
        
            
                
            
        

    



A Science-Fiction Novel By
Eando Binder


A science fiction adventure about the
incredible theft of Pluto and Neptune's Moon...
a motorized satellite... and an alien
world in deadly conflict with Earth





WHO
IS LORG AND


WHAT
IS LORG'S WARP . . .


AND
WHAT DOES THE


SPACE
SCIENTIST


HAVE
TO DO WITH IT ALL?


"The Space Scientist is the most
mysterious figure living today," Shelton told Myra. "He's been out in
space for twenty years in a spaceship with a complete laboratory in it. He's
compiling data for a tremendous new concept of the Universe."


Only out of desperation did Shelton dare call
him for information about Iapetus. The Space
Scientist appeared on the screen, his entire head covered with a hood. Myra
gasped.


"I have made a vow never to let Earth
see my face again," he said harshly, confirming rumors of a lab accident
that scarred his face and embittered him.


 



"Sir,
about Iapetus—" began Shelton.


"I don't care about Iapetus,"
the Space Scientist replied scornfully. "I have no concern with Earth's
petty problems . . ."
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CHAPTER I


Saturn's
Satellite


 



□
The space ship Tycho, of the Planetary Survey Bureau, came down bouncingly on its retractable
landing wheels of thick, spongy neo-rubber that even the cold of space could
not harden. A blast of the retarding rockets prevented it from rolling too far
over jagged, crystalline rocks strewn along the narrow valley between two
cliffs, picked as the most promising landing field.


Pilot
Mark Traft cursed. There hadn't been much choice in
the matter, what with the whole blasted satellite as torn up in appearance as
a battlefield. It had almost been a matter of closing your eyes and lowering
away with your fingers crossed, hoping for the best. Yet he hadn't done that.
He had applied all of his skill as a class-A pilot. The ship came to rest,
safely.


Unhooking
the broad seat-straps, he came to his feet and rose to his full height of
six-feet-five. He was proportionately as broad-shouldered, with great hands
and powerful arms. Muscles bulged beneath his natty uniform.


Blond-haired,
he was a reincarnated Viking in all aspects save one—his face. That,
incongruously, had been stamped by Nature in a kindly, good-natured mold, and
his complexion was as smoothly fair as a girl's, much to his secret disgust.
Nor had he ever been able to raise a camouflaging mustache or, when he left off
shaving for a time, more than a scraggly reddish beard.


He
pressed his face against a flawless port plate of artificial diamond, looking
out.











This was Iapetus,
eighth moon of Saturn, revolving at a distance of 2,200,000 miles from its
ringed primary. A bitter, isolated little world it obviously was, whose dawn
was lit only by the feeble rays of a sun nine hundred million miles away.


Its
atmosphere, he knew, was thin, frigid. Its gloomy surface, as much as he could
see of it, was a jumbled, scaly waste of barren mineral plains and some few
age-lessly frozen lakes. It was a desolate scene; one
to chill the eye and heart of a living observer.


Yet
Earthmen were about to carry their interplanetary exploits to this wayward
member of the Solar System, in the year 2050 A.D., less than a hundred years
after the advent of space travel. There was a thriving colony on Titan, largest
moon of Saturn, two million miles away, and a fueling outpost on Rhea.
Exploring ships had already touched on Iapetus and
noted its rich beds of beryllium ore.


"Pretty
deserted-looking place," commented Greeley, the co-pilot, also unstrapping himself. He stood six feet, but was dwarfed by
the gigantic Traft. He went on, his eyes rather
bleak: "Not much of the disease of life, as the poets put it, here. Not
even insects."


"There's
some plant life—looks like moss," commented Traft.
"Evolution barely got a start here."


Back
of them, the rest of the ship's list of ten men were
making similar observations. Somehow, the less of life a world displayed, the
more inhospitable it appeared. Even a hotbed of horrible monsters would have
been preferable to this stony, barren stretch.


"However,
we'll go out armed," said Captain Harvey, commander of the expedition.


As a
wise and experienced leader in the Survey Service, he knew that on alien
worlds unknown dangers oftentimes lurked just beyond one's nose.


"Men"—he addressed the whole
group—"you know what we're here for. Survey of mineral
deposits. All previous expeditions, in the past few years, reported
extensive beryllium ores. That makes this satellite a sort of
treasure-chest."


He
waved his arms as though indicating mountainous heaps of wealth. True, in a
sense, for beryllium, forming the lightest and strongest of alloys,
had become the most useful metal in that age of interplanetary travel.


"The
Mineral Exploitation Bureau," he went on, "would have come around to
it sooner, except that this satellite is so damnably far out of the way. As it
stands, Saturn is the practical outpost of present-day earthly traffic in the
Solar System. And Iapaetus here, being so remote from
the primary, is about the farthest frontier so far achieved. But now that Titan
and Rhea have good fueling stations and docks for ore freighters, Iapetus is ripe for the plucking. Man is bringing another
world to his doorstep."


He
glanced around, knowing that all the men felt the inner glow that comes to the
explorer who realizes he is the first of a cavalcade of settlers, workers and
builders, who will come later on.


"For
the survey work," the captain went on, "you are all under the orders
of Hugh Benning, our mineralogist. And now we'll get
into vac-suits and venture out. All
except Traft and Greeley. You two will remain
within the ship, as guard."


The
rest of the men struggled into their vac-suits of
neo-rubber. The two pilots helped them clamp the neck fittings of their helmets
and clipped oxygen bottles to their belts.


"By
the way, Captain Harvey," Hugh Benning said,
"this atmosphere has always been reported breathable, by other
expeditions. Cold and thin, of course, but fresh and
pleasant. No harmful effects after an hour."


"I know," the captain nodded.
"We'll try it later, but only after a volunteer has breathed it for
fifteen minutes before the rest do. Get that, men?
Keep your helmets closed until I give
the word."


Finally
the eight vac-suited figures clumped out with their
lead-weighted shoes and the air-lock hissed shut behind them. Traft and Greeley watched half enviously as their
companions wandered about outside, enjoying the feeling of freedom, after the
cramped quarters of the cabin. That was always a thrill to space voyagers.


A
few minutes later Benning, evidently having volunteered
to try the air, was seen to unfasten the slit covering that allowed the
outside air to reach his lungs. His suit promptly deflated, as the outside
pressure was greatly lower. He turned off his oxygen bottle, subsisting entirely
by the satellite's atmosphere. A normal man, avoiding exertion, could breathe
such stratosphere-thin air for a limited period of time without ill effects.


"Bet
the air has a bite to it," Traft shivered,
glancing at the thermo-scale that showed the outside temperature at minus 102
degrees. The overhead, midget sun did little to dispel such cold. "But of
course he has the nose tube warming coils taking most of the chill out."


"Lucky
guy!" sighed Greeley. "Bottled air always
tastes so stale after a few hours."


