helnet, and Hai nes was al ready on
his way forward to the outer shell port and the rocket guns, when there was a
flash of lightning fromthe crippled eneny spaceship. The foe was still capable
of fighting-- and it had fired first-- alarm ngly close.

Wthin what seened a split second after Burl's eyes had registered the flash on
the little viewplate, the Magellan received the full force of the mghty

el ectronic discharge. To Burl it seenmed as if a thunderclap had sounded in his
ears, and as if he had been plunged into a bath of white flanmes. The walls of
the passage sparked brilliantly, blinding light filled the air, and Burl's body
vibrated as it would to an electric shock.

He reeled wildly, catching at the walls and alnost falling. In a few seconds his
senses recovered, although his body was still hunming fromthe blow and his ears
were ringing. The viewpl ate had gone black, the lights in the air |ock corridor
were dark, and when he tried to gain his feet he realized that the ship now had
no gravity; it was falling free w thout power.

Hai nes was slunped in the end of the corridor, with the port nearly opened. Burl
pushed his way over to himand hel ped the groggy explorer to his feet. There was
no sound, and Burl suddenly renenbered that he hadn't taken tine to switch on
his hel net phone. He did so and was relieved to hear Haines's voice asking if he
was all right.

"I"mokay," Burl called. "Let's get this port open. Maybe we can hit back at

| east once."

Toget her, they turned the bolts and pushed the thick outer shell door open
Wthout the aid of telescopic sights they could see the shape of the Sun-tapper
vessel plainly, outlined against the curtain of distant stars. Struggling not to
think of what mght be going on within the Magell an-- their earphones registered
not hi ng except each other-- they unlinbered the |ong tube of the rocket |auncher
and ai nmed point-blank at the foe. Haines reached into the anmunition | ocker
vaul t al ongsi de the passageway and sel ected the biggest and wi ckedest of the
avai |l abl e shells. He twisted the dial in the warhead and, while Burl held the
aim shoved in the rocket shell. Wth a press of the button, the nmissile roared
out of the tube, racing in an arc of fire directly toward the faint vision of
the ot her ship.

They wat ched with bated breath, counting the seconds, hoping not to see another
bl ast of electrical fire. But apparently the foe had exhausted its limted
resources, for the thin spidery line of rocket sparks reached out, farther and
farther, until it seened to touch the surface of the gol den gl obe.

There was a great flare in the sky now, an outpouring of fire and hot netal.
When it cleared away, the sky was enpty.

Hai nes wearily drew the outer port shut. "Now, let's see if we're goners, too,"
he said quietly. They sealed the outer shell and nade their way al ong the dark

passage
Even as they were unl ocking the toggles of the inner hatch, the corridor |ights
started to flicker. They would light up dimy, and then flicker out, light up

again, flare for an instant, then die down. Soneone was alive within the ship.
They got the hatch open. In the central section of the living sphere, the |lights
were also dimand in a few places they were conpletely out. They enmerged and

cl osed the hatch behind them Only after Haines had tested the inner atnosphere
and found it still pressurized, did they open their helnmets and clinb stiffly
out of the space suits, wincing at bruises they had sustai ned but had not
noticed until then

The air pressure was all right, but, there was a snell of burned rubber and
insulation in the air. Now that their helnets were off, they could hear voices
somewher e above. They found Ooerfield |ying unconscious, throw to the floor by
the sudden shift of the ship. They clinbed into the control room Lockhart was
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floating in the air near the open hatchway | eading to the engi ne room over head.
He was calling out orders to soneone who was Wit hin.

Russ was wor ki ng over the navigation desk, a bandage around his head, trying to
figure out where they woul d be and where they were headi ng, without having
access to the still dark viewpl ates

Lockhart twisted in the weightless air when he saw them He seenmed both relieved
and distressed. "I'mglad you' re okay, but | had hoped you'd be able to put in a
bl ow for us."

Burl realized that inside the ship they had no way of know ng that vengeance had
been served. Hastily, he explained. His word cheered everyone. Russ and Lockhart
shout ed joyously. Detrmar poked his head down the hatch and call ed the news back
to his two fell ows who were struggling to get the A-G generators functioning.
The bolt of energy, whatever it nmay have been designed to do to a ship of the
Sun-tapper build, did not have the totally disastrous effect on the Magell an
that it was intended to have. It had knocked out their electrical system
tenmporarily, burned out sone of its parts and caused the A-G systemto fail

al though the atomic piles were inpervious to such currents. oerfield, Ferrati
and Shea were badly hurt.

There now foll owed an anxi ous period during which nore and nore of the

el ectrical systembegan to function as the men |abored to rig up energency
wires, and to replace burned out bulbs and |ines. There was a general cheer when
the viewplates flickered into |life again, though not all functioned. They again
had access to the sky about them- even though not all sectors were covered.

The humming in the engine roomstarted up, rose and fell uneasily a coupl e of
times, and then they felt a surge of force. Lockhart fell gently to the floor as
the ship began to drive ahead, and then in a few nmnutes the A-G drive was back
on, and the Magell an was agai n under control

"W took what they had to give, and it wasn't enough," exulted Haines. "Now wait
till we reach their main works. We'll show them "

Lockhart shook his head wearily as he and Russ worked over the controls. "Let's
hope we don't have to show them soon. Qur ship is running on emergency rigging.
Caton says he's going to have to rest the ship and rewire a good part of the
system Meanwhile, we will be able to reach Pluto safely enough."

Pluto was visible in the forward viewpl ates. They coul d see |ighter and darker
patches on it, alnost |like the markings of continents and oceans, but there was
no evi dence of an atnosphere, nor had they expected any.

Readi ngs showed that the average surface tenperature was about 200° Fahrenheit
bel ow zero, even lower in many places. They searched the surface for signs of
their foe.

They found what they wanted on the north pol ar depression, a basin in the oblate
sphere of Pluto. There was no ringed station. There rose a vast pile of dark
masonry-- a mghty structure covering at least a square nmle, a fortress
bui | di ng whose roofs bristled with an array of nasts and reflectors. And hangi ng
on patrol over this polar basin were two nore of the dunbbell shi ps.

"We're in no position to cone to grips with them" said Lockhart. "lI'mgoing to
take the Magellan into a low orbit around Pluto's equator. We'll be out of their
sight yet near enough to do sone probing and exploring while we're naking
repairs."

This they proceeded to do, swinging the ship down to within a few hundred nil es
of the Plutonian surface, setting on a fixed orbit around the equator, exactly
as the sputni ks of years past had first circled the bulk of the Earth. Staying
far enough up to maintain orbit, they were close enough to be below the planet's
radi ation belt.

