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Three denizens of thisminor planet: Eleanor, Bill and of course Janet.

WHILE THE circumnavigation of the solar system seemsfarfetched, it may not be once the problem of
effective anti-gravitational control is solved. In thisbook | have assumed that the many researchers now
actualy a work on this problem will achieve such aresult in the next decade. It isnot at al impossible
that they may— for we al know that the more minds that work at a problem, the sooner it will be solved.
The discovery of ameans of negating, reversaing or otherwise utilizing the immense force of gravitation for
gpace flight purposesis now thought to be within the bounds of probakility. It should occur sometime
within the next hundred years, possibly in even the short period | assume here.

Once solved, the severe handicaps imposed on space exploration by the weight and chemicd limitations
of rockets would no longer apply. The whole timetable of our conquest of the planetsin our solar system
would be tremendoudly speeded up, from hot Mercury al the way out to frigid Pluto.

In describing the vidits of the spaceship Magellan to the planets, | have endeavored to adhere to known
facts and the more reasonabl e assumptions about each of these worlds. The planet Piuto, however,
deserves further comment, occupying as it does both an important role in this adventure and a unique one
in actua astronomicdl lore.

Back at the dawn of this century, many astronomers, and notably Dr. Percival Lowell, sudied certain
irregularitiesin the orbit and motion of Neptune, a that time believed to be the outermost planet. They
decided that these eccentricities (or perturbations, asthey are called) could only be caused by the
presence of another, yet undiscovered planet beyond Neptune.

Following this line of research, ayoung astronomer, Dr. Clyde Tombaugh, working at Lowell'sown
observatory, was able to announce on March 13, 1930, that he had findly found this ninth world, which
he named Pluto.

In the yearsthat have followed, Pluto has proven to be atruly puzzling planet. Unlike its neighbors from
Jupiter outward, it isnot agiant world, light and gaseousin nature. Instead, it belongs physicdly to the
smdl, denseinner planets of which Earthisone.

The latest viewpoint on this planet, whose size and weight seem quite like those of Earth, isthat it may
not be atrue child of the Sun, but an outsider captured as it roamed the trackless reams of galactic
gpace. Itsorbit ishighly eccentric and rather lopsided, taking it as far away from the Sun asfour and a
haf billion milesand as close to the Sun astwo and three-quarter billion miles, thereby cutting insgde the
orbit of Neptuneitsalf. In fact, during the period from 1969 to 2009 (covering most of the lifetimes of the
younger readers of thisbook) Pluto will not be the ninth planet, but the eighth, for it will be at itsclosest in
those years. Huge Neptune will thus regain temporarily thetitle of being the Sun'sfarthest outpost!

Thisorbita eccentricity haslead some astronomers to speculate on the possibility that Pluto may once
have been briefly held as a satdllite of Neptune. And following that line of thought, the possibility aso has



been suggested that Neptune's larger moon, Triton, may once have been a companion of Pluto which
failed to break away from Neptune's grip!

| think that the first men to land on Pluto are going to make some very astonishing discoveries. But | am
aso surethat they will never go there in rockets. They will have to make theimmense trip by some more
powerful means— like the anti-gravitationa drive.

DAW.
CHAPTER ONE
Special Delivery— by Guided Missile

ON THE morning that the theft of the solar system’s sunlight began, Burl Denning woke up in hisdeeping
bag in the Andes, fedling again the exhilaration of the keen, rarefied, mountain air. He glanced at the il
deegping forms of hisfather and the other members of the Denning expedition, and sat up, enjoying the
fird rays of the early morning.

The Llamas were dready awake, moving restlesdy back and forth on their padded feet, waiting for their
tender to arise and unleash them. The mules were standing patiently as ever, staring quietly into the distant
misty panoramaof the mountains.

It was, thought Burl, adim day, but this he supposed was due to the earliness of the morning. Asthe Sun
rose, it would rapidly bring the temperatures up, and its unshielded rays would force them to cover up as
they climbed aong the high mountain passes.

The sky was cloudless as usud. Burl assumed that the dimness was due to volcanic dust, or some unseen
high cloud far away. And, indeed, as the expedition cameto life, and the day began in earnest, nobody
paid any attention to the fact that the Sun was not quite so warm asit should have been.

The Denning expedition, questing among the untracked and forgotten byways of thelost Incaruinsin the
vad, jagged mountains of inland Peru, was not aonein failing to notice the subtle channeling away of the
Sun'swarmth and brilliance. They were, in this respect, one with virtually the entire population of Earth.

In New Y ork, in San Francisco, in Philadel phia and Kansas City, people going about their day's chores
smply assumed that there must be clouds somewhere— the temperature only dightly lessthan normal for
aJuly day. A few men shaded their eyes and looked about, noticing that the heat was not too intense—
and thought it ablessing.

In some places in Europe, there were clouds and alittle rain, and the dimness was ascribed to this. It was
raining in much of Ada, and there were scattered afternoon showers throughout Latin America, which
were standard for the season. There was aflurry of snow in Mebourne and a cold blow in Santiago de
Chile,

The men in the weather bureaus noted on their day's charts that temperatures were afew degrees|ower
than had been predicted, but that was nothing unusud. Westher was ill not entirely predictable, even
with the advances of meteorology that were to be expected of the latter years of the twentieth century.

The world was reading about other things than the vagaries of the weather. In the United States, baseball
occupied the headlines, and the nonathletic-minded could find some specul ative interest in the completion
of another manned space platform racing along in its eterna orbit twelve thousand miles awvay from
Earth's surface. The U.S. Moon Basein the center of the Crater Ptolemaeus had described the
appearance of this platform in an interesting radio digpatch which appeared on the first pages of most



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 from human eyes. It was, likeits two predecessors, a
minimum-sized, unmanned instrument device designed to penetrate the clouds and radio back data on the
nature of the Venusian atmosphere and the surface. But after itsfirst report, nothing more had been

heard.

Some discussion was going on in science circles about what had happened. Speculation centered on the
possible success of other types of prober rockets, but it was universaly agreed that the time had not
come when amanned rocket could safely undertake the difficult trip to Venus and return.

The years of space flight since the orbiting of Sputnik | back in 1957 had produced many fascinating
results, but they had also brought aredization of the many problemsthat surrounded the use of rockets
for spaceflight. It was generaly believed that no one should risk amanned flight until absolutely
everything possible that could be learned by robot and radio-controlled missiles had been learned. 1t now
looked asif Venus and Marstrips were till adozen years avay.

Burl Denning was keenly interested in dl of this. Asasenior in high school, the newly expanding frontiers
of the universe represented something specia to his generation. It would be men of his own agewho
would eventualy man those first full-scale expeditions to neighbor worlds. By the time he was out of
college, with an engineering degree, he might himsalf hope to be among those adventurers of space.

Burl wastorn between two interests. Archaeology was both a profession and a hobby in the Denning
family. His grandfather had been among thefirst to explore the jungle ruins of Indochina. Hisfather,
athough abusinessman and industrid engineer, made annua vacetion pilgrimages to the ruins of the old
Indian civilizations of the Americas. Burl had been with him once before, when they had trekked through
the chicle forests of Guatemalain search of alost Mayan city. And now they were again on aquest, this
time for the long-forgotten treasure of the Incas.

Burl wasthoroughly familiar with the techniques of tracking down the ancient records of mankind. He got
aong well with natives and primitive people; he knew the arts of wilderness survival; he knew the ddlicate
techniques of sfting sand and dirt to turn up those priceless bits of pottery and chipped stone that could
supply pages of the forgotten epics of human history.

However, later in the day it seemed asif their particular camp had petered out. There were ruins there—
abroken-down wall, adry well and abit of eroded bas-rdlief lying onitsside. Burl's father looked at him
thoughtfully. Thetal, sandy-haired youth was sitting astraddle a pile of dust, methodicaly sfting it through
awide-mesh gtrainer. A large pile of sifted sand gave evidence of the length of his efforts, and one
broken bit of clay was the only result he had obtained.

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

"I think we've had enough here," said the elder Denning. "Burl, you can knock off. Tomorrow well pull up
stakes and see what isin the next valey. WEll try to follow that old Incaroad over the mountains. | don't
believe anyone has ever penetrated there— and the airplane surveysindicated some evidence of human
dwdlings”"

Burl nodded, and set the sifter down. He'd learned to curb his natura energiesfor the exacting tasks
required of serious scientific research. "Okay," he said, "1 was hoping you'd move on soon, Dad. This
looked like awashout from thefirgt. I'd say this place was sacked and ruined even before the Incasfell.”

The older man nodded. "I suppose so. Well, let's wash up and see what's for supper.”



They went down to the icy mountain stream to wash the dirt from their hands. "It's been anice day,” Burl
commented. "In spite of the Sun being out Seadily, it wasn't hot & al. Cooler than yesterday.”

Mark Denning looked up at the sky and the Sun lowering toward the horizon. "There must have been
some volcanic dust in the heavens” he said. "The Sun's been abit dimmed, have you noticed?'

Burl squinted his eyes againgt the glare. "Wasn't any eruption around here. Maybe in Ecuador?”

Hisfather shrugged. " Could have been, thousands of milesaway,” washisdow reply. "Volcanic dust
travels around the world, just as radioactive dust permesated the atmosphere from atomic testings. They
say that the dust from the great Krakatoa explosion remained in the atmosphere for three years before
thelast of it settled.”

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

Hefiddled with the didsfor along time, twisting the antenna, ranging the wave engths, but there was
datic everywhere. "Strange," he said to hisfather, "something's disturbed reception completely.”

Pedro Gonzales, their official Peruvian guide, leaned over. "Could be the battery sheis broken, en?!

Burl shook his head. "Not this battery,” he said. "It'sa brand-new one, ared keen development. And |
aready checked the wiring. It's some sort of disturbance that's blocking reception. Maybewerein a
dead zone or something.”

"Wasn't dead yesterday," said hisfather. "Maybe that eruption was radioactive.”

Burl looked up sharply. "I'll check the Geiger counters, Dad. Something's blocking reception, something
strong and powerful to interfere with this set." But when he returned, he had to admit be had found
nothing.

When the Sun went down, they retired, for the temperature drops swiftly in the high, thin air of the
Andes.

In the rest or the world people watched their color-vision shows without interruption. Reception was
good with the Moon base, the space platforms had no difficulty making reports, and the radio news
beamed out asusudl. In Lima, therewas alittle satic, and direct transmission with Brazil seemed partidly
disrupted, but that was all.

In the following five days, the Denning expedition had managed the difficult climb over the next range of
mountains and had come down in the high plateau valey between. In this same period, the world began
to redize that the dimness of the sky was not atemporary phenomenon.

Weather stations noted that the past few days had al been several degrees under the average. Reports
had comein that farmers were querying the unusua drop in the temperatures at night. And astronomers,
measuring the surface heat of the Sun, came up with strange discrepancies from previous data.

One astronomer communicated with another, and agenera exchange of advice began. In ashort while, a
communication was laid on the desk of the President of the United States, who scanned it and had it
immediately transmitted to the Secretary Generd of the United Nations. The Secretary Generd circulated
the report among the scientific bureaus of all member nations, and thisled in turn to ameeting of the
Security Council. This meeting was held in quiet, without benefit of newspaper reporters or audience.



Therewas no longer any doubt. The radiation of the Sun reaching the face of the Earth had decreased.
The facts were indisputable. Where aday should have registered, in some places, at least 90° in the Sun,
areading of only 84° was noted. M easurements definitely showed that the face of the Sun visbleto man
on Earth had dimmed by just that margin.

Thismight not prove serious at firgt, but asthe scientists called in by the Security Council pointed out, it
promised terrible things as the year went on. A difference of five or ten degrees dl over the Earth could
mean the ruin of certain crops, it could mean an increase in snowfal and frost that could very rapidly
destroy the economies and habitability of many places on the Earth's teeming surface.

"But what," asked the Chairman of the Council, "is causing this decreasein solar energy?'

This the astronomers could not answer. But they pointed to one factor. The reports from the U.S. Moon
Base did not agree with the observations from Earth. Moon instruments claimed no decrease whatsoever
inthe amount of sunlight reaching the arid, airless surface of the Earth'sonly satdllite.

The cause was somewhere on Earth. And the Security Council requested the careful scanning of the
Earth from space platforms and the Moon to determine the center of the trouble.

Burl Denning had not found the next valley of much interest, either. Evidence of an Incaroad over the
mountain had petered out. There were Signs there had been human dwellings, but they were not Inca—
just reminders of the onetime passage of an unknown band of primitives who had grazed their sheep, built
temporary tents, and pulled up stakes perhaps a hundred years before.

So again a night, Burl, hisfather, and Gonzalestook counsel. They were debating which way to proceed
next; Mark Denning reasoning that they should go further inland, following taes natives had told;
Gonzaes urging that they retrack their path and proceed northward toward the regions where Incaruins
abounded.

For the past week Burl had not been able to get radio reception. The static had increased as they had
gone eastward over the mountain, but not aword of news or any human voice came through. The Moon
was risng on the horizon as Burl sat playing with the antenna. Finaly he gave up and switched it off.

The discussion had died away and the three men were quiet. The Indian guides had retired to their own
campfire, and one of them had taken out his pipes and was blowing a soft, plaintive tune.

Burl stared at the full Moon in silence, wondering if hewould ever have achanceto walk its surface, or if
his own future wasto liein probing mankind's past rather than surveying the grounds of hisfuture. Ashe
watched, he thought he saw afaint light among the brightening stars where none had been before.

He squinted, and, sure enough, he saw that one tiny white light was swinging more and more toward the
center of the sky. He pointed it out to hisfather and Gonzales. "Too fast to be acelestia object,” he said.
"Isit one of the space platforms or a sputnik?'

Thetwo men gazed at it in curiosity. Suddenly it seemed to grow brighter and sharper and to twist
toward them in its path.

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

The light plunged down. There was a sudden outburst of yellow flame that caused the three to duck
ingtinctively, and brought the Indiansto their feet with yells. The glare brightened until they could see that
something was just above them. Thefire vanished as swiftly asit came, but awhite spot of light
remained.



"It'saparachutel” Burl shouted. "It's arocket or something, braking to astop above us, and coming
down by parachute!™

Inthe paelight of thefull Moon they saw that something metdlic and glistening hung from the white
mushroom of a parachute. Therewas aclanging sound asit hit the rocky earth with a soft, Sghing
whoosh. The cloth of the parachute settled.

They ran across the dry stone of the valley floor, but Burl'slong, athletic legs outdistanced the others. He
reached it first.

It was acylinder of metal, about three feet long and afoot in diameter.

"It'sthe nose of amessage missile— dropped from aguided missle,” Burl announced. "And— look!" He
dramatically pointed the beam of hisflashlight upon itsside.

There, written in black, heat-resistant paint, were the words. To the Denning Andes Expedition, from
U.S Air Force Base, California Region. By Guided Missile Post by Moon Base control,
Ptolomaeus Crater. Official. Open Without Delay.

CHAPTER TWO
TheValley of Stolen Sunlight

FOR A moment al three were silent with amazement. "'From Cdlifornia— and Moon Base— for us?"
gasped Burl, findly. "But why? What can they want of us?"

Hisfather frowned. "Only way to find out isto open it and see." He squatted down to study the cylinder
closer. Burl pointed afinger at the nose.

"Lookslikeacrack there. Maybeit unscrews. Let'sliftit.”

It was not as heavy asit had gppeared, for, like al rocket missiles, it was made of the light but tough
aloysthat were necessary to conserve weight-lift costs and fuel reserves. They stood it upright and tried
to turn the top. After alittle resstance, it unscrewed dowly. Inside, they found arolled document bearing
the sedl of the United States Air Force,

Burl took it out, and unfolded it with unsteady hands. Hisfather read over his shoulder.

Gonzaes poked a the empty cylinder, impatiently. Finally, he burst out, "What doesit say? What do
they want?'

Burl turned to him. "It'sunbdievable! It's— it'sjust so darned surprisng! The dimness of the days, the
drop in temperature— it wasn't just around here! 1t wasdl over theworld!"

Quickly, hewent onto tell the Peruvian what they had just learned. The communication was from the
U.S. Space Commission and it had been directed on itsflight from Caifornia by the Moon Base,
because only from the satellite could the exact location of the Dennings be spotted. It seemed that the
Dennings were the only scientifically trained personne close to the point on Earth where the disturbance
originated. This also accounted for the blanketing of radio wavesin their vicinity. Severd airplanes had
tried to locate them, but strange disturbances in the ether and atmosphere had made it impossible to
establish contact. Also, the back reaches of the Andes were poorly mapped and treacherousin air
currents, evenin norma times.

"During the last week, a certain fraction of the Sun'slight and energy reaching the Earth has been



diverted. It has been bent or focused in much the same way that alens bendslight rays— and the point
to which it has been directed isaspot only seven milesfrom herel Over that last mountain range,” said

Burl, pointing.

Gonzaesfollowed hisfinger. "Just over the mountainslies the source of thetrouble,” said Burl excitedly.
"And were the nearest to it. They want usto go over there, seewhat it is, stop it, or report back. It took
the telescopesin Moon Base to locate us and to track the center of the trouble!™

Mark Denning pursed hislips. "WEell have to start tomorrow, and welll haveto go fast. A loss of light and
heet, however dight, could have very serious effects on lifeif continued too long. We can makeit by
tomorrow night, if we start early and leave the Indians and pack animasbehind.”

The other two nodded. Mark looked at them in the haf-light of the Moon. "Y ou'll have to stay with the
equipment, Pedro, otherwise the Indians might abandon it. Burl and | will start out at dawn.”

Gonzales agreed and the three made their way back to the camp. At the first sign of light breaking in the
morning horizon, Burl and hisfather started off. They carried only enough equipment for survivd, plusthe
additiond itemsthat might be needed for the emergency ahead.

Thetrek over the mountains was a hard one, the path narrow, steep, sometimes nonexistent. There were
few signsof Indians or animals, and it was plain that few ever traveled over thisrange. Theair was cold
and thin, vegetation sparse and hardy. All around them was the cold blue of the sky— a shade darker
than usua— and the gaunt peaks of ancient mountains. The Incakings may have claimed the land here,
but even their hardy legions had never conquered these londly and hogtile sky domains.

Panting and weary with hours of climbing, Burl and hisfather made aquick lunch in asheltered jumble of
rock near the top. Then, shouldering 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 vison of thelittle valley
below.

Asthey looked down, the air seemed to shimmer and vibrate. Burl rubbed hiseyes. "It hurts" he said.

Hisfather squinted. "There's apowerful vibrationd effect. It may be avery dangerous concentration of
theinvisbleraysof the Sun aswdl asof light."

Once Burl had gotten used to the odd visud effect, which was like gazing into the twisting heet raysrising
from an overheated oven, he saw that there was asmall flat region between the mountains. And in the
center of thisvalley wasalarge black structure of some sort. The twisting effect of the light around it
madeit impossibleto tel more.

"That'sit," said Burl. Hisfather nodded, shifted the pack to ease his shoulders, unstrapped the hunting
rifle dung over hisback, and carefully checked itsloads.

Burl saw what hisfather was doing and suddenly understood the danger. What could be doing athing
like this? What but something not of this Earth? Something of distant space, of a science beyond that of
man— and unfriendly besides. Now, for thefirst time, Burl redlized what he had not had timeto
before— thiswas an enemy he and his father were facing— an enemy of al mankind— and utterly
unknown.

He gulped, gripped hisrifle, and followed hisfather down the diding rocky trail.

Asthey drew nearer the base of the mountain, the effects of the strange vibrations grew more
pronounced. Burl avoided looking directly ahead, keeping his eyes on the ground before hisfeet, yet



even 0, he could not help noticing how the stones around them seemed to shimmer intheinvisble
waves. From the base of the valley the sky now seemed streaked with black and gray rings, asif they
were reaching the center of some atmospheric whirlpool. Out of the mountains, after hours of arduous
scrambling, they started across the barren rocky plain.

Before them rose avadt circular structure severd stories high, ominoudy black and without any sign of
windows or doors. Above the building protruded two great projections ending in huge, shining discs.
One of the monstrous cuplike discs was facing the Sun, the other pointed in the opposite direction.

Asthetwo men came nearer and nearer, the strangenessin the air increased. They felt they were being
penetrated through and through with invisible lances, with tiny prickles of heat. "Radiation?" queried Burl
softly, afraid of the answer. Hisfather trudged grimly on for amoment, and then put down his pack. He
took out a Geiger counter and activated it.

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

They reached the wall of the building. Oddly, here they seemed sheltered from the unusud vibrations.
Burl realized that the source was above them, probably the two mighty discsraised high in the sky.

The Dennings surveyed the building, but found no entrance. It must have been aquarter of amile around
itswals, but there was no sign of adoor or entry. The wall was of arocklike substance, but it was not
like any rock or plastic Burl had ever seen.

"Wevegot to get in," said Burl asthey returned to the starting point, "but how?

Hisfather smiled. "Thisway." He opened his pack and took two cans of blasting powder fromit. "l
thought these would come in handy. Lucky we had some left over from the blasting we did last week."

He set both cans at the base of the high wall, wired them together, and ran the wire asfar asit reached.
When the two men were a safe distance avay, Mark sparked off the explosive.

Therewas athunderous roar: rocks and dirt showered around them, and bits of black powdery stuff.
When the smoke cleared, Burl and hisfather legped to their fet, riflesin hand.

Therewas acrack in the side of the wall where the explosive had gone off. And the rip was large enough
to get through!

Without aword, they charged across the ground, still smoking from the concussion, and squeezed
through the mysterious walls of the enigmatic building.

Thewadlswerethin, thin but hard, as befit masters of atomic engineering. Inside, they found aroomless
building— one single chamber within the frame of the outer wadlls.

A dim, bluish light emanated from the curving ceiling. On the uncleared rocky ground which was the floor
of the building were anumber of huge machines.

They were sphericd glassy inventions, many timesthe height of aman, connected by strings of thick
metal bars and rows of smdler globes, none of which was familiar. There was asteady humming noise,
and above, the two giant, metal magts penetrating the celling rotated dowly. Doubtless, the great
Sun-trapping discs were affixed to the top of these madts.

Therewasno living thing in Sght.

Burl and hisfather stood silently, half crouched, with rifles a the ready, but nothing moved to chalenge



them. Therewas only the humming of the Sun tranamitters.

Burl called out, but there was no answer. They advanced cautioudy, fearing atrap. The place did not
have thelook of living things about it. "An automatic station,” said Mark under hisbregath. "I think it's
drictly autometic.”

It gradualy became evident that Mark was right. Everything was automatic. Whoever had built this
gructureto divert the rays of the Sun had smply set it down, put it in motion, and left. Therewasno
evidence of any provisonsfor agarrison or adirector.

They studied the machines but could make nothing of them. They found what |ooked like controls, but
athough they pushed and pulled the levers and knobs, the humming did not cease. It seemed asif the
controlswere either dummies or had to be specialy motivated.

"What do we do now?" asked Burl, after they had tried pulling al the levers on one particular
switchboard without any results. "Do you have enough powder |eft to blow up the machinery?”

Hisfather shook hishead. "1 had only those two cans with me. We could try shooting into the
machinery." Leveing hisrifle, hefired at aglassy globe perched upon the centra sphere. The bullet
pinged off it, and they saw that it had failed even to dent the glistening surface.

"It won't work," said the elder Denning, after severa more shots had produced the same result and the
concusson reverberating from the enclosed walls had nearly deafened them.

They continued to hunt for a clue, but found none. Dejected, Burl kicked aloose pebble and watched it
rattle againgt acolumn near the main control board. A small metalic bal rested on top of the column,
apparently unattached. A replacement part, he thought to himsalf, wandering over to it. It was about the
level of hishead.

With the thought that if he examined it he might learn something of the nature of the working machines, he
reached out with both handsto pick it up.

As hishandstouched the metalic bal, there was a sudden terrible flash of power. He fet himself grasped
by forces beyond his control, paralyzed momentarily like onewho haslaid hold of an eectricaly charged
wire. He opened his mouth to scream in agony, but he could say nothing. A gresat force surged through
hisbody, radiating, charging every cell and atom of hisbeing. He felt asif he were being lifted from the
floor. Then the globe seemed to dissolve in his hands. It became aglare of light, grew misty, and then
vanished.

For amoment he stood there on tiptoe, arced with the potent violence of the force, glowing from within
with energies, and then hefdt asif the supercharge were dissolving itself, dipping into him, diding into the
ground, then disappearing.

He stood before the column, swaying, but till conscious and dive. His hands were till raised, but there
was no ball between them, neither of metal nor of power.

Helet them fal to his side and took astep. He was whole, he was sound, he was unharmed. He heard
his father's footsteps running to him, and murmured weekly, "I'm dl right.”

And he was. He could see no sign of damage. "1 must have absorbed an awful lot of that energy— or
whatever it was" he said.

After resting amoment, he decided to try the useless controls again. Going over to one small board, he
idly shoved alever. Thistime hefdt resstance. The lever was activated. Therewasadight changein the



radiance of one globe.
"Dad!" Burl shouted. "It works! It works for me now!"

Mark Denning watched as Burl turned dids and levers and got responses. 'Y ou must have been charged
inagpecia way," he said excitedly. "That's how they lock their devices. They will only respond to a
person carrying that specia energy charge, whatever it was. Come 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 transmitter. Burl grabbed the
instruments and threw them back to what seemed to be the zero positions.

The humming rosein intensity, then quieted down and finally stopped. Therewas aseries of clicks, and
one by one, the various globes, condensers and glowing machines died out. Above them came awhirring
noise, and Burl looked up to see the masts withdrawing into the building, their discs presumably Ieft flat
and directionless.

It felt different. Suddenly they knew that the vibrations which had been so heavy in the air about them
were gone. There was silence everywhere, the natural Sllence of an empty, lifelessbuilding in an
uninhabited valley.

Burl and hisfather made their way to the break in thewall and climbed through it.

Outside, the Sun shone down brighter than it had before. The sky was the calm serene blue of a
cloudlessday. Burl knew that at that same moment, all over the world, the sky was clearer and the Sun
warme.

But for how long? Behind them the building <till sood— and itsinventors were dtill to be found.

CHAPTER THREE
The Secret of A-G 17

THE DENNINGS did not have much time to speculate on the mystery of the Sun-stedlers. For just as
they were discussing what should be their next course of action, the problem was solved for them. There
wasaroaring intheair, then ahumming, and in amatter of afew more seconds, six rocket helicopters
popped into sight, hovered over the valey on streaming jets, and settled down.

"They're U.S. planes!" gasped Burl, jumping to hisfeet and going to meet them. "It must mean that they
know we stopped the machines.”