A click sounded in the stillness of the ship.
Traft was training a small, compact camera—a marvel
of perfection that took colored pictures under almost any conditions— out of
the port, snapping the outside scenery.


"A
candid camera fiend, if there ever was one," Greeley said, grinning.
"The breed hasn't died out in a hundred years."


"It's
a great hobby," said Traft simply. "I have
pictures taken on ten worlds, and I'm proud of the collection."


The
group outside strode to the top of a low hillock overlooking the surrounding
territory. Benning kneeled suddenly, grabbing up handsful of coarse soil to peer at it closely. He seemed
startled and was evidently telling the others what a fortune in ore lay at hand.


"It's
a wonder private interests haven't been here," Traft
reflected aloud, "to sneak away a few million dollars' worth, as they did
on Callisto. Remember that case, some years ago? They
got away with a fortune in radium ore before Government exploitation moved
in."


Captain
Harvey's deep voice issued startlingly from the radio speaker, kept open and
tuned to his helmet radio.


"Traft,"
called the captain, "we are making our way to the nearest cliff at the
right. Benning suggests the richest deposits may be
there. We are all breathing the air now. Very sweet and
fresh. Keep the radio open."


"Aye, sir! "said Traft.


Then
he and Greeley, from the aft port, watched the party move toward the sharp, upflung cliff to the right from the ship's nose. They could
make out the clifFs details easily, no more than a
quarter-mile away. At the base of it showed the black, uneven cut-out of a
natural cave leading into the solid rock. Anemic sunlight failed to penetrate
within its depths.


The
exploring party had seen the cave, too. They were approaching it, with the
curiosity that all men have for the mysterious. Guns up in instinctive
wariness, they clambered to its mouth and peered in. Benning
climbed to a flat, overhanging lip for a closer look.


To
the two watching pilots there was no thought of danger. A deserted world,
uninhabited by inimical life-forms, could offer little uncertainty. Their stay
on Iape-tus promised to be as routine and safe as on
the more well known planets.


And then it came!


They
saw the men out there stagger drunkenly, then start to
stumble toward the ship, fumbling at their open visors. Their movements were
stiff, awkward.


"Something's happened!" gasped
Greeley in startled alarm.


Traft, moving with tigerish
swiftness for all of his size, was already at the radio, shouting into it.


"Captain Harvey!
What's wrong? What—"


"Something—freezing—choking
us!" came back the captain's hoarse tones. And more weakly:
"Gas—cold— in the air. Traft,
Greeley—help!"


The
voice died away in a strangling moan. The men were dropping now, one after
another, bouncing like rubber balls in the light gravity. They twisted
convulsively. Traft and Greeley glanced at one
another for an instant of horrified wonder.


"Vac-suits!"
roared Traft, whirling to the rear supply
compartment.


They
fairly dived into their vac-suits, snapped the oxygen
valves, and entered the lock. They plunged from it a moment later and bounded
for the fallen men. Exerting full muscular effort in the reduced gravity, they
were able to cover the quarter-mile in less than a minute. The fallen men were
lying still now, with eyes closed behind their visors.


Traft knelt at the side of Captain Harvey and
quickly unstrapped his leaden shoe weights. He did the same for another, then picked up the limp bodies, one under each arm. He was
still able to run faster than he could have on Earth, carrying nothing but his
own weight. Greeley followed with two more of the stricken men.


They
made another hurried trip, but Greeley came back with only one man. Inside the
cabin he hastily unfastened his visor. "Benning
is missing!" he shouted at Traft. "He must
have fallen into the cave mouth."


Traft nodded grimly, grabbed up a hand flash and
dashed out again. Greeley wriggled out of his vac-suit
and began stripping the others.


Traft returned in a few minutes, his face
strained.


"Benning is lost!" he announced with a note of
finality. "That cave is a monstrous place, full of pits that haven't any
visible bottom." He shrugged, not with indifference, but with
hopelessness.


"Good
Lord!" groaned the co-pilot. But he was staring numbly at the bodies of
the rescued men. "They aren't even breathing. They're d—" He gulped,
unable to bring the word out.


"Not
necessarily," snapped Traft, though his eyes
held the daze of shock. "They were exposed only
a short time to whatever was in the air. People don't die so suddenly, even
when their hearts stop beating and their lungs collapse. They found that out
back in the Twentieth Century. We've got to hurry, though. Slip an oxygen mask
over their faces and pump their diaphragms like you would for a drowned person.
Come on, we've got work to do."


They
labored like slaves at this, changing from one limp form to another, hoping to
revive them all. But no signs of returning life rewarded them. No color came to
the faces that seemed drained of all blood. The clammy fingers of fear gripped
their hearts.


Gradually
the hopelessness of it stole into their minds, but they doggedly continued
their efforts, unwilling to admit defeat. Several hours later, dog-weary and
with aching muscles, they stared at one another pantingly.


"They're
dead," Greeley declared, shudderingly. His voice
held a grating edge from frayed nerves.


Traft looked haggard. But his eyes were puzzled.
He raised the arm of one of the limp forms. Then he released it. The arm
dropped back loosely.


"No rigor mortisP' he whispered hoarsely.


"What do you
mean?" gasped Greeley.


The
giant pilot sprang up. "This is a case for the Extra-Terra
Bio-Institute." Sudden resolve flared in his eyes. "The sooner we get
there, the better. We'll refuel at Titan and head for Earth."


"What
good will that do?" moaned Greeley. "It'll
take at least four or five days to get there. By that time they'll be dead for
sure, if they aren't already."


"Maybe they aren't—and
won't be."


Traft stared down at the bodies queerly, trying to
tell himself he was mad for the thought. Yet his pulses hammered with an
insistent hope that he might be right. He leaped for the pilot seat.


As Iapetus receded from their thundering rockets Traft set a course for the tiny disc of Titan near the
sweeping curve of Saturn's rings. He found it easier to stare out at the
star-peppered firmament than back at the seven still figures strapped in their
bunks. And the thought of Benning, lying broken at
the bottom of some measureless pit—


The
big pilot had not led a particularly tranquil life, in his adventurous calling,
but this disastrous episode numbed him to the core. Especially
the mystery of it. What strange gas had suddenly appeared in Iapetus' atmosphere? Did it spell some strange menace,
natural or— otherwise?


Traft shuddered a little. Somehow, it struck him
as full of sinister promise, this amazing event.


 



 



 



 



CHAPTER II


The
Institute of Bio-Magic


 



□
From the highest tower of ETBI, situated on Long
Island, the view was magnificent. Far to the west could be seen the spires of
Manhattan, Earth's largest and busiest city, the beating heart of man's empire
in the skies. Closer, on Long Island itself, lay Tellus Space Port, with its gigantic drome
and hangars and its wide-spread landing field.


Great
liners and freighters rocketed up and thundered down constantly. The bull roars
of their powerful engines could be heard as a steady low undertone, like the
beating of an endless surf.