Taki ng stock of the ship's condition showed that they dearly needed this del ay.
Repairs woul d not be conpleted for several days. Practically everyone had been
brui sed or shaken up; Oberfield had a fractured skull and was in serious
condition; Ferrati had broken his |leg and pelvis; Shea had a couple of cracked
ribs. The nen were given energency nedical treatnment and confined to quarters.
The Magellan quietly circled Pluto once every hour and a half and the ship tried
to resunme its normal life. Russ studied the surface beneath them Haines and
Burl at his elbow. Then, after conferring, the three approached Lockhart.
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"W want permssion to nake a landing," Russ said. "If we take the four-man
rocket plane we can nake the ground safely. W' ve got to reconnoiter before we
can figure out how to put this master Sun-tap station out of business."
Lockhart agreed. "I was planning as nuch. Now that we're here, we can't del ay

j ust because we're injured. Go ahead."

The three got ready quickly. They donned their space suits, |oaded the |arger
rocket plane with equi pnent, arns, and plenty of extra fuel. Just before they

| eft, Lockhart gave thema word of caution. "Do not attenpt to conmmunicate with
the Magellan by radio. If Pluto is the Sun-tappers' honme world, you nmay find
your sel ves surrounded by enem es, and overheard. Don't reveal our existence or
position. If you have to talk to us, do not expect a reply unless it's an

absol ute energency. "

Burl strapped hinself into his seat within the rocket plane and gl anced t hrough
the thick window. Bel ow themwas a world the size of Earth-- a world which, if
it had air and warnth, could nost nearly be Earth's twin of all the planets in
the system This rocket plane had touched on the hot surface of Mercury, the
first planet. Inalittle while it would set down on the frigid surface of the
| ast planet. They had cone a | ong way.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN-- Stronghol d of the Lost Pl anet

WTH A jolt that shoved the three nen back in their seats, the rocket plane
pushed out the cargo hatch, and slid into the dark of space on its own power.
Behind them the netallic surface of the Magellan gl eaned briefly, and then
swung away on its orbit. Riding the red fire of their rockets, they headed on a
Il ong | ow dive for the nysterious surface bel ow.

Pluto was a vast hem sphere, half lighted in the faint, dimglow of the tiny
Sun, half in the total darkness of outer space. Here and there wound a silent,
frozen river of glistening white. They passed over a gulf of sone frigid sea of
liquid gases, fromwhich islands of subzero rock projected, and noved inl and
over a continent of |lifeless grays and bl acks. Haines gently drew the ship | ower
and lower, and at last the rocket plane bunped to the ground.

It rolled a few yards and stopped. The three nmen crowded to the door, tightened
their face plates, and forced open the exit. There was a rush of air as the ship
exhausted its atnobsphere. Then, one by one, they stepped onto the bl eak surface
of the Sun's farthest planet.

"I feel peculiar," whispered Burl. "This planet rem nds ne of sonething."

"I have the feeling |I've been here before," Russ said slowy.

Burl felt an odd chill. "Yes, that's it."

Hai nes grunbled. "I know what you nean. | can nake a guess. We've never really

been the right weight since we left Earth. Even under acceleration there were
differences one way or the other. But | feel now exactly as | did on Earth.
That's what gives you the odd sensation of return.”

The two younger mnen realized Haines was right. For the first tinme since they had
left their home world, they were on a planet whose gravity was nornmal to them
It felt good and yet it felt-- in these fearful surroundi ngs-- disconcerting.
Above themwas the fam liar black, unyielding sky of outer space. No breath of
air noved. Yet sonehow the scene resenbled Earth. "It's |like a black-and-white
photo of a Terrestrial |andscape," said Burl

There was a field, sonme hills, a tiny frozen creek and the dark shapes of
rounded nountains in the distance. Al wthout color except for the cold, faint
glow of the star that was the Sun

A thin layer of cosnmic dust lay over the surface, such as would be found on any
airless world. Russ scooped beneath it and cane up with a hard chip.

He squeezed it between his gauntleted fingers. It cracked and broke into powder.
He whistled softly. "You know what this feels and | ooks |like" he said as they
cane close to the frozen creek on the little hillside. "It feels like dirt--
common, Earthly dirt. Like soil. And you know what... | can already tell you one
of Pluto's secrets."

They stopped at the creek. It was a | ayer of frozen crystalline gases. Haines
pushed the al penstock he was carrying into it and scraped away the gas crystals.
"I think I can guess," he said, "and I'I|l bet there is ice under this gas."
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"Pluto was once a warmworld with a thick atnosphere," said Russ. "Notice the
rounded hills and the worn away peaks of the nountains. Those are old

mount ai ns-- weat her-beaten. This hill is round-- weather-beaten. This creek,
those rivers of frozen gas-- they follow beds that could only be made by rea
rivers of warmwater. The soil that lies beneath this dust-- it could only

happen on a world that knew night and day, warnmth and light, and rain and w nd.
Pluto was once a living world, a place we'd have call ed honelike."

Burl shivered a bit. "Qut here? So far fromthe Sun? How and when?"

Russ shrugged. "We'll find that out. But the evidence is unm stakable." They

wal ked on.

There was a |l ow, cracked wall on the other side of the hill, and beyond the wall
stood the roofless ruins of a stone house, silent and gray in the airless scene.

They waited with surprise and uncertainty. Haines drew his conpressed air

pi stol, but there was no novenent. The scene remmi ned dead and still-- the
wi ndows of the house were dark.
They advanced on it and flashed a light inside. It was an enpty shell. There was

no glass within the wi de and | ow wi ndow openi ngs, and no door.

"They went in and out the w ndows," commented Burl, ducking through one of the
openings. "And they weren't built like us."

"No," said Russ, "there's no reason to suppose the inhabitants woul d have been
built |ike human beings."

I nside there was nothing to see, and they left. Beyond, they found a straight
depression in the ground filled with flat swirls of cosmic dust. "This | ooks
like a road," said Haines.

They returned to the rocket plane in order to foll ow the dead roadway nore
easily. Passing between the I ow, dark cliffs of rocky mountains, they came to a
pl ai n marked by thousands of columms of rock, pieces of crunbling walls, and
many strai ght depressions that must have been streets. It was the remains of a
worl d that had died.

They found, as they traveled northward and nade interm ttent |andings, that
there had been many cities. Now all lay in ruins. There had been great roadways,
now covered with the debris of outer space. There had been m ghty forests, now
mles of petrified black stunps. It was a gl oony sight.

In their landings, they had found inscriptions on walls and bas-reliefs carved
on mount ai ns. They knew from these what the Plutonians had | ooked |ike, and they
had a suspicion of what had happened.