"Obvioudy," sad hisfather, striding with him to greet the helmeted man who was now stepping out of the
lead machine. By thistimethe last of the squad had landed, and the khaki-clad soldiersin them were
dready disembarking. "I imaginethat al over theworld the sky turned alittle brighter. It must have been
apparent at once."

The leader of the 'copter men reached them. He was atall, bronzed man, wearing the service coverdls
and markings of a captain of the Air Force. He stretched out hishand. ™Y ou must be the Dennings. I'm
Captain Saunders. I've been asked to bring you back with me right away so that we can get acomplete
report on thisaffair. How fast can you get ready?"

"Why," said Burl, "we're ready right now. As soon aswe can dump our packs aboard. But, gee, you
mean go back— where?'



Saunderssmiled grimly. "To Cdifornia. We just l€ft there. | have been given urgent ordersto waste no
time. Sowill you oblige?'

The two Dennings looked at each other. Thiswas important, dl right. They redlized that these planes had
flown on fast rockets the instant the sky had cleared. Possibly there was till a criss— one they had not
heard of.

They did not pause to ask further questions. Mark Denning asked the captain to dispatch one of his
‘copters to the camp beyond the mountainsto tell Gonzaesto load up and start back for Lima. This
order given, the two Dennings climbed into the rocket 'copter, and Saunders took the contrals.

With awhoosh, the squat craft lifted on its rockets, itsjet-driven fan carried it up, folded, and the rocket
enginetook over. On upward into the stratosphere they hurtled, across the Western Hemisphere, across
the face of jungle and isthmus, across the barren mountains of Mexico, and in amatter of lessthan haf an
hour, settled down in the wide open field of aU.S. Air Force base in southern Cdlifornia. It was al so
swift, so sudden, that to Burl it seemed like adream. There had been so many daysin thefield, inthe
peace and quiet of the high mountains of the Andes. There had been the dow hunting around age-worn
ruins, the careful, deliberate sfting of tons of soil and sand for tiny shards; then this: the urgent message,
thetrek, the weird building, the strange, body-filling shock, and the control over the Sun-theft globes,
followed by the swift trangtion over thousands of miles.

Here he was in his home country— weeks sooner than he had expected— but not to return to his home
and school. No, for hefelt that somehow an adventure was beginning that could lead anywhere. Perhaps
his adventure had actualy ended, but he saw now that he would be questioned, probed, and asked to
recount his story over and over.

Burl and hisfather were met at the port by agroup of officers and escorted rapidly toaroom in alarge
building. Here there were half adozen men in civilian clothes. One by one, these men were introduced,
and as each one was named, Burl wondered more about what was to come.

There wasagenera from Army Intelligence. There was a high member of the State Department. There
were three noted astronomers— among them the surprisingly young Russdll Clyde and the elderly and
famous Dr. Merckmann. There was an aircraft manufacturer whose name graced athousand planes, and
an engineer who had contributed to the conquest of the Moon.

The general, Walton Shrove, asked them to it down. He wasin charge of the affair. It turned out to be a
careful questioning of their story. It was not a hounding of questions asin apolice quizzing, or abaiting
from newspapermen eager to get ascoop. Rather, their questions were ddliberate and intelligent. They
drew out the full account of what Burl and hisfather had seen in that valey, and of what the Sun-theft
globes appeared to be like in operation. They concentrated deeply on the curious experience which had
placed in Burl the charge that enabled him to control the machines.

"Would you mind," the general asked Burl, "if we subject you to a series of medical and ectronic tests
to determine whether this chargeis till with you?”

Burl shook hishead. "I'll go dong with anything you say."

"Very well," the generd smiled. "Well make our purposes clear to you afterward. But we want to get this
over as soon aswe can."

Burl |ft the room in company with three technicians who had comein. They took him to the medica
office at the base and there he was given a complete check. At the electronicslab, electrodes were
attached to him and careful readings were made of the natural dectrica resistance of hisbody, and of his



apparent physical charge. After an hour of tests, Burl was brought back to the main council room.

As he entered, he sensed he had interrupted something important. His father looked at him, and Burl
detected in hisface a certain curious mingling of pride and parenta concern. What, the young man
wondered, were they up to?

When he was seated, the company grew slent. The general pursed hislips, looked directly at Burl, and
sad, "I think the time has come to acquaint you with the problem our world isfacing. We may ask you to
make avery persond decison, and we think you ought to know what may hang onit."

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

"It is apparent that some race of beings, some species from outer space, unknown to us, has begun a
process of tapping the power and light of the Sun for transmission 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 Merckmann.

The old astronomer took the cue. "The observatories of the Earth, aided by the lunar observers, have
definitely determined that thereis till acertain amount of light being shifted from the faces of other
planets and diverted. We have detected by telescopic and telethermic measurements that there are areas
of Sun-disturbances on the surfaces of the planets Mercury and Mars. We suspect the existence of one
on Venus. We believe that this may prove to be true on other planets as well, but we have no doubt of
thefirst two.

"Measurements of the amount of Sun power being piped away, and of the effect of the magnetic
disturbances used to create and maintain these stations, have shown that they will have adefinite effect on
the structure of the Sun itself. We have not yet completed dl our caculations, but preiminary studies
indicate that if thistype of solar interferenceis not stopped, it may cause our Sun to novain somewhere
between two and three yearstime.”

He stopped, but the thirty-year-old prodigy, Russall Clyde, took up the story. "By nova, we mean that
the Sunwill literdly explode. It will flame up, burst to many timesits present size. Such an explosion will
burn Earth to cinders, render dl the planetsinsde the orbit of Jupiter uninhabitable, scorch their
atmospheres, dissolve their watersinto steam, and make them lifdess flaming deserts. We have seen
other stars turn nova. We have measured their explosions. We know just about what age and stability
insgde asun is necessary to cause this. And we fear that the danger of our own Sun doing sois great— if
the Sun-tapping is not stopped.”

Everyone a the table was slent. Burl was stunned. Finally he caught his breath. "But how can we stop it?
We can't get to al the planetsin time. Our rockets are not ready— and rocketships would be too sow.
Why it would take two years for rocketshipsto reach Mars, if the expedition were ready now... and |
understand that it will be another ten years before Operation Marsis even atempted.”

General Shrove nodded. "That is correct. Our rocket engineering is not yet advanced enough to alow us
to take such emergency action. We are dtill only just over the doorstep of interplanetary flight— and our
enemies, whoever they may be, are obvioudy far advanced. But, asyou will see, we are not entirely
without hope. Colonel Lockhart, will you tell them about Project A-G?"

All eyesturned to Lockhart, who was ashort, socky man in civilian clothes. Burl realized that thisman
had been a colond at one time, but remembered now that he had taken a post with one of the largest
aviation companies after leaving the service. Lockhart turned cold gray eyesdirectly to Burl.



"We havein my company's experimental grounds one virtualy untested vessel which may be ableto
make aflight to Mars, or any other planet, in the time alowed. Thisisthe craft we refer to as A-G 17,
the seventeenth such experiment, and the first to succeed. It is powered by an entirely new method of
flight, the force of anti-gravity."

Burl hung breathlesdy on his next words. ™Y ou probably know that work on the scientific negation of
gravity has been going on since the early 1950's. It was known shortly after experiments had been
conducted on atomic and subatomic particles that grounds had at last been found by means of which a
counteraction to gravity might be set up. Early subatomic studies showed that such aforce was not only
theoreticaly possible, but that certain subparticles actually displayed such tendencies. On the basis of
these first discoveries, work has been going on in the development of negative gravitationd drivefor at
least twenty years. Asearly as 1956, there were not |ess than fourteen such projects under way in
virtudly al theleading aircraft industries of the United States, not to mention 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
main roof, and brought to its present status, whichis, we believe, the one of fina triumph.”

He glanced at Generd Shrove, who returned the glance unamilingly. " After the successful testing of
severd modds, afull-sized craft has been built which utilizes the new method of space drive. One such
craft has been built, and only one. Thisship, if it works, isat thistime the only means by which humanity
can hope to make the tripsto the other placesin the solar system from which the Sun-stedlersare
working. It iswith thisone vessdl only that we can put their Sun-tap stations out of commission.

"But | emphasize again the experimentd nature of this ship. What its cgpacities are and how well it will
work isgtill ameatter of planning-book conjecture. We can prepare the ship to take off in one week's
time. | do not think, judging from what Merckmann and Clyde have said, that we can afford to wait any
longer. Another such ship cannot be built in lessthan ayear.”

General Shrove spoke then. "It isdready arranged that this A-G 17 spaceship isgoing to go. A volunteer
crew has been sdlected; severd of them arein thisroom.” He nodded briefly to Clyde and to Lockhart:
"But dthough these volunteers are among the best men in their fidlds, there isn't one of them who couldn't
be replaced by someone equaly skilled in the samefield. But thereis one person on Earth right now who
may just possibly be unique. This person may hold, by virtue of an experience not shared by any other
human being, aspecid key that will render easier the task that this spaceship must fulfill.”

Heturned to Burl, who sat tingling with suspense. "Y ou, Burl Denning, are apparently till carrying some
sort of electronic or subelectronic charge which is attuned to the controls of the Sun-tap station. We fed!
that you should be aong on this expedition. It will be long and dangerous, it will involve landingson
worlds no man has ever visited or expected to visit for hundreds of years. Thereis an enemy 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 explorers have not faced since the days of Magellan and Cook. Its chances of return are
remote. But with the permission of your father, which he has dready given, | would like to ask that you
volunteer tojoinitscrew.”

Burl fdt dizzy, his heart thumping painfully within his chest. He took a deep bregth, and then carefully,
trying to keep hisvoice from quivering, hesaid, "Yes, I'll go."

CHAPTER FOUR

TheHidden Skyport

AROUND THE table there was a concerted sigh. Burl, hisears fill throbbing from his sudden
excitement, redlized each of them had been holding his bresth. Generad Shrove smiled and glanced at the



€lder Denning, who sat expressionless. It isnot an easy thing for him, Burl thought.

At that moment, Burl knew that he had come of age. Thismoment of decision, coming truly and literally
like abolt out of the blue, had thrust him into man's estate before histime. He would show that he was
ableto carry this burden.

Shrove now spoke to Lockhart. "Colond, we are holding you to your schedule. According to it, you can
take off in five more days. Will you need any more time because of this addition to your crew?"

The stocky air veteran shook his head. "Not at al. Well be loaded and ready on the hour | set. I'll take
Denning in hand and brief him on what he may need to know. Actudly, we may even beabletoget hima
home-leave. After dl, hisdutieswon't begin until actua planetfals are made.”

They rose from their seats. Burl stood up, uncertain asto procedure, but Lockhart came over to him and
took hisarm. "Burl, were going to haveto give you arun-down on the ship and plans. Weve no timeto
wasteif you want to get a chance to say good-by to your folkslater on."

"l understand,” said Burl. He turned and waved to hisfather, who was in conversation with the general.
"I'll seeyou a homein afew days, Dad," he caled, then followed Lockhart out.

Outside the building they were joined by savera other members of the conference and immediately
ringed about by a squad of Air Force men wearing Sidearms. Burl redlized that they wereto be thus
guarded everywhere they went. Obvioudy, the possibility that the builders of the Sun-trgps might have
agents on Earth had occurred to the officers.

Russdll Clyde, the young astronomer, was among their group. He walked over to Burl and shoved out a
hand. "' Glad to have you with us, Burl. Thisisgoing to be quite atrip!"

Clyde was about Burl's sze. He had an engagingly boyish air about him, and Burl took aliking to him.
Burl had heard of him before. For the young man, while ill a college student, had formulated a
remarkable new theory of the composition of gaactic formations which had ingtantly focused the atention
of the scientific world upon him. Thistheory 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 Palomar Observatory,
Russdll Clyde had continued to build areputation in astronomica circles.

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

The redhead nodded. "Y ep. They're taking me as their chief astrogator. And don't think it's because I'm
any great shakes at it, either! It'sjust that I'm still young enough to take the kind of shoving around these
high brass figure we're going to get. Boy, havethey got it figured!™

Burl chuckled. "Ah, you're kidding, Dr. Clyde. Y ou've probably been in on thisfrom the beginning.”

The other shook his head vigoroudly. "Nope. It was going to be Merckmann's baby, but when they
redlize they have afight on their hands, they always|ook for young blood. And, say, cut out this 'Doctor’
stuff. Cal me Russ. We're going to share quarters, you know."

"How do you know that?' asked atdl, rather sharp-featured man who had overheard them. "The colonél
will assgn quarters”

"l say hewill... and you can bet on that,” snapped Russell Clyde. He waved ahand in introduction. "This
isHarvey Caton, one of our electronic wizards."

Caton nodded, but before he could continue the discussion, Lockhart rounded them dl up, packed them



into a couple of station wagons, guards and al, and they were off.

The next days were hectic ones. By car and plane the group was transferred to the large, closaly guarded
base in Wyoming where the secret anti-gravity ship waswaiting. Burl did not seethe ship right away.
Firgt, he wasintroduced to al the other members of the crew, and given amass of papersto study which
outlined the basic means of the new space drive, and which detailed the opinions and suggestions of
various experts as to methods of procedure and courses of action. He was subjected to various space
medical teststo determine his reactions under differing pressures and gravities. Although it proved a
strenuous and exhausting routine, he emerged from the testswith flying colors.

The expedition was commanded, as he had known, by Colone L ockhart who would also act as chief
pilot. The famous military flier proved to be aforceful persondity with agreat skill a handling people. He
knew how to get the most out of each man.

Russdll Clyde wasthe chief astrogator and astonomica expert. Assisting him was the rather pedantic and
sober Samuel Oberfield, amathematica wizard and astrophysicist, on leave from an assstant
professorship at one of the great universities. Clyde and Oberfield would aso act as copilotsrelieving
Lockhart.

Harvey Caton, blond Jurgen Detmar and the jovia Frank Sheawere the three-man engineering crew.
Completing the members of the expedition was another trio chosen to act as general crew, medical and
commissary menwhilein flight, and as atrained explorer-fighter unit while on planetsde. Roy Haines, of
whose exploitsin Africaand the jungles of South America Burl Denning had heard, wasthe first of these,
arugged, westherbeaten, but astonishingly aert explorer. Captain Edgar Boulton, on leave from the
United States Marines, was the second— aman who had made an impressive record in various combat
actionsin his country's service. The Antarctic explorer, Leon Ferrati, completed the listing. Ferrati was an
expert on getting along in conditions of extremefrigidity and hogtile climates. Of these men, only
Lockhart, Clyde, Detmar and Ferrati had had space experience in the platforms and in Moon-rocketry.

It was till, thought Burl, alarge crew for a spaceship. No rocket built to date had ever been ableto
carry such aload. But by then he had redlized that the strict weight limitations imposed by rocket fuels no
longer applied to this new method of space flight. Burl found himself more and more anxiousto seethis
wonderful craft.

It was not until the morning of the second day that Burl's chance came. He had fallen adeep on the stiff
army cot in the hagtily improvised base on the Wyoming prairie where the final work was being done.
The day had been aconfused jumble of impressions, with little time to catch his breath. Now he had dept
the deep of exhaustion, only to be awakened at dawn by Lockhart.

"Up and dress," the colone greeted him. "We're taking you out to look the ship over. Detmar will come
adong and explain thedrive."

Burl threw his clothes on, gulped down bregkfast in the company of the others at the messhdl, and soon
was speeding dong awide, new road that ran up to the mountains edging the wide western plain. Asthey
neared the mountains, he saw a high wooden wall blocking the road and view; thiswas the barrier that
conced ed the ship nestled in the valley beyond.

They passed the guards scrutiny and emerged into the valley. The A-G 17 loomed suddenly above them,
and Burl'sfirst impression was of aglisening meta fountain roaring up from the ground, gathering itself
highin the sky, asif to plunge down againin aran of shining stedl.

The ship waslike ahuge, gleaming raindrop. It stood two hundred feet high, the wide, rounded, blunt
bulk of it highintheair, asif about to fall upward instead of downward. It tapered down to athin,



perfectly streamlined point which touched the ground. It was held uprightly by agreeat cradle of girders
and beams. At various points the polished stedl was broken by indentations or inset round dots that were
thick portholes or indications of entry ports. Around its equator, girding the widest section was aring of
portholes, and there were scattered rings of similar portholes below this.

Asthe three men drew near thetail, the great bulk loomed overhead, and Burl felt asif itsweight were
bearing down on him as they walked benesth.

Two men were suspended from the scaffolding above. Burl twisted 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 men were painting now?

"It will reed Magellan," said Lockhart, following Burl's eyes. "We've decided that that would bethe
appropriate namefor it. For what we are going to have to do with it isnot just to make asimpletrip to
explore another planet, but to circumnavigate the entire solar system.”

Burl found his eyes dazzled by the vessd, hanging like a giant bulbous mushroom over them. Around him,
he began to redlize that a number of other activities were going on. There were spidery scaffoldsleading
up to open portsin the metallic sides. Workmen were raising loads of materia into these ports, and for
aningtant Burl caught sight of Haines, in rough work clothes, shouting orders from one of the openings as
to exactly where to ssow something.

At lagt hetook hiseyes away from the gartling sight. Thelittle valley around him had anumber of low
storage shacks. A road led in from another pass through the mountains. Two loaded trucks came down
this pass now in low gear. Lockhart, watching, remarked, "We are having our equipment and supplies
flown up to atown twenty miles away and then trucked in."

"Why didn't you leave this ship where it was built— in your plant in Indiana— and load it from there?"
Burl asked.

"It would have been easier,” said the colond, "but security thought it better to transfer the craft to its
launching sight up herein these deserted hills. We are going to make our take-off from here because we
are dtill too experimental to know what might happen if something kicked up or if the enginesfailed. We'd
hate to splatter al over ahighly populated industrid area. Besides, you must know, if you looked over
those papers yesterday, that theré'salot of radioactive stuff here.”

Burl nodded. Detmar cut in. "Why don't we get aboard and show him over the ship? It will be easier to
makeit clear that way."

Suiting action to the word, the three went over to one of the loading platforms, climbed 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
vadt, overhanging equatorial bulge which marked the wide end of the teardrop-shaped vessd!.

They walked through anarrow plastic-walled passage, broken in severa places by tight, round doors
bearing storage vault numbers. At the end of the passage they came to adouble-walled meta air lock.
They stepped through and found themselvesin what was evidently the living quarters of the spaceship.

The Magellan was an entirely revolutionary design asfar as space vehicles were concerned. Its odd
shape was no mere whimsy, but apractica modd. If abetter design were to be invented, it would only
come out of the practica experience of thisfirst greet flight.

It had long been known, ever since Eingtein's early equations, that there was akinship between
electricity, magnetism, and gravitation. In eectricity and magnetism there were both negative and positive



fields manifesting themsalvesin the form of attraction and repulsion. These opposing characteristics were
the basis for man's mastery of dectrica machinery.

But for gravitation, there had seemed at first no means of manipulating it. Asit wasto develop, thiswas
dueto two factors. Firgt, the Earth itsalf possessed a gravitational phenomenon in thisforce outside of
that intense, dl-pervading field. Second, to overcome this primal force required the application of energy
on such scaes as could not be found outside of the mastery of nuclear energy.

Therewasasmple paradle, Burl had been told the day before by Sam Oberfield, in the history of
aviaion. A practica, propeler-driven flying machine could not be constructed until amotor had been
invented that was compact, light and powerful enough to operateit. So dl efforts to make such machines
prior to the development of theinterna combustion enginein thefirst days of the twentieth century were
doomed to failure. Likewise, in this new instance, amachineto utilize gravitation could not be built until a
source of power was devel oped having the capacity to run it. Such power was found only inthe
successful harnessing of the hydrogen disintegration explosion— the H-bomb force, Thefirst successa
channding this nuclear power in anonbomb device had been accomplished in England in 1958. The
Zeta-ring generator had been perfected in the next decade.

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

The nose of the Magellan housed an H-power stellar generator. Within the bulk of the top third of the
ship was this massive power source, its atomic components, its uranium-hydrogen fuel, and the beam that
channeled the gravitationa drive.

"Negating gravity isnot asmple matter like inventing amagic sheet of metd that cuts off the pull of the
Earth, such asH. G. Wdlswrote about,” Oberfield had explained. "That isimpossible because it ignores
all the other laws of nature; it forgets the power of inertia, it deniesthe facts of mass and density. It takes
just as much energy to lift an anti-gravity ship asto lift arocketship. The differenceisonly inthe
practicdity of the power source. A rocketship must burnitsfue by chemica explosion in order to push
its cargo load upward. Itsfud islimited by its own weight and by the awkwardness of its handling. This
A-G ship dso must supply energy, foot-pound for foot-pound, for every foot it raisesthe vehicle. But
due to the amount of energy supplied by this new generator, such power isat last availablein one
compact form in such concentration that this ship could propel itself for hundreds of years.”

He went on to explain that what then happened was that the vessdl, exerting atremendous
counter-gravitationa force, literally pushed itself up againgt Earth's drive. At the sametime, thisforce
could be used to intensify the gravitational pull of some other celestia body. The vessel would begin to
fal toward that other body, and be repelled from the first body— Earth in this case.

Asevery gar, planet, and satdllite in the universe was exerting a pull on every other one, the anti-gravity
spaceship literdly reached out, grasped hold of the desired gravitationd "rope”’ hanging down from the
sky, and pulled itsdlf up it. It would seem to fall upward into the sky. It could increase or decrease the
effect of itsfdl. It could fall free toward some other world, or it could force an acceleration initsfal by
adding repulson from theworld it wasleaving.

Inflight, therefore, the wide nose was the front. It would fall through space, pulled by the power beam
generated from thisfront. The rear of the spaceship was the tapering, small end.

As Burl was shown over the living quartersit became plain to him that the actud living spacesin the
Magellan wereingde ameta sphere hanging on gymbals below the equatoria bulge that housed the
power drive. The bulk of this sphere was dwayswell within the outer walls of the teardrop, and thus
protected from radiation. Being suspended on gymbals, the sphere would rotate so that the floor of the



living quarters was dways downward to wherever the greatest pull of gravity might happen to be.

Burl and the others explored the three floors that divided the inner sphere, al oriented toward Earth. The
centrd floor, housing the deeping quarters and living quarters, was compact but roomier than might have
been expected. There were five bunkrooms, each shared by two men. Therewasamain living and dining
room. On the lowermost floor was the cookroom, a small dispensary, and immediate supplies. On the
upper floor wasthe control room, with its charts and televison viewplateswhich dlowed visn dl
directions from sending plates fixed on the surface in various aress.

In the spaces between the inner sphere and the outer shell were the basic storage areas. Here supplies
and equipment were being stocked againgt al possible emergencies. In the tapering space of thetail
bel ow the sphere was a rocket-launching tube. Stored in the outer shells were various vehiclesfor
planetary exploration.

Haines came into the control room where the three were standing. He was wiping his hands on a piece of
cloth, and looked tired. "Findly got the specia, sealed-engine jeep stowed away," he said. "'l was afraid
weweren't going to get it in time. The M oon-base people had ordered it, and they're going to holler
bloody murder when they find out we appropriated it."

Lockhart shrugged. "Let 'em yell. It'll be too late when they find out. How much longer will we need
before you finish theloading?"

Haines drew achair up to the chart table and sat down. "I expect to get some more stuff tomorrow, and
then the two-man rocket plane the next day. We aready have the four-man rocket aboard. That'll doit.
The rest of your men ready?’

Lockhart nodded. "We're just about set. Denning here can take a quick trip home tomorrow, and well
be ready the day after.”

Burl looked about him quickly. One day, two days, maybe athird— and then, the plunge into the
unknown. Detmar reached upward and drew down ameta ladder hanging in the curved ceiling of the
chamber. "I'm going to take alook in the engine room,” he said. "Want to come adong?* he asked Burl.

Before the young man could say yes, Lockhart shook his head. "No, | don't want him to. | don't want
anyone going up there who doesn't have to. That stuff is shielded, but you can never be sure.”

Burl was disappointed, for he had wanted to see the nuclear generators. But Detmar shook his head,
smiled, and pushed aside around trap door in the ceiling. Burl could see that it connected with asmilar
door afoot higher. Detmar pushed it open and ascended into the forbidden sphere of the Zeta-rings. Burl
got aglimpse of subdued, bluish light, and then the trap door shut after the engineer.

Later asthey drove out through the valley, Burl looked back at the huge ship, and now, instead of
gppearing like an overhanging metd waterfdl, he saw it asawidenosed bullet, aming at the sky, surging
againg its bonds— a bullet for humanity's sake.

CHAPTER FIVE
Up the Rope of Space

BURL'SVISIT homewasacuriousinterlude. Actudly, he had been awvay only afew weeks, sincethe
summer vacation had begun, yet thissingle day had an air about it different from that of any other
homecoming. He found himsdf continualy looking at thingsin amoreinquisitive, more thoughtful
manner.



That which had been commonplace was suddenly something valuable, asight to be treasured. For he had
redized, ashe sat in the fast plane trangporting him home, that the Earth was itself a planet among
planets, and that this might possibly proveto be hislast vigit to town where he had been born. He had
pondered, as he had gazed out of the ship'swindows, just what it could mean to depart from thisworld
and travel among the uncharted reaches of empty and hostile space... to set foot upon planets where no
human foot had ever touched and to meet unguessable perils.

So hishome, his mother, hisfriends, the street on which he lived, took on anove air. He studied them
while enjoying aquiet day at home. He watched the carsin the street, so amusingly compact and smdll,
each designed in the fleeting style of the year. The cars of adozen years ago had been designed for length
and size, but the trend had been the opposite for a decade now. The cars grew smdler and their lines
weirder asthe manufacturers strove to compete.

What other planet could boast of such smultaneoudy astonishing ingenuity and wondrous tomfoolery?

He looked at the people going about their business, the other boys of his age intent on their summer jobs
and summer fun, and wondered if he would ever be able to join them again without the cares of aworld
on hisshoulders?

People were unaware of the crisisthat hung over the solar system. There had been news of the dimming
of the Sun, but the meaning behind it had been carefully screened, and the expedition was atop secret. It
availed the world nothing to panic about this matter. Now the odd weather quirks had been forgotten,
and the main subjects on peopl €'s tongues were the baseball scores and the latest telemovies.

When Burl kissed his mother and father good-by, it was with a sense that he was aso kissing good-by to
his youth, and entering upon anew period of the most desperate responsibility.

Thismood lingered with him back at the base, dthough his companions of the trip to come seemingly did
not shareit. On the last day, quarters had been assigned in the Magellan, and the men moved their
belongingsto their tight bunks in the heart of the ship. Clyde had hisway, and he and Burl shared a
double-decker chamber.