"The
crossroads of space meet there!" murmured Dr. Rodney Shelton to his laboratory
assistant, Myra Ben-ning. She nodded.


It
was a scene to inspire that thought, as the docks and quays of old London, two
centuries before, had been the crossroads of the high seas. All the rich and
varied commerce of other worlds centered at this hub of the Solar Empire. Not
a day passed but what new treasure came out of the void—precious and useful
metals, priceless jewels, exotic food stuffs rare or unknown to Earth, besides
the steady dealing in Venusian grains and meats, and
the Martian manufactures.


At
times, the breath of adventure wafted from the spaceways—tales
of hidden lands on alien worlds, fabulous creatures and heroic deeds. In that
sense it was like the Venice of the Middle Ages, with
its early Teachings into Cathay and India and the mysterious South Seas. Only
here it was the traversing of etheric trails to Mars
and Ganymede and Rhea.


And
there was a frontier—Saturn—beyond which organized enterprise had not yet
advanced. It was a mixture of the prosaic and romantic, as with all such pioneering
periods, and no one could say what the morrow might bring.


The
two watchers from the tower drank in the scene, finding a moment of relaxation
from their intense laboratory routine below.


Dr.
Rodney Shelton was under thirty and over six feet, as lithely built as an
athlete. One noticed his strong chin, firm lips and straight nose, but mostly
his eyes. They were the steady, calm gray eyes of the dreamer and thinker, but
in their depths lurked a certain quality, keenly alive, that marked him a man of action when the occasion demanded.


He
did not look, outwardly, the scientist he was. But the wrinkles of
concentration could appear in an instant on his forehead, when the brain behind
it delved into a knotty problem.


Beside
him, Myra Benning was wholly feminine, despite her
shapeless laboratory smock and the lack of cosmetic artifices. She had the
natural beauty equipment of pert nose, gold-sheen hair and soft blue eyes. But
more than that, she had a mind, and a corresponding ambition to utilize it. She
had chosen science as a career.


Suddenly
both looked up, startled, as the shrill blast of sirens sounded from the
direction of Tellus Space Port. The sirens were
seldom used. It meant an emergency of some kind. Sometimes crippled ships, for
instance, needed the port cleared for a dangerous
landing.


Dr.
Shelton and Myra could see ships hastily wheeling away, postponing take-off.
One small freighter, about to settle for a landing, nosed up again with a
revved blast of its under tubes, to circle and await
its time.


A
few minutes later the cause of the disturbance appeared—a long, torpedo-shaped
craft that dropped almost precipitately from the clouds. Steam hissed from a hull that had been heated by rapid descent
through Earth's air envelope. The under tubes flamed a cherry red, smoothing
the fall, but the ship landed bouncingiy on its
undercarriage and rolled forward a hundred yards before retarding blasts halted
it. Then the volcanic throb of its engines ceased, abruptly.


The air-lock of the landed craft jerked open.
Hurrying officials from the drome met the flyers
coming out. Excitement pulsed in the air. To Rodney Shelton and his companion,
it was like a play being enacted on a faraway stage. The figures were tiny
toys.


"Wonder
what that's all about?" mused the man.
"They've come from somewhere in a big hurry." He leaned forward,
straining his eyes. "Looks like an exploration ship, by the size of its
fuel hold. Can't make out the name."


"Exploration ship!" Myra Benning
caught her breath. "My brother Hugh is with the Tycho—" She shook her head. "But that
isn't due back for three weeks yet. It wouldn't be Hugh's ship."


She
glanced at her wristwatch. "We've been up here a half hour," she stated
crisply. "I think we'd better go down now, Dr. Shelton."


"You're
like the voice of my conscience," the man grinned. "But you're
right—back to work."


They left the tower to
descend to their laboratory.


The
builders of the New York World's Fairs of 1939 and 1966 had called it the
"World of Tomorrow." They would have been utterly amazed, however, to
see what reared on those same grounds a century later.


To
the eye, it was simply a group of giant, windowless buildings; the conditioning
chambers of ETBI—Extra-Terra Bio-Institute. But within them, in sealed
cubicles, were a hundred varieties of temperature, pressure, lighting, and the
other strange conditions of extraterrestrial environments. It was a large-scale
biological project that had meant much in Earth's colonization of the planets.


One
building was devoted solely to Martian conditioning. Men and women emerged
from there with bodies whose metabolism was suited perfectly to Martian environment,
with its utterly dry, wispy air, freezing climate, and light gravity. They
were taken to Mars in specially conditioned space ships, a steady stream of
them.


Mars had been the first to be colonized.
Already the resident population of Earth people on the Red Planet was over five
million. A dozen industries thrived there. Beautiful ceramics from Martian clay
were much in demand on Earth. And the exquisitely fine
cloths from Martian spider webs.


Another
building conditioned colonists to withstand the torrid dampness of Venus, ten
times as trying to humans as the hottest jungles of Africa or South America.
These people reaped tremendous harvests of the Goudy Planet's boundless
fertility. Crops ripened in a short month in the hot, steamy plains that
stretched endlessly under veiled skies. Imported grains from Earth grew in
riotous abundance. More than half of Earth's staple food supplies came from the
rich farms of Venus.


All
this would have been impossible to normal, unconditioned Earth people. They
would have had to labor in sealed suits against adverse environment, with all
the insurmountable handicaps of such methods. But as people whose metabolism
had been altered to fit the new conditions, they lived and breathed as freely
as though born on those planets.


And
how had human metabolism, the stabilized result of millions of years of
evolution on Earth, been changed? In the final analysis, it all centered about
the use of one remarkable product of biological science, developed twenty-five
years before.


It
was called, for the press and public, just "adaptene,"
but only the most trusted officials of the Institute knew what it was by
formula. By its very nature, it had to be shrouded in secrecy and kept from the
hands of unscrupulous individuals. The Earth Union Government controlled
exclusively the manufacture and use of adaptene.


Adaptene was the parent substance of all hormones in
the living body. It controlled all metabolism, and
therefore all the body processes to the last one.


Most remarkable of the applications of this
near-miraculous substance had been the conquest of Jupiter's inimical
environment. It had seemed impossible at first. Jupiter's surface had a
crushing gravity, almost three times that of Earth, making human bones and
muscles crack in a few hours.


A moisture-choked heat, from the Titanic
layers of pressing gases, promised constantly parched throats and slowly
boiling skin. Worst of all, the atmosphere itself was laden with gases, besides
oxygen, never meant for earthly lungs—methane, ammonia, and even traces of
searing bromine that exuded from volcanic sources and gave the whole atmosphere
its brownish tinge.


The
natural life-forms of Jupiter's wild environment were adapted by millions of
years of evolution. How could Earthmen, nurtured in a gentler climate, meet
that terrible challenge?