The Pl ut oni ans had been vaguely |ike nen and vaguely |ike spiders. They had
stood upright on four thin, w de-spread | egs and had two short arms. Their
bodi es were wi de and squat, and they seenmed to have been manmal i an and probably
war m bl ooded. They breathed air out of flat, thin nostrils and their heads
joined their bodies without necks. Two oval eyes were set below a jutting bald
brow. They had worn cl othes, they had driven vehicles, they had flown pl anes.
Their vehicl es had gl obe-shaped power plants. Their airplanes had gl obes where
wi ngs shoul d have been. Their cities and their engines-- which exi sted now only
on wall pictures that were probably once advertisenents-- were built al ong

gl obe-and-rod principl es.

"There's no doubt,"” said Russ, "that the Sun-tapper culture and the Pl utonian
culture are the sane. It's the descendants of the Plutonians that we are
fighting."

"But how coul d they have survived?" Burl asked. "This world was never part of
the solar systemwhen it was warm"

"We'll soon know," said Russ. "Tonmorrow we're going to see how far we can get
into their polar redoubt. Sonehow we've got to blow up that last station."”

"And | think we three are going to do it," said Haines. "The Magellan w |l never
take the place fromthe sky. W'll have to do it fromthe ground.”

Now t hey were rem nded of Earth again. For the first time since they had
departed fromthe United States, night fell. They had not been on any ot her

pl anet | ong enough for such an experience. But the effect here on Pluto was

m | d.

Day was |ike a bright, noonlight night. Night then nmeant that the di m Sun had
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set and, in effect, it merely nade the | andscape slightly darker

They conpared notes late into the night in the rocket plane. By dawn, when again
the di m gl ow shone, they had conme to sonme very definite concl usions about the

pl anet .

A nunber of the drawings on the walls seened to have sone religious
significance. They focused on the phases of a noon. There were synbolic
representations of this noon, passing through its phases; presumably Pl utonian
religious and social practices were related to it.

"But where is this moon?" Burl had asked.

"I think," Russ answered, "that what sone astronomers had suspected about Pluto
was right. It did not originate in the solar system but was captured from outer
space. Originally it revolved around another sun, sonme star whi ch was
light-years away. How it tore |loose fromthat star we'll probably never know- -
the star mght have sinply becone too dim their planet mght have been on a
shaky orbit, an experinent of theirs might have jarred it |oose, nmany things
coul d have happened.

"Once beyond the gravitational grip of its parent sun, the planet wandered

through the darkness of interstellar space until it came within the influence of
our own Sun. How long this took woul d again be a guess. Possibly not nore than a
few thousand years, |'d say, since sonehow a remant of the popul ati on nanaged

to survive. This suggests that they had sone warning. Enough tine passed for
themto build the big structure we noticed at the north pole, probably to store
food, build underground greenhouses and nake seal ed hones for a few famlies.
Inside this giant building the | ast of the Plutonian people kept going.

"Then cane the nmonent when their planet fell into an orbit around our Sun. 1'd
guess they energed to find that the new Sun was too far away ever to heat up
Pluto again, or to pernit the rebuilding of an atnosphere. So they worked out a
new scheme. This was to blow up the sun into a nova-- nake it a giant and
thereby bring its heat all the way out to Pluto-- warnming this world again,
lighting it again, unfreezing its gases and waters. So they set up the Sun-tap
stations.”

"That al so accounts," added Haines, "for their |imted nunber of spaceships and
their need for secret operations."

"Yes," said Burl, "but there are two things that don't fit in. What happened to
their noon-- surely it would have gone along with Pluto since it revol ved around
it? And second, why the thirty-year delay between the first Sun-tap stations and
the conpl etion and operation of thenf"

There was no answer to these questions yet. The three began the norning's

expedi tion.

As they neared the pole, they stayed close to the surface, for, any nonent, they
expected to see the dunbbell ships that patrolled the sky above it.

At |ast they set down the rocket plane on the edge of the polar plateau and got
out. Not nore than a mile away, the black ranparts of the budding-- a wall
running mles across the horizon-- rose hundreds of feet into the sky.

Above it, they caught a flicker fromthe forests of masts and the glint froma
dunbbel | ship. They noved silently forward carrying the rocket |auncher on their
backs and a snmall |oad of shells and several hand bombs. These nade heavy
baggage, but the distance was not far, and the purpose great.

Burl felt like an ant about to creep into a human house. But he reflected that
no ant ever had such dangerous intentions. An ant enters a house to steal a
crunmb of food. But if an ant had intelligence and evil intentions, it could
cripple such a house.

Such was the situation for the three of themas they neared the precipitous
walls. On arrival, they found that entry woul d be easier than they expected.

The Pl utonian refuge had not been built to offset attack fromthe surface of the
planet itself. It was no thick ranpart of unbroken plastic as the walls of the
other Sun-tap stations had been. Close up, it proved to have nany doorl ess
entryways, ranps running up to higher floors, even wiry nonorail scaffolding,
probably | eft behind by the buil ders.

They entered an opening in the base. Once inside, dimlights set in the ceiling
lighted the path before them They wal ked down this culvert like rats in a giant
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sewer until they cane to a wall studded with several doors.

The doors were shut, but a tiny globe set on the surface of each one reacted to
Burl's charged touch. Two opened upon dark airless passages. The third resisted
a nonent, and when it did open, there was a whoosh of air which raised a
monentary cloud of dust on the stone floor of the culvert. This was obviously
the entrance to the inhabited portion of the refuge.

The nen cl osed the door behind them They were in a small chanber. A door on the
ot her side was opening automatically. "An air lock system" nuttered Russ as

t hey went through.

They were now inside the vast building itself. There was air, and, after testing
it, they opened their helnets. The air was alnost as thick as that of Earth, and
they experienced no difficulty in breathing. It was stale and somewhat netallic
in flavor, probably because it had been encl osed and used over and over for

t housands of vyears.

They saw no living beings, which seemed strange. "Apparently these people really
are at their last gasp,"” remarked Russ as they passed through an area that had
obvi ously once been a |arge dormtory. They heard di stant hunm ng sounds
sonewhere in the floors above, but all that was visible on the | ower |eve

seened to be mmi ntenance nmachi nery.

They wal ked t hrough great storeroons which were piled high with seal ed druns.
They saw factories lying silent-- curious lots of odd machi nes powered by gl obes
that were idle. They skirted an unlighted reservoir of water in a circular
chanber far in the interior. And here and there in the gloom they spotted huge
ranps | eading spirally upward

Finally they turned their steps up a sloping ranp, nmounting one floor and then
anot her, and another. They were tired, but curiously exhilarated. They felt that
they were about to strike at the heart of the foe, and that his days were
nunbered at | ast.

They energed on a higher level, lighted nore brightly than the others. Here they
saw gl obes that glowed with the sanme intensity as those in the Sun-tap stations
had. They noved carefully now, keeping out of sight, and several tinmes they saw
shadows in the distance or heard the thunp of sonething noving.