There was ahustle and bustle in the valley. The supplies seemed unending, and Burl wondered why the
variety. "For once, we've got lifting power to spare,” was Russs comment. "Nobody knows what were
going to need on the various planets, so Lockhart is smply piling aboard everything he can think of.

Y ou'd be amazed at the space we have for storage. And Caton says that the more we stick in there, the
better the shielding is againgt the radiation belt surrounding Earth— and probably the other planets as
wdl."

"| thought we were aready well protected,” said Burl. "With the atomic generators, we had to be
shielded anyway. Haven't welead lining al around our inner sphere quarters?'

Russdll Clyde nodded. "Oh, sure, but the more the merrier.”

He and Burl were aready in their quarters, sowing their clothes. "Weleavein an hour,” said Burl. "Are
we going to the launching base at Boothia, where the manned rockets go up?”

Clyde shook hishead. "L ockhart talked it over with us yesterday, and we decided to take off from right
here." By "us," Burl knew the operationd group was meant, which consisted of the colondl, the two
astronomers, Caton as head of the engineering section, and Haines. "To tell the truth, nobody knows how
eadly thisship will handle. We're shielded well enough so that ashort passage through the radiation belt
three hundred miles up and for the next fifteen hundred miles shouldn't have any effect onusat dl. The
rockets, which can't be shielded because of the weight limitations, have to go up a Boothia because



there, a the North Magnetic Pole, theresaholein theradiation.”

Boothia Peninsulawas a barren spot far up in the Arctic Zone on Canada's frozen eastern coast. On it
was constructed the world's mgor space port— alonely outpost from which rockets departed for the
equally lonely Moon bases. Burl had read about it and had |ooked forward to seeing it, but redlized that
theflight of the Magellan marked till another change in the fast-altering history of the conquest of
Space.

The hour passed quickly. Thelittle valley was cleared of visitors. The crew was called to take-of f
posts— L ockhart at the controls, Clyde and Oberfield at the charts, Detmar watching the energy outpuit.
The rest of the crew had been strapped into their bunks. By specia request, Burl was observing in the
control room, seated in a haf-reclining postion like the others, in awell-padded chair, strapped tight.

Haines had remarked as he had supervised the strapping-in, "Nobody knows whether thisis going to be
necessary. But we're taking no chances." He'd gone to his quarters and done the same thing.

Lockhart watched the registering of the dialsin front of him, waiting for the load to build up. Therewasa
muffled whine from overhead as the generators built up current. Detmar called out a cryptic number
every few seconds and the colond checked it. The two astronomers wereidle, watching their viewers.
They'd made their calculationslong before.

"Time," caled out the colond, pressing abutton. A gong rang throughout the quarters. He moved alever
dowly.

Burl waited for the surge of pressure he had read aways occurred at take-off. But there was no such
pressure. Helay back in his set, gripping the arms. Gradualy he became aware of acurious sensation.
He seemed to be getting lightheaded, and to tingle with unexpected energy. Hefet animpulseto giggle,
and hekicked up hisfoot to find it surprisingly agile. About him the others were sirring in their seets asif
caught by the sameimpulses.

Now hefelt loose againgt his bonds and he became alittle dizzy. Therewas apounding in his head as
blood surged within him. His heart began to beet heavily.

"Werelosing weight," muttered Clyde from hischair, and Burl knew the ship was tensing to take off.

The great generators were beginning to push againgt Earth's gravity and, astheir force moved upward to
maich Earth's, the weight of everything in their sway decreased accordingly. Lockhart'sfirst move was
smply that— to reduce the pull of Earth to zero.

In afew momentsthat point was accomplished. A state of welghtlessness was obtained within the
Magellan. Those watching outside from bunkersin the surrounding mountains saw the huge teardrop
shiver and begin to rise dowly aboveits cradle of girders. It floated gently upward, moving dowly off as
theforce of Earth's centrifuga drive began to manifest itself againgt the metad bubbl€'s great mass.

Everyone on the crew had experienced zero gravity, either in the same tests Burl had undergone or on
actud satellite flights, and thusfar, no one was too uncomfortable. The entire structure of the ship
quivered, and Burl realized that the inner sphere which housed their air space was hanging free on its
gymbals.

Lockhart rang asecond gong, then turned anew control. The pitch of the generators, faintly audible to
them, changed, took on anew keening. The ship seemed suddenly to jump asif something had grasped
it. Thefeding of weightlessness vanished momentarily, then there was amoment of dizzinessand a
sudden sensation of being upside down.



For ashocking ingtant, Burl felt himself hanging head downward from afloor which had surprisingly
turned into a ceiling. He opened his mouth to shout, for he thought he was about to plunge onto the hard
meta of the celling which now hung below him so precipitoudy.

Then there was awhirling sensation, a Sdeways twisting that swung him about againgt the strgps. Asit
came, the room seemed to shift. The curved base of the control room, which had been so suddenly a
floor, becamein amoment awall, lopsided and eerie. Then it shifted again. and, startlingly, Burl sagged
back into his cushioned sest as the hemispherical room again resumed its normal aspect.

Lockhart bent over the contrals, cautioudy moving alever bit by bit. Clyde was bent over hisviewer,
cdling out dight corrections.

Now, at last, Burl felt the pressure he had expected. Hisweight grew steadily greater, back to normal,
then increased. He found himsalf concentrating on his breathing, forcing his lungs up againg the increasing
weight of hisribs.

"Hold up," his buzzing eardrums heard someone say— possibly Oberfidd. "We don't need to accelerate
morethan oneg. Tekeit easy.”

Theweight lessened ingtantly. Then the pressure was off. Everything seemed norma. Lockhart sat back
and began to unloosen his straps. The others followed suit.

In one viewer, Burl glimpsed the black of outer space and in another, the wide grayish-green bow! of the
Earth spreading out below. In athird he saw the blazing disc of the Sun.

"Did everything go al right?" he asked quietly of Clyde.
The redhead looked up a him and smiled. "Better than we might have expected for afirst flight,” he said.

"Weé're latching on to the Sun's grip now. Werefdling toward the Sun; not just faling, but pulling
ourselves faster toward it, so that we can keep up anormal gravity pressure. We'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 upside down that time and why everything has come back to

Burl nodded. "But that meansthat in relation to Earth we are oursalves upside down right now!™

"Of course,” said Clyde. "But in space, everything isdtrictly relative. We are no longer on Earth. We are
aseparate body in space, falling through space toward the Sun.”

"Why the Sun?" asked Burl. "1 thought our first objective wasto be the planet Venus?'

"It wastoo hard to get afix on Venus from so near the Earth. Instead, we latched on to the Sun to pull us
inward. When we are near to Venus orbit, well reverse and pull in on Venus," was the astronomer's
answer.

"lsn't that rather risky?" asked Burl, remembering some of the quick briefings he had been given. "That's
adeparture from your plans.”

Lockhart looked up quickly. "Yes, youreright,” he admitted. "But on atrip likethisweve got to learn to
improvise and do it fast. We made that decision at take-off."

For aningtant Burl flt achill. Heredized then what dl the other men on the ship had known al dong—
that in thisflight they were dl amateurs, that everything they did wasto beimprovisation in oneway or



another, that they must dways run therisk of aterrible mistake.
Had latching on to the Sun been the first such error?
CHAPTER SIX

Sunward Ho!

GRADUALLY THE ship settled down to routine. There was, as Burl discovered, nothing very much to
do for most of the crew on such a space flight. The course was charted in advance, a pattern laid out that
would carry the ship fdling toward its objective— fdling in anarrow curving orbit. A certain amount of
time would pass during which the ship would traverse a specific section of this plotted route at acertain
rate of speed or acceleration.

Then, a a specified moment, the speed would be checked, the attraction of the Sun reversed, and the
ship would attempt to brake itself and to halt itsfall toward the great Sun. At such atimeasitsfal came
to astop, it should, if the cal culations had been correct, be crossing the orbit of the planet Venusin the
same place and at about the same moment that Venusitsalf would be. In that way, the ship would arrive
at the planet.

Now al these cal culations had been made, and once made, set into motion on the control panels of the
ship. Theinterva of many days between actudly left little to do, except for making astronomical
observations, checking on the performance of the stellarators, setting awatch againgt the damage caused
by meteors and micrometeors, and following the ordinary procedures of meals and deep periods. The
men set up an Earth-time schedule of twenty-four hours, divided the crew into three eight-hour shifts, and
conducted themsalves accordingly.

Burl did not find time weighing on his hands. Despite the limited space available to the ten men, there was
aways something to learn, and something to think about.

When Russdll Clyde was off duty, he spent much time with Burl a the wide-screen viewers that showed
the black depths of interplanetary space surrounding them. The Earth dwindled to a brilliant green disc,
while ahead of them the narrow crescent of approaching Venus could be seen growing gradualy. Ruddy
Marswas sharp but tiny, apoint of russet beyond the green of Earth. And the stars— never had Burl
seen so many sars— afirmament ablaze with brilliant little points of light— the millions of suns of the
gdaxy and the galaxies beyond ours.

On the other sde, the Sde toward which they fdl, the Sun was a blinding sphere of whitelight, its huge
corona flameswavering fearfully around its orb.

Seen to one side, surprisingly closeto the Sun, was atiny haf-moon. "That's Mercury,” said Russ,
pointing it out. "The smallest planet and the closest to the Sun. After we leave Venus, well haveto vigt it.
We know there's a Sun-tap station there— and becauseit's so close to the Sun— its orbit ranges
between twenty-eight million miles and under forty-four million miles— the station must be amost
important and large one.”

Burl gazed at the point of light that was the innermost planet. " Those Sun-tep stations... Themore | think
about it, the more | wonder what were up againgt. It seemsto methat it ought to be easy for the kind of
people who can build such thingsto catch us and stop us. In fact, | wonder why they haven't dready
gone after usfor stopping the one on Earth?

Russ whistled softly between histeeth. "Weve some ideas about that. The military boysworked onit.
Y ou know you can figure out alot of things from just afew bits of evidence. We have such evidence



from what happened to you on Earth. Y ou ought to speak to Haines about it."

Burl turned away from the viewer. "Let'sfind him now. | don't think he's very busy. He said something
about catching up on hisreading this period.”

Russ nodded, and the two of them got up from their seat. With awave to Oberfield and Caton on duty at
the contrals, the two climbed down the ladder that led into the middle part of the living space. They
looked into Haines's quarters but he wasn't there. So they went down the next hatchway into the lower
Section.

Haines and Ferrati were Sitting at atable in the cooking quarters, drinking coffee. The two men, both
heavy and muscular, used to the open spaces and the fed of the winds, were taking the enforced
confinement in the cramped and artificidly oxygenated space of the ship will ill ease. For them, it waslike
adretchinjail.

They greeted the two younger men jovialy and invited them to a seat. While Russ poured a cup of coffee
for himsdlf, Burl opened the subject of how much the expedition had worked out about the enemy.

Hainess pale blue eyes gleamed. "Y ou can know an awful lot about an enemy if you know what he didn't
do aswdl aswhat hedid do. If you figure out what you yourself should have done under the same
circumgtances, and know he didn't do, why, that gives you some vauable hints asto hisdeficiencies. As
we seeit, weve got afighting chance of spoiling hisgame. Certainly of spoiling it long enough to alow
Earth severd more yearsto get afleet of shipslikethisinto operation and give him plenty of trouble.”

Suddenly Burl felt more cheerful. At the back of his mind there had been a carefully concedled point of
cold terror— he remembered the clean efficiency of the Sun-tap station, the evidence of ascience far
beyond that of Earth. He pressed the point. "Just what do we redlly know?”'

Haines leaned back and rubbed his hands together. "There were severd things that gave their
weaknesses away. When we put it all together, we decided that the enemy represents some sort of
limited advanced force or scouting group of acivilization till too far away to count in theimmediate
future. We decided that the enemy isn't too aware of our present abilities— that hisintelligence serviceis
poor asfar as modern Earth is concerned. We figure he won't be able to act with any speed to repair the
damages we make."

"Tel them how we worked that out,” said Ferrati, who had begun to grow again the short black beard
that Burl remembered he had worn on his famous expeditions.

"Wadl," said Haines, drawing the word out to build up suspense, "did you know that the sation in the
Andes, the one you cracked open, was built at least thirty years ago? And never put into operation in al
that time?"

Burl was surprised. "Why... | hadn't thought of it— but it could have been. That valley was so isolated
and deserted, probably nobody would ever have spotted it.

"Right," Haines added, "and our investigation team studied the remains, the foundations, the layout, and
we're sureit's been there at |east three decades. That's one clue.

"The second clue was the relative flimsiness of the walls. The builders hadn't expected usto be ableto
blow them up. They were some sort of quick construction— a plastic, strong, but not able to hold up
againg blasting powder, let done rea heavy bombs or A-bombs.

"Now why wasthat? And the third clue, why didn't they have arepair system available, or at least some



sort of automatic antiaircraft defense?!
Burl looked at Ferrati. The latter was watching him shrewdly to seeif he could figureit out.

"The builders didn't expect an air attack,” said Burl dowly, "because of the air disturbances. They did not
know we would have a Moon base that could spot their location. Hence they figured that our civilization
would remain asit was thirty years ago. We wouldn't have been able to spot the location at that time,
because it required outer-space observation. It might have taken us severd years of tramping around to
locateit."

"And the lack of astrong permanent construction? After al, a concrete and sted-enforced embankmernt,
which any military force on Earth could have put there, would have balked your dynamite attack,”
probed Haines.

"That meansthey didn't have the time or the means to make such a construction. They must have had a
single ship with the kind of equipment that could lay out aquick basein the shortest time!™ said Burl.

"Right!" sngpped Haines. "The Sun-tap must have been built by areatively small team, which probably
camein asngle explorer ship. The ship was equipped with autometic factory machinery that could turn
out an adequate base for an uninhabited planet, an airless moon, and so on— but they didn't have the
stuff for afortified base— and they didn't have the manpower to build it."

"Another indication of thet isthe thirty-year delay,” added Ferrati. "Obvioudy, they arrived in this solar
system from somewhere outsideit. We figure that way because otherwise they would have been
prepared to do the job on dl the planetsin the same trip and start operations at once. They must have
made some observations of this solar system from a point in space at least asfar awvay as another Star.
That means not less than four and haf light-years away— Proxima Centauri being the nearest ar after
our Sun, and four and ahaf light-yearsfrom us. Their observations were imperfect. They found more
planets and problems than they had supposed. So they had to make a second trip to get enough supplies
to finish their Sun-tap base congtructions. It took them thirty years between the first stations and the ones
that completed the job.

"And that, too, suggeststhat only one ship was originaly involved here. Of course, maybe they came
back with more the second time, but it sill looks asif the main force hasn't arrived. And won't until after
the Sun novas."

"Then that means,”" said Burl quickly, "that we are dill dedling with just asmdl and isolated group?”
"Maybe," said Haines. "Just what congtitutes asmall group may be hard to say. | rather think they'd have
brought the engineers and at least an advance working party of settlerswith them the second trip in. But
they are dtill short of available ships— they're still not aware of what we may be going to do.”

"Why isthat?" asked Burl.

Haines looked thoughtful. "Thisis conjecture. But if they planted any spiesamong our Earth people,
there's been no contact, because otherwise they'd have known we could track and crack their base as
soon asit sarted. This meansthat they still haven't had scouting ships to spare for checking up on what
they did the first time. No checkup means no spare personnd to do the checking. They just assumed that
we hadn't caught on, and started operations by remote control asthey had origindly planned.”

"And that also may mean that these people are hard up,” said Ferrati. "Wherever they came from, their
civilization has been grest, but it's gone to seed. They plan to seize another solar system, start over again,
and they haven't the abundance of material needed to set up smple check and guard stations, such as any
magjor Earth nation would have the senseto do.”



"Why, that meanswe've got afighting chanceto lick 'em,” said Burl joyfully. "I kept thinking wed runinto
more than we could cope with."

"Weve got afighting chance, dl right," said Haines. "We may be ableto rip up their Sun-tap layouts, but
what if we meet the main explorer ship itsaf? Anybody who can crossinterstellar space and warp the
power of the Sun, can probably outshoot, outrun, and outfight us. Let's hope we don't meet them until
we've done our work."

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

It made senseto Burl. If the Magellan could just operate fast enough, keep on the jump, they'd save the
day. But— and he redlized that nobody had mentioned it doud— it aso followed that the enemy—
however smdl its group— was dtill in the solar system somewhere and would certainly be starting to take
action very soon now.

The time came when the ship was to start dowing, to prepareitself for the meeting with Venus. Burl saw
the hour and minute approach and watched L ockhart take the controls and set the new readings. The
steady hum of the generators— avibration that had become a constant feature of the ship— dtered, and
for everyoneit was ardief. Their minds had become attuned to the steady pitch. One didn't redlize how
annoying anuisanceit was until it topped. Asthe stellar generatorslet down on the drag on the Sun, the
gravity within the ship lessened. In afew moments there was a condition of zero, and those who had
forgotten to strap themsalves down found that they were floating about in the air, most of them giddy.

There was a shift in the pitch, and the generators applied repulsion against the pull of the Sun. Those
floating inthe air crashed suddenly againgt the calling, then did violently down the walls onto the floor as
the inner sphere rotated on its gymbal s to meet the new center of gravitational pull— thistime away from
the Sun.

The viewersflickered off and then on again astheir connecting surfacesinsde and outside the sphere's
double layer of walls did apart and matched up again. For an instant, as he saw the viewers blank out,
Burl thought of what might happen if the sphere didn't rotate dl the way. They would find themsdves
blind.

Now the ship proceeded on its charted orbit, dowing to meet Venus. Several hours went by, one medl,
and Burl had returned to hisbunk, hisrest period having arrived. Russ remained at the controls on duty,
checking astronomically the new speed and deceleration.

Burl tossed restlesdy, thelight out in the little cabin. Something was bothering him, and after awhile he
redlized that Clyde should have come off duty before this. He glanced at the clock and calculated that
Russ was two hours overdue. What was wrong?

He dipped out of hisbunk and climbed into his pants. Ascending into the control room, he saw Lockhart,
the two astronomers, and the entire engineering crew gathered over the controlsin worried
concentration.

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

Russtook hisaside. "Were not going to make our connection with Venus," he said. "Our generators
didn't operate exactly aswe had hoped. We haven't been able to dow 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 were still heading sunward at afaster rate than we figured on.”



"Y ou mean— we'refdling into the Sun!" gasped Burl.

"Asthings stand right now," said the youthful astrogator, "that's just what is happening.”
CHAPTER SEVEN

Hot Spot on Mercury

IT SEEMED strangeto Burl at that moment that there wasn't more excitement on board the Magellan.
Tolearn so early in the gamethat al were doomed should have brought more reaction. It should have
excited some sort of frenzy, or effortsto abandon ship, or something. But the men in the cabin, though
keyed up, were anything but panicky.

Instead, there seemed to be grim concentration on their faces, an earnestness that spoke of a plan.
Through aviewer which had been shielded so that the light would not blind the eyes, Burl could seethe
wide disc of the Sun now. A few spotswere visble on its blazing surface, and great tongues of burning
gasesencircled it for hundreds of thousands of miles. Were they really destined to end amere cinder—
an ingtantaneous flicker of firein one of those prominences?

Clyde was working with Oberfield at the calculators. Burl watched them in silence, trying to determine
what it wasthey were getting at. Findly they pulled afigure from one of their machines and took it over
to Lockhart and the engineers. There was abrief conference, and something seemed to be agreed upon.

Clydesface, which had been tense, was now morerelaxed. "I think we've got the problem licked," came
the good word.

"What's up?" asked Burl. "If we shoot past Venus, we should till be able to cometo astop, fall away
from the Sun and maybe catch up with Venus again. It would take longer, but..."

"We're dtering our plans,” interrupted Russ. " Of course, we could brake— that much we found out for
sure. Thetroublelay in our lack of effective tests for the Magellan's drive. We thought we knew just
what it would do, but after al, the problems of space areintricate. It turned out that it did not act so
effectively againgt the Sun as had been calculated. Either that, or the Sun's pull was stronger at this
proximity than registered on our instruments. Chasing after Venus, after coming back to its orbit, could
be done, but it would prove time-consuming and difficult to plan. What we are doing instead is dtering
our schedule”

"But then there's no other place to go from here but Mercury. Isthat what the new planis?' Burl asked
him.

Russ nodded. "Mercury is coming around this Sde of the Sun. By the time we have braked, wewill be
closer toitsorhit than to that of Venus. So we shal proceed inward toward it and make our first
planetfal there"

Mercury, the smallest and hottest planet in the system. Burl remembered 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 newsto
the landing crew.

Haines, Burl discovered, had aready heard the new plan on the intercom from Lockhart. As soon as
Burl joined them, the four men, including Ferrati and Boulton, went into a planning session.

The problem of Mercury was ahard one. As Ferrati remarked, "1t would have been better to tackle this
onelast ingtead of taking it on firg."



"Y es, but on the other hand,” was Hainess comment, "Mercury's Sation is probably one of the most
important— located asit is, so closeto the Sun. With ideal conditions for steady, undiverted
concentration of solar power, it must be the primary station in the system.”

"The problem boils down— and | do mean 'boils— to heat,” Boulton laughed. "Mercury rotates on its
axisonly once ayear— its year being only eighty-eight of our dayslong. This meansthat just asthe
Moon presents only one side to the Earth, Mercury aways presents the same hemisphere to the Sun. On
the Sun side, therefore, there isaways day. The Sun appearsto befixed in the sky. Naturaly, we
assume 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 heeat in the center of the Sun side reaches 770°
Fahrenheit. Enough to keep tin and lead molten.”

"The problem is how to reach the station over such aboiling landscape,” summed up Burl. "It seemsto
me that the absence of an atmosphere could answer part of the problem.”

Haines nodded. "L et's get to work on a plan of action, men. Weve got afew daysto get our equipment
lad out.”

Those few days passed quickly enough. When severa possible schemes had been outlined, the men
made lists of the types of equipment that might be used with each. Then, putting on pressurized space
suitsand carrying air tanks, they |eft the inner sphere and worked through the cargo space surrounding it
within the outer frame of the spaceship. There had originally been air here, but now they found most of it
was gone, thinned out from infinitely tiny lesksin the outer shell caused by the constant bombardment of
microscopic bits of meteoric dust.

They located each piece of equipment and moved it into position for easy handling.

The ship cameto its hdting point, where the repulson againgt the Sun findly braked it againgt the
gravitationd pull of the Sun. Then, by increasing the sdlective pull of the gpproaching planet Mercury,
they moved off in that direction.

Mercury was changing in appearance. Asthey neared it from the outer Sde, itslighted half swung away
from their view, and what they saw was a congtantly narrowing crescent, growing larger even asit
narrowed. Findly the hour came when they swung up close, coming in on the eternally sunless, night sde
of thelittle planet.

They swooped low over the dark surface, taking observations and measurements. "It's not as cold aswe
might suppose,”" said Oberfield after hisfirg readings. "Therés acertain anount of heet al dongtherim
of the dark side. Radiation, | suppose, aswell asthe fact that there's a certain amount of wobbling done
by the planet.”

Burl was studying the surface. " Seems to me that much of the dark sde hasagleam to it. Something
reflectsthe dars; | seelittleglints of light, shifting and blinking.”

"| can guesswhat that is," said Russ. "It must be covered, at least in the centra portions, with a sea of
frozen gases. What atmosphere Mercury had long ago must have congealed there.”

The ship moved dong toward the twilight edge, then began circling the planet dong that intermediate belt,
where the Sun could be seen peeking over the horizon in eternal dawn. There was acluster of men at the
radiation counter, looking for evidence of the Sun-tap sation. Finaly, after passing over achain of
darkened mountains, eerily lighted at the peaks by the Sun, there came ayell. Digtortion had been
detected.



Onceonit, they siwung the ship outward into space again and moved along 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 diameter of only 3,100 miles, compared to
Earth's 7,900, was virtualy without an atmosphere. Its surface was baked hard, brilliantly white, covered
with long, deep cracksthat cut hundreds of milesinto the shriveled and burned surface. There were areas
of dark mountain ranges, bare and jagged, whose metallic surface imparted a darker shade to the
pervading glare. And there were patches here and there on the surface that gleamed bal efully— probably
gpots of molten materid.

Haines, sanding next to him, was muttering, "It can't betoo far in, it can't. How could they build it?!
Then Burl found what they were looking for.

A huge canyon tore raggedly acrossaplain. Therewas ajumble of mountains, achain edging in from the
twilight zone. And in acorner, about two hundred miles out into the hot Side, a anarrow ledge where the
mountai ns came down and the canyon came together, there was acircular structure.

They could see, as soon as the telescopic sight had been adjusted, that it was alarge sation. It was
encircled by afeaturdesswall. It had no roof. Rising on masts above it was awhole forest of gleaming
discs pointing at the Sun low in the sky.

On the tops of the mountain peaks, ahdf mile from the station, was another series of masts. These were
amed away from the Sun into the dark airless sky and toward the other planets.

"The accumulators and the transmitters,” said Burl.L "Well have to get them both.”

"Getting the transmitterswill be easy,” said Haines. "After we shut off the station, well just bomb the
mountain masts out of action.”

Burl choked. "Why, it never occurred to me, but why can't we bomb the station from the air? One
atomic bomb should finish it off.” He amost added, And you wouldn't have needed me after all, but
sguashed the thought. He wouldn't have given up coming aong for anything, he now redlized.

"Therésadigtortion, as there was a the Andes tation, that would makeit hard to hit. But | imagine we
could do it if we tried hard enough. But that isn't what we want at firdt. It'simportant, very important, that
we get pictures and details of this station from inside. We can't just break up the enemy ingtallations—
we've got to learn from them, we must find out how they do it and how we can useit." Thiswas
Lockhart speaking. "Y ou'd better start the job," he added to Haines. "Are you ready?'

Haines nodded reluctantly. Y ep,” and turning to the three who would accompany him, he ordered, "let's
go.”

Thefour explorers gathered near the exit port. They had put on space suits and strapped on various
items of equipment, wegpons and work tools. They passed through the airlock into the cargo section of
the ship. Communicating through the helmet radios, Haines directed each what to do, and a so directed
Lockhart whereto bring the ship for thelanding.

Burl heard Lockhart's voice warn them that he did not want to hold the ship too long over the sunny hot
sde. "Weve dready noticed abuildup of heat from the solar radiation on the skin. And the heat radiating
from Mercury isaccumulating too fast. We can't get rid of it if both Sides of this ship are going to be
heated up. As soon as you make your landing, I'm taking the ship back to the cold side.”