It
was tried. A series of conditioning rooms had been prepared, with successively
greater air pressure, heat and foreign gases. In a way, it was like the
Twentieth Century compression chambers, which had been used to prepare divers
for the great pressures under the sea. Three Earthmen, given strong doses of adaptene, had gone from chamber to chamber. Leaden suits
were prepared for them and weight was added day by day. Their metabolism had
faithfully undergone the necessary changes!


At
the end of three months, they had reached the final conditioning room, which
practically duplicated Jupiter's conditions. Their skins had become tough and
heat-resisting. Their lungs filtered out methane, ammonia and bromine
automatically, retaining only the necessary oxygen. Their muscles, motivated
by superactive adrenalin, easily supported five
hundred pounds of weight without tiring. All this through the
magic touch of adaptene, working in its mysterious
way throughout every cell and vein.


The men had been sent to Jupiter. One of them
succumbed to the continued harshness of life there, but the other two
survived. With this proof of success, other men were bio-conditioned, and soon a settlement was founded and work begun to extract the
chemical riches of Jupiter's soil.


Now,
in 2050 A.D., bio-conditioned Earthmen were to be found on ten different worlds
of the Solar System— Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Io, Europa,
Ganymede, Callisto, Saturn and Titan. Adaptene had burst the former bonds of the narrow range of
conditions under which the human body could survive.


It
did not matter whether the atmosphere was thin or thick, whether
life-supporting oxygen was scarce or overabundant, whether frigid cold or
suffocating heat existed, whether the force of gravity was weak or bruisingly powerful—adaptene made
metabolic corrections for all variations.


They
were still humans, these made over colonists on other worlds. Science had
changed their bodies somewhat, but not their minds. They lived and loved and
worked in alien surroundings with as much of the measure of well being and
happiness as came to Earth-living humans. Their children were easily
bio-conditioned from birth onward by adaptene. It was
only the start, but colonization was rapidly gaining momentum toward a great
empire in which Earth people lived on all the worlds of the Solar System—by the
virtue of adaptene.


ETBI,
where the bio-conditioning was carried on, was a separate branch of the Earth Union Government, along with the Space
Navy, Interplanetary Exploration and Planetary Survey Bureaus. The exploitation
of space was a highly organized process.


First
the ships of the exploration service mapped and explored, on any new world.
Then the Planetary Survey experts tabulated all raw resources, mineral and
otherwise. The Space Navy stepped in next, to establish outposts and fueling
stations.


Finally
ETBI sent its tailored, permanent colonists to dig in and develop the planet.
And a new world had been added to man's growing roster.


 



 



 



 



CHAPTER III


Mystery
from the Spaceivays


 



□ The
heart of Extra-Terra Bio-Institute was its controlling laboratory system,
whose activities ran the entire scale of science. Its staff numbered thousands.
Its facilities were ultra-modern. It was the clearing house of all data brought
back from the spaceways. On file was every
conceivable bit of information relating to extra-terrestrial matters.


The head of ETBI was a cabinet member of the
Earth Union Government. Second in command was Dr. Rodney Shelton, youngest and
most brilliant of the scientific staff.


His
career had been studded with vital researches. Even before coming to ETBI, his
graduation thesis as a student had settled once and for all the virus-enigma,
unsolved for a century. He proved that the viruses were molecular life-forms,
the link between mineral and living states. Thus tagged, all virus diseases
were curable, including the common "cold," by treating them with
artificial anti-virus molecules, as though they were simply chemical reagents.


But,
joining the staff of ETBI, Shelton had turned his attention to the mysteries of
extra-terrestrial biology. He had been with the famed Venus Swampland Expedition,
commissioned to study the terrible brain-softening plague that periodically
swept out from the swamplands to wipe out whole communities of Earth settlers.


Isolating
the germ, Shelton had studied it at great risk alone—at his own insistence. He
passed out his notes from a sealed-off cubicle of the ship. He lived in a
sealed suit and did not dare eat or drink. In a week, he came out, thin and
weak, but happy—with the answer.


The
brain-softening bacteria died prompdy in blue light,
unknown on Venus because of its cloud-packed skies that filtered out all blue
radiation. Thereafter, all Earth settlements were simply protected, when the
plague reared, by rings of blue searchlights.


On
Mercury, Shelton had found a much simpler way of stopping the voracious hordes
of omnivorous, two-foot amoeboids than by blasting
them to pieces with small cannon. No poison could affect them. Small gelatin
capsules containing solid carbon dioxide were strewn in their stampeding path.
The giant single-celled monsters absorbed them, dissolved off the gelatin, and
swiftly puffed up into porous balloons by the action of released gas. In this
form, they were whisked into the sky by the stiff winds, like bubbles, and
eventually dashed to smears against rocks and cliffs.


But
on Mars, Shelton had met, and conquered, the most baffling problem of them all.
What could one do against invisible swarms of spongy germs that roamed the
wastes of that planet and soaked up every last particle of water, to convert it
into more spongy germs? The least exposure of a water supply would let them in,
to fill it with their multiplying legions.


Shelton
impregnated the normal water with one per cent of heavy-water, easily
manufactured on Earth from deuterium, "heavy" isotopic hydrogen, and
oxygen. By Mendelian principles, applicable to all
life, whether on


Earth,
Mars or Andromeda, the hundredth or so generation of the
sponge-germs were unable to breed.


Shelton
remembered that back in the 1930's the law had been laid down that heavy water
inhibited reproductive processes. The sponge germ ceased to peril the water
supplies of Earth colonists.


But in the past three years, Shelton's
responsibilities had been shifted entirely to the most important of ETBI's
activities—the bio-conditioning. He was one of the trusted few who knew the
chemical formula of adap-tene, and was always in
complete charge of every new bio-conditioning venture engaged in by ETBI.


Before
his transfer to that project, bio-conditioning had been clumsy, taking months.
Shelton's researches enabled the process to be cut down to
weeks. He had thereby tripled the colonization rate of the other bodies of the
System. . . .


"Well,
the conditioning of men for Rhea is about done," said Shelton, in relief.
He and his assistant were in their laboratory, after having seen the excitement
of an emergency landing at the port. "Another score for
ETBI, and for adaptene. It's laboratory
evolution, in a way."


"Yes, Dr.
Shelton."


Myra
Benning slipped microscope slides into a cleansing
bath of alcohol. Surreptitiously, however, she was watching his face. It was an
interesting face to watch, with its glow of inspired feelings. It was the face
of a
leader and organizer, one
whose mark would be left in the history of man's conquest of space. But to Myra
Benning, it was also just the face of—a man.


"Let's
see"—Shelton was counting on his fingers— "that's the eleventh world
outside of Earth to which ETBI has sent its graduates. Iapetus
will be next, to make it an even dozen. That will be soon now." His eyes
glowed, as one who envisions ever greater horizons. "Exploring and
mineral survey have gone on for several years. They'll want bio-conditioned men
soon, when the Navy has established an outpost. It's like clockwork. World after world." The opti-phone
bell rang.