They worked their way by instinct to what they guessed was the center of
operations. They peered, at last, through a | ow, wi de doorway into a |arge
chanmber. Here was a mass of mighty gl obes and rods, sone revolving as they
circled the metals nmasts that cane through the roomfromthe ceiling above.

"I't nust be the base of the Sun-tap receiver line," whispered Haines. "This
shoul d be a good enough place to set up our tine bonb."

They stole over to a cluster of globes and unpacked the powerful little atomc
bonb they had carried with them They carefully put it together, inserted the
expl osive fuse, and set the tiner. "I'mgiving it four hours," said Haines.

"Time for us to get out of here and radio the Magellan to get into action. That
shoul d take care of this station."

They noved carefully out again, scarcely breathing for fear of sone Pl utonian
entering and discovering them They nmade their exit safely enough and started to
retrace their steps.

Back down through corridors and strange chanbers they noved, stopping every
little while as something that sounded |ike footsteps passed over them "Were,"
Burl whi spered, suddenly troubled, "is the stolen heat and power of the Sun
going? It isn't heating up Pluto. Surely they can't sinply store it."

"Sonet hi ng we haven't solved," Russ replied hurriedly. "Fromwhat | renmenber of
the masts, it looked as if they were relaying it sonewhere el se again."

"Can't imagi ne where," said Haines. "Not back into space, surely?"

They fell silent, concentrating all their energies on not |losing the way. "Are
you sure we cane through here?" Burl asked nervously. "I don't renenber this at
all."

"I don't, either," said Russ. "It |ooks queer. Are you sure we're on the right
pat h?" He turned to Haines.

The expl orer shook his head. "W nust have nade a wong turn. | think we've | ost
our direction."
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They hastily conferred, and decided the best thing to do was to nmake their way
to the lowest level and then outward-- but suddenly they realized they could not
tell which way was outward. There were no wi ndows, and the wall markings and
direction signs were unintelligible.

To make matters worse, they heard new noi ses, and, just as they dodged into a
corner, five Plutonians shanbl ed through

These creatures were as the ancient wall scul ptures had depicted them though a
bit smaller than their ancestors. They were pale, alnpbst white in skin color,
and their eyes were tiny sparks of red. They wore |ight harnesses around their
bodi es, and two of themwere carrying tools. They spoke together in clacking
bass voices. They shuffled | oosely over the ground on their four thin Iegs. Burl
t hought of themas ugly caricatures of sem -hunmans.

When the creatures had passed, the three explorers darted out to where a ranp
spiraled to the lower |levels. They started down in single file, but it was too

| ate.

Staring directly at themwere two Pl utoni ans who had conme up from bel ow. The nen
pushed past, but not before a barking voice had cracked out an order

The Earthmen started to run down, followed by the scrabbling sounds of their
pursuers. The barking calls increased in vol une.

From somewhere a boom ng sound began, repeated over and over. As the nen energed
on the floor below, they heard it repeated on every level. "The alarmi s out for
us," called Haines, naking no effort to keep his voice down. "W've got to run
for it!"

Laden with the renai ni ng weapons and equi pnent, the three hunman bei ngs hurried
on, but it soon becanme clear that four |legs were better than two, for the
creatures were gaining on them

They had forgotten they were lost. Now they sought only to get out of sight and
hi de. They dropped their equi prent as they ran down halls, through tunnels,
skittering along sloping ramps, heading for what they hoped woul d prove to be an
exit.

Behi nd them an increasing crowd of Plutonians had collected, and several tinmes a
spark of el ectronic power crackled and bl azed agai nst the wall over their heads.
The pursuers were arned.

Burl's lungs began to ache painfully. Cose on the heels of his conpanions he
dashed into one roomonly to find a group of Plutonians comng at himfromthe
other side. His ears were deafened by the barking noises and al arm booni ngs. He
junped to one side to avoid a Plutonian standing directly in his path, and ran
into a narrow tunnel. There was an excited barking as the creatures foll owed
hi m

Wth a sinking heart, he realized that he was now al one. Hai nes and Russ nust
have been cut off. He gasped for breath. Running in a tight space suit, carrying
hi s oxygen tanks, was hot and hard work. He did not dare drop the tanks, for his
only chance was to escape outsi de.

He ran wildly on, hoping to reach an outer door. But he seened now to be in a
maze, for nothing was familiar to him He could no |onger remenber how nany
times he had run into groups of Plutonians, nor could he guess how many foll owed
on his heels.

Then he stunmbled into a small, round chanber out of which led three tunnels. As
he | ooked around quickly to select his next neans of escape, barking Pl utonians
erupted from each opening. Burl backed up against the wall, knowi ng that this

time he was trapped.

A bl aze of sparks broke over his head as a bl ast banged across the room The
red- eyed, scrabbling figures charged, their chinless nouths opening to emt
barking calls of bestial anger. One aimed a rodlike contrivance at him and
there was another flare of |ight.

The room di ssol ved around himin a glare of brilliant green. As he slipped

hel plessly to the fl oor, he |ost consciousness.

CHAPTER El GHTEEN-- Sacrifice on the Sacred Mon

BURL DENNI NG Can you hear ne, Burl Denning?" A thin, tinny voice sonewhere was
calling him But the darkness was all around, and Burl felt a great sl eepiness
and a desire only to sink deeper into the cottony nothing in which he seened to
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be cradl ed.

"Burl Denning! If you can hear ne, speak up!" Again the faint, scratchy voice
nagged at Burl's mnd. He really ought to answer. He tried to open his nouth.
Sonet hing hard and col d was pressing agai nst his back. He tossed and squirned.
Once nore the voice called, and this time he decided that he nmust be asleep. He
struggled to open his eyes, then finally blinked themw de in an effort to
adjust hinself to his surroundings.

He was apparently out in the open, and it was night. The sky was dark, not

bl ack, but al nbst so-- a deep, blue-black. There was a pal e bl ue saucer hanging
in the sky. It blotted out nost of the view. Gradually, he becanme aware of a
shiny barrier between himand that sky-- he was not out of doors. Sonething like
a gl ass done seened to be overhead.

Burl raised his head. There was no one in sight. He felt dizzy and confused. He
lifted a hand to his brow, and felt the cold glass of his space hel net. He was
still wearing his space suit then. The voice-- it nmust be in his hel nmet phone.
"Hello," he ventured weakly. "Wo's calling?"

Quickly the faint voice replied, growing stronger. "Burl, are you all right?
Where are you?"

Burl | ooked around. He was sitting on the floor of an isolated enclosure with a
transparent dome. There were no walls, just the rounded done |ike a fishbow
turned upside down on him The flooring beneath his feet was plastic.