"Uh huh," came Hainessvoice. "We don't want to hang around here any too long, either.”



Then thefour, as prearranged, unlimbered the work rocket they had picked. There were severa sizes of
small exploration craft. They had at first thought of the tractor— an enclosed, airtight truck on tractor
wheslswhich could crawl up to the station while the men insde it were protected by air conditioning. But
aquick survey showed that it would overhesat too fast and might easily bog down in one of the many soft
spots. So they took the four-man, rocket-propelled cargo plane instead.

The ship was airtight and pressurized. They had taken every precaution. The four piled in with their
supplies. Then, asthe Magellan swooped momentarily lower, the escape hatch opened and, with Ferrati
at the controls, the rocket plane shot out with aroar of its exhaudts.

They raced low over the burning landscape, and before them the wide, dark, forbidding canyon cut its
way through the plain. It wasinto this canyon that the rocket plunged.

The precipitous rocky sidesrose above them, and

suddenly they werein darkness. Immediatdly, the plan€'s cooling system became more effective as
Ferrati guided the rocket through the shadowy depths away from the blazing sunbeams. Burl saw, by
means of the radar, that the bottom of the heat crack was many miles down.

They raced dong the crevice until they reached the mountain chain. Here, Ferrati abruptly raised the nose
of the plane and they shot upward, popping out of the shadow into the sunlight.

Before them |oomed the hard unbroken walls of the Sun-tap station. The rocket plane cameto astopa
hundred feet away.

Assoon asit had hated, Burl and Ferrati legped out, with white sheets thrown over their suitsto afford
some extra protection from the Sun's rays. Between them they carried along, awkward affair of poles
and plastic.

Burl's feet touched the ground; through the cushioned leather of histhick boots he felt the heat just asif
he had stepped on a hot stove. He moved quickly, and asthey had rehearsed, he and the explorer
dapped therig together and set up agleaming plastic skin sunbreak to shield the rocket plane. The plagtic
sheets reflected the Sun's heat and cut off afair portion of the direct radiation which would otherwise
have rendered the rocket plane inoperable and uninhabitable in short order.

While they were assembling the sunbreak, Haines and Boulton unloaded a portable antitank rocket
launcher. With no wasted motion, Boulton aimed the launcher at thewall, and Haines thrust along,
wicked-looking rocket projectile into the tube. There was aflash of soundlessfire and aline of
dissipating white smoke. Nothing could be heard in the airlessness.

Burl felt the shock through the ground as the shell hit. A chunk of thewall ripped apart and collapsed.

Asquickly ashe saw it, Burl acted. Hainessvoicerang in his ear, but aready Burl wasin action. Back
into the rocket plane, out again with— an umbrellal

He made aflying legp toward the Sun-tap station. He fdlt terrificaly strong in the dight gravity, and the
leap carried him thirty feet forward. As he did through the space above the surface, he opened the
umbrella. Its outer side had been painted white, and partly shielded him from the direct heat. He made
the station in five legps and climbed through the broken wall. Boulton followed him with another umbrella
and apack under hisarm.

Insde the Sation it was cool— the walls had been high enough to create shade within. It waslike the
gation in the Andes, but bigger, much bigger.



Boulton joined him, folded his umbrellacamly, and yanked an air-compresson pistol from hisbelt. "See
anyone?' he asked.

"NO,"

Burl remembered then that there could possibly be aliving guard at this station. They searched carefully,
but there was no sign of life. Boulton was doing a soldier'sjob, that wasall.

While Boulton set up his photographic equipment, Burl made hisway around the shining globes and
strange tubes that were the nerve center of the station. He finally found the same type of control panel
that he had found in the Andes tation.

He hesitated before it, wondering if, after adl this, the origina charge, would work. He hoped that there
might be another charger globe available, but saw none. It would be up to him.

He put agloved hand on the control. Perhaps, he worried, the charge would not conduct through the
insulated, cooled material of hissuit. He pushed the levers, and knew then that it did.

The pulsing of the spheres halted. There was asharp dip in thefaint vibration he had been feding in his
feet. He shoved the levers dl the way, and suddenly the station went dead. Above him, one of the great
discs atop its mast snapped and burst gpart under what must have become an impossible concentration
of power without a channel for outlet.

"Sun-tgp Station Mercury isdeed,” Burl said quietly into his helmet phone.

At that very ingtant adistant globe, perched on a pedestal against thewall away from the rest of the
equipment, flared a brilliant red.

CHAPTER EIGHT
The Vel of Venus

IN AN artificidly congtructed chamber somewhere in the solar system, an intelligent being sat beforea
bank of instruments that was designed to bring to his attention various factors concerning the things that
mattered to his species. This being had been on duty for the average length of time such aduty entailed
and had been paying little conscious attention to the routine— for there had been nothing to report for
sometime.

The drop in channeling from Planet 111 that had occurred some time ago had thus far not caused too
much concern. It was assumed by the other intelligent beings involved that the matter was possibly a
wesgther condition, avolcanic discharge or quite Smply that the planet was in unfavorable orbit. Not all
the stations ever worked s multaneoudy. There were aways some behind the Sun, or blocked in some
other manner. But the main channelswere at work, and the different lines and shifts continued to build up
satisfactorily.

But now something occurred that focused the attention of the watcher more closaly on hisinstruments. A
facet of hispand had flashed acolor at the lowest end of hisvisible spectrum. How the being registered
that color cannot be said; the inhabitants of Planet 111 would have termed it red.

With trained reaction, the watcher activated the full signa. Ingtantly there appeared before hiseyesa
vision of ascene. Therewastheinterior of the mgjor station on Planet 1. 1t was non-functioning, and
there were two strange cregtures turning now to look directly at him. They were bipeds with two armlike
extensons, lumpy objects, clad in bulky white folds. They wore cumbersome helmets and he could see



two eyes shielded benesth thick trangparencies over the face.

One of these creatures raised his arm and there was a puff of steam. Then the vision flashed off, but not
before the trained watcher had activated the crash mechanism.

If the watcher had been closer in space to the station, the destruction would have come quicker.
Unfortunately for him, the speed of light and radio impulsesislimited, so that it was severd minutes
before the destruction impul se reached Planet |.

A short while later, after the guiding beings had digested the news, preparations were made for avessdl
to go sunward to investigate— and remove— the interference.

Burl twisted on hished sharply as hewhirled around to look at the flash of red. Boulton drew hishand
weapon, aimed and fired.

Therewas ajet of steam asthe compressed air blasted the dart from the gun. The glowing globe was
pierced, there was a smal explosion, and then the globe and its pedestal vanished.

"What wasthat?' cried Burl.

Boulton holstered hisgun. "A signd of some kind— awarning probably. My guessisthat it wasan darm
tipping off the remote control masters of this place that it was out of commission. Help me with the photo
stuff; | think wed better get out of here quick!"

Without wasting more time, the two men snapped the scene asfast as the shutterswould click. Then they
picked up the cameras, grabbed their umbrellas and ran for the break in the wall.

Just asthey madetheir first flying legps toward the shielded rocket plane, the globes within the Sun-tap
station started to go off. One after another, like achain reaction, they blew up, and within seconds the
interior of the walled station was aturmoil of faling metals, beams, wires, and sharp transparent shards.

Haines and Ferrati were ready for take-off and puffs of smoke were coming from the exhaust. Without
bothering to take down the plastic Sun-shield, Burl and Boulton tumbled into the cabin. Before the door
was even closed, Haines lifted the ship and headed for the dark depths of the canyon.

Theinsde of the plane was periloudy hot. The shield had been atemporary protection, but even the
ground radiated heet like an oven. They had to seek the cold of the sunless canyon to alow some of the
heat to escape. To have flown directly to the Magellan without cooling the plane would have been
disastrous.

The Magellan emerged from the cold side to meet them. From the heights of space, they saw that they
would not need to bomb the mountain relayer masts— for the same darm that 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.

"Thismust have been their primary gtation,” said Russ thoughtfully. "No matter what they seek to channd
from the Sun on other planets, it isfrom here that the first and strongest diversion of solar energy must
have been coming. This station may have been the last constructed— thefind link put into place. And for
that reason, they ingtdled an darm.”

"Ah," said Lockhart, "even if they did, would it necessarily have destroyed that station? After dl, they
would normally have figured on repairing whatever went wrong.”



"It s;emsto me," said Burl, "that the red flash itsdf didn't Sart the destruction. There was adelay— must
have been several minutes— before it started. Could it be, that what was alerted was awatcher?'

"Where?' said Boulton. "There was no place for awatcher to bein that station. We saw no sign of it."

"Maybe deegp underground?" suggested the engineer, Caton. "They might haveliving quartersafew miles
undernesth.”

"Highly unlikely," said Russ Clyde. "It would still be too hot, and, remember, these people plan to
incinerate Mercury and the inner planets. They must be from the edge of the sysslem. The delay may bea
vauable clueto that. It would take time for aremote control station or another planet to see what was
happening and take steps. If you can figure out exactly how many minutes and seconds el gpsed between
the flashing of the red bulb and the blowup, we could work out the approximeate distance.”

But, unfortunatdly, the time could not be judged that accurately. Neither Burl nor Boulton had had time to
look at hiswatch.

They hung over the cold side of Mercury for several hours more while the two astronomers figured their
next move. When the orbits had been determined, the Magellan turned its massve wide nose away from
the Sun toward a gleaming white disc that dominated the dark skies of outer space. With full power on,
they pushed away from thelittlest planet and began the long fall toward the Sun's second planet, that
which some had considered to be Earth's veiled twin, Venus.

Therewas amétter of thirty million milesto cross, and the crossing would be made fighting the pull of the
Sun al theway.

Caton and his men had spent the wait on Mercury working on the great generators in the powerhouse
nose. They recalibrated the output and corrected it from the records kept during the flight inward. Now
they were confident of its ability to drive the ship away from the Sun. Coming 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 would have been both a crude waste of power and
inaccurate. Ingteed, the ship drove at along dant from the Sun, moving in agently curving orbit that
would bring it onto Venus a the sametimethat Venusitself was moving dong initsorbit. Thisiswhat
they had tried to do before, but without success. Venus travels around the Sun at a speed of about 32
miles per second, and takes about 224.5 days to complete the circuit. From where the Magellan took
off, it would approach and overtake Venus at a speed alittle greater than the 32 miles per second.

The days passed swiftly enough. They had developed the pictures taken in the Mercury station, and the
engineers and astronomers spent long hours debating their features, matching up what they had seen with
what was known about the Andes station.

The shining face of Venus grew larger. It was amysterious planet, the most mysteriousin the system,
even though it was the closest of the planetsto Earth. VVenus was aworld whose atmosphere— of
Earthly depth— was a solid mass of clouds. Never had the clouds lifted to reved the surface. The clouds
reflected the sunlight brilliantly, yet as Burl could now see with the naked eye, parts of it were hazy, asif
mighty ssormswereraising dark particlesfrom below.

"Weve had a couple of prober rockets shot into its surface,” said Russ, as they watched the oncoming
planet. "They didn't prove much— faded out fast, but we think they established its length of day. Nobody
knew how many hoursit took Venusto rotate on its axis. Some even thought it ways presented one
face to the Sun as does Mercury. Othersthought it had aquick day, shorter than Earth's. Othersgaveit a
day amost amonth long.



"Our prober rockets, carrying unmanned instruments, rather definitely indicate that the planet has aday
about twenty Earth-dayslong. Even though it's shielded by the clouds, it must be miserably hot near the
surface.

"WEell soon find out." Burl grinned. "After Mercury, it couldn't be so bad. Maybeit rainsal thetime.”
Russ shrugged. "Who knows?' he said.

Venuswas avast sea of swirling white and gray clouds beneath them when the Magellan reached it.
They hung above the cloud level, while stretching below them lay the circular bowl of velled mystery that
was the fabled evening star of poem and song.

Oberfield was probing the surface with the radiation counters for the Sun-tap distortion. None had been
detected from Earth, but observation of the sunny face of Venus had aways been difficult from the third
planetary orbit. But quickly the dour astronomer proved thefact. A caculation of the planet's abedo—
itsrate of reflected sunlight— showed that in one large centra section there was adimming out.
Somewherein that spot, the light was being diverted.

Lockhart brought the Magellan down gradually, closer, closer, and findly sank it into the soupy
atmosphere of Venus. Now, from every viewplate, nothing reflected but a glare of white mist. But the
ship was not operating blind. Radar pierced the clouds, and from the wide screens the crew could see
that they had not yet touched the surface.

"Watch out for mountains," whispered Russ, hanging over Lockhart's shoulder.

Their progress was dow but steady. The cloud bank around them did not clear, but till glowed gray.
After adescent of nearly two hours, there was aflicker on theradar. It registered no features, no
mountains, nothing but aseemingly flat plain.

Above and around them the white clouds still blanketed everything. But now Burl thought he saw apae
glow. Gradudly the white faded away into wisps and shreds, and in aflash the ship broke out of the
clouds.

They hung beneath agrayish-white Sky. Below them, scarcdly ahdf mile of vighility in misty, thin air, they
saw the surface of Venus. They were over water. An ocean stretched below them asfar asthe eye could
see, with neither arock nor anidand. Venus was awater world!

CHAPTER NINE
The Ocean Primeval

THE MAGELLAN hung in the air while the men studied the surface of thisworld that had so long been a
mystery. The air was not the clear air of Earth; rather, it was the kind that precedes the coming of afog,
thick, heavy with moisture, the horizons fading into gray. Below them lay a mottled expanse of water,
reflecting the gray sky, and verging amost to adeep brown. The water was till, occasiondly stirred by a
dight wave.

"No tides have ever moved these waters,” commented Russ quietly to Burl. "There is no moon to pull
and sway them. The motion of thisworld, so dow in the passage of itsday, hardly disturbs the water."

"It looks shallow to me," said Burl. "The darker sectionslook asif the bottom must be close”

"l imagineitis. Well take soundings," Russ answered. "I have afeding the whole world may belikethis
...onevas,, shalow, swvampy sea. See the scum floating on it?"



"Seeit? Now that you mention it, there's hardly a part that hasn't something oniit.” was Burl'sreply.
"Therere patches of muck al over it, like floating oil, or even drifting masses of weeds."

It wastrue. The water showed on its surface a strange filth unlike anything one would expect on the
surface of aTerrestrid sea. There were wide areas of brownish-gray dime and little floating blobs of
green. Shining flecks of yellow, like bright oil drops, seemed to flow through and between the masses of
scum.

At theradar, Haines began to call out figures. As Russ had guessed, it was ashallow sea. In places, the
bottom was only adozen feet beneath. For awhile, al the men of the crew were quiet, watching the
dlent waters benesth them.

"Unclean, the whole place |looks unclean,” Lockhart said findly. "Weve got work to do. Let'sfind the
Sun-tap station.”

Therest of the crew came to action. The spaceship began to move dowly, while Oberfield and Caton
probed for the lines of force which would lead to the station.

Now along, low bank appeared, aridge of mud protruding above the water. Here and there stretched
other low mud bars, and once aridge of rock.

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

Russ pursed hislips. "I don't think so. From the look of thisworld, life probably isn't developed that far.
Y ou won't find animas until thereisdry land— and I'd guess now that theré's no place on dl Venus
where thereis much dry land. There may befish or fish life, but even that's questionable. Consider— the
long, long day, the absence of violent, unshielded Sun rays, the steady damp warmth, the quiet, barely
moving waters, the heavy amounts of carbon dioxideinthear..."

He paused and went over to Lockhart's chart table to pick up a paper. "Oberfield worked out the
atmosphere. It isvery heavy in carbon dioxide, very low in free oxygen. Thereswater vapor down here,
but the clouds have kept it below; it didn't show up in the outer atmosphere at dl."

"There'sthe Sun-tap base," said Burl, and added as an afterthought, "1 think."

Thisonedid not look at al like the other stations he had seen. There was indeed aringed wall station, but
thewall was low and danted outward. It stood on the end of awide mudbank, and near it veins of rock
glisened asif wet.

The interior machinery was a neat, compact mass of crystaline globes and levers. But the masts and
shining discs which had characterized the stations on Mercury and Earth were missing. Instead, there
floated upon the surface of the water, for amile around, great shining bowls, like huge saucers gently
rocking inthefaint wavelets. Thin, flexible, shining lines of meta connected this surface layout with the
dation.

"With no direct Sun to aim &, this station seemsto be directed toward a nonfocused system of light
diverson,” Lockhart announced. "Thewrecking crew please get under way!"

"I'm going down with you," Russjoined in. "I've gotten permission to take some observations from the
surface.”

"Good," said Burl, and hurried with him down to the centrd floor.

They disembarked in two parties. Haines and Ferrati used the two-man rocket plane and would make a



wide encirclement of the vicinity, mapping and findly blowing up the accumulator discsfloating on the
surface. Burl, Russ, and Boulton took ahelicopter.

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

It moved over the water and finally hung directly over the mudbank. Maneuvering so that the helicopter
was directly in the protected circle of thewalls, Burl and Russ dropped arope ladder and swung down
hand over hand to be the first human beingsto set foot on Venus.

They were lightly dressed, for the temperature was hot, around 110°, and it was humid. No breezes blew
here. They wore shorts and shirts and high-laced leather boots. Each carried two small tanks of oxygen
on hisback. A leather mouth nozzle strapped across the shoul ders guaranteed a steady flow of
breathable air. In their belts were strapped knives and army pistols. Russ carried recording equipment,
and Burl ahatchet.

They dropped off the swaying ladder insde the station. The ground was hard-packed asif the builders
had beaten it down and smoothed it off. The globeswere familiar to Burl— he had studied the pictures of
the two he had dready visited and he redlized that they followed the same general system. Wherethe
mast towers would have been, there were leads running through the plastic walls out acrossthe sea. He
wondered briefly why the walls were curled outward.

Asthe helicopter moved away, the metal weight on the end of the dangling ladder brushed the top of the
wall. There was a crackling noise, and a spark jumped between them.

"Thewall isdectrically charged," said Burl. "l wonder why?'

Russ shook his head. "From thelooks of it, to keep off something. Perhaps somekind of native life. But
what? I'm sure there's nothing of ahighly organized physica structure here.”

Burl found the controls of the gtation, but before touching them, he remembered the darm on Mercury.
"I'd better try to smash thedarm firgt," he called out to Russ.

Findly, Burl located an isolated globe perched on apost, which resembled the one he had briefly
glimpsed on Mercury. Heran hishands over it, feding amild vibration within. Then, a its base, he found
the levers. He moved them and the vibration died out. "I think I've turned it off," he announced. "But
gtand by withagun, just in case.”

Russdrew his pistal, and Burl switched off the main controls of the Sun-tap. A globe or two burst; there
was asort of settling down in the station. Abruptly they felt the heet intensify and knew that the sky was
shining more brilliantly than before. The diversion of the Sun was over for Venus.

The darm globe remained quiet, but Burl took his hatchet and smashed it. Russwas carefully
photographing the station, measuring the distances, and tracing the lines. Overheed, the wide blades of
the helicopter flapped around and around, accompanied by little hissing puffs of rocket smoke. They
could see Boulton looking down at them from thetiny cabin.

Russ was scooping up bits of soil to bring back for analysis when he saw what seemed to be awet patch
on top of thewall. Ashewatched, it spread until it reached the bottom. In aremarkably short time a
whole section of wall was gleaming wet. A patch of damp oiliness spread over thefloor.

"ThisI've got to get asample of," said the rusty-haired astronomer. He reached for asampling bottlein



his pocket, and at the same time the patch of wetness spread to his shoes.

AsRuss stepped forward, there was asucking sound, and he lifted a thick gummy mass that was stuck
to hissole. He shook hisfoot, set it down, and lifted the other, but it, too, wasimbedded in thick dime.
The stuff now was running up hisankle.

"Hey!" he caled out, and swung one foot vigoroudy to freeit. More swiftly that he could move, the
whole patch did down the wall and swept around him. It was moving up hislegs, asif trying to envelope
him.

"It'saivel" he shouted, and grabbed for the knifein hisbelt. In vain hetried to dash out. "It'slike agiant
amoebathat engulfsitsfood! Get it off me!”

But the knife was ineffective. Hefired his pistol, but the thing was just avast wide puddle of dime,
without brain, heart or organ that could be harmed. The soles of Russ's boots were aready half esten
away and his socks were going fast. Some of it was touching the skin of hisknees.

He screamed as the stuff burned him.

Burl had joined the attack with hisknife, but leaped back when that proved useless. Hismind raced for a
way to help. Above them, Boulton was swinging the helicopter down so Russ could hoist himself out of
harms way, but time would not permit it. In another instant the mass would have Russ.

Burl grabbed at the straps crossing his shoulder and swung the two oxygen tanks from his back. He
snatched one from itsleather holster, and pointed its nozzle a the mass of dime. He turned the stream of
oxygen on, and then, taking his pistal, held its muzzlein the jet of oxygen and fired it.

Theroar of the gun was matched by the roar of astream of fire that shot from the tank. Wherever the
burning jet of oxygen touched, the mass shriveled and blackened. Y ards and yards of amoeba seemed to
writhe, hump upward in agony, and pull away.

Therewasaring of burned white along the ground, asickening smell in the air, but the thing was dead.

Russdll Clyde grabbed the ladder asit swung toward him, and climbed up. The soles of his boots were
gone and the sides were strings of raw, half-eaten leather. Hislegs and knees bore ugly patches of red
where the dime had touched.

"Well done!" caled Boulton to Burl from the cabin. " Come on up before something else comes dong!™

Burl grabbed the ladder. He took two steps on the swaying, swinging rope as the helicopter started to
climb and suddenly hefelt himsdf losing strength. He become dizzy and tried to hold on, but began to
lose consciousness. Dimly he heard Boulton yell a him, "The oxygen, the other tank, turnit on!”

The second tank was still dangling from his chest.

Fighting for consciousness, Burl twisted the nozzle. Therewas ahissand hefdt air blow againgt him.
Miraculoudly, his senses cleared, and holding the oxygen tank tight against him, he climbed up the ladder
and into the safety of the helicopter.

CHAPTER TEN
The Dying Planet
RUSSELL CLY DE was confined to his bunk during the next four days, hisfeet wrapped in bandages



and ointment. Fortunately the digestive juices of the Venusian amoeba had only just begun their attack
upon the skin after eating through the footgear. Except for some painful blisters and rawness, his
condition was not serious.

The little stateroom was cramped, containing asit did two bunks, one above the other, like the cabin of a
liner. What with acouple of built-in lockersfor clothes, and a bolted-down chair and areading lamp, it
was not a place to spend any more time than necessary. The lack of awindow added to the inhospitality
of the room. But Burl had accepted long ago the fact that a spaceship could not yet be considered a
luxury liner. Intime, the A-G drive would permit such things, but the Magellan was an experimental
vessd turned by emergency into awarship.

During those four days, Burl spent most of histime with Russ, getting to know him better, and talking
about the trip. The young astronomer was not at al chagrined by his misadventure. In fact, thewhole
experience had him quite buoyed up.

"What awonderful placefor biologiststo study! Venuswill be aMeccafor scientific learning!”

"But not for anything else, | don't think," said Burl. "Anyway, werein for another experience now. Mars
isour next god. What'sit like?"

Russ put his hands behind his head and looked up at the bottom of the bunk above him. "We can see
Marswell enough; there's no cloud blanket and the atmosphere is thin but clear. Y ou've seen the photos
and the colored sketches?"

"I've seen it from our viewplates, but so far it'sjust atiny, red disc. We're about at Earth's orbit now,
even though Earth is many millions of milesaway from us. Marsistill aout fifty million milesfurther, but
were gaining speed quite rapidly and Lockhart thinks well make it soon enough.” Burl picked up one of
the books from the ship's library and started to thumb through it to locate a color chart of the planet.

Russ waved ahand. "Y ou don't have to show me. I've studied Mars by telescope so often | know it by
heart. It's mostly asort of light, reddish-tan, akind of pale russet. Wethink that's desert. There are some
farly large sectionsthat are bluish-green— at least in the Martian summers. In their winters these sections
fade very grestly."

"That's vegetation,” Burl brokein. "It must be! Everybody agreesit actslikeit. And there arethe white
polar caps, too."

"Y ou can tell which season iswhich by the size of the polar ice cgps. When oneis big, the other isalmost
gone. Then thereésthe problem of the cands...”

"Do you believein them?' asked Burl. "The books disagree. Some think they're redl— even say they
look asif they had been built by intelligent beings asirrigation channelsto take the melting waters of the
poles down to the fertile lands. But other astronomers claim they can't see them— or that they're
illusions, series of cracks, or lines of dark dust blown by winds."

"Persondly, I've cometo believein them,” Russ argued. "They've been photographed— something is
there. They're very faint, spidery lines, but they certainly are straight and regular. Well find out soon

enough.”

Find out they did. Russwas up and about and the normal life of the ship resumed. During their passage of
Earth's orbit, they had managed to raise the United States on the ship'sradio. For three days they were
able to converse with their home base. They exchanged news and data, transmitted back al they had
learned and eagerly asked for news.



The men of the crew had the chance to send messages home, and Burl even talked briefly with hisfather.
There had been an important discovery made on Earth.

Thelines of force had findly been traced. The digtortionsvisible on Mars, aswell asthe onefrom
Mercury beforeits cutoff, had been worked out directionally. There was no doubt that aline of force had
been channeled outward to apoint in space that now proved to be that of a planet. The planet was

Futo.

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

"Pluto! Why, that'sthe end of the line! The mogt distant planet,” said Oberfield, shocked. "Well haveto
go there— dl theway!"

That fact sobered everyone. It meant the trip must last many times longer than anyone had expected. But
they were aband of men who had achieved great things— they had managed so far to work together in
harmony, and they felt that since they had conquered two planets— what were afew more?

Marsgradualy grew larger on their telescopic viewers asthe Magellan fell onward through space, riding
the beam of gravity that waslike a pulling rope to them. The dow down and reverse was made in good
order— the sphere swinging around, readjusting, and the grest, driving Zeta-ring generators now pushing
and braking.

Then one wake period, Russ and Burl went to the telescope and trained it again on the oncoming planet.
The now large disc of the ruddy world sivung onto the screen. It looked strange, not at al like the
drawings.

Burl had never seen it through Terrestria telescopes, but he sensed something was wrong. He redized
suddenly, "Both poles are enlarged! 1t'swinter on both hemispheres! And that'simpossiblel”

Y et it was s0. Both the Martian ice caps were present and both extended down the northern and
southern hemispheres of the world. The men stared in sllence.