Shelton
snapped the "on" stud. The bewhiskered, jowled
face of Grant Beatty, director of ETBI, flashed on the milky screen. One of the
six men who, under the Earth Union's president, ruled the spaceways,
his forceful personality reflected from a habitually grave face. Iron-gray
hair framed his piercing eyes and thin, firm lips. But his expression was more
than just grave at the moment; it was tense.


"Shelton,"
he barked out of the speaker, "drop whatever you're doing. Something vital
has just come up. We've got an assignment that sounds more important than
anything we've tackled before. The space ship Tycho just docked, emergency landing."


"The
exploration ship?" queried Shelton, glancing at his assistant to see her
head swing up sharply. "The one that went to Saturn for
an official survey of Iapetus ore?"


"That's
it," corroborated the director. He went on slowly, biting off the words
incisively: "It's back with only two men alive out of ten."


Myra
Benning's hand went to her throat, but she said
nothing. Shelton had to admire the way she waited calmly for the rest, though
her own brother might be one of the victims.


Shelton was shaking his head. It always hurt
to hear of brave men meeting doom out in the spaceways—young,
spirited men who had much to live for. Some of them were important, too;
scientists, technicians. Now they were martyrs to mankind's steady march toward
complete dominion of the Solar System.


"Two alive and the rest dead,"
Shelton muttered. "On Iapetus—the
next colony world on our list. What happened up there on Iapetus?" He shrank from asking which men were dead,
with Myra Benning's horrified eyes on him.


"No,
not dead," boomed Director Beatty, going back to the first thing Shelton
had said.


Shelton
stared. "But you just said that there were only two alive—"


"Yes, but the others are not dead,"
Beatty insisted. "I had a look
at the bodies. They aren't alive; they aren't dead." His eyes looked
shocked, as though he had seen the incredible. "And that's our job,
Shelton; finding out what it means. Come to the hospital ward at once. The
bodies have been brought here."


"I'll
be over in a moment," Shelton switched off the phone. "Steady
now!" he said to the girl.


He
slipped off his stained smock and wrestled into his coat. As he stepped to the
door, he found her waiting to go along.


"You'd better
stay," he admonished gently.


"I
must go," she insisted nervously. "No matter what it means, if Hugh's
one of them, I must see him."


Shelton
nodded. They stepped out into the hall and wound their way through the busy
corridors, arriving at their destination a few minutes later. The hospital
ward, in which ailing men from the bio-conditioning process were looked after,
was spacious and modern, second to none on Earth.


Director
Beatty greeted Shelton, a scowl of worry on his face. A physician with
a stethoscope and puzzled eyes was going over the bodies, lying in a row of
beds. One of the two men who had come back alive from Iapetus
stood on one side, haggard from days of sleepless driving across space. But his
eyes lighted up suddenly.


"Rod! Rodney Shelton!" he exclaimed, striding
forward eagerly. "Your old rommate
at Edison College. Remember me?"


Shelton
stared at the gigantic young man blankly for a moment.


"Mark
Traft!" he cried, in recognition, a broad grin
spreading over his face.


"Pilot
Mark Traft," informed the tall man. "In the Planetary Survey. I went to the training docks,
when we graduated. I remember you went back for research. I'd heard you were
here at ETBI, but never had the chance to drop in. You're a sight for sore
eyes, Rod."


They
stared at each other for a moment, their minds crowding with renewed memories
of college days.


"Good
to see you again, Mark," said Shelton. "But we'll talk later. Right
now—"


He
turned to watch Myra Benning. Her eyes had flicked
over the seven still figures. She had stood stiffly, then, breathing hard. Now
she ran up and grasped the big pilot's arm, squeezing with frantic fingers.


"My
brother—Hugh Benning," she cried. "Another
man came back alive. Was it Hugh?"


Traft's face instantly became sorrowful.


"No,
Miss Benning," he said softly. "One man was
lost on Iapetus—"


He
shifted his feet awkwardly, tried to go on, but the words stuck. The girl's
eyes dilated. Her lips trembled. Shelton wished the news had been broken to her
less abruptly, but it was too late now.


"Hugh—"
she choked. But suddenly she straightened up, shaking herself slightly.
"I'm all right," she said firmly. "Tell me what happened up
there on Iapetus— about Hugh."


As briefly and sympathetically as he could Traft gave the details to Shelton and the girl.
"Seeing we couldn't revive them ourselves," he coneluded,
"we decided to get the men to ETBI as soon as possible. We refueled at
Titan, took on two men as engine crew, and ripped for Earth,
triple-acceleration all the way." He waved a hand. "Here we are.
Greeley, my co-pilot, went to report to our superiors. I came here with the
bodies. I had a hunch all along they weren't—
dead."


Shelton stepped to the nearest bedside,
touched a hand to the forehead of the still man who lay there.


"Cold," he
whispered. "Cold as death."


The examining physician
straightened.


"Medically,"
he pronounced, "they are dead. They don't breathe, their hearts have
stopped, and their blood has cooled. Yet there is no rigor mortis"


To demonstrate, he raised a limp arm of one
of the men and let it fall. There was no stiffness apparent.


"Well,
what's your final diagnosis?" demanded Director Beatty impatiently.


"Death,
without rigor
mortis" returned
the physician stubbornly. "That is, academically."


The
director grunted. "What would you call it, Shelton?"


"Suspended animation," Shelton
replied reluctantly. "The first clear case in medical
history. It means arrested life processes, without decomposition. Zero
metabolism."


He
looked at the bodies as though still unwilling to believe.


"Suspended
animation," muttered Director Beatty, though he had not been surprised.
"All right, revive them," he ordered the physician. "Get the
whole staff on the job, if you have to."


"I
don't think ordinary methods are going to work," said Shelton grimly.
"However, let them try."


The
ordinary methods did fail. They knew, an hour later, that such methods were
futile. Even an injection of adrenalin directly into the heart of one of the
men had failed to start the slightest flutter of pulse. Director Beatty became
the picture of baffled dismay.


"We've
got to revive those men," he ground out finally. "The reputation of
ETBI is at stake. You're the best damned biologist on Earth today,
Shelton"—he spoke challengingiy—"and we're
up against the best damned problem that's reared out of the spaceways
yet. I'm putting you in complete charge. If it takes a day or a year,
get these men up and around."


"I
think adaptene is the answer," Shelton
exclaimed, and went on rapidly to explain: "In a sense, these bodies have
been thrown into an environment without air, heat, or any of the normal things.
They're 'adapted' to those extreme conditions. We can adapt them right back to
ours."


Director
Beatty nodded. "Try it," he said, and left. Other pressing duties
claimed his attention.


When
he had sent the worn-out Traft for a rest Shelton called the hospital staff and gave them
orders. The group galvanized into action. In a few minutes the seven limp forms were in combination fever machines and
iron lungs. Small doses of the miracle substance, adaptene,
were injected. It remained to be seen whether it could bring metabolism up from
a zero point as well as simply shift it in degree.