"I''mall right, I think," said Burl. "Is that you, Russ? Sounds a little like
you, but you nust be far away."

"Yes, it's nme, Russell Clyde," confirmed the voice. "You' re comng in weak, too.
Where are you?"

Burl described his surroundings. There was a silence for a nmonent, then Russ's

voi ce again. "l kind of suspected it, but what you say confirnms it. W nust be
on the only planet we haven't visited... or rather, not on it, but near it. |
mean Neptune. | knew fromthe gravity | wasn't on Pluto any nore. Judging from

our weight, and your description of the bluish planet in the sky, we nust be on
Triton, Neptune's bigger noon."

Burl found that his dizziness was di sappearing. "I feel light," he commented, as
he got to his feet. "Should Neptune | ook sort of |ike Uranus, only nore bl uish
in color?" he asked.

"That's it," said Russ. "Neptune is pretty nuch of a twin for Uranus, only it's
denser, a little bit snaller, and perhaps nore substantial than the other giant
worlds in our system It should have a second noon, snaller and way out."

Burl wal ked around the little enclosed space. "I guess |I'ma prisoner here," he
said. "This done is on the surface. Most of the area is just a sort of rocky
plain with patches of liquid gases, but there are a couple of big buildings
nearby. Funny sort of structures-- they have fancy tops with synbols on them
that |l ook like the phases of the noon."

"I think I"minside one of those buildings," Russ guessed. "I'min a big hal
with a lot of exhibits in glass cases. And they've got the-strangest creatures
I'"ve ever seen in them There are |unar nmarkings here, too-- they rem nd ne of
the ones we saw on Pluto. You know what | suspect?"

Burl paced around, regaining his senses as he wal ked. It was obvious that, after
he'd been knocked out by the Plutonians, he had been taken by themto this noon
of Neptune. For what purpose?

Russ continued to murnur his thoughts, his voice ringing tinnily in Burl's
earphones. "1 think that Triton was originally Pluto's noon. Wen Pluto wandered
into the solar system it crossed Neptune's orbit and was held. Its npbon cane

cl oser to Neptune and was captured conpletely. But Pluto, having a greater nass,
didn't stick. It established an eccentric orbit of its owmn . which took it far
out from Neptune for hundreds of years at a stretch and brought it back only
rarely. Pluto lost its noon. And that noon was the spiritual honme of the
Sun-tappers' religion.”

Burl gl anced across the | andscape. There were sone funny things grow ng nearby.
They looked a little like thin, glassy trees with big, blue coconuts on top
"What happened to you and Hai nes after we got separated?" he asked, stil
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tal ki ng through his hel met phone.

"I don't know what happened to Haines," said Russ. "I hope he got away. But they
trapped ne. | was taken aboard one of their dunbell ships, and brought here. The
trip took days. | guess you were unconscious for all that time. If it's any
confort to you, the Pluto building was destroyed. Qur atomic bonmb went off. |
saw the flare froma windowin the ship. | think this nmoon is the |ast

stronghol d of the Sun-tappers, and | think it is our final objective."

The strange crystalline vegetation seened to be noving closer to Burl. He

wat ched it carefully. It was noving! There were |iving beings out there!

They glided oddly over the ground, and he saw that their bases were a nmass of
crystalline fringes, noving feelers which crawl ed over the surface bearing the
upper structures with them They had thin, trunklike bodies with two | ong,
pencil -1i ke branches that were used as arns. And the coconut objects were heads!

They circled the done now, and Burl could see that each round blue knob had a
central black spot that apparently served as an eye. There was no sign of
nostrils or mouth Burl stared at the creatures in wonder.

The beings were clearly gesturing to him trying to signal with their odd arms.
He waved back, wondering how he could establish comrunication. As he did so, he
described the creatures to Russ.

Russ's voice was excited. "Say! | think |I've figured out what sort of place I'm
in. This is a museum of galactic |life! Each of these glass cases contains a
speci men of the highest formof life of its particular world. In one of the
cases, opposite me, there's one of the Martian creatures-- a big, antlike
fellow He's standing there, |ooking perfectly alive, but absolutely notionless.
Next to himis something else that looks like an intelligent form It's sort of
a man, covered with short red hair. Around its waist it's got a belt, and there
are pouches on it, and sonething Iike a short sword. It nust be a humanoid type
fromsome world out anong the stars. Sone of the others | ook Iike intelligent
forns, too, because they are wearing cl ot hing.

"I think that collecting these specinmens and setting themup here is part of the
religion of the Sun-tappers."

Wil e Russ was tal king, Burl thought of a way he m ght comunicate with the
stick-nen. He wanted to draw a di agram of the solar systemon the floor of his
encl osure. He gestured futilely with his hand, but there was nothing wi th which
to nmake a marking. The stick-nen outside watched his hand, then one of them
reached around to sonething hanging across its back and withdrew a thin table
and a wedge of red. Holding the table up to that Burl could see, the creature
qui ckly sketched a recogni zable map of the Sun and its pl anets!

Burl realized then that he was dealing with highly intelligent beings-- no
savages, these, but the products of a high civilization. He indicated the third
worl d as his own. The stick-man drew back as if surprised, then pointed upward.
They came from Nept une!

During the next few hours, a nobst curious three-way di scussion went on-- Burl
signaling to the Neptuni ans outside and describing his discoveries to Russ over
the phone of his space suit; Russ suggesting answers to sone of the nore
difficult diagrams. It was a curious experience. Gadually, by means of sinple
drawi ngs and gestures, and even charadeli ke playlets acted out by the weird
veget abl e-crystal beings, there enmerged the general story of the Neptunians and
the invaders fromPluto

On Neptune there had been a great civilization covering the entire world, a hard
surface lying deep beneath its thick methane at nosphere. There were forests and
there were animals and intelligent beings. They did not breathe, but absorbed
both their food and liquid gas through rootlike feelers on which they stood and
noved.

Then one day, about thirty years ago, they had been invaded by creatures that
came in dumnbbel | -shaped spaceshi ps, and which had destroyed their cities, and
attenpted to conquer the planet. They | earned that these ships had cone from
Triton, the strange new noon that Neptune had acquired about a thousand years
earlier, and fromthe new planet, Pluto, their astrononers had observed at that
time.
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For thirty years the Neptunians had fought against the invaders. For a while
they al nost succeeded, but then sonethi ng new had devel oped. Their world grew
hotter. Great structures had been erected on the poles, the areas first
conquered by the Plutonians and still held by them Fromthese spots, vast
anounts of heat surged over the planet and changed it.

Heat meant death and doomto every living frigi-plasmc thing on Neptune.
Desperately, they increased their warfare, but the heat sapped their strength,
destroying them until now they knew it was but a matter of time before the
Nept uni ans, beast and vegetable alike, would vanish totally.