Sowly Russtried to figureit out, "The greenish-blue areas can scarcely be seen. Where they should be,
therere darker patches of brown, againgt the yellowish-red that now seemsto be the desert aress. It
seemsto be winter on both sides and it looks bad. It looksto me asif Mars were afast-dying world."

Burl squinted hiseyes. "Yet | seethe cands. The draight linesare dill visble— see?!
Russ nodded. "They'rered. But what's happened?'

Indeed, the planet seemed blighted. "It'sthe Sun-tap,” Burl decided. "We should have realized what it
would do."

"Remember Earth the week it was working? The temperature fell several degrees, began to damage
crops? Remember how it snowed in places where snow had never fallen in July? Remember the
predictions of disaster for crops, of danger from winter snowsif the drop continued?!

Russwent on in his careful, explanatory way. "And for Marsit has continued. Mars was aways colder
than Earth; life there must have been far more precarioudy baanced. During the day, on the Martian
equator in midsummer, the highest temperature is not likely to be more than 70° or 80°; and at night,
even then, it would fall below freezing. Vegetation on Mars must have been hardy in the best of times,
and life carried on under grest difficulties.



"Now the margin of warmth and light has been cut. It has been just enough to keep both polar caps
frozen, to prevent water from reaching the fertile regions, and the cold has advanced enough to bar the
growth and regeneration of plant life. If the Sun-tapping on Marsis not stopped, dl lifethere will die out,
and it will be a permanently dead world forever."

The news spread throughout the crew and there was afedling of anger and urgency. Nobody knew what
lived on Mars, yet the subject of Mars and Martians had alwaysintrigued the imaginations of people on
Earth. Now, to hear that the unknown enemy had nearly dain aneighboring world brought home vividly
just what would aso have been the fate of Earth.

The day finally came when the big spaceship did into an orbit about the ruddy planet. It circled just
outside the atmospheric level while the men aboard studied the surface for its secrets.

Marswasindeed inhabited. Thisfact was borne home by the cands and the very evident artificid nature
of their congtruction. They could see clearly through their telescopes that there was an intricate global
network of pipdines, pumping stations, and irrigation viaducts from pole to pole. They also saw that at
the intersections of the canals were dark sections crisscrossed with thin blobs of gray and black which
proved under the telescopesto be clusters of buildings. There were citieson Mars, linked by the
waterway’s.

They saw no aircraft. They detected no railroad lines or roadways beyond the canaways themsealves.
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 aflicker of dark
green here and there showed where some faint irrigation still got through.

They saw a0 that there were lines of-white, which had not been visible before. Snow was gathering in
low spots, and the planet was freezing up.

Thelines of solar distortion were strong, and they traced them to their point of concentration. The point
was not some isolated spot far in adesert, away from Martian investigation. To the amazement of the
men, the location of the Sun-tap station was actudly within aMartian city!

"Do you suppose," Lockhart queried the others, "that the Martians themsalves are the builders of this
setup— that thisisther project— that they are the criminals and not the victims?”

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 arace that
hed attained a high level of engineering ability— tolerateits continual existence?

Asthe ship descended, they saw the city emerge. It consisted of hundreds of gray mounds— buildings
laid out in the form of neat hemispherica structures, like skyscraper igloos, with rows of circular
windows. Each building was like the next, and they fitted together in aseries of greet circles, radiating
outward from the meeting spot of the cands, The explorer crew waited at the ship's rocket launchersfor
an attack. Thetall of the teardrop housed the built-in armament— the rocket tubes which could send
forth destruction to an enemy. But though Haines sat with hisfinger on the launcher button, no aircraft
rose to meet them from the city below. No guns barked at them. No panic Sarted in the streets.

They could seetiny dots of living beings moving about, but no sign of aarm, no evidence that they had
been noticed.

Even here, at the equator, there were stresks of white snow in the streets and rings of rime along the
bases of the buildings.



Directly below them lay the Sun-tap station. Thelines converged here, and the rings of distortion could
be seen in the atmosphere, causing the city to flicker asif from the presence of invisible waves.

Then they saw the masts and their shining accumulators projecting about a cleared spot near the outskirts
of the city. The customary walled ring and the open machinery were not visble.

"The Sun-tap station is under the city!" said Lockhart, shocked. "It's been built beneath the streets
somewhere, and the Martians walk around above it and | et the masts alone! They must be the builders!™

"If so, why arethey killing themsalves?' Burl couldn't seethe sense of it. "And if they have reasons, then
why don't they defend it? They were derted while we were on Mercury. They must have spaceshipsif
they are the enemy. Where are they?!

The ground was now but afew hundred feet below them, and till no one paid the strange ship hanging in
the sky any attention. While the crew stood with bated bregth, Lockhart brought the ship down and
down, until it cameto rest barely fifty feet above an intersection. Thereit hung, nearly touching the roofs,
and wasignored.

The shining masts of the Sun-tap station continued to gleam, following thetiny bright Suninits course
through the dark blue of the sky. One of the two smal Martian moons was climbing upward aong the
horizon. The canals beyond were dark lines of conduit, through which no life-giving waters flowed. And
the Martians did nothing.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
MartiansDon't Care

| DON'T likethelooksof thisat dl,” said Lockhart finally. "1 suspect atrap. Y et welve got to land and
get at that base. I'm going to take the ship out into the desert beyond the city and let a scouting squad go
infirg."

The Magelan lifted back into the sky, then moved out over the ocher wasteland that was the barren
desert of thered planet. Sowly the ship dropped again until its pointed nether end hung about twenty feet
above the cold shale and time-worn sand.

Captain Boulton and Ferrati were selected to do the initid survey. Burl and Haines helped them climb
through the packed spaces of the outer hold. The jegp was swung out to the lowermost cargo port, and
the spaceship's cargo derrick lowered the compact army vehicle to the ground.

The two scouts then put on dtitude suits with oxygen masks, dung walkie-talkies about their chests, took
light carbinesin hand and pistalsin belts and went down the rope ladder from the cargo port. They
climbed into the sturdy jeep with its specialy-designed carburetor and pressurized engine. The vehicle
had been prepared to operate in the light atmosphere of Mars, asthin asthe air on aHimaayan
mountaintop, and low in free oxygen.

Burl and Haines, clad in pressure suits themselves, sat in the open port and watched the jeep set off. The
engine kicked over and barked afew timesin the strange air. Then Boulton at the whed threw in the
clutch, stepped on the gas, and the squt little car, painted in Air Force blue, rolled off over theflat rocky
surface, kicking up alight cloud of sand asit went.

OnHainesslap sat awalkie-takie. Boulton and Ferrati kept up arunning commentary as they
approached the city. Ferrati described the ground and the appearance of the oncoming city.



The jeep was now asmal object merging with the dark mounds of the city's outermost buildings. "We
haven't met any Martiansyet," came Farrdi'svoice. "Apparently they aren't interested in investigating us
even now. And here we arerolling right up to the city limits." There was apause.

The walkie-talkie emitted a series of squeaks and squawks, and Ferrati's voice came through now with
digtortion. "We're crossing the city limits— theré'sasort of hard, plastic pavement that begins at the very
edge. Now were going down an intersection between the buildings.”

The squawks became increasingly louder. They could hear only aword or two. Haines asked whether he
was getting through to them, but he could not make out an answer because of the racket.

"It'sthe Sun-tap station. It's generating distortion. Well haveto wait until they return,” said Burl.

Haines nodded and turned off the set which had begun to utter ear-piercing howls. The two men waited
quietly for about half an hour. Only aphone call from the curious men in the control room interrupted
their vigil.

Then findly Burl spotted alittle cloud of dust on the horizon. "There they are!™

The two men stood up asthe little jeep made its way back over the desert to the ship. Asit drew closer,
they saw athird occupant sitting in the back with Ferrati. Haines opened the walkie-talkie. "Wait till you
seethisfdlow,” Ferrati's comment came through.

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

The creaturein the back of the jeep was aMartian. They stared in fascination. It was about three feet
long with asmall, ova-shaped head and two very large, many-faceted eyes. A small, beaklike mouth and
short, stubby antennae completed its face. The head was attached by a short neck to abody that
consisted of three oval masses joined together by narrow belts, much like the joints of an insect. A pair of
arms, ending in long three-fingered hands, grew from the first segment. A set of long, thin legs grew out of
each of the two other segments. A glistening grayish-blue shell, its skin, covered it from head to foot.

At the moment, this particular Martian wastightly restrained by a strong nylon net, and was obvioudy the
captive of the two explorers.

"Why, it lookslikeagiant insect!" exclaimed Burl.
"Morelikeakind of lobgter," was Ferrati's answer. "But thisisit. Thisis one of the city dwellers.”

Lockhart shook hishead. "I don't like this. We shouldn't do anything to antagonize the Martians. Taking
one prisoner like this may be abad first move."

Boulton stepped out of the jeep. "There wasn't anything else we could do. Besides, who said that
Martians were ever our friends?"

"We got into the city," he went on, "and drove around the Streets. There were plenty of these fellows
around, going about their business. Hundreds of ‘em. Do you think they stopped to look at us? Do you
think they were curious? Do you think they talked to us? Called the police? Did anything at al?

"No," he answered himsdlf. "They just walked around us asif we were astick of something in theway.
They don't say anything to each other. They just go on about their affairs, dragging things, carrying food,
herding young ones, and not adarn word.



"They looked at us, and didn't even act asif they saw us. When we stopped one, it squirmed out of our
grasp and walked away. Finaly we took thisfellow, smply grabbed him off the stret, tied him up,
stuffed him in the jeep and kidnaped him. And do you think anybody cared or turned in an darm or tried
to hep him?No!"

Lockhart looked at the prisoner amoment. The Martian stared at him out of his unwinking multiple eyes.
"Areyou sure these are the engineers of the canals, the builders?’

Boulton nodded. " Definitely. We saw some of them at work. They were repairing ahouse and they used
tools and fire. They have machines, and they use them. They've got their city working and well laid out,
but I don't know how they do it. They must communicate in some way, but they act asif they had been
drilled in their jobs and were going through an elaborate and complicated pantomime. Even the young
don't utter a peep.”

Lockhart stepped back abit. "Untie thisfellow. Let's see what he does.”

When the Martian had been rel eased from the envel oping net, it made no effort to communicate. It turned
dowly around, alittle wobbly at first, and wandered off, paying no attention to the men, the ship, or the
jeep. Then it started walking at arapid pace. The men watched asit trotted into the desert— away from
the city! It seemed to wander around asif lost, and then set out in another direction, but till one that
would not tekeit to the city which was quite plainly in view.

The Martian disgppeared from view behind a series of smal hummocks, still bound for nowhere.

The men werelogt in amazement. Russdll Clyde uttered alow whistle. "Burl'sright. It must be asort of
insect.”

"Thiswhole civilization seemsto beinsectlike, if you ask me" said Burl. "It'slike ahuge anthill, or abig
beehive. It seems complicated, and the creatures go through complex activities, and dl thetimeit's
something they were born with."

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

"And, individudly, they haven't inteligence," Clyde added. "That one— the one you took away from his
work— plainly islost. He doesn't know how to go about getting back. He has no curiosity about us... he
may not even have much of abrain. Individual ants have no brain— only a sort of centra nerve center.
Collectively, they perform wonders; individudly, they are quite hel pless™

Lockhart interrupted the discussion. "Well, then, let's get on with it. Obvioudy, the Sun-tap builders
placed their station in this city because it was a safe spot, protected by the Martians themselves, and
because the Martians would never think to interfere with them. So you men can go back, take your stuff,
dig out the station and put it out of commission. Get going.”

Haines and Burl climbed into the jegp with Boulton and Ferrati. Russdll Clyde ingsted on joining them,
and Lockhart gave his consent. Off they went, rumbling over the sand toward the city of ingtinct.

Burl was excited and curious about the Martians. They presented a strange mixture of contradictions.
"How," he asked Russ, "could they have built aworldwide network of canal's, set up pumping stations,
laid out plantations, mastered hydraulic and power engineering, if they are mere creatures of ingtinct?
Surdly there must be brainy ones somewhere? A thinker species?’



"Not necessarily,” said Russ. "Remember, these creatures are operating without opposition— they are
redly the highest type of life here. The need to conserve water and continue their hive life forced them to
learn apractical kind of engineering. Nobody knows how the ants and bees formed their complex

soci eties— there are none among them with any larger brains than the rest, and they do not talk. But
somehow ants and bees communicate and somehow they act asamass. Figure it on aworld-wide scale,
driven by the thresat of their world drying up, and these creatures built up amechanicd civilization to meet
it. But it also accounts for why they have never flown, not through the air and not through space, why
they haven't attempted radio communication with Earth, and why they don't understand what the Sun-tap
dation isdoing to them. Their world isbeing killed, and they literdly haven't the brainsto understand it.”

They reached the city. All about was asilent hustle and bustle of enigmatic, shining, shelled creatures.
Superficidly, it looked like an intelligent civilization. There were wheded carts driven by some sort of
steam generator. Steam-driven engines ran factories.

The Martians made way for the jeep with unconcern. Never had they seen crestures aslarge as
themsalvesthat were not of their own kind on hive business. Hence, none such could exist. Thiswasa
world totally without individuaism, acivilization without a spoken language, without names, without
banners. Wherever or however the mass knowledge was located or transmitted, no individua of another
species could ever hope to know. It would be forever as remote from human explorers as the farthest
dar on the farthest galaxy.

They drove to where the Sun-tap masts rose from the ground. The men parked the jeep out of the way
of the silent traffic, climbed out and walked into the rounded door of a building. Its architecture was not
likethat of the other buildings. Insde the chambers were dark.

"These crestures have no lights," remarked Boulton. "They must use their federsindoors.”

"Ah, but look," said Burl, reaching out ahand to alittle globe set on apolein the floor. He touched it and
the globe lighted up. "The Sun-tap builders needed light and put in their own fixtures here. | recognize
their syle”

The five men followed ahdlway that doped down into the ground, and came out into alarge
underground cellar— severa hundred feet wide. It was the Sun-tap station. There were the now-familiar
globes and rods, the force fields, the controls, the pedestals and the ends of the rotating masts.

They made their recordings, and Burl got ready to turn off the station. Ferrati and Haines uncrated a
small, tactica aomic bomb they had carried with them— one of the smallest perfected by the Army
during the past half dozen years. They laid it down in the center of the equipment and set thetimer for a
half hour away.

Boulton found the darm globe and prepared to blow it up. Then Burl took the control pandl and
switched off the gtation. They heard the thud of a crumbling mast. Boulton fired a shot into the darm
globe which had begun to turn red. It smashed.

"All right, men," snapped Haines, "let'sgo!”
Asthey moved toward the exit, Boulton hesitated. "Hey," he said, "theré's one globe till in action!”

The othersturned in time to see Boulton stride over to avery small globe which was glowing paeyelow
agang thewadl near the doorway.

The Marine captain drew his pistol, aimed and fired. The globe burt, but asit did so, aleve bolt of
yelow light shot back along the path of the bullet. For asplit second, Boulton was outlined in yellow fire.



Therewasaflash likelightning.

Each man reached for hisweapons, but the underground station remained dark and dead. Their
flashlights turned on Boulton, The stocky Marine was lying on the ground.

They ranto him. "He'sdivel" cried Haines, as he saw that Boulton was il breething, his bresth whistling
back and forth through the oxygen mask. Quickly Haines examined him. "His heart'sdl right. HEs just
been knocked unconscious.”

Ferrati and Haines picked up the captain by hisarms and legs. Though he would have been heavy on
Earth, hisweight on Marswas very dight, and each man knew he was capable of carrying greeat loads
with his Earth-attuned muscles. Then, in singlefile, they |eft the cdllar and came out of the doorway of the
building.

Asthey emerged they were stopped short. Surrounding them was a tremendous and growing crowd of
Martians. A solid wall of shell-like faces stared a them, and asmall forest of short antennae waved and
flickered in greet agitation.

Asthey pushed their way with great difficulty toward the jeep, the crowd began to sway, asif in anger.
Now, for thefirst time, they heard the creatures make anoise— a sort of humming and buzzing like
angered bees.

"They see usnow," muttered Haines. "'l don' likeit."

"The Sun-tap buildersdid it,” said Burl. "They must have booby-trapped the place againgt intruders. The
globe that got Boulton must have set off some sort of vibration that enrages these creatures. And it looks
asif werethevictims.”

Asthey reached their jeep, the encircling mass of Martians moved forward. The humming roseto a
higher pitch, and then the mob, with the berserk ferocity of aswarm of bees, lunged toward them.

CHAPTER TWELVE
At Rope'sEnd

WITH BOULTON lying acrossthe back seet, the four men acted smultaneoudy. Thinking only of
sdf-defense, they drew their pistols and fired point-blank into the monsters attacking them. Asthe men
emptied their guns, the Martiansin front sumbled, fell, rolled over, or began to run amlesdy asthe heavy
dugstore through them.

They were not easy to kill— which was to be expected of crestures without much of acentral
consciousness— but on the other hand, once struck or injured, they seemed to |ose contact with their
felows and to act wholly without direction. They plunged wildly into each other, and beforethe menin
the jeep had finished their barrage, the clearing was amilling, confused mob. Body clashed against bodly,
legs scrambled under legs, and the angry buzz was now lost amid the clattering and banging of shell
agang shell.

Haines did into the front seat behind the steering whedl, stepped on the gas, and drove toward a
momentary gap in the mob. The jegp tore through, raced around the corner, and headed down an empty
street. Crouching in the back, Burl, Russ, and Ferrati hastily rel oaded.

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



Asthey bumped along, they noticed that the Martians who came within fifty feet of their jeep suddenly
stopped whatever they were doing and turned toward them, hogtile. They were like astick drawn along
among bees— asthey traveled they left fury in their wake.

"It must be Boulton," Russ yelled to Burl above the roar of their passage. "He must be charged with the
irritating vibration.”

Burl nodded as he looked back. The Martians had started after them on foot, and could lope fast when
they wanted to. "They've got some sort of organized action going,” he called to Haines. "'l think it's steam
cartd"

"The mass mind caught on fast,” said Russ. "And look! They're warned in advance now!"

They were nearing the edge of the city, and looming before them, blocking their right-of-way, were two
steam carts— big ones carrying alarge number of Martians. They were holding metallic rods and
ingrumentsin their hand-members.

Ferrati opened achest built againgt the back of the seat and took out alight machine gun. Climbing into
the front, next to Haines, he kneeled down behind the windshield, raised the gun, and blazed away.

The steam carts suddenly swerved, one &fter the other, ran wildly into the sde of abuilding, and turned
over. The jeep roared past them, raced across the last hundred feet of city paving and out onto the
desert. Haines had to dow down to navigate safely the uneven layers of barren soil, rock and sand. Burl
holstered his gun and reached across for one of the abandoned walkie-talkies.

In the excitement of their exit, none had noticed the change in the Martian scenery. But now it occurred
to Burl that the day was ditinctly lighter, and he fancied the Sun— amdl though it was— felt warmer.
The Sun-tap demolished, this was to be expected, and by the same token, radio communication should
now be practical.

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

Asthey drew nearer the Magellan, the great spa ship lowered toward the ground and let down its
grapples and ladders. Burl saw that there was no timeto belogt. A stream of Martians and steam carts
was pouring out of the city on thelr trall.

They reached the spaceship and dammed to ahdt. The men legped out. Burl and Russlifted Boulton's
unconscious body from the jegp and, between them, managed to hoist him awkwardly up the dangling
rope ladder.

The others hooked grapples onto the jeep, and when it was secure, legped for safety themselves.

Asthefirg of the Martian steam carts was dmost on them, the Magellan lifted into theair. It rose high
above the surface and swung off into the desert. The Martians drew to ahalt. Burl, looking down from
the doorway of the cargo hatch, could see them milling aimlesdy around. None, he noticed, even glanced
up. Air flight, gpparently, was an inconceivable phenomenon to them.

After the jeep had been pulled into the cargo hold and secured, the outer ports were sealed. When
everyone was safely in the inner sphere, the Magellan drew away from Mars and started on the next lap
of itslong mission.

Boulton was carefully examined. Nothing could be made of his condition. He seemed to bear no physica
hurt, although he dept on. He was placed in hisbunk, normal, dormant.



The life of the spaceship resumed, for the time being, without him. The next port of cal was Jupiter, and
that presented problems of its own. Between Mars and Jupiter was the great asteroid belt, aregion of
many thousands of tiny planetoids, ranging in Sze from worldlets of two or three hundred milesin
diameter down to rocks the size of footballs. "The debris of an exploded planet,” was the comment Russ
madeto Burl. "That's the most likely explanation. Anyway," he added, "there ssemsto be no Sun-tap
gtation on any of them. The next one is beyond the asteroids, in Jupiter's orbit.”

During the next few days, Lockhart and the two astrogators were busy working out arather complex
maneuver, which consisted of having the ship jump over the asteroid belt rather than travel directly
through it. While the orbits of thousands of the larger asteroids had been charted, there were thousands
more 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 dl of them wasimpossbly timeconsuming.

What the Magellan did was to depart from the plane of the ecliptic, that level around the Sun to which dl
the planets generally adhere, and to draw outward so asto avoid the path of the asteroids, then to come
back in onto the orbit and plane of Jupiter. Thisinvolved sometricky work with the various gravitational
lines, using Mars and the Sun for repulsion and certain stars for attraction.

There were quite anumber of gravity shifts, and during this period no one could be quite surewhat his
weight would be from one moment to another. There were severa periods of zero gravity, when the
crew memberswould float and face the complex annoyances of asteady feding of freefdl. Burl, after a
couple of such sessions, got the hang of it rather comfortably.

Lockhart looked at him oddly and smiled. "Glad to know it. | may have atask for you soon, then.”

Others found the weightless conditions not so bearable. One of the engineering crew, Detmar, had to be
hospitaized. What he had resembled severe seasickness. Oberfield also experienced moments of acute

UpSet.

Boulton's condition did not change. Once or twice he stirred dightly in his deep, and seemed to murmur
something, but then he would lgpse back into his coma. Fortunately he did not resst food, and did
swdlow liquidsforced into his mouth.

Except for one or two rare intervals, communication with Earth had ceased. Besides, the mother world
was now moving away from them and would pass behind the Sun. Effortsto obtain medica advicefor
Boulton proved futile.

After they had passed the orbital line of the asteriods and had rearranged their drive so that they were
faling fredly toward Jupiter, Lockhart called the exploring crew together. "I've got ajob for you men,” he
announced.

Haines, Ferrati, and Burl gathered about the control board to listen. They were restlessfor something to
do— plansfor the Jupiter landing could not be made until they knew what the Situation was going to be,
for it would be one thing if the station were located on that giant planet itsdf, another if on one of its
satellites.

The colond wasted no time. "While you were on Mars and we were waiting for you, | took the
opportunity to examine the outer shell of this ship. Y ou know, of course, that we are congtantly being
bombarded by cosmic dust, the micrometeorites that aways prove troublesome to the Earth satellites
and space platforms. The ship has been fortunate in that it has not been struck by any meteoric matter of
Sze, but we have been peppered heavily by dust particles. Asaresult, the outer shell of our shipis pitted
in some spots, and in severa placesworn perhaps dangeroudy thin. | don't mean to imply that there are
going to be any holes very soon, but | think that there are some parts which we should reinforce or



patch.”
When he stopped for breath, Burl broke in. ™Y ou mean you want usto work on the outer shell?!

Lockhart nodded. " Someone hasto do it, and during flights you men are the deck crew. So it'sgoing to
be your baby. | am going to keep the ship on freefal for the next severd periods and this should make it
smpler for you to go outside, in space suits, and do the job.”

The next hour saw al three hard at work. Dressed in heavy, sealed, warmed outer-space ouitfits, wearing
meta bowl-like helmets with seded glassfronts, and drawing oxygen from tanks strapped on their backs,
the three men |eft the inner sphere and emerged on the outer surface of the Magel lan.

Burl found it aweird and awesome experience. There was no gravitationa drag, so that even ashe
stepped through the exit port, the scene shifted until he seemed to be standing on metd ground, looking
upward at thousands and tens of thousands of slent white stars. Nothing moved— except, of course, the
space-suited bodies of the two men aready haf out of sight and looking not quite human. Therewas no
sound save that of hisown breath and the faint hum of the radio phone tucked in his helmet.

Hewasfirmly attached to the ship by along nylon rope which he hooked to rings set on the outer shell.
He made hisway toward the wide rounded nose of the ship. In one hand he carried abucket of aliquid
plastic resembling tar in thickness and consistency. With abrush in the other hand he would stop— held
to the surface by magnetic soles— and smear the plagtic protective surfacing over thelittle pitsand
pockmarks that now marred the surface of the once spotless ship. The work was not hard, and shortly
became aroutine which he found did not require much concentration.

It was dip and smear, in asteady rhythmic motion. Haines was working out of sight on a more complex
repair job which involved welding a sheet of metal over abadly beaten and sprung section. Ferrati was
on the opposite side of the ship.

As heworked, Burl watched the stars, and every now and then was rewarded by the sight of amoving
spark of light— an asteroid or meteor. He could see mighty Jupiter ahead— awide disc of white and
ydlow, faintly belted with gray and pae blue bands. The famous red spot was not visible. Four of the
planet's twelve attendant satellites strung out dongside it, and he recognized them asthe big ones
discovered by Galileo with hisfirst telescope: 10, Europa, Ganymede, 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
Russdll Clyde could probably pick them out now by telescopic sightings.

Burl could hear in hisradio the sound of someone whistling softly, and supposed it was Ferrati. There
was ashort cut-in as Lockhart caled atime-shift on the generd intercom. A brief exchange followed
between Caton in the Zeta-ring chamber of the ship's nose and the colonel, with the information that
Caton was coming down into theliving section.

Then, after abrief period of silence, Burl heard a series of odd noises on his phones, something went
bump, and the sound faded. He was now on the nose of the ship itself, the wide mushrooming surface
beneath hisfeet, and Jupiter high over his head. Bending over, about to smear adab of plastic on atiny
pitted mark, he suddenly felt himsalf gripped and pulled.

Caught by surprise, hejerked upward, the brush flying from hishand and sailing into the sky. His shoes
clung momentarily to the surface, but their magnetic grip was too weak, and they loosened. He kicked
out wildly, falling away into the emptiness of outer space— a space which had amoment ago been asky
and had suddenly turned into a bottomless pit.

Hefell backward, seized momentarily by terror. He was brought up short by hisrope. It held, and he



grabbed it and hung on.

Something had changed. Somebody had atered the ship's drive. The ship was no longer on freefal; it
was on gravity drive— and going backward! Not driving toward Jupiter under added accel eration, but
fighting to reduceitsfal, to sop itsdrive, to fly away from Jupiter!