"This
must work," Shelton said hopefully to Myra.
"But it'll probably be a wait of hours."


He
saw her red-rimmed eyes and suggested she take a rest.


"No." She shook her head, and went
on tonelessly: "There's more work to do. I'll help you."


The
puzzle of it all cropped to the fore in Shelton's mind. "Just what caused
the suspended animation?" he murmured. "What queer, unknown gas—at
least they spoke of gas. Is it in the Iapetus air? I
wish I knew, but Traft forgot to bring back a sample, in all the excitemerit." His
eyes suddenly lit with a thought. "There's one man who might know—the
Space Scientist."


He
whirled and strode toward the Institute's main opti-phone
exchange room, beckoning the girl to follow.


"The
Space Scientist," she reiterated in astonishment, "Do you know
him—talk to him?"


"I did once,"
Shelton said shortly.


 



 



 



 



CHAPTER IV


The
Space Scientist


 



□
In the exchange room, the half-dozing male operators
jerked to attention at sight of Shelton.


"Call
long-distance radio central," Shelton ordered rapidly, "and have them send out a full-power call for the Space
Scientist, on micro-wave Nine. When an answer comes, give me a private
line."


"Yes, Dr.
Shelton."


The attendant plugged in radio-central, the
most powerful Earth radio station, whose services reached through the
Heaviside Layer, on micro-waves, to every planet of
the empire. Or to any ship in space.


"I only hope he
decides to answer," Shelton muttered.


"From
what I've heard of the Space Scientist," Myra Benning
said," 'deigns' is the word."


Rodney
Shelton grinned mirthlessly. "It amounts to about that. He's the most
mysterious figure living today. No one seems to know just who he is, or how it
started, but he lives out in space, in a ship elaborately equipped. He has a
complete laboratory in it, they say!" He shook his head wonderingly.
"He's been in space for twenty years, alone! He has never been known to
land on any planet for supplies, but he must have some means of picking up
fuel, oxygen and food, probably through confederates."


"What
does he do out in space, alone, year after year? I should think he'd go mad." The girl shuddered.


"He's
a hermit by nature, I suppose," Shelton explained. "He's
compiling data for a tremendous new concept of the Universe. He does no harm.
Years ago the Space Rangers tried to track him down, but never caught him.
They've left him strictly alone since then. His ship, with two large white
crosses on it, has been sighted everywhere, from Mercury to Saturn. At
intervals, he contacts Earth scientists and asks for certain information to
further his work on his great theory, whatever it is. But if you want to
contact him, he's liable to ignore your call. He's called me once, to ask about
a biological point, though how that could help him, I don't know."


"Why are you calling
him?" asked the girl.


"A
hunch more or less," confessed Shelton. "He has on tap
a lot of firsthand information about the Solar System. He may know something
significant about Iapetus."


The operator
turned. "Here's your party, Dr. Shelton —the Space Scientist." He
looked rather startled, at having contacted this mysterious, almost mythical
character. "You can take the call in private booth Three."


Shelton
strode to the booth, motioning Myra Benning to
follow. It was something to keep her mind off the thought of her brother's sad
fate.


He
closed the door behind them, in the roomy booth, and snapped the switch. The opti-screen came to life with subdued hum. Spectrum colors
flitted across the fluorescent round plate and finally intertwined into the
head and shoulders of the Space Scientist.


Myra
Benning caught her breath. The face was hidden. The
entire head was enclosed in an opaque globe of what seemed to be semi-porous
cloth. No features were distinguishable behind the mask.


"He
always wears that hood, at least while televising," whispered Shelton.
"No one has ever seen his face." He did not realize that the
sensitive instrument in the enclosed booth was picking up his whisper.


"And
no one shall ever see my face," came in harsh, stiffly accented tones from
the masked image. "I have made a vow
never to let Earth see my face again. Twenty years ago, on Earth, in a laboratory . . . Well, no matter." A strange laugh came from behind
the head. "But you wouldn't want to see my face. It isn't a pretty sight."


Shelton
glanced at the girl significantly. This confirmed rumors that an unfortunate
accident in a laboratory had seared the Space Scientist's
face horribly, and had embittered him. It had finally driven him to exile
himself in space, where no one would see his disfigurement. Shelton felt pity
for the man.


"I'm
sorry," he said simply, then went on hurriedly, after an awkward pause:
"I've contacted you, sir, to ask for any information you may have about Iapetus."


"Why
do you want to know about Iapetus?" the Space
Scientist asked coldly.


"Seven
men have come back from there in a state
of suspended animation, apparently from breathing Iapetus
air," Shelton explained. He went on to give the details.


The
masked scientist seemed to listen attentively, but at the end he said laxly:


"I
am not interested in these affairs. I am not interested in any earthly matters.
I have divorced myself completely from that pettiness. Men are fools. Life is
futile and meaningless. Only mind is important, and the contemplation of the
great mysteries of the cosmos."


The
globed head moved forward and the voice lowered with tension. "I am at the
verge of a tremendous new concept of the Universe. It will embrace all things
in one master formula. That has been my dream for twenty years. It will be a
significant achievement. It will in one sweeping stroke give meaning to all
things." He ended almost in a shout.


"But sir, about Iapetus—" began Shelton.


"I
don't care about Iapetus," retorted the masked
man scornfully. "I have no concern with your petty troubles. I'm not a
citizen of Earth, furthermore. I am my own master, with all space as my domain."
His arm moved as though to snap off the connection.


"Wait!"
snapped Shelton angrily. "You may be independent of earthly ties, but
you're still a human being. As such, you must have some regard for earthly
things."


The
Space Scientist's arm drew back. "Still a human
being." His mirthless laugh sounded again. "Well spoken! Who
are you again?"


"Dr.
Rodney Shelton, of ETBI."


"Ah,
yes," said the hidden lips, reflectively. "I recall contacting you
once. You answered my questions. So in return if I can help you, I suppose I
should. But be quick about it."


"Have you had occasion to test the Iapetus air recently?" Shelton queried.


"Yes.
Just a minute and I'll get my record." The Space Scientist's form moved
aside, out of the screen's range.


Shelton's
eyes stared wonderingly into what he could see of the cabin of the Space
Scientist's mysterious ship. His vision went down a short corridor, into a
laboratory. A bewildering variety of apparatus was discernible, most of it
blurred from off-focus so that he couldn't guess its nature. Yet he could sense
the completeness of equipment and advanced nature of the man's experiments. Another
of the many unconfirmed rumors about the Space Scientist was that he had
discovered amazing new things that Earth scientists would pledge their souls to
know.


Myra Benning
shivered. "Somehow, he's so cold and implacable," she whispered.
"He doesn't seem human any more. He's been warped by his long life in
space to something different from you and me."