"So that's it," breathed Burl. "That's where the Sun-tap energy is going. The

Pl ut oni ans want Neptune because it's near their old noon, and they have to warm
it uptoliveonit. O course! And Neptune's too far fromthe Sun to expl ode
when it novas, it will just get confortable for the Plutonians!"

The Neptuni ans continued their strange tale. They had built a crude spaceship
and manned it with a suicide battalion of the nobst desperate warriors of their
race. They had journeyed to Triton in hopes of seizing it and destroying the foe
fromthere. The stick-men had attacked and had been beaten back

Now there were only a few dozen of themleft-- the last soldiers of their

i nvasi on and ignored by the eneny. And here they were, explaining this to Burl,
whom t hey recogni zed as an ally.

Russ's voice suddenly broke into Burl's thoughts, "There's sonme sort of cerenopny
begi nning here. There's a procession of Plutonians dressed in gol den robes

mar chi ng down the center of the hall, carrying staffs with noon pictures on
them .. They're chanting in unison, though it sounds |ike barking. Can you hear
it?"

Burl could. It sounded faintly in his earphones like the noises in a dog pound.
"Now they're circling around. They're opening one of the cases. The glass slides

back... Say! The exhibits aren't dead. | see sonething noving... It's a man!"
Russ's voice stopped suddenly. Faintly, Burl could hear the barking and then
Russ's terrified voice. "It is a man, Burl. He's dark-skinned and wearing white

cotton pants and a honmespun shirt. He | ooks like an Indian, maybe a South

Ameri can Indian. When they lifted the glass, he just wal ked out and stood as if
he were all m xed up. Then he got scared and started to run."

The voice was silent a nonent. "They grabbed him Burl. They sacrificed him And
now they're coming for ne."

"Stop them" Burl yelled wildly. "Do sonething!"

"I can't stop them" Russ was resigned. "They're taking ne to the enpty gl ass

case. | guess I'melected to be the next exhibit. They're shoving ne in!"
Qutside Burl's enclosure the stick-nen sensed sonething unusual in his strained
attitude. They stared in at him while he renained tense, |istening.

Now Russ's voice canme again. "They're going to take off nmy helnet and throw in
the suspended ani mati on gas, Burl. Good-by. | can see themstill. Ch... oh,

feel strange, | feel stiff, faint... here... 1... go...."

H s voice faded out, thin and weak. Then there was only silence.

Burl threw hinself against the restraining transparent wall of his donme prison
and hamered on it with his fists. The dome woul d not give way.

He | ooked around desperately, determined to escape, wonderi ng what surprise the
Pl ut oni ans were hol ding himfor-- suspecting he would be the next victim They
woul d be comi ng for himsoon, he knew.

He searched the encl osure for some way of |eaving. He | ooked at the stick-nen
and wondered if they knew. One of them the one who seemed to be the | eader,
gestured to him His armpointed to a spot in the floor

Sure enough, there was a crack there, an outline like a small trap cover. He
worked at it with his fingers and, finding a dent, he pushed. Alid cane off.
Bel ow was a cl eared space, a few inches deep, in which were set the levers of a
typical Plutonian control board.

Burl wondered if he were still carrying the charge that attuned himto such
controls. The shock he had received on Pluto could have bl anked it out.

He pushed at the levers with his gloved hands. They did not obey him
Desperately, he renpved the glove fromone of his hands. It was bitter cold in
the little enclosure. but there was sone atnosphere. The | ever alnost froze to
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his fingers, but he turned it again.

This time it worked. The top of the done that entrapped hi msuddenly opened, and
the sides slid back. Burl replaced his glove on his hand and dashed outside to
the freedomof the frigid surface of Triton

Then he was anong the Neptunian stick-nen, and they were actually patting himon
the back, waving toward the building, hurrying himon

They were prepared to die in one | ast desperate assault on the foe. Could Burl
do | ess?

CHAPTER NI NETEEN-- The Miuseum of Galactic Life

THERE WERE a nunber of structures laid out on the plain under the blue gl ow of
Neptune. Burl saw that only one of themwas a true building in the design he had
come to know was that of an ancient Plutonian tenple except that it was far, far
| arger than any of the ruined shells he had seen on Pl uto.

The other structures turned out to be walls and pillars arranged around the
central building, evidently in relation to their religious significance. This
mai n buil ding, ornately decorated, was w ndow ess, and the several closed doors
represented netallic and forbidding barriers. It nust have covered thirty acres,
rising about thirty feet fromthe ground.

As Burl frantically examined it, the | eaders of the Neptunians noved discreetly
with him They gestured at the doors, indicating their ow inability to open
them Apparently they thought that Burl m ght succeed where they had fail ed.

Burl wasn't sure he could. He supposed there might be controls sinmlar to those
that released himfromthe done, but he thought first he had better determne a
pl an of action. Somewhere within, Russ was seal ed up-- an exhibit anobng the
living dead of nany pl anets.

He managed to convey this thought to the three stick-nmen. There was an
unni st akabl e nod of assent fromone of them and a twiglike armindicated that
Burl should follow him They rapidly crossed the area to the outlying fringes of
a frigi-plasmc forest.

Here towering crystalline nasses pushed up fromthe dark ground. It seened to be
a weird junbl e of broken glass-- broken glass ten and fifteen feet high! The
Neptunians led Burl into this amazing | andscape through a narrow path. He wal ked
behind them feeling thick and heavy in conparison with their fragile bodies.
But, in spite of appearances, they were not fragile, nor were the growhs that
made up the fantastic Neptune-transplanted vegetation of Triton

They came to a clearing amid the forest of blue and green and orange crystals,
and there were the rest of the Neptunian survivors. Burl counted about forty,
rooted in pools of liquid gas, absorbing renewed energy while waiting for
commands. As he entered the clearing, nost of themlifted their root tentacles
and crowded around him He was as strange a being to them- helnmeted and bundl ed
in plastic and rubber and netal-- as they seenmed to him

Burl noticed that many of them nust have been wounded-- there were signs of

m ssing arns or of burned roots, and few had odd poultices snmeared over their
round, bl ue heads.

The Neptuni an commander pointed out their store of arns. They had | ong spears of
sonme glistening translucent substance, a projector which fired darts of the sane
material, and a nunber of the Plutonian gl obe-and-rod instrunments-- obviously
captured fromthe eneny.

He exam ned sone of the spears and darts, and a suspicion he had held on first
seeing them was confirned. These were nade of ice! On Neptune, ice was easily
obt ai ned-- and hard enough to be worked like netal. Its nelting point being far,
far above any heat |ikely outside of a Neptunian |aboratory, it was as pernanent
as iron for their needs!