In his earphones there was ajumble of sounds. He heard Ferrati yelling and redlized that he, too, must be
faling away from the ship, saved only by arope. And the voice of Haines— plastered flat against the
surface, the ship driving upward against him.

V ague noises emanated from the control room. Evidently no one was at the commander's mike. He
cdledintoit, adding his voiceto those of his comrades.

After severa agonizing minutes, avoice came over theradio. It was Russell Clyde'sand it was excited
and angry. "Hold on out there aslong as you can! Lockhart's been knocked unconscious! We're trying to
get into the engine room and take back control!”

Perplexed, Burl shouted, "Who's in the engine room? Take control from whom?'

There was another pause as he heard sounds of pounding, asif someone were trying to hammer open a
meta panel. Then Russs voice came on again. "It's Boulton! He came to suddenly, sneaked up here,
knocked out the commander, and climbed up into the Zeta-ring chamber! Caton was down below— and
Boulton's locked the trap door and is running the drive. He's reversed our route, away from Jupiter, and
into outer space! Boulton's gpparently gone crazy! And we can't get in to stop him!"

Burl, suspended over an abyss, clung to the end of thetat, thin nylon line, asthe ship pulled him
helplesdy aong into the uncharted depths of infinity, with amadman at the controls.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
ThePole of Callisto

BURL SURVEYED his position. Judging from the gpparent weight of his body, Boulton was
decderating the ship at alittle less than one gravity. The nylon cord was hooked into a bolt near the
center of the ship. 1t would be possible for Burl to climb up it and reach afirmer grip on the outside shell.

Therewas no timeto be lost. Anincreasein the ship's speed might increase hisweight several timesover.
He began to climb back, reding in the rope, pulling himsdlf up hand over hand, just as he had done many
timesin the gymnasium of his high school back home.

Halfway up, Clyde's voice came on his helmet phones. "Will al members of the crew report their present
positionsto me? Haines?'

He cdled each man's name, beginning with the three outside. Haines and Ferrati were clinging to the
surface, on the far— now forward— end of the ship. Therest of the crew was somewherein theliving
sphere. Lockhart was till unconscious. Burl could hear the faint sounds of a discussion in the control
room, and aso thumps as Caton and Shea continued to try to break open the entry to the generator
chambers.

Then Russ spoke again. "Burl, it looks asif you're elected. Y ou seem to be the only onein the right
place. There's a hatchway into the nose of the ship from the outside. It'sjust below the centra circle. Can
you seeit? How closeareyou to it?"

Burl was amogt at the surface now. The circular inset ring that marked the hatchway entry port wasa



few feet from where his rope was hooked. He described it to Russ.

"Can you reach it without losing your grip? If you can, do you think you can open it?' cametheradio
voice quickly.

Burl reached the surface and grasped the hook. He studied the circular panel carefully. "1 canreachit all
right. Therésaholder hook aongsideit. But what will | do when | get there?!

"Openit," Russordered brusquely. "It unscrews from either sde. There's a short lock space between the
outer shell and theinner shieding of the generator chamber. Get ingde and sedl the door after you. From
there you can work your way into the emergency nose door to the engines. Keep your suit on. Whilethe
generators are shielded, theré's no telling what Boulton may have done. The suit will give you some
protection.

"After you go through the door, it's up to you. Boulton will bethere. Y ou'll have to stop him, somehow.
Caton saysif you can find the tool kit you may be able to get awrench to use as awegpon. If you can
get through without his seeing you and open the trap door to us, well do the rest. But it depends on
you."

Burl bit hislip. "Okay. Here| go." There was no question of argument. Everyone'slifewas at stake, and
he happened to be in the strategic position.

He swung over to the pand, hooked hisfoot under the handgrip and grasped the lever inset in the
surface. Hetwisted it. After abrief moment of resistance, the pand turned dowly. Therewas a sudden
puff asthe air within escaped, and then the hatchway stood open. Burl climbed inside.

He caught at the open plug, pulled it back and screwed it tightly from the inside. Now hewasin adark,
narrow space. He could fed the flow of air automatically being pumped back in and heard the humming
of the generators through his suit.

Working hisway aong theinner wall in darkness, he finaly felt the edge of the metal door that opened
into the Zeta-ring chamber itself. He leaned againgt it, listening, but there was no sound. He turned the
handle and threw his shoulder against the door.

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

It was large and circular, fitting neatly within the nose of the ship. The wide tubes of the A-G generator
ring ran around the outside. The reactors were heavy blocks of celling-high metal, shielded, and showing
only the diasthat registered their output. Other machines— the rod storage units and the condensers—
wered| carefully hidden behind dean metd shidding.

The pand that controlled the engines was unattended in the center of the room. Standing by one of the
shielded reactors was Boulton, his back to Burl. He was hammering at the reactor with abar, evidently
trying to tear away the shielding to get at the guts.

Stedlthily, the boy made hisway to the locker where the tools were kept. Just as he opened it, his hand
dipped. The door of the locker clanged against the wall. The burly Marine captain whirled, saw Burl, and
gaveaydl of rage.

Burl grabbed awrench and siwung it threateningly. Boulton drew back. His face was pae, with an odd
expresson onit, asif he did not recognize Burl or understand what Burl said. Burl tried to reason with
him, but the glaring eyes were those of atotal stranger, or, asit seemed then, an alien beast.

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



Burl sivung the wrench, but the strength of the older man toreit from hisgrasp, hurling it away. The boy
tried to dodge, and then the two bodies collided.

The ingtant the two men touched there was aviolent flash of light. Burl felt a shock that left him stunned
and redling. Boulton collgpsed in aheap on thefloor.

Burl steadied himsdlf, keeping awary eye on the captain. Boulton sat up dowly, putting ahand to his
head. "Boy, that was some kickback," he muttered. He looked at Burl. "Give me ahand up. We've got
to get back to the jeep and scram out of herefast. The A-bomb's already set.”

Burl was artled. He redlized in amoment, though, that Boulton recalled nothing of the past few days—
his last memory seemed to be of the blast in the Martian basement. But now, the captain was apparently
himsdf again.

Boulton got shakily to hisfeet. He seemed confused. "How'd | get here, son?' he asked in surprise.

Burl gaveasigh of rdlief. "I guessyouredl right now. But let's get the trgp door to the control room
open. Clyde and Caton have got to get the ship back on course. Therell betimeto explain afterward.”

Half an hour later, when Lockhart had recovered and resumed command, the ship was restored to its
proper course. Russfilled Boulton in on what had happened and ventured a guess asto why.

"Y ou must have been given some sort of charge by that globe in the Mars Sun-tap station,” Russsaid. "It
turned you into a sort of robot— ahuman body running on a charge of aien energy that responded to the
commands of the Sun-tap ouitfit. Apparently, it took along time before the charge had complete control
of your body. Obvioudy, it then could act only in some generd way— telling you to wreck the ship.

"Now, Burl, your body received acharge along time ago. Whatever its nature, it counteracted or
shorted Boulton's when you came into contact.”

Both Boulton and Burl thought that made sense. "But," Burl conjectured, "isn't it possible that the charge
in my own body has aso been shorted?’

Russ shrugged. "Maybe. Well find out at the next stop. And, incidentdly, that's not going to be on Jupiter
itself, but on its moon Cdlisto. Weve traced the line of ditortions.”

"That'sgood news," said Burl. "'l had the feding you were worried about Jupiter. The planet's so hugeit
would have meant real trouble trying to land. The books say its atmosphere is thick, unbreathable, and
movesin gdeveocity around it."

Russ nodded. "With Jupiter dmost 89,000 milesin diameter, it would have been atough problem to
maneuver outsdethis ship... in fact, impossible, not to mention the fact that the atmosphere, mostly
ammoniaand other frigid gases, movesin severd independent belts. However, Calisto should be okay."

"That's something we know about our opponents, anyway," said Burl. "They must have physica
limitations enough like oursto rule out places where we couldn't move, ether.”

Boulton showed no further effectsfrom his experience. In time, the Magellan drew near Jupiter. Calisto,
itsfifth satellite outward, moved about the mighty planet at adistance of 1,170,000 miles. It wasalarge
satdllite asthey go, 3,220 milesin diameter, larger, in fact, than Mercury. But, as Russexplained, it was a
queer placein itsown fashion.

For despite its Size, Callisto was agpparently not a solid body as wethink of it. Itsdengity totaled only a
little more than that of water, its mass haf that of the Earth's Moon— a notorioudy porous body.



They bore down on Callisto, matching their speed to its, and swung closeto its surface. It had amost no
atmosphere, just athin layer of the heavier gases. It was abelted world, without clearly defined
continents or surface markings. Its equatoria zone was one vas, featureless belt of darkish-gray. Its
temperate zones were white, with patches of yellow here and there. But its poles were gray again.

"The satdllite'slike ahuge ball of thin mud that's never hardened,” said Burl asthey studied the strange
terrain.

"The egquator's the softest— it seemsto be ariver of muddy water, hundreds of mileswide— only it can't
be water. Probably semisolidified gases holding dust and grains of matter in sugpension,” said Russ. "The
temperate zones are the same stuff, only colder, and therefore more stable. A thin crust of frozen gases
over aplanet-wide ocean of semiliquid substance.”

"The Sun-tap station's on the southern pole,” said Burl. "That must be solid.”

It was. The poles of Calisto were actualy two continent-sized idands of shell. Dry, mudlike stuff, hard as
rock, floating en the endless seas of the semiliquid planet.

The station, aringed setup quite like the one on Earth, stood in the geographic center of the south pole.
The Magellan hovered over it while alanding party went down in the four-man rocket plane,

Clyde, Haines and Burl werethe landing party. Thistime, only Burl entered the Station after ahole had
been blasted in the outer shell. While the redheaded astronomer took samples and made observations,
Haines 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 physical charge, but it
was not s0. The controls functioned, the Sun-tap station died. The effect was not very noticeable, for
Cdlisto was aready far from the Sun and the thin atmosphere could not diminish the dark sky of outer
space. What the great masts caught must have been only the relay from other stations— or perhapsthe
invigblerays of the distant Sun.

Burl saw no reason to linger, and the three of them gathered up their equipment. Asthey started back
toward the rocket plane, they heard an ominous rumble in the ground.

A sudden spurt of blazing gas shot up from the center of the sation. "Duck!"” yelled Haines, and they fell
flat on the ground. Burl held his hands protectively over his head, as an explosion shook the building.

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 atomic explosion!" Haines shouted into his helmet mike. "They mined that station. Runfor it!"

They raced for the rocket plane. Asthey 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. Russtook off just asthe surface cracked open in athousand places
like anice sheet breaking in an Arctic thaw.

Asthey rocketed back to the Magellan, the whole polar cap, an area hundreds of miles around the
Sun-tap station, plit apart. Great spurts of liquid magma, the liquid gas-dust from the heart of the planet,
shot up like fountains. Parts of the shell-like polar continent were disappearing beneath this new ocean.

"Their little atomic bomb shattered the thin crust. The whole polar idand will probably snk," said Russ.
"It was aclever trap. They knew what would happen.”



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

They reached the Magellan, loaded the rocket plane aboard, and pulled out, setting their course for the
ringed planet. But even asthey did so, something was coming from Saturn to meet them.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Rockets Away!

THE NEXT lap of their journey was uneventful. Saturn, the next outward planet from the Sun, and the
second largest, would present the same problem as Jupiter. Thisworld, famousfor its mysteriousrings,
was about 71,000 milesin diameter and had alarge family of satellites— ninein dl. The Sun-tap Sation
would be on one of these, Burl thought.

Saturn was dso dmost asfar out from Jupiter as Jupiter itself had been from the Sun. This meant that the
trip would be aslong for the Magellan as the distance they had dready traveled to get to Jupiter.
Fortunately the A-G drive was aremarkable thing— it was possible to accel erate to fantastic speeds—
in theory, probably right up to the speed of light. And so, where great distances were concerned, the ship
samply rushed itsfdl through on Saturn'sline of gravitation.

Boulton had fully recovered and showed no lingering signs of the strange eectronic charge. Because of
thelimited size of the crew, Lockhart put the Marine captain back on full duty— he would participatein
future landings asif nothing had ever happened.

At the sametime, Lockhart cautioned Haines, Burl and Ferrati to keep their eyeson him. It was aways
possible that the foe's wegpon had made some more lasting mark.

Haines had his group make anew inventory of their wegpons. Burl, working with them in a space suit, in
the partially protected region of the cargo hull, was surprised at the variety. There was a second rocket
plane, atwo-man outfit. In addition, they had alarge store of offensive wegpons, including asmall but
formidable supply of atomic explosives.

Haines gave Burl and Ferrati— who were new to military weapons— brief introductory lectures on their
use. Burl saw just what ahand-sized, tactical atomic shell looked like and how it worked. He learned
how to operate the heavy-caliber rocket gun which hurled thistiniest of atomic bombs.

And so the time passed, and the amazing disc of Saturn began to grow in their viewplates. It was
banded, much like Jupiter, and its brilliant rings surrounded it with amystic halo that set it gpart from all
the other worlds of the Sun'sfamily.

Burl was watching Saturn through the largest of the nose viewpl ates when he thought that he saw a black
dot crossing itsface. He had located the known moons of Saturn and thiswas not one of them. Excited,
he cdlled Russdll Clyde. "Could it be atenth satellite?" he asked, pointing out the tiny dot.

Russ squinted his eyes; then, caculating mentally, he shook hishead, "I don't think so. It looksto me
more like something that's in space between us and Saturn. In fact— it must befairly closeto usfor usto
seeit at dl." Heturned to Lockhart who was at the control panel with Oberfield.

"Y ou'd better have alook. Could be agiant meteor coming in our direction.”

"We're moving mighty fast,” commented Oberfield. "It should have passed us dready if it were ameteor.
Instead, it seemsto be maintaining the same distance— neither growing larger nor smaler. Actsvery odd
for anatura body."



"Uh, uh,” said Lockhart. "This callsfor caution.” He quickly went back to the controls, pressed the
genera darm button, then called into the intercom. "All hands to emergency stations. Haines and party,
please prepare defensive positions.”

"Thismeansme," gulped Burl, and scooted down the central hatch, almost colliding with Caton and Shea
on their way to the engine room. He met Haines, and, with neat dispatch, al four dipped into space suits.
Then out through the cargo hold to posts by escape hatches.

Burl and Haines, a the main entry port, unlimbered the long rocket launcher that had been set up in the
passageway. Haines placed three shdlls of differing strength in position.

They heard through their helmet phones that the mysterious dot was drawing closer. Haines set up one of
the launching racks, which was equipped with a tel escopic sighter, and peered through the eyepiece.
Apparently he caught it, for he grunted, then motioned to Burl to take alook.

It was no natural object. It was the shape of a dumbbell— two spheres joined together by a short middie
bar. One sphere was a degp, golden color, the other a bluish-slver, the connecting rod a coppery metdl.

"The pattern of spheres certainly suggests the Sun-tappersto me," said Burl. Haines murmured his
agreemen.

Lockhart's voice came on the phones. "Weve decided it's one of the Sun-tapper ships. We're not going
to wait to make sure. Before we left Earth, | can now inform you, | received adirective from the
President to regard the builders of these Sun-tap stations as active enemies. My orders are that we are
not to attempt to undertake peaceful contact, but are to treat them on sight as armed foesin thefield. To
do otherwiseisto risk Earth's last active defense— this ship.

"l think | don't have to argue thisfurther, considering our recent experiences." Hisvoice hesitated, then
rang out firmly, "Haines, you can commencefiring a will!"

Haines clicked histongue and reached for one of the shells. "Okay, Burl, aim at her direct. Thisone's got
aproximity nosethat'll beam at her and driveitself wherever she ducks.”

He did the rocket shdll into the launcher, Burl sighted, and then Haines pressed the trigger. Therewasa
whoosh of fire and aflare from the launcher'snose. A minute spark winged into the darkness toward the
spat, still many miles avay, where the strange ship hung.

They watched with bated bresth. Suddenly there was aflash of light from the other ship— avivid
lightning bolt which lesped out and flared up briefly in space. Then darkness again.

"They fired aburst of energy at us. It hit the rocket shell instead,” said Haines. "Wdll, now we know.
They use bolts of pure energy— something like the one they fired a Boulton.”

Hefitted another shell into the launcher, and fired again. Again aspark winged itsway, 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'refiring a us— the rocket shell only happened to be between," snapped
Haines.

"Ferrati," he cdled into hismike, "fire ashrapne shell a them when | say the word. Advise mewhen
reedy!"

Ferrati's voice snapped back. "Right you are, Sir. Here it is now, one minute— okay, on target!"



While Ferrati and Boulton were readying their shot from the lower cargo port near thetail of the ship,
Haines and Burl had been fitting the largest of their shdllsinto their own launcher. They aimed it carefully
at thefront-most sphere of the enemy.

"Ferrati, firel" cried Haines; and then dowly counted to five and pressed the stud of his own launcher.

There was amomentary flicker as Ferrati's rocket shell raced forth below. Then, after adefinitetime
lapse, the exhaust of Haines heavy shell appeared.

"The shrapnd shdll is segmented and doesn't have a proximity guide,” Haines explained. "As soon asit's
onitsway, the nose comes apart into a dozen smal shells, each with astandard explosive charge. The
shell we used has an atomic bomb warhead and is on proximity guide. It'll chase that ship to the ends of
the system if they don't blast it firg."

He paused. There was another bolt of raw energy from the dumbbell-shaped craft, and thistime a series
of flaresin the space between— the shrapnel charges had been touched off. Burl held his breath.

"| figure it takes them awhile to recharge their gun,” said Haines. "' Our own blockbuster should get there
beforethey fireagain.”

Then suddenly there came a sharper flare of brilliant light. For an instant Burl was blinded by the glare.
When he recovered, he peered avidly through the tel escopic sighter. He saw the ship, but where there
had been a golden sphere there was now only a shattered fragment of twisted metd.

The enemy ship changed before his eyes. The remaining silvery sphere glowed brighter, and took on a
golden hue. Then it seemed asif the ship were growing smdler. Heredized finaly that it was retregting.

Burl gave aninvoluntary shout, and in his earphones he heard the same shouts of triumph from every
voice on the ship.

Although it might have been possible to pursue the battered enemy ship, the Magellan did not try. They
were still on course for Saturn and were not going to deviate.

They reached Saturn after severa more days. Matching their great speed with that of the ringed world in
itsorbit took time, and then they began their survey.

Asthey had suspected, the Sun-tap station was on one of the moons. The moon was called |apetus, the
third largest of Saturn'sfamily. It was about eight hundred milesin diameter and the next to the farthest
satdlite from Saturn. Russ was disappointed that they hadn't picked Titan, the biggest moon of al. Titan
was over two thousand miles wide and appeared to have an atmosphere of methane.

Theview of Saturn was awesome, even from lapetus orbit two million milesaway. Burl knew it would
be asight unparalleled in the system. The great broad rings, composed of innumerabletiny particles of
metdl, stone, and possibly ice, encircled it asif held there by an invisble hand. They were, he knew, the
particles of amoon that has either come too close to Saturn's greet gravitationa pull to hold its shape, or
else had never escaped far enough to congeal as one solid mass.

| gpetus was a solid world, though. A rocky body, it had adull gleam, and was streaked here and there
with layers of white and yelow, where veins of frozen gaseslay forever upon the frigid surface. No
atmosphere veiled the surface nor softened the harsh, jagged mountains and clefts of thisforbidding little
subplanet.

The Sun-tap tation stood in plain sight on ahigh plateau near apolar region. The Magellan hovered
over it while Lockhart held a council of war.



"l don't see what's to be gained by attempting alanding party,” he said. "Weve taken al the readings and
pictures of the other stations— and we've had a couple of narrow escapes. They've probably mined this
one, and they have had plenty of timeto prepare atrap. I'min favor of smply dropping an H-bomb on it
and leaving.”

After abrief discussion, with only perfunctory objections from Clyde and Oberfield who, as astronomers,
wanted to land to take other readings, the decision was carried.

The Magellan swung up acouple of hundred miles above the Sun-tappers plateau. Haines and his crew
loaded the bulky H-bomb into the main launcher in thetail of the ship. Then the Magellan amed itsdf at
the target, and the rocket-driven bomb roared out.

Down it sped, zeroing in on the wall of the station. There was ablinding flash, aglare as brilliant asthat of
the Sun itsdlf, asit hit square on the mark. Thistime Burl watched through carefully shielded viewscreens.
The scene was obscured by awide-flung cloud of white— tens of thousands of cubic feet of satdllite
rock turned instantaneoudly into dust particles. After the dust cleared away, they say only agaping crater
where the plateau had been— avolcanic hole, miles wide and glowing red, from which spread vast, deep
cracksthroughout the entire visible hemisphere of the moon.

The men on the Magellan were awed and silent. The thought occurred to each of them, beyond his
capacity to deny it: what if this had happened on Earth?

"Of course," said Ferrati dowly, "the low gravity of lapetus accountsfor the greater extent of the disater.
If this had been Bikini or..." But under the glares of the rest of the crew, his sentence trailed off weakly.

Lockhart turned away from the viewer. "Mr. Oberfidd,” he said, unexpectedly forma and officid, "you
may chart our coursefor Uranus.”

"Aye, aye, dr," said that usudly dour personage, with dacrity.

With forced smiles, the rest of the crew drifted away to their duties. The Magellan pulled awvay from
Saturn, heading out again toward the limits of the solar system, but it was severa days before everyone
had quite managed to dismissthe vison of the H-bomb from hismind.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Ice Cold on Oberon

NEVERTHELESS, FROM that point on, adifferent spirit seemed to animate everyone aboard the
Magellan. There wasthe feding that they had closed with the enemy and found themselves not wanting.
There was the fedling that they possessed powers not inferior to those of their unknown enemies. The
thought had been haunting them al aong that they werein the position of abackward people facing an
advanced invader— something like the problem of the Aztecs when faced with the gunpowder and
armor of the conquistadors.

Now they knew that though the Sun-tappers weapons were different and indeed advanced beyond
Earthly technology, they themsdlves were not without resources equally deadly to the foe.

After the memory of the H-bomb's powers had been finally absorbed, the crew's activities began to
indicate that the ship was coming into the crucia phase of itsjourney. Haines and Boulton were going
over thelist of military supplieswith sharp, caculaing eyes and dight grins at the thought of retribution to
come. Ferrati was overhauling the rocket planes and land traveling devices, making them shipshape.



Russdll Clyde and Burl surveyed the sky, anxiousto be the first to spot what they hoped would be the
limping body of the battered and fleeing dumbbell ship, alittle atingle a the hope of spotting another such
ship— feding now almost like the hunting dog that hasfinaly spotted the fox.

Lockhart himself reflected this mood of growing excitement. He prowled the ship, examining the righty
purring engines, querying Caton, Sheaand Detmar asto how it could better its performance, how fast it
could be made to shift gpeed and directions. He studied the orbits and locations of the remaining planets.

"Uranusisnot too far off our path to Pluto,” he announced one day. "Well makeit in time to wipe out
their plant there. But Neptune, whose orbit is between those of Uranus and Pluto, is away off our track,
athird of theway around the Sun. Were going to skip it, hit directly for Pluto and their main base— the
end of their line. | don't want to give them too much time to make repairs or to get any reinforcements. |
think they're limited in numbers— and we ought to dam them while they Hill are.”

There was no dissent at this. And asthe daysrolled past, the men of the Magellan began to chafein their
repressed desire to finish the matter. At last Uranus came into sight— alarge globe, very much like
Saturn and Jupiter in that it was of low dengity and great dimensions. Roughly, sixty-four timesthe size of
Earth, its dengity was barely above that of water and it probably had no solid surface to speak of. An
inhospitable mass of unbresathable gases, at temperatures fantastically lower than the freezing point of
water.

Asthey drew closeto the planet, they could see that it a so was banded, pale green bands aternating
with lighter ones— indicating that some sections of its atmospheric belt moved faster than others. It had
five moons which rotated in the opposite direction from those of any other satellite system.

It was on the farthest moon, Oberon, a sphere six hundred milesin diameter, that the Sun-tap station
reveded itsalf. They siwung down to observe it and to place their bomb. Not an H-bomb though— they
recognized that they had erred in thinking they needed such a powerful explosive.

Oberon was without an atmosphere, arocky world with streaks of frozen gases, and here and there the
sheen of alake of ice— icethat mould never melt— that on thisworld would be a permanent,
hard-as-metal material. There was, nonetheless, something about the surface that seemed to bother
Russ.

"Do you notice what seemsto be a sort of shifting movement?' he asked Burl. Burl looked, and sure
enough, he saw that in places there seemed aflickering of lights.

"Yes" hesad, "l seeit. What do you supposeit is?'
"I don't know," said Russ, "But I'm going to ask Lockhart to put the ship down and let me take alook.”

Lockhart at first demurred, but finaly decided that they could afford the brief halt. The Magellan
approached the surface, safely distant from the Sun-tap Station.

Burl and Russ descended in the two-man rocket plane, while the teardrop-shaped ship hung haf amile
above them. They landed on anarrow plain, bordered by low ridges of mountains shining with streaks of
frozen hydrogen. A layer of cosmic dust hung over the rocks.

Wearing insulated space suits, they |eft the rocket plane. It was Burl who made the first discovery. He
pointed dramatically at the ground. "L ook, Russ. Thisdust isfull of stresks and marks. It hasn't been
lying here undisturbed. Something has crossed over it!"

Russ knedled in order to look more carefully. Thelayer of dugt, the consequences of an airlessworld



exposed without protection to the endlessfal of cosmic particles, wasindeed not the level, undisturbed
surface it should have been. Here and there were light, low depressions, asif something had moved
acrossit— like asmall snake crawling onitsbely. In one place lay a series of depressions, likethe
footprints of some light-bodied creature.

"Impossible” muttered Russ. "Life can't exist here.”

But they trudged on, across the barren flat to aridge of rock. Here they found what they had thought to
be impossible. Clustered dong the sde of theridge, in the faint light of the distant and tiny Sun, wasa
series of thin, blue stalks, about half afoot in height. On each stalk was aflat scalloped top like alittle
umbrella It was sometimes bright blue, and sometimesviolet. Asthey drew nearer, theselittle staks
began to sway, and turned their tops toward them.

"They look like plants,”" said Burl. "Plants made of something glassy and pladtic.”

AsRuss studied the strange growths, something moved across the dusty tract behind them. 1t waslong
and thin and wiggly, with aridge of tiny crystdline hairsadong its back. It was like a snake perhaps, but
one made of some unbelievably ddlicate glasswork.