"Nonsense,"
Shelton laughed shortly. "On the contrary, he is still human, in nature as well as body. More human than he knows riimself. He proved it by yielding to my little
speech."


He
broke off as they heard footsteps approaching the screen. The Space Scientist's
masked face appeared.


"I
had occasion to land on Iapetus, in the course of my
planetary studies," he said. "I analyzed its atmosphere. Gases present
in Iapetus' atmosphere are oxygen, nitrogen,
hydrogen, carbon dioxide, helium, neon and traces of the other noble gases. If
you want the percentages—"


"No," declined Shelton. "When did you make the test?"


"Once ten years ago, and also just a month ago. The
results were the same both times."


"One
more question," pursued Shelton. "Do you think it possible for an
alien gas to be present, so unstable that it cannot be detected?"


"Impossible," the Space Scientist
said confidently. "Particularly with my technique.
I use a cold-light spectroscope." A boastful note crept into his voice.
"Earth's scientists don't know of that method. It examines substances at
the low, stable temperature of liquid helium."


Shelton
stared. That was incredible and he almost said so. No one had ever made
spectroscopic tests without heat. But then he remembered to whom he was
talking— a genius, mad or not, who had labored at his
space science for two decades. Space was cold. Perhaps his researches had
naturally veered toward low temperature methods.


"I
see," Shelton said. "That's all I wanted to ask you, sir. Thanks and
good-by."


He was reaching a hand to switch off, but the
Space Scientist's voice interposed. "What are you going to do about those
seven unfortunate men?"


"I thought you weren't interested in
earthly affairs?" said Shelton sharply, suppressing a smile.


"I
am, though in a purely esoteric way," the masked man returned. "Life
and men's doings are, after all, a part of the Universe which I am encompassing
in my theory. I cannot entirely ignore that which exists. All mankind will be
represented by one symbol in my formula—the symbol zero" There was almost an ominous note in his
voice. "Perhaps I'll explain that in some future contact."


"I'll
look forward to it," said Shelton. "As for the seven men, adaptene will revive them, I believe." He set his jaw.
"And I'm going to solve the mystery of what happened to them if it takes
a year. Good-by."


He
snapped off, but not before a slighdy derisive chuclde came from the Space Scientist, just before his
image faded.


Myra
Benning shivered again. "Now I can appreciate
that expression, the 'cold scientist'," she murmured. "He's all of
that. If he can laugh at the predicament of those men, he's a—a beast,
too."


"But
he's human," defended Shelton. "Notice how close he was to Earth—must
be hovering fairly near, since there was so little delay in the signals going
back and forth. He probably stays around Earth a good deal, eagerly listening
to news and vision programs, eating his heart out because he's made a silly vow
never to come back. I've got him figured out"











CHAPTER V


Expedition
to the Unknown


 



□
When they got back to the hospital ward the men were
still in their lifeless stupor. Shelton ordered another injection of adaptene.


The
night hours fled, as he waited. But at dawn the whole tired crew was
electrified to hear a low groan, above the noises of the laboring lung
machines. Shelton dashed up and peered down into the glass top of the drum, to
see the man's arms and legs twitching. His head was moving from side to side.
He was alive!


Suddenly
his voice was heard, faintly, through a vibrator: "Gas—cold—choking—damn
them! Gas—"


Agonized
moans followed, then silence. The man— Captain Harvey—had fallen into a restful sleep.


"Take
him out," ordered Shelton. "Adaptene did
it, all right. The others will revive soon, too." His smile of relief
changed into an aching yawn. "And then we can all get some sleep."


Eight
hours later, a momentous conference took place in the ward
where the seven men who had met seeming death on Iapetus
were recovering. They were fully awake now, smoking cigarettes, and apparently
unharmed.


"Tell
us just what happened, Captain Harvey," Rodney Shelton asked when
Director Beatty arrived.


Myra
Benning and Mark Traft were
already there. The big pilot, looking himself after a night's sleep, had
greeted his companions with unreserved joy at their mi-











raculous return to life. For a week he had seen them
as men dead.


"There
isn't much to tell," Captain Harvey said slowly. "It struck us like a
lightning bolt. We were looking into the cave, couldn't see much. Then
suddenly an intense cold feeling came over us. At the same time some odorless
gas choked us. At least that's the way it felt"


He
looked around at his men for corroboration and they all nodded. Their eyes
reflected the shock they had felt.


"We
tried to run for the ship," Captain Harvey resumed, "but we lost
consciousness. That's all we knew until we woke up here a few hours ago."
He smiled wryly. "It's hard to believe that days have passed."


"The
whole thing is a mystery," grumbled Director Beatty. "Where did that
gas come from? Shelton, we've got to know."


Shelton
faced the group, his features thoughtful. "Fve
come to certain conclusions already," he stated, without preamble.
"The strange gas did not come from the general atmosphere. I've checked
that with the Space Scientist." He gave the facts briefly, disregarding
their surprise. "Therefore, it may be that the gas came from the cave. Formed by volcanic action, perhaps, within Iapetus.
Puffed out of the cave as a natural vent."


"That's logical," mused the
Director.


But Shelton suddenly
whirled on Captain Harvey.


"When
you were coming out of your coma, Captain, you said, 'gas—choking—damn them!'
Why those last two words?"


The captain started. "Did I?" he
began lamely, then drew a breath and went on firmly. "It might have been
my imagination, but I thought I saw figures lurking in the cave's shadow. None
of the others saw figures. I've asked them. I was nearest the cave mouth,
calling to Ben-ning to step down from his dangerous
perch. The cold struck at that moment, and I thought I saw some forms in the cave." He set his lips grimly.


"That
would mean," Shelton spoke incisively, "that some person or persons,
in the cave, shot that gas out,"


The
assembled men were dumbfounded at the implications of that.


Traft's big fists had involuntarily doubled.
"It could be private interests working," he half roared. "Maybe
they want the beryllium ore for themselves, and are willing to go any lengths
short of murder. If somebody has invented a gas that produces suspended animation, they have something as useful for
their purpose as a death gas." He ground his teeth in sudden rage. "Dirty dogs— using a horrible means like that to hog the
beryllium ore."


"Ridiculous," spat out Director
Beatty, glaring at the impulsive pilot, "We can't jump to conclusions like
that. It must be a natural phenomenon. Private interests wouldn't dare go to
such lengths," He directed his glare at Captain Harvey. "With all due
respect, Captain, I think you have an overactive imagination."


"Maybe
so," retorted the bluff captain easily. "But my men and I are going
right back up there, as soon as we can, and find out." The spirit of
daring shone in his eyes and his men unhesitandy
nodded their willingness.


Shelton's
eyes suddenly took fire. He faced the director.


"I
think ETBI should send up an expedition, and I'll lead it, Iapetus
is next on our list anyway, for field tests toward bio-conditioning. In fact,
we can combine expeditions—use the ETBI-14. That's
a big enough ship for Captain Harvey and his men, and all their surveying paraphernalia."