Burl studied the captured Plutoni an hand weapons, and was pl eased to have one of
the Neptuni an soldiers pick up one and denonstrate howit was fired. It had
apparently sinpler controls than nost Plutonian products, for it easily blazed
forth a bolt of electronic fire that blasted a tall, crystalline tree to shards

The Neptuni an | eader began to gesture again, and conveyed to Burl that they
wanted to attack as soon as possible. He gathered that conditions on Triton were
not the best for these people-- that their ability to hold out was limted and
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that they desired to nmake their final assault w thout delay. They wanted to know
now what Burl could contribute.

Burl realized that as far as he was concerned, he was not in any better shape
than his allies. H's oxygen tanks were slowy but surely enptying. He exam ned
hi s gauges and was startled to see he had only two nore hours before suffocation
woul d set in. The suit was warnmed by batteries which would | ast several days

| onger, but by that tine it would be too |ate.

Sonewhere inside his suit he had a pocket knife, but he could not get at it in
the frigid near-airlessness of the outer surface. Hs holster still hung at his
side, but it was enpty.

There was nothing to do then but to join the Neptunian assault. He would try to
open the door by the electronic charge that still remained in his body. If he
did, they could break in and do what they could. If he could not, who knew what
woul d happen?

Burl picked up one of the Plutonian weapons and gestured to the rest to prepare
to attack. Immediately, they fell into orderly ranks. They were, indeed,

sol diers, Burl thought-- the creamof their planet's armes-- whatever that
meant in Terrestrial terns.

Then, following the | ead of the Neptunian captain, they marched out of the
forest. As they crossed the open plain, Burl knew that they were probably in
sight of the defenders. But he realized quickly that that had been true when he
was rel eased and not hi ng had happened. So perhaps he was wong. Perhaps the

Pl utoni ans were |imted-- perhaps they had not bothered to keep a watch.

That left only the Plutonian spaceships to worry about. Burl hastily searched
the sky and | ocated two gl owi ng spots-- four really-- undoubtedly two of the
doubl e- sphere shi ps. The Neptuni ans behi nd bunped into him then the whol e
colum canme to a halt.

Burl pointed to the ships. The commander waved his arns hel pl essly. They had
been there all along, Burl gathered, and what could he do about it? Mre
gestures. Yes, the ships were dangerous. In fact, they had been the ones that
had defeated the main Neptunian attack, blasted themfromthe sky and destroyed
the ship in which the stick-man arny had arrived. The Neptunians were going to
attack, regardl ess.

Again, Burl realized the essentially suicidal npod that noved these beings. They
were attacking agai nst odds before which they were utterly hel pl ess.

Even as Burl stared at the far-off lights of the Plutonian ships, he noticed
them swi ng away, noving off toward the horizon. As he watched, he thought for an
instant that sonething else had blinked like a star, far in the distance.

Struck by a sudden thought, he activated his helnet radio. "Burl Denning calling
the Magell an!" He spoke at nmaxi mum power into his throat mke. "Calling the
Magel | an! If you can hear ne, reply!"

Then, to his joy, a faint, faraway voi ce answered, "Burl Denning! This is
Lockhart. G ve us your |ocation."

"Lockhart! There are two Pluto ships approaching you fromthe direction in which
you can hear ny voice. Be careful!"

The voice cane faintly again, "W see them W' Il take care of them Haines made
it back to the ship. The Pluto base is destroyed. There are only those two ships
left. W followed them here as fast as we could. Can you hold out until we draw
them out and crack then? W will need a little tine.

Burl called, "Don't worry about me. Go to it. Russ nmay be alive in their

buil ding here. Don't bonb it. I"'mgoing to try to get in."

"Ckay," called Lockhart's voice; already growi ng weak as the Magell an and the
two pursuing foes drew away.

Burl turned to the Neptunian captain. He drew his hand across the sky to show
that the ships had gone, drawn away fromtheir protection of the tenple. He
pointed at the was of the building with a "let's go" gesture.

Burl noticed that though the Neptunians were apparently featureless, he could
sense a distinct tightening up in their actions. They were tensed, ready for the
final battle.

They marched up to the nmamin door of the tenple. The captain | oosed a bolt of
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electronic fire at it, but it left no mark.

There was no sound fromwithin. Evidently the Plutonians were either busy about
their own business, or did not regard the Neptunians as worth their attention
In a covered panel right next to the door, Burl found the typical Sun-tap
controls. He tried to work them but they would not function through his gloves.

He hesitated, knowi ng that removing his glove this time mght prove very risky.
Then he hastily drew off his left gauntlet and the thin nylon glove that was the
inner protection of his suit. He placed his hand on the control. The icy cold
bit intoit. He twisted, the control worked, and he tore his hand away,

repl aci ng the gl oves.

The door slid open. Burl ran inside, followed by half a dozen Neptunians. They
were in a small antechanber, evidently an air |ock.

The Neptuni ans, |eaping with excitenent, did not

bot her to activate the inner door, which would have meant closing the outer
door. Instead, they attacked it with heavy ice axes. The strange tools, chilled
to a hardness unthinkable on Earth, bit into the fragile plastic. After a few
hard bl ows, the plastic split, and there was a small explosion as the air within
the tenple burst through. A gale of escaping gases roared through the little
chamber, ripping the rest of the door to shards and hurling the Neptunians right
and left. Qutside, the fl ow began to congeal, and a thin snow of liquid air
began to fall.

When the bl ast subsided after several mnutes, the Neptunians jumped up, shook
of f the new gas-snow, and charged through the doorway into the tenple itself.
Burl held his Plutonian flashgun at the ready. Inside, they found chaos and
disaster. In the great roons and halls Plutonians withed on the floors, in the
| ast throes of suffocation and freezing, now that the air had been ripped from
their stronghol d.

The walls bore brilliant paintings and sharply defined scul ptures. Advanci ng
with the ranks of stick-nen, Burl caught glinpses of strange scenes on distant
pl anets, of |andscapes that nust have been Pluto at one tinme, beneath a double
sun that probably was its original parent.

Burl becane faintly aware of a distant clanging. Not all the air was gone, he
thought; it must be pouring out in slower volunme as the pressure dim ni shed.
Sonewhere an al armwas ringi ng.

The Neptunians fell behind; he saw now that the floor and walls of the tenple

were still too hot for them They began to w thdraw, regrouping, blazing away
with ice darts and spears at Pl utoni ans who had appeared in hastily-donned space
garment s.

Burl fired, then plunged on. He had to get to the hall where Russ was

i mpri soned.

Finally he was out of sight and sound of the Neptunians and their adversaries.
Behi nd hima door swng down. He was nearing the heart of the building now The
remai ning Plutonians were sealing it off, rallying for their final defense.