It did among the plants and wrapped itsalf around one. The growth snapped suddenly, and then was
absorbed by the creature.

Russ shook hishead in amazement. "Thisisagreet discovery,” hesad increduloudy. "Thisislifel It'slife
of achemicd type different from the protoplasm of Earth and Marsand Venus. It'slife designed to exist
among liquid gases and frozen air— life which can't have anything in common with protoplasm.
Apparently it couldn't exist even on Saturn's moons— they were too hot for it!"

Russwas carried away with the possibilities. "This hints at grest things, Burl. Out near Pluto, wherethe
system is even colder, there may be other forms of thisfrigi-plasmic life, if | may coin aword. Thismeans
awhole new sciencel”

They returned to the ship with their astonishing news. The Magellan dowly skimmed over the surface of
Oberon. They found wholeforests of this glassy frigid vegetation, but not much evidence of any anima
life larger than the creature the two explorers had seen.

Over the Sun-tap station— aringed layout like 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 hdted. It drew up fifty miles, pointed itstail and blasted forth arocket-driven, tactica
atomic bomb.

The blast on Oberon wastiny compared to the one which had devastated |apetus, but it ftill [eft adeep
indentation in the surface for future space fliersto see.

They left it and the Uranian orbit behind them and headed outward once again. Behind them now lay the
worlds of the Sun'sfamily, while far off to one sde lay thetiny light of Neptune. Ahead, between them
and the vast gullf of interstellar space, lay only the dark, mysterious ninth planet, the enigmatic world
named after the lord of the underworld, Pluto.

The Magellan plunged on, in constant accel eration, moving outward to the farthest limit of the solar
system. They had traveled amost one billion, eight hundred million miles from the Sun— and yet they il
had two billion miles more to go. Thiswas the longest 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
emptiness of space, driving the vast stretch that divided Pluto from its neighbors.



The Sun, dready small, dwindled steadily. It was still the brightest star in their sky— of dl the gtars, it
aoneretained adisclike shape, and the faint flicker of its corona flames could occasionaly be made
out— but it no longer dominated the heavens. To find the Sun, they now had to look for it asthey would
for any other Sar.

Asfor Earth, it could not be seen. So closeto thetiny Sunit lay that only their sharpest telescopes could
bring it out. Even Jupiter showed up only asathin, tiny crescent near the solar point of light.

"Pluto'samysterious world," said Burl as he and Russ scanned the heavensfor afirst glimpse of it. "The
accountsin your astronomy books give very little redl information on it— but what they giveis strange.
They say it'sthe only planet beyond Marsthat isasmall solid world like the inner ones. It seemsto be
the same size as Earth— not at dl like the big outer worlds. And they say it ssemsto be the same mass
as Earth— a solid world whose surface gravity would be the same as our own planet's.”

Russ nodded. "It'san odd one, dl right. There's now even some belief that it's not atrue planet, but one
that was once a satellite of Neptune. Itsorbit is peculiar; it apparently may cut into that of Neptune. In
fact, everything hintsat Pluto not being atrue child of our Sun. It may be aworld captured from afar— a
lonely wanderer cast off from some other star, captured by the Sun after millions of years of drifting
lightless 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, findly, they found Pluto— atiny point of light shining among the blazing stars. They saw the
disc, dimly rgected in the light of the far-away Sun.

Even asthey weretaking their first long look at the dark planet, the general darm rang. They had caught
up with the fleeing wreck of the Sun-tappers scout cruiser.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
In Orbit Around Pluto

THERE WAS amad rush to action stations. Detmar, Ferrati and Oberfield, who had been in their bunks,
dashed to their posts while otherstried to pass them in both directions. Haines and Burl hastily climbed
into their space suits, while Ferrati and Boulton manned the inner defensive controls.

Burl pulled the tight-fitting harness of hisinsulated space suit over him. The shape of the Sun-tapper ship
cameinto focus on thetiny screen of theair lock viewer. It was gpproaching them at afrighteningly rapid
pace. He could see the broken framework of one of its two globes— the one on which they had scored
their hit. The other globe and the connecting passages were strikingly clear. Tiny circles of windowswere
visiblein the passage section, which undoubtedly housed the operators of the vessdl. For afleeting instant
he realized that as yet none of the Earthlings had any inkling of what these creatures |ooked like.

While he knew that the scene was telescopic, the ship was undoubtedly approaching them fast; or rather,
they were catching up to it at a perilous pace! Whether the wrecked enemy had s owed down more than
they had, asit approached its Plutonian base, or whether some other surprise lay ahead, they had no
idea.

Burl fdt thejarring impact as Lockhart cut the Magellan's drive. There was an ingtant of weightlessness,
and then their weight reversed asthe A-G drive strove to dow down the ship. Withinthe air lock they
were outside the living space of the sphere, suspended benesth the drive chamber. Burl could seethe
walls of the inner sphere whirl past him, afoot away, asthe living quartersrotated to shift with the
gravitationa change. And at that very moment, while dl those insde were temporarily helpless, disaster
struck.



Burl had just finished adjusting his airtight helmet, and Haines was dready on hisway forward to the
outer shell port and the rocket guns, when there was aflash of lightning from the crippled enemy
gpaceship. Thefoewas il cgpable of fighting— and it had fired firs— aarmingly close.

Within what seemed a split second after Burl's eyes had registered the flash on the little viewpl ate, the
Magellan received thefull force of the mighty eectronic discharge. To Burl it seemed asif athunderclap
had sounded in hisears, and asif he had been plunged into a bath of white flames. Thewals of the
passage sparked brilliantly, blinding light filled the air, and Burl's body vibrated asit would to an eectric
shock.

Hereded wildly, catching at thewalsand dmost faling. In afew seconds his senses recovered, dthough
his body was still humming from the blow and his ears were ringing. The viewplate had gone black, the
lightsintheair lock corridor were dark, and when he tried to gain hisfeet he redlized that the ship now
had no gravity; it wasfaling free without power.

Haineswas dumped in the end of the corridor, with the port nearly opened. Burl pushed hisway over to
him and helped the groggy explorer to hisfeet. There was no sound, and Burl suddenly remembered that
he hadn't taken time to switch on his helmet phone. He did so and was rdlieved to hear Hainessvoice
asking if hewasdl right.

"I'm okay," Burl caled. "Let's get this port open. Maybe we can hit back at least once.”

Together, they turned the bolts and pushed the thick outer shell door open. Without the aid of telescopic
sghtsthey could see the shape of the Sun-tapper vessdl plainly, outlined against the curtain of distant
gars. Struggling not to think of what might be going on within the Magellan— their earphones registered
nothing except each other— they unlimbered the long tube of the rocket launcher and aimed point-blank
a the foe. Haines reached into the ammunition locker vault d ongside the passageway and sdlected the
biggest and wickedest of the available shells. He twisted the did in the warhead and, while Burl held the
aim, shoved in the rocket shell. With a press of the button, the missile roared out of the tube, racing in an
arc of firedirectly toward thefaint vision of the other ship.

They watched with bated bresth, counting the seconds, hoping not to see another blast of eectricd fire.
But apparently the foe had exhausted its limited resources, for the thin spidery line of rocket sparks
reached out, farther and farther, until it seemed to touch the surface of the golden globe.

There was agret flare in the sky now, an outpouring of fire and hot metal. When it cleared away, the
sky was empty.

Haines wearily drew the outer port shut. "Now, let's seeif were goners, too," he said quietly. They
sedled the outer shell and made their way aong the dark passage.

Even asthey were unlocking the toggles of the inner hatch, the corridor lights started to flicker. They
would light up dimly, and then flicker out, light up again, flare for an instant, then die down. Someonewas
divewithinthe ship.

They got the hatch open. In the centra section of the living sphere, thelightswereaso dim and in afew
placesthey were completely out. They emerged and closed the hatch behind them. Only after Haines had
tested the inner atmosphere and found it till pressurized, did they open their helmets and climb tiffly out
of the space suits, wincing at bruises they had sustained but had not noticed until then.

Theair pressurewas dl right, but, there was a smell of burned rubber and insulation in the air. Now that
their hemets were off, they could hear voices somewhere above. They found Oberfield lying
unconscious, thrown to the floor by the sudden shift of the ship. They climbed into the control room.



Lockhart wasfloating in the air near the open hatchway |eading to the engine room overhead. He was
caling out orders to someone who was within.

Russwas working over the navigation desk, a bandage around his head, trying to figure out where they
would be and where they were heading, without having accessto the till dark viewplates.

Lockhart twisted in the weightless air when he saw them. He seemed both relieved and distressed. "I'm
glad you're okay, but | had hoped you'd be able to put in ablow for us."

Burl redized that inade the ship they had no way of knowing that vengeance had been served. Hadtily, he
explained. Hisword cheered everyone. Russ and Lockhart shouted joyoudy. Detmar poked his head
down the hatch and called the news back to histwo fellows who were struggling to get the A-G
generators functioning.

The bolt of energy, whatever it may have been designed to do to aship of the Sun-tapper build, did not
have thetotaly disastrous effect on the Magellan that it wasintended to have. It had knocked out their
electricd system temporarily, burned out some of its parts and caused the A-G system to fail, dthough
the atomic piles were impervious to such currents. Oberfield, Ferrati and Sheawere badly hurt.

There now followed an anxious period during which more and more of the electrica system began to
function as the men labored to rig up emergency wires, and to replace burned out bulbs and lines. There
wasagenera cheer when the viewplatesflickered into life again, though not al functioned. They again
had access to the sky about them— even though not all sectors were covered.

The humming in the engine room started up, rose and fell uneasily acouple of times, and then they fdt a
surge of force. Lockhart fell gently to the floor as the ship began to drive ahead, and thenin afew
minutes the A-G drive was back on, and the Magellan was again under control.

"Wetook what they had to give, and it wasn't enough,” exulted Haines. "Now wait till we reach their
main works. Well show them!"

Lockhart shook his head wearily as he and Russ worked over the controls. "L et's hope we don't have to
show them soon. Our ship isrunning on emergency rigging. Caton says he's going to haveto rest the ship
and rewire agood part of the system. Meanwhile, we will be able to reach Pluto safely enough.”

Pluto wasvisblein the forward viewplates. They could see lighter and darker patchesonit, dmost like
the markings of continents and oceans, but there was no evidence of an atmosphere, nor had they

expected any.

Readings showed that the average surface temperature was about 200° Fahrenheit below zero, even
lower in many places. They searched the surface for signs of their foe.

They found what they wanted on the north polar depression, abasin in the oblate sphere of Pluto. There
was no ringed station. There rose avast pile of dark masonry— amighty structure covering at least a
square mile, afortress building whose roofs bristled with an array of masts and reflectors. And hanging
on patrol over this polar basin were two more of the dumbbell ships.

"WEerein no position to come to grips with them,” said Lockhart. "I'm going to take the Magellan into a
low orbit around Pluto's equator. WEII be out of their sght yet near enough to do some probing and
exploring whilewere making repairs.”

Thisthey proceeded to do, swinging the ship down to within afew hundred miles of the Plutonian
surface, setting on afixed orbit around the equator, exactly asthe sputniks 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 radiation belt.

Taking stock of the ship's condition showed that they dearly needed this delay. Repairswould not be
completed for severa days. Practically everyone had been bruised or shaken up; Oberfield had a
fractured skull and wasin serious condition; Ferrati had broken hisleg and pelvis, Shea had a couple of
cracked ribs. The men were given emergency medica treatment and confined to quarters.

The Magellan quietly circled Pluto once every hour and ahaf and the ship tried to resume its normdl life.
Russ studied the surface beneath them, Haines and Burl at his elbow. Then, after conferring, the three
approached Lockhart.

"Wewant permission to make alanding,” Russ said. "If we take the four-man rocket plane we can make
the ground safely. We've got to reconnoiter before we can figure out how to put this master Sun-tap
gtation out of business."

Lockhart agreed. "'l was planning as much. Now that we're here, we can't delay just because we're
injured. Go ahead.”

The three got ready quickly. They donned their space suits, loaded the larger rocket plane with
equipment, arms, and plenty of extrafud. Just before they |eft, Lockhart gave them aword of caution.
"Do not attempt to communicate with the Magellan by radio. If Pluto is the Sun-tappers home world,
you may find yourselves surrounded by enemies, and overheard. Don't reved our existence or position. If
you haveto talk to us, do not expect areply unlessit's an absolute emergency.”

Burl strapped himsdf into his seat within the rocket plane and glanced through the thick window. Below
them was aworld the size of Earth— aworld which, if it had air and warmth, could most nearly be
Earth'stwin of dl the planetsin the system. This rocket plane had touched on the hot surface of Mercury,
thefirg planet. Inalittlewhile it would set down on thefrigid surface of the last planet. They had comea

long way.
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Stronghold of the Lost Planet

WITH A jolt that shoved the three men back in their seats, the rocket plane pushed out the cargo hatch,
and did into the dark of space on its own power. Behind them, the metallic surface of the Magellan
gleamed briefly, and then swung away on its orbit. Riding the red fire of their rockets, they headed on a
long low dive for the mysterious surface below.

Pluto was avast hemisphere, hdf lighted in thefaint, dim glow of thetiny Sun, haf in thetotal darkness of
outer space. Here and there wound a silent, frozen river of glistening white. They passed over agulf of
some frigid sea of liquid gases, from which idands of subzero rock projected, and moved inland over a
continent of lifeless grays and blacks. Haines gently drew the ship lower and lower, and at last the rocket
plane bumped to the ground.

It rolled afew yards and stopped. The three men crowded to the door, tightened their face plates, and
forced open the exit. Therewas arush of air asthe ship exhausted its atmosphere. Then, one by one,
they stepped onto the bleak surface of the Sun's farthest planet.

"| fed peculiar,” whispered Burl. "This planet reminds me of something."
"I have thefedling I've been here before," Russsaid dowly.



Burl fdt an odd chill. "Yes, that'sit."

Haines grumbled. "I know what you mean. | can make aguess. Weve never redly been theright weight
since we left Earth. Even under accel eration there were differences one way or the other. But | fed now
exactly as| did on Earth. That's what gives you the odd sensation of return.”

The two younger men realized Haineswasright. For thefirgt time since they had |eft their home world,
they were on a planet whose gravity was normd to them. It felt good and yet it felt— in these fearful
surroundings— disconcerting.

Above them was the familiar black, unyielding sky of outer space. No breath of air moved. Yet
somehow the scene resembled Earth. "It's like a black-and-white photo of a Terrestrial landscape,” said
Burl.

Therewas afied, some hills, atiny frozen creek and the dark shapes of rounded mountainsin the
distance. All without color except for the cold, faint glow of the star that was the Sun.

A thin layer of cosmic dust lay over the surface, such aswould be found on any airlessworld. Russ
scooped benesth it and came up with ahard chip.

He squeezed it between his gauntleted fingers. It cracked and broke into powder. He whistled softly.
"Y ou know what thisfeds and looks like" he said asthey came closeto the frozen creek on thellittle
hillsde. "It fedslike dirt— common, Earthly dirt. Like soil. And you know what... | can dready tell you
oneof Pluto's secrets.”

They stopped at the creek. It was alayer of frozen crystalline gases. Haines pushed the apenstock he
was carrying into it and scraped away the gas crystals. "1 think | can guess,” he said, "and I'll bet thereis
ice under thisgas"

"Pluto was once awarm world with athick atmosphere,” said Russ. "Notice the rounded hills and the
worn away peaks of the mountains. Those are old mountains— weather-beaten. This hill isround—
weather-beaten. This creek, those rivers of frozen gas— they follow bedsthat could only be made by
red rivers of warm water. The soil that lies beneath this dust— it could only happen on aworld that
knew night and day, warmth and light, and rain and wind. Pluto was once aliving world, aplacewed
have cdled homelike."

Burl shivered abit. "Out here? So far from the Sun? How and when?"
Russ shrugged. "WEell find that out. But the evidence is unmistakable." They walked on.

There was alow, cracked wall on the other side of the hill, and beyond the wal stood the roofless ruins
of astone house, silent and gray in the airless scene.

They waited with surprise and uncertainty. Haines drew his compressed air pistol, but there was no
movement. The scene remained dead and till— the windows of the house were dark.

They advanced on it and flashed alight ingde. It was an empty shell. There was no glasswithin the wide
and low window openings, and no door.

"They went in and out the windows," commented Burl, ducking through one of the openings. "And they
weren't built likeus."

"No," said Russ, "theré's no reason to suppose the inhabitants would have been built like human beings.”



Inside there was nothing to see, and they |eft. Beyond, they found a straight depression in the ground
filled with flat swirls of cosmic dugt. "Thislookslikearoad," said Haines.

They returned to the rocket plane in order to follow the dead roadway more easily. Passing between the
low, dark cliffs of rocky mountains, they cameto aplain marked by thousands of columns of rock,
pieces of crumbling wals, and many straight depressions that must have been dtreets. It wasthe remains
of aworld that had died.

They found, asthey traveled northward and made intermittent landings, that there had been many cities.
Now dl lay in ruins. There had been great roadways, now covered with the debris of outer space. There
had been mighty forests, now miles of petrified black sumps. It was agloomy sight.

Intheir landings, they had found inscriptions on walls and bas-reliefs carved on mountains. They knew
from these what the Plutonians had looked like, and they had a suspicion of what had happened.

The Plutonians had been vaguely like men and vaguely like spiders. They had stood upright on four thin,
wide-spread legs and had two short arms. Thelr bodies were wide and squat, and they seemed to have
been mammalian and probably warm-blooded. They bresthed air out of flat, thin nostrils and their heads
joined their bodies without necks. Two ova eyeswere set below ajutting bald brow. They had worn
clothes, they had driven vehicles, they had flown planes.

Their vehicles had globe-shaped power plants. Their airplanes had globes where wings should have
been. Their cities and their engines— which existed now only onwall pictures that were probably once
advertisements— were built along globe-and-rod principles.

"There€'sno doubt,” said Russ, "that the Sun-tapper culture and the Plutonian culture are the same. It'sthe
descendants of the Plutoniansthat we are fighting.”

"But how could they have survived?' Burl asked. "Thisworld was never part of the solar sysem when it
waswarm."”

"Well soon know," said Russ. "Tomorrow we're going to see how far we can get into their polar
redoubt. Somehow we've got to blow up that |ast station.”

"And | think wethreearegoingto doit,” said Haines. "The Magellan will never take the place from the
sky. Well haveto do it from the ground.”

Now they were reminded of Earth again. For thefirst time since they had departed from the United
States, night fell. They had not been on any other planet long enough for such an experience. But the
effect here on Pluto was mild.

Day waslike abright, moonlight night. Night then meant that the dim Sun had set and, in effect, it merely
made the landscape dightly darker.

They compared notes late into the night in the rocket plane. By dawn, when again the dim glow shone,
they had come to some very definite conclusions about the planet.

A number of the drawings on the walls seemed to have some rdligious significance. They focused on the
phases of amoon. There were symbolic representations of this moon, passing through its phases;
presumably Plutonian religious and socid practiceswererdated to it.

"But whereisthismoon?' Burl had asked.

"I think," Russ answered, "that what some astronomers had suspected about Pluto wasright. It did not



originate in the solar system, but was captured from outer space. Originaly it revolved around another
sun, some star which was light-years away. How it tore loose from that star well probably never
know— the star might have smply become too dim, their planet might have been on ashaky orbit, an
experiment of theirs might have jarred it loose, many things could have happened.

"Once beyond the gravitational grip of its parent sun, the planet wandered through the darkness of
interstellar gpace until it came within the influence of our own Sun. How long thistook would again be a
guess. Possibly not more than afew thousand years, I'd say, since somehow aremnant of the population
managed to survive. This suggests that they had some warning. Enough time passed for them to build the
big structure we noticed at the north pole, probably to store food, build underground greenhouses and
make sedled homes for afew families. Ingdethis giant building the last of the Plutonian people kept

gaing.

"Then came the moment when their planet fell into an orbit around our Sun. I'd guessthey emerged to
find that the new Sun wastoo far away ever to heat up Pluto again, or to permit the rebuilding of an
atmosphere. So they worked out anew scheme. Thiswasto blow up the sun into anova— makeit a
giant and thereby bring its hest dl the way out to Pluto— warming thisworld again, lighting it again,
unfreezing its gases and waters. So they set up the Sun-tap stations.”

"That also accounts,” added Haines, "for their limited number 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 moon— surely it
would have gone dong with Pluto since it revolved around it? And second, why the thirty-year delay
between the first Sun-tap stations and the completion and operation of them?”

There was no answer to these questions yet. The three began the morning's expedition.

Asthey neared the pole, they stayed close to the surface, for, any moment, they expected to seethe
dumbbell shipsthat patrolled the ky aboveit.

At lagt they set down the rocket plane on the edge of the polar plateau and got out. Not more than amile
away, the black ramparts of the budding— awal running miles across the horizon— rose hundreds of
feet into the sky.

Aboveit, they caught aflicker from the forests of masts and the glint from adumbbell ship. They moved
slently forward carrying the rocket launcher on their backs and asmal load of shellsand severa hand
bombs. These made heavy baggage, but the distance was not far, and the purpose grest.

Burl felt like an ant about to creep into ahuman house. But he reflected that no ant ever had such
dangerousintentions. An ant enters ahouse to stedl a crumb of food. But if an ant had intelligence and
evil intentions, it could cripple such ahouse.

Such was the Stuation for the three of them as they neared the precipitouswalls. On arrival, they found
that entry would be easier than they expected.

The Plutonian refuge had not been built to offset attack from the surface of the planet itsdlf. It was no
thick rampart of unbroken plastic asthe walls of the other Sun-tap stations had been. Close up, it proved
to have many doorless entryways, ramps running up to higher floors, even wiry monorail scaffolding,
probably left behind by the builders.

They entered an opening in the base. Onceinsde, dim lights set in the ceiling lighted the path before
them. They waked down this culvert likeratsin agiant sewer until they cameto awall sudded with



severa doors.

The doors were shut, but atiny globe set on the surface of each one reacted to Burl's charged touch.
Two opened upon dark airless passages. The third resisted amoment, and when it did open, therewasa
whoosh of ar which raised amomentary cloud of dust on the stone floor of the culvert. Thiswas
obvioudy the entrance to the inhabited portion of the refuge.

The men closed the door behind them. They werein asmadl chamber. A door on the other side was
opening automatically. "Anair lock system,” muttered Russ as they went through.

They were now ingdethe vast building itself. Therewasair, and, after testing it, they opened their
helmets. The air was dmost asthick asthat of Earth, and they experienced no difficulty in breathing. It
was stde and somewhat metallic in flavor, probably because it had been enclosed and used over and
over for thousands of years.

They saw no living beings, which seemed strange. "Apparently these peopleredlly are at their last gasp,”
remarked Russ as they passed through an areathat had obvioudy once been alarge dormitory. They
heard distant humming sounds somewherein the floors above, but dl that was visible on the lower leve
seemed to be maintenance machinery.

They walked through great storerooms which were piled high with sedled drums. They saw factorieslying
slent— curiouslots of odd machines powered by globesthat wereidle. They skirted an unlighted
reservoir of water in acircular chamber far in theinterior. And here and there in the gloom, they spotted
huge rampsleading spirdly upward.

Finaly they turned their steps up adoping ramp, mounting one floor and then another, and another. They
weretired, but curioudy exhilarated. They felt that they were about to Strike at the heart of the foe, and
that his days were numbered at |ast.

They emerged on ahigher level, lighted more brightly than the others. Here they saw globesthat glowed
with the same intensity asthose in the Sun-tap stations had. They moved carefully now, keeping out of
sght, and severa timesthey saw shadows in the distance or heard the thump of something moving.

They worked their way by ingtinct to what they guessed was the center of operations. They peered, at
last, through alow, wide doorway into alarge chamber. Here was amass of mighty globes and rods,
some revolving asthey circled the metas maststhat came through the room from the ceiling above.

"It must be the base of the Sun-tap receiver lineg," whispered Haines. " This should be agood enough
place to set up our time bomb."

They stole over to acluster of globes and unpacked the powerful little atomic bomb they had carried with
them. They carefully put it together, inserted the explosive fuse, and set thetimer. "I'm giving it four
hours," said Haines. "Timefor usto get out of here and radio the Magellan to get into action. That
should take care of thisstation.”

They moved carefully out again, scarcely breathing for fear of some Plutonian entering and discovering
them. They made their exit safely enough and started to retrace their steps.

Back down through corridors and strange chambers they moved, stopping every little while as something
that sounded like footsteps passed over them. "Where," Burl whispered, suddenly troubled, "isthe stolen
heat and power of the Sun going? It isn't heating up Pluto. Surely they can't smply oreit.”

"Something we haven't solved,” Russreplied hurriedly. "From what | remember of the madts, it looked as



if they wererelaying it somewhereese again.”
"Cantimaginewhere," said Haines. "Not back into space, surdy?"

They fell slent, concentrating dl their energies on not losing the way. "Are you sure we came through
here?' Burl asked nervoudy. "I don't remember thisat dl."

"| don't, either," said Russ. "It looks queer. Are you sure we're on the right path?' He turned to Haines,
The explorer shook his head. "We must have made awrong turn. | think we've lost our direction.”

They hastily conferred, and decided the best thing to do was to make their way to the lowest level and
then outward— but suddenly they redlized they could not tell which way was outward. There were no
windows, and thewal markings and direction sgnswere unintelligible.

To make matters worse, they heard new noises, and, just asthey dodged into a corner, five Plutonians
shambled through.

These creatures were as the ancient wall scul ptures had depicted them, though abit smdler than their
ancestors. They were pale, dmost white in skin color, and their eyeswere tiny sparks of red. They wore
light harnesses around their bodies, and two of them were carrying tools. They spoke together in clacking
bass voices. They shuffled loosdy over the ground on their four thinlegs. Burl thought of them asugly
caricatures of semi-humans.

When the creatures had passed, the three explorers darted out to where aramp spiraled to the lower
levels. They started down in singlefile, but it wastoo late.

Staring directly at them were two Plutonians who had come up from below. The men 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 volume.

From somewhere a booming sound began, repeated over and over. Asthe men emerged on the floor
below, they heard it repesated on every level. "The darm's out for us," caled Haines, making no effort to
keep hisvoice down. "Weve got to run for it!"

L aden with the remaining weapons and equi pment, the three human beings hurried on, but it soon
became clear that four legs were better than two, for the crestures were gaining on them.

They had forgotten they were lost. Now they sought only to get out of sight and hide. They dropped their
equipment asthey ran down halls, through tunnels, skittering along doping ramps, heading for what they
hoped would prove to be an exit.