He was now cut off from support. But he still counted on confusion and surprise
to aid him He ran down a long hall to a vast central chanber and arrived a
split second before the door slamred shut after him The nmuseum of gal actic
lifel!

It was a huge hall, oval in shape. In its center was a bl ock that m ght be an
altar. Lining the walls on each side, ranging fromthe great door on the far end
to the equally ornate one through which Burl had come, were floor-to-ceiling
niches with gently curved, transparent, fronts. He could see dark shapes
standi ng notionless within each of these exhibition cases.

There were al so about two dozen Plutonians in the hall, nobst of them grouped
around the central altar. They wore gaudy harnesses and carried sharp,
sword- | i ke wands.

Two of themstarted for Burl, and he leveled his weapon and fired. There was a
flash of Iight and one of the creatures dropped sensel ess. The other turned and
scuttled away, uttering barking cries.

Burl glanced hastily around. The rest of the Plutonians-- priests or curators or
executioners, whatever they were-- advanced slowy on Burl. He couldn't get them
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all, but he'd try. He fired it again.

This time the weapon failed to go off. Its charge was used up. The Pl utoni ans
yel ped with delight and pressed forward, flourishing their swords.

Burl desperately hurled a gl obe-and-rod at them neanwhile |ooking around for a
new weapon. But he saw only the shining glass fronts of the exhibits. In the
nearest case was a manli ke being, dark purple in color, a thing with a fixed but
intelligent stare in its slanted yellow eyes. It had two tall ears, a w de
chest, and a curling tail, and was wearing a belt with pouches and a short kilt
that only about half covered his two long, hairy |egs.

Burl spun on his heel, swooped upon the gleam ng swordli ke wand that had fallen
fromthe dead Plutonian, and racing back to the exhibit, brought it up with al
his m ght agai nst the transparent surface.

The gl assy stuff cracked. Another blow with all the strength of an Earth-nuscl ed
body on a light gravity world, and the front shattered open

There was a puff of a greenish gas. The creature inside suddenly blinked and
moved a hand. Then, without waiting, Burl dashed to the next exhibit and swung
his nmetal sword again.

The barking calls of the Plutonians increased in frenzy, and they charged him
screamng. As the second exhibit crashed open, Burl turned to fend off his
attackers, swinging his sword. It clashed against the sword of the nearest
curator-priest, who slipped and went bow i ng over against his fellows. Burl
reached the third exhibit and snmashed it.

He turned to nmeet a renewed attack, and this time, out of the corner of his eye,
he saw that a purple humanoid was in action beside him The purple one had

pi cked up a Plutonian, apparently with great ease, and was using its body as a
bl udgeon.

Sonething furry and green | eaped high in the air and canme down in the mddle of
the Plutonians. There was a wild, unearthly screech as it |anded, and exhibit
number two, from heaven knew what starry world, was in the fray.

Now Burl found hinmself momentarily unhanpered, and rapidly he opened exhibit
after exhibit. The battle becane wilder and fiercer, as star-being after
star-being joined in.

The Pl utonians swung away in all directions with their wands. Their barking

voi ces were drowned out by a rising chorus of sounds-- roaring, inhuman voices,
calling curses in |languages of worlds that lay many light-years distant-- wild,
birdlike calls froma w nged being whose intelligent eyes and w de brow belied
the ferocity of its beaked and tal oned attack. There was a cl anking, ringing
sound, as a thing of half jointed shining netal, half soft, velvety-white flesh,
whirred anmong the foe, doing damage with a razor-edged armthat shot out from
the metallic part of its body.

There was sonething Iike a cloud of insects-- a nmad thing which seened to be a
single hive of tiny winged cells that noved and bit and stood its ground like a
singl e united being.

There was a Martian that had at first stood stupidly, as if unaware of what was
goi ng on, and then had gone berserk at the first sight of a Plutonian running
past him

And in the next case was Russ, still space-suited, staring out through the
glass. Wth a joyous crash, Burl smashed the front of the niche.

Russ noved, his eyes opening wide as he saw Burl. He reached down quickly and
pi cked up the hel net which had been taken fromhis head. As soon as he had it in
pl ace, he activated the phones. "Ww " his voice cane in Burl's earphones | oud
and clear, "Let's go!"

He junmped down and grabbed Burl. Together, the two danced a wild jig of joy.
Then they both renmenbered the Plutonians and turned, realizing that they had
momentarily left themsel ves wide open to attack

But there was nothing to be afraid of. The Plutonians were all torn, beaten,
lifel ess. Moving anong themwere their forner victins-- the exhibits gathered
fromworlds undreaned of by human astrononers. Wat hopes of vengeance had been
stored in those i nhuman hearts when each had been torn fromhis native world,
had been caught in hel pless paralysis and carried trillions of niles across
trackl ess space as living trophies!
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Al t hough their forns were many and strange, there seened to be no fear of one
anot her anbng the survivors. Wiat they had been through had united them forever.
One by one, they began to gather around Burl and Russ, recognizing in themtheir
saviors, grateful for their delivery.

Burl's helnet radi o spoke up. "The Magellan calling Burl Denning! W have
elimnated the | ast two eneny ships. Gve us your location. W intend to A bonb
the installations on Triton as soon as we can pick you up!"

Burl spoke into the phone. "Hold up the explosions, colonel. W' ve taken the

pl ace intact. You can |land the Magellan outside the main tenple and cone and
see. We've got allies, lots of them"

"Yes," said Russ into his phone, "we've got the secret of Pluto, we've got a
friendly, fellow world on Neptune, and we have a whol e crowd of the strangest
refugees you'll ever hope to see. Bring extra space suits with you. W have the
maki ngs here of friendship and trade with dozens of distant star planets-- a
treasure in itself worth a dozen trips around the solar system"”

Burl | ooked around him thoughtful at these words. Visions of the nmarvels that
future A-G ships would find, as, manned by Earthly crews and carryi ng each
star-being back to its galactic world; they opened up on each planet new vistas
of achi evenent, science, and artistic marvel

He found hinself staring into the yell ow eyes of the big, purple humanoid. His
hand was grasped by the other's strangely shaped hand while a yellow, powdery
creature like a human noth tried to touch Burl in fondness.

Burl smiled widely and began to grasp the proffered tentacles, pincers and

gri ppers.

"Wl cone," he said to themall. "Wl cone to the solar system W've got a lot to
tal k about."

file:/lIF|/rah/David%20A.%20Wollheim/Wolheim,%...20The%20Secret%200f%20the%20Ninth%20Planet.txt (64 of 64) [2/3/03 12:38:38 AM]



	Local Disk
	file:///F|/rah/David%20A.%20Wollheim/Wolheim,%20David%20A%20-%20The%20Secret%20of%20the%20Ninth%20Planet.txt