Behind them an increasing crowd of Plutonians had collected, and severd timesa spark of eectronic
power crackled and blazed against the wall over their heads. The pursuers were armed.

Burl's lungs began to ache painfully. Close on the hedls of his companions he dashed into one room only
to find agroup of Plutonians coming at him from the other Side. His ears were deafened by the barking
noises and aarm boomings. He jumped to one side to avoid a Plutonian standing directly in his path, and
ran into anarrow tunnel. There was an excited barking as the creatures followed him.

With asinking heart, he redlized that he was now adone. Haines and Russ must have been cut off. He
gasped for bresth. Running in atight space suit, carrying his oxygen tanks, was hot and hard work. He



did not dare drop the tanks, for his only chance was to escape outside.

Heran wildly on, hoping to reach an outer door. But he seemed now to be in amaze, for nothing was
familiar to him. He could no longer remember how many times he had run into groups of Plutonians, nor
could he guess how many followed on hisheds.

Then he ssumbled into asmall, round chamber out of which led three tunnels. As he looked around
quickly to sdlect his next means of escape, barking Plutonians erupted from each opening. Burl backed
up againgt thewall, knowing that thistime he was trapped.

A blaze of sparks broke over his head as a blast banged across the room. The red-eyed, scrabbling
figures charged, their chinless mouths opening to emit barking calls of bestia anger. One aimed arodlike
contrivance a him, and there was another flare of light.

Theroom dissolved around him in aglare of brilliant green. As he dipped helplesdy to thefloor, helost
CONSCIOUSNESS.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Sacrifice on the Sacred M oon

BURL DENNING! Canyou hear me, Burl Denning?" A thin, tinny voice somewhere was calling him.
But the darknesswas al around, and Burl felt agreat deepiness and adesire only to sink deeper into the
cottony nothing in which he seemed to be cradled.

"Burl Denning! If you can hear me, speak up!™ Again thefaint, scratchy voice nagged at Burl'smind. He
redlly ought to answer. He tried to open his mouth. Something hard and cold was pressing againgt his
back. He tossed and squirmed.

Once more the voice caled, and thistime he decided that he must be adleep. He struggled to open his
eyes, then finaly blinked them widein an effort to adjust himsdif to his surroundings.

He was apparently out in the open, and it was night. The sky was dark, not black, but aimost so— a
deep, blue-black. There was a pae blue saucer hanging in the sky. It blotted out most of the view.
Gradually, he became aware of ashiny barrier between him and that sky— he was not out of doors.
Something like a glass dome seemed to be overhead.

Burl raised his head. There was no onein sight. He felt dizzy and confused. He lifted a hand to his brow,
and felt the cold glass of his space hdmet. He was still wearing his space suit then. The voice— it must
bein his hemet phone.

"Hdlo," he ventured weskly. "Who's caling?"
Quickly thefaint voice replied, growing stronger. "Burl, areyou dl right? Where are you?'

Burl looked around. He was sitting on the floor of an isolated enclosure with atrangparent dome. There
were no walls, just the rounded dome like afishbow! turned upside down on him. The flooring beneath
his feet was plagtic.

"I'madl right, I think," said Burl. "Isthat you, Russ? Sounds alittle like you, but you must be far awvay."
"Yes, it'sme, Russdl Clyde," confirmed the voice. "Y ou're coming in week, too. Where are you?'

Burl described his surroundings. There was a silence for amoment, then Russsvoice again. "'l kind of



suspected it, but what you say confirmsit. We must be on the only planet we haven't visited... or rather,
not on it, but near it. | mean Neptune. | knew from the gravity | wasn't on Pluto any more. Judging from
our weight, and your description of the bluish planet in the sky, we must be on Triton, Neptune's bigger
moon."

Burl found that his dizzinesswas disappearing. "l fed light," he commented, as he got to hisfeet. "Should
Neptune look sort of like Uranus, only more bluishin color?' he asked.

"That'sit," said Russ. "Neptuneis pretty much of atwin for Uranus, only it'sdenser, alittle bit smaler,
and perhaps more substantia than the other giant worldsin our system. It should have a second moon,
smdler and way out.”

Burl walked around the little enclosed space. "1 guess I'm aprisoner here," he said. "Thisdomeison the
surface. Mogt of the areaiisjust asort 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 symbols on them that look
like the phases of the moon."

"l think I'm ingde one of those buildings" Russguessed. "I'min abig hal with alot of exhibitsin glass
cases. And they've got the-strangest creatures |'ve ever seen in them. There are lunar markings here,
too— they remind me of the oneswe saw on Pluto. Y ou know what | suspect?'

Burl paced around, regaining his senses as he walked. It was obvious that, after he'd been knocked out
by the Plutonians, he had been taken by them to this moon of Neptune. For what purpose?

Russ continued to murmur histhoughts, hisvoice ringing tinnily in Burl's earphones. "I think that Triton
was originaly Pluto's moon. When Pluto wandered into the solar system, it crossed Neptune's orbit and
was held. Its moon came closer to Neptune and was captured completely. But Pluto, having agreater
mass, didn't stick. It established an eccentric orbit of itsown . which took it far out from Neptune for
hundreds of years at astretch and brought it back only rarely. Pluto lost its moon. And that moon was
the spiritua home of the Sun-tappers rdigion.”

Burl glanced across the landscape. There were some funny things growing nearby. They looked alittle
likethin, glassy treeswith big, blue coconuts on top.

"What happened to you and Haines after we got separated?"' he asked, il talking through his helmet
phone.

"I don't know what happened to Haines," said Russ. "I hope he got away. But they trapped me. | was
taken aboard one of their dumbell ships, and brought here. The trip took days. | guessyou were
unconsciousfor dl that time. If it'sany comfort to you, the Pluto building was destroyed. Our atomic
bomb went off. | saw the flare from awindow in the ship. | think thismoon isthe last stronghold of the
Sun-tappers, and | think it isour fina objective.”

The strange crystalline vegetation seemed to be moving closer to Burl. He watched it carefully. It was
moving! Therewereliving beings out therel

They glided oddly over the ground, and he saw that their bases were amass of crystdline fringes, moving
federswhich crawled over the surface bearing the upper structures with them. They had thin, trunklike
bodies with two long, pencil-like branches that were used as arms. And the coconut objects were

heads!

They circled the dome 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 creaturesin



wonder.

The beings were clearly gesturing to him, trying to signa with their odd arms. He waved back, wondering
how he could establish communication. As he did so, he described the creaturesto Russ.

Russsvoice was excited. "Say! | think I've figured out what sort of place I'm in. Thisisamuseum of
gaacticlifel Each of these glass cases contains a specimen of the highest form of life of its particular
world. In one of the cases, opposite me, there's one of the Martian creatures— abig, antlike fellow. He's
gtanding there, looking perfectly dive, but absolutely motionless. Next to him is something el se that looks
likean intelligent form. It's sort of aman, covered with short red hair. Around itswaist it's got a belt, and
there are pouches on it, and something like a short sword. It must be ahumanoid type from someworld
out among the stars. Some of the otherslook like intelligent forms, too, because they are wearing
clothing.

"| think that collecting these specimens and setting them up hereis part of the religion of the
Sun-tappers.”

While Russ was talking, Burl thought of away he might communicate with the stick-men. He wanted to
draw adiagram of the solar system on the floor of his enclosure. He gestured futilely with his hand, but
there was nothing with which to make amarking. The stick-men outside watched his hand, then one of
them reached around to something hanging acrossits back and withdrew a thin table and awedge of red.
Holding the table up to that Burl could see, the creature quickly sketched a recognizable map of the Sun
and its planets!

Burl redlized then that he was dedling with highly intelligent beings— no savages, these, but the products
of ahigh civilization. He indicated the third world as his own. The stick-man drew back asif surprised,
then pointed upward.

They came from Neptune!

During the next few hours, amost curious three-way discussion went on— Burl sgnding to the
Neptunians outside and describing his discoveriesto Russ over the phone of his space suit; Russ
suggesting answers to some of the more difficult diagrams. It was a curious experience. Gradualy, by
means of smple drawings and gestures, and even charaddlike playlets acted out by the weird
vegetable-crysta beings, there emerged the genera story of the Neptunians and the invaders from Pluto.

On Neptune there had been a great civilization covering the entireworld, ahard surface lying deep
benesath itsthick methane atmosphere. There were forests and there were animas and intelligent beings.
They did not breathe, but absorbed both their food and liquid gas through rootlike feelers on which they
stood and moved.

Then one day, about thirty years ago, they had been invaded by creatures that came in dumbhbell-shaped
spaceships, and which had destroyed their cities, and attempted to conquer the planet. They learned that
these ships had come from Triton, the strange new moon that Neptune had acquired about a thousand
years earlier, and from the new planet, Pluto, their astronomers had observed at that time.

For thirty years the Neptunians had fought against the invaders. For awhile they dmost succeeded, but
then something new had developed. Their world grew hotter. Great structures had been erected on the
poles, the areasfirst conquered by the Plutonians and still held by them. From these spots, vast amounts
of heat surged over the planet and changed it.

Heat meant deeth and doom to every living frigi-plasmic 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 Neptunians, beast and vegetable dike, would vanish totaly.

"Sothat'sit,” breathed Burl. "That's where the Sun-tap energy is going. The Plutonians want Neptune
becauseit's near their old moon, and they haveto warm it up to live onit. Of course! And Neptune'stoo
far from the Sun to explode when it novas, it will just get comfortable for the Plutoniand™

The Neptunians continued their strange tae. They had built a crude spaceship and manned it with a
suicide battalion of the most desperate warriors of their race. They had journeyed to Triton in hopes of
seizing it and destroying the foe from there. The stick-men had attacked and had been beaten back.

Now there were only afew dozen of them left— the last soldiers of their invasion and ignored by the
enemy. And herethey were, explaining thisto Burl, whom they recognized asan dly.

Russ's voice suddenly broke into Burl's thoughts, " There's some sort of ceremony beginning here. There's
aprocession of Plutonians dressed in golden robes marching down the center of the hdll, carrying staffs
with moon pictures on them... They're chanting in unison, though it sounds like barking. Can you hear it?'

Burl could. It sounded faintly in his earphoneslike the noisesin adog pound.

"Now they're circling around. They're opening one of the cases. The glassdides back... Say! The
exhibitsaren't dead. | see something moving... It'saman!™”

Russ's voice stopped suddenly. Faintly, Burl could hear the barking and then Russsterrified voice. "Itis
aman, Burl. He's dark-skinned and wearing white cotton pants and a homespun shirt. He looks like an
Indian, maybe a South American Indian. When they lifted the glass, he just walked out and stood asif he
were al mixed up. Then he got scared and started to run.”

The voice was slent amoment. "They grabbed him, Burl. They sacrificed him! And now they're coming
for me"

"Stop them!" Burl yelled wildly. "Do something!"

"| can't stop them." Russwas resigned. "They're taking me to the empty glass case. | guess|'m elected to
be the next exhibit. They're shoving mein!™

Outside Burl's enclosure the stick-men sensed something unusud in his strained attitude. They stared in at
him, while he remained tense, ligening.

Now Russsvoice came again. "They're going to take off my helmet and throw in the suspended
animation gas, Burl. Good-by. | can seethem ill. Oh... oh, | fed strange, | fed Hiff, faint... here... I...

go....

Hisvoice faded out, thin and weak. Then therewas only slence.

Burl threw himsdf againgt the restraining transparent wall of his dome prison and hammered on it with his
fists. The domewould not give way.

He looked around desperately, determined to escape, wondering what surprise the Plutonians were
holding him for— suspecting he would be the next victim. They would be coming for him soon, he knew.

He searched the enclosure for some way of leaving. He looked at the stick-men and wondered if they
knew. One of them, the one who seemed to be the leader, gestured to him. His arm pointed to aspot in
thefloor.



Sure enough, there was acrack there, an outline like asmall trap cover. Heworked at it with hisfingers
and, finding adent, he pushed. A lid came off. Below was a cleared space, afew inches deep, in which
were et the levers of atypical Plutonian control board.

Burl wondered if hewere dtill carrying the charge that attuned him to such controls. The shock he had
received on Pluto could have blanked it out.

He pushed at the levers with his gloved hands. They did not obey him. Desperately, he removed the
glove from one of hishands. It was bitter cold in thelittle enclosure. but there was some atmosphere. The
lever dmost frozeto hisfingers, but heturned it again.

Thistime it worked. Thetop of the dome that entrapped him suddenly opened, and the sides did back.
Burl replaced his glove on his hand and dashed outside to the freedom of the frigid surface of Triton.

Then hewas among the Neptunian stick-men, and they were actudly patting him on the back, waving
toward the building, hurrying him on.

They were prepared to diein one last desperate assault on the foe. Could Burl do less?
CHAPTER NINETEEN

The Museum of Galactic Life

THERE WERE anumber of structureslaid out on the plain under the blue glow of Neptune. Burl saw
that only one of them was atrue building in the design he had come to know was that of an ancient
Plutonian temple except thet it wasfar, far larger than any of the ruined shells he had seen on Pluto.

The other structures turned out to be walls and pillars arranged around the centra building, evidently in
relation to their rdigious sgnificance. Thismain building, ornately decorated, was windowless, and the
severd closed doors represented metallic and forbidding barriers. It must have covered thirty acres,
risng about thirty feet from the ground.

AsBurl franticaly examined it, the leaders of the Neptunians moved discreetly with him. They gestured at
the doors, indicating their own inability to open them. Apparently they thought that Burl might succeed
where they had failed.

Burl wasn't sure he could. He supposed there might be controls similar to those that released him
from-the dome, but he thought first he had better determine a plan of action. Somewhere within, Russ
was sedled up— an exhibit among the living dead of many planets.

He managed to convey thisthought to the three stick-men. There was an unmistakable nod of assent
from one of them; and atwiglike arm indicated that Burl should follow him. They rapidly crossed the area
to the outlying fringes of afrigi-plasmic forest.

Here towering crystal line masses pushed up from the dark ground. It seemed to be aweird jumble of
broken glass— broken glass ten and fifteen feet high! The Neptuniansled Burl into thisamazing
landscape through a narrow path. He walked behind them, feding thick and heavy in comparison with
their fragile bodies. But, in spite of appearances, they were not fragile, nor were the growths that made
up the fantastic Neptune-transplanted vegetation of Triton.

They cameto aclearing 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 whilewaiting for commands. As he entered the clearing, most of them lifted their root tentacles



and crowded around him. He was as strange a being to them— helmeted and bundled in plastic and
rubber and metal— asthey seemed to him.

Burl noticed that many of them must have been wounded— there were signs of missng armsor of
burned roots, and few had odd poultices smeared over their round, blue heads.

The Neptunian commander pointed out their store of arms. They had long spears of some glistening
trand ucent substance, a projector which fired darts of the same materia, and a number of the Plutonian
globe-and-rod instruments— obvioudy captured from the enemy.

He examined some of the spears and darts, and a suspicion he had held on first seeing them was
confirmed. These were made of ice! On Neptune, ice was easily obtained— and hard enough to be
worked like metal. Its melting point being far, far above any hest likely outside of a Neptunian laboratory,
it was as permanent asiron for their needs!

Burl studied the captured Plutonian hand wegpons, and was pleased to have one of the Neptunian
soldiers pick up one and demongtrate how it wasfired. It had gpparently smpler controls than most
Plutonian products, for it easily blazed forth abolt of eectronic firethat blasted atal, crystdlinetreeto
shards.

The Neptunian leader 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 limited and that they desired to make their find assault without delay. They wanted to
know now what Burl could contribute.

Burl redlized that asfar as he was concerned, he was not in any better shape than hisadlies. His oxygen
tanks were dowly but surely emptying. He examined his gauges and was startled to see he had only two
more hours before suffocation would set in. The suit was warmed by batteries which would last severd
dayslonger, but by that timeit would betoo late.

Somewhere inside his suit he had a pocket knife, but he could not get at it in the frigid near-airlessness of
the outer surface. His holster till hung at hisside, but it was empty.

There was nothing to do then but to join the Neptunian assault. He would try to open the door by the
electronic charge that till remained in hisbody. If he did, they could bresk in and do what they could. If
he could not, who knew what would happen?

Burl picked up one of the Plutonian weapons and gestured to the rest to prepare to attack. Immediately,
they fdl into orderly ranks. They were, indeed, soldiers, Burl thought— the cream of their planet's
armies— whatever that meant in Terrestrid terms.

Then, following the lead of the Neptunian captain, they marched out of the forest. Asthey crossed the
open plain, Burl knew that they were probably in Sght of the defenders. But he redlized quickly that that
had been true when he was released and nothing had happened. So perhaps he was wrong. Perhapsthe
Plutonians were limited— perhaps they had not bothered to keep awatch.

That left only the Plutonian spaceshipsto worry about. Burl hagtily searched the sky and located two
glowing spots— four really— undoubtedly two of the double-sphere ships. The Neptunians behind
bumped into him, then the whole column cameto a halt.

Burl pointed to the ships. The commander waved hisarms helplesdy. They had been there dl dong, Burl
gathered, and what could he do about it? More gestures. Y es, the ships were dangerous. In fact, they
had been the ones that had defeated the main Neptunian attack, blasted them from the sky and destroyed



the ship in which the stick-man army had arrived. The Neptunians were going to attack, regardless.

Again, Burl redized the essentidly suicida mood that moved these beings. They were attacking againgt
odds before which they were utterly helpless.

Even as Burl stared at the far-off lights of the Plutonian ships, he noticed them swing away, moving off
toward the horizon. As he watched, he thought for an instant that something else had blinked like a star,
far in the distance.

Struck by a sudden thought, he activated his helmet radio. "Burl Denning caling the Magellan!" He
gpoke a maximum power into histhroat mike. "Caling the Magellan! If you can hear me, reply!”

Then, to hisjoy, afaint, faraway voice answered, "Burl Denning! Thisis Lockhart. Give usyour
location.”

"Lockhart! There are two Pluto ships gpproaching you from the direction in which you can hear my
voice. Be careful!”

The voice came faintly again, "We see them. Well take care of them. Haines made it back to the ship.
The Pluto base is destroyed. There are only those two ships|eft. We followed them here asfast aswe
could. Can you hold out until we draw them out and crack them?Wewill need alittletime.

Burl called, "Don't worry about me. Go to it. Russmay bedivein ther building here. Don't bombit. I'm
goingtotry togetin.”

"Okay," cdled Lockhart's voice; dready growing weak as the Magellan 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 from their protection of the temple. He pointed at the was of the building with a"let'sgo"
gesture.

Burl noticed that though the Neptunians were gpparently featureless, he could sense adistinct tightening
up inther actions. They were tensed, ready for the fina battle.

They marched up to the main door of the temple. The captain loosed abolt of eectronicfireat it, but it
left no mark.

There was no sound from within. Evidently the Plutonians were either busy about their own business, or
did not regard the Neptunians as worth their attention.

In acovered pand right next to the door, Burl found the typical Sun-tap controls. Hetried to work them,
but they would not function through his gloves.

He hegtated, knowing that removing his glove thistime might prove very risky. Then he hedtily drew off
his left gauntlet and the thin nylon glove that was the inner protection of his suit. He placed hishand on the
control. Theicy cold bitinto it. He twisted, the control worked, and he tore his hand away, replacing the
gloves.

The door did open. Burl ran insde, followed by half adozen Neptunians. They werein asmall
antechamber, evidently an air lock.

The Neptunians, legping with excitement, did not



bother to activate the inner door, which would have meant closing the outer door. Insteed, they attacked
it with heavy ice axes. The strange tools, chilled to a hardness unthinkable on Earth, bit into the fragile
plastic. After afew hard blows, the plastic split, and therewas asmall explosion asthe air within the
temple 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 |eft. Outside, the flow began to conged, and athin
snow of liquid air begantofall.

When the blast subsided after severd minutes, the Neptunians jumped up, shook off the new gas-snow,
and charged through the doorway into the templeitsalf.

Burl held his Plutonian flashgun at the ready. Indde, they found chaos and disaster. In the great rooms
and hals Plutonians writhed on the floors, in the last throes of suffocation and freezing, now that the air
had been ripped from their stronghol d.

Thewalls bore brilliant paintings and sharply defined sculptures. Advancing with the ranks of stick-men,
Burl caught glimpses of strange scenes on distant planets, of landscapes that must have been Pluto at one
time, beneath a double sun that probably wasitsorigina parent.

Burl became faintly aware of adistant clanging. Not al the air was gone, he thought; it must be pouring
out in dower volume asthe pressure diminished. Somewhere an darm was ringing.

The Neptuniansfdl behind; he saw now that the floor and walls of the temple were till too hot for them.
They began to withdraw, regrouping, blazing awvay with ice darts and spears at Plutonians who had
appeared in hastily-donned space garments.

Burl fired, then plunged on. He had to get to the hall where Russ was imprisoned.

Finally hewas out of sight and sound of the Neptunians and their adversaries. Behind him adoor swung
down. He was nearing the heart of the building now. The remaining Plutonians were sedling it off, ralying
for their find defense.

Hewas now cut off from support. But he sill counted on confusion and surpriseto aid him. Heran down
along hall to avast central chamber and arrived a split second before the door dammed shut after him.
The museum of gdacticlifel

It wasahuge hall, ova in shape. Inits center was a block that might be an dtar. Lining thewalson each
Sde, ranging from the 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 standing
motionless within each of these exhibition cases.

There were a so about two dozen Plutoniansin the hall, most of them grouped around the centrd altar.
They wore gaudy harnesses and carried sharp, sword-like wands.

Two of them started for Burl, and he leveled his wegpon and fired. There was aflash of light and one of
the creatures dropped senseless. The other turned and scuttled away, uttering barking cries.

Burl glanced hastily around. Therest of the Plutonians— priests or curators or executioners, whatever
they were— advanced dowly on Burl. He couldn't get them all, but hed try. Hefired it again.

Thistime the wegpon failed to go off. Its charge was used up. The Plutonians ye ped with deight and
pressed forward, flourishing their swords.

Burl desperately hurled a globe-and-rod at them, meanwhile looking around for a new weapon. But he
saw only the shining glass fronts of the exhibits. In the nearest case was amanlike being, dark purplein



color, athing with afixed but inteligent starein its danted yellow eyes. It had two tdl ears, awide ches,
and acurling tail, and was wearing a belt with pouches and a short kilt that only about half covered his
two long, hairy legs.

Burl spun on hished, swooped upon the gleaming swordlike wand that had fallen from the deed
Plutonian, and racing back to the exhibit, brought it up with al hismight againgt the transparent surface.

The glassy stuff cracked. Another blow with dl the strength of an Earth-muscled body on alight gravity
world, and the front shattered open.

There was a puff of agreenish gas. The creature insde suddenly blinked and moved ahand. Then,
without waiting, Burl dashed to the next exhibit and swung his metal sword again.

The barking cdls of the Plutoniansincreased in frenzy, and they charged him, screaming. Asthe second
exhibit crashed open, Burl turned to fend off his attackers, swinging hissword. It clashed againgt the
sword of the nearest curator-priest, who dipped and went bowling over againgt hisfellows. Burl reached
thethird exhibit and smashed it.

He turned to meet arenewed attack, and thistime, out of the corner of hiseye, he saw that a purple
humanoid wasin action beside him. The purple one had picked up a Plutonian, apparently with grest
ease, and was using its body as a bludgeon.

Something furry and green legped high in the air and came down in the middle of the Plutonians. There
was awild, unearthly screech asit landed, and exhibit number two, from heaven knew what starry world,
wasinthefray.

Now Burl found himsalf momentarily unhampered, and rapidly he opened exhibit after exhibit. The battle
became wilder and fiercer, as star-being after star-being joined in.

The Plutonians swung away in al directionswith their wands. Their barking voices were drowned out by
arisng chorus of sounds— roaring, inhuman voices, caling cursesin languages of worldsthat lay many
light-years distant— wild, birdlike calls from awinged being whose intelligent eyes and wide brow belied
the ferocity of its beaked and taloned attack. There was a clanking, ringing sound, asathing of half
jointed shining meta, haf soft, velvety-white flesh, whirred among the foe, doing damage with a
razor-edged arm that shot out from the metallic part of its body.

There was something like acloud of insects— amad thing which seemed to be asingle hive of tiny
winged cdllsthat moved and bit and stood its ground like asingle united being.

There was aMartian that had at first sood stupidly, asif unaware of what was going on, and then had
gone berserk at thefirst sght of a Plutonian running past him.

And in the next case was Russ, still space-suited, staring out through the glass. With ajoyous crash, Burl
smashed the front of the niche.

Russ moved, his eyes opening wide as he saw Burl. He reached down quickly and picked up the helmet
which had been taken from his head. As soon as he had it in place, he activated the phones. "Wow!" his
voice camein Burl's earphones loud and clear, "L et'sgo!™

He jumped down and grabbed Burl. Together, the two danced awild jig of joy. Then they both
remembered 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 al torn, beaten, lifeless. Moving among them



weretheir former victims— the exhibits gathered from worlds undreamed of by human astronomers.
What hopes of vengeance had been stored in those inhuman hearts when each had been torn from his
native world, had been caught in helpless paralysis and carried trillions of miles across trackless space as
living trophied

Although their forms were many and strange, there seemed to be no fear of one another among the
survivors. What they had been through had united them forever. One by one, they began to gather
around Burl and Russ, recognizing in them their saviors, grateful for their ddivery.

Burl's helmet radio spoke up. "The Magellan caling Burl Denning! We have diminated the last two
enemy ships. Give usyour location. We intend to A-bomb the ingtdlations on Triton as soon aswe can
pick you up!"

Burl spoke into the phone. "Hold up the explosions, colond. Weve taken the place intact. Y ou can land
the Magellan outside the main temple and come and see. We've got dlies, lots of them.”

"Yes" sad Russinto his phone, "weve got the secret of Pluto, we've got afriendly, fellow world on
Neptune, and we have awhole crowd of the strangest refugees you'll ever hope to see. Bring extra space
suits with you. We have the makings here of friendship and trade with dozens of distant star planets— a
treasure in itsalf worth adozen trips around the solar system.”

Burl looked around him, thoughtful at these words. Visons of the marvelsthat future A-G shipswould
find, as, manned by Earthly crews and carrying each star-being back to its galactic world; they opened
up on each planet new vigtas of achievement, science, and artistic marvel.

Hefound himsdf staring into the yellow eyes of the big, purple humanoid. His hand was grasped by the
other's strangely shaped hand while ayelow, powdery creature like a human moth tried to touch Burl in
fondness.

Burl smiled widely and began to grasp the proffered tentacles, pincers and grippers.

"Welcome," he said to them dl. "Welcome to the solar system. Welve got alot to talk about.”