Director
Beatty thought that over, his bearded face dubious. Shelton had led such
routine expeditions to ten other worlds, but only after navy outposts had been
established. This was different. "Hate to risk a valuable man like you up
there, Shelton"—


"Risk?"
scoffed the young scientist. "There's a Navy outpost on Rhea."


"I'll
sanction it," agreed the director finally, arising. The ETBI-H can be outfitted and ready in a week. I'll have to snip a little red
tape to have the expeditions combined, as you suggest, but I think it's a good
idea."


He
had turned to leave when Myra Benning touched him on
the arm.


"I'm
going along." She wasn't asking him; she was stating a fact,


"W-what!" The director opened his mouth to remonstrate, but the girl said:


"No
one saw my brother die on Iapetus. There's a chance
he's still alive—in a state of suspended animation. I'm going along."


"This
is—er—highly irregular," Director Beatty growled.
"But I'll arrange it." He wilted before the girl's fixed
determination.


Shelton stared at her in surprise. It had
never occurred to him that she was possessed of so much will. And courage.


A
week later the expedition ship had been fully stocked and fueled, its huge
engine tuned and tested for its long flight. Dawn was just breaking redly as Captain Harvey and his men, fully recovered,
trooped into the lock.


The hulking form of Traft
followed Myra Benning up the gangplank. The girl was
in mannish attire. Shelton watched her half in surprise, as though it had
suddenly come to his attention that she was a woman. She was obviously that,
in man's dothing.


No
one was there to see the take-off except Director Beatty and a drome official. Newspaper and opti-view
men had not been informed. It had been thought best to keep the whole matter a
secret, since the news, distorted by rumor, might easily place an unnecessary
stigma on Iapetus' future.


"This
is purely a scientific expedition, not a snooping for trouble," Director
Beatty warned Shelton in formal tones. But his voice became more intimate as he
said, "Good luck, lad!" He took Shelton's
hand in a warm clasp and gave him a friendly clap on the shoulder.


"Don't
worry about me, Director," Shelton said cheerfully. "There's no
danger up there except a mysterious gas from which we can easily protect
ourselves."


He
leaped lightly to the lock's threshold and pulled at the heavy portal plate.


"If
there should happen to be anything—subversive," bawled the director just before
the plate banged shut, "call the navy outpost—"


With
a thunderous crescendo of its drive tubes, the great ship ETBI-14 taxied a thousand yards down the runway of Tellus Space Port and then roared for the clouds as its under tubes thrust against gravity.


Strapped
securely in one of the two seats of the pilot's cupola, Shelton relaxed his
muscles against the inertia. No use fighting it, as Earth-lubbers usually did,
to ache later. Beside him sat brawny Mark Traft,
watching the panel dials with a careful, yet casual eye that spoke of his
assured skill.


"Nice boat," he said feelingly.
"Handles like oiled silk."


Shelton
craned his neck toward the side port. The ground slanted away, tipping at a
crazy angle, with the skyscrapers of mighty Manhattan hanging breathlessly from
a steep cliff. So it seemed from the interior of the departing ship, as the
rhythmic thump of the rockets pushed Earth away.


The
ship bored its way through shimmering cloud-packs that seemed to split asunder
as the clear shiny stratosphere was reached. Earth was now a huge,
cotton-filled bowl back of them. Shelton blinked, waiting for the queer optical
illusion to change. It did, suddenly, and the half-Earth became a tremendous concave shell. With it came that startling, hollow sensation
that the world they had left was dropping into a bottomless pit while they hung motionless.


The
ship tore through the thinning, darkening stratosphere till the stars peeped
out, one by one, gradually peppering the whole firmament. The Sun to the side,
blossomed out in unhindered glory, halo and corona plainly visible. Traft reached over with his huge paw to adjust the
Venetian-type shades, cutting off most of its fierce, blinding glare.


Whipped along by its tempestuous drive jets,
the ship hurtled through the last fringes of atmosphere into the universal
midnight of space. Here the way was clear and the suddenly muted rocket blasts
revved into its high-power plane, piling on speed. Cross-hairs over the chart
on the pilotboard followed the red line of their
plotted course.


They were on their way to Saturn.


"Nice,
smooth take-off, Mark," commended Shelton admiringly. "You've got
that real 'feel' for ships. You certainly didn't miss your calling."


"Thanks,
Rod." The giant pilot was plainly happy when sitting at the controls of a ship. His good-natured face shone. "Sure glad we're together again,
old boy. It's like old times."


"Fate kept us apart too long,"
agreed Shelton. "And brought us together on a pretty
strange twist. How long do you estimate the trip?"


"About eight
days."


Shelton
looked surprised. "I figured seven myself. Why the extra day?"


"We're taking a high jump over the
asteroid belt, following the safest liner route." Traft
reluctantly added, as he saw Shelton's raised eyebrows. "Orders
from Director Beatty. You see—"


"Yes,
I see," snapped Shelton. "Valuable life aboard—
mine!" He scowled heavily. "I wish they'd stop treating me
like a gold cup. Why didn't they send half the Navy along, as convoy, while
they were at it?" He kicked disgustedly at the wall as he made for below.


Traft grinned. Rodney Shelton didn't realize his
own importance. The pilot had heard much, from the lips of Director Beatty. The
man being groomed to take over ETBI some day, when
Beatty was retired, could not be lightly risked to the dangers of space.
Earth's program of colonial hegemony was too vital to stand the loss of one of
its key men. Traft had made secret promises to stick
with Shelton every minute of the day and night.


With
his attention less occupied by the ship, the big pilot took down his camera
from its wall clamp and made the lens adjustment that would give the best space
views. Pictures of Earth as a receding globe were always fascinating, and
always different, no matter how many times he took them.


Routine
settled over the ship. There was much time for cards, chess and idle talk.
Somehow, their destination wasn't mentioned much, except casually. Yet there
was a
tension that grew hourly.


Shelton
could understand why. To all except himself, the arrival at Iapetus
would be a personal matter. To Captain Harvey and his men it was the desire to
solve, if possible, the mystery of their recent adventure. Big Traft clenched his fists at times, unconsciously, and
Shelton knew he was thinking of possible battle, if Captain Harvey's
"figures" turned out to be real. Myra Benning's
eyes showed she was thinking of her brother—and hoping.


Shelton
himself felt the surge of adventure's pulse in his veins, stirring his red
blood, promising excitement, in one shape or another. Questions buzzed in his
mind. Had the mysterious gas come from the cave? Had it been produced
artificially? If so, had it been meant to discourage further survey of
beryllium ore? And was it non-lethal for that reason, to avoid bringing down
the full wrath of authority?


Two
days later, Earth standard time, the ETB1-14 passed over the asteroid belt. Myriad new stars twinkled out of the
backdrop of space, winking as the irregularly shaped little bodies rotated in
the sunlight. Had they passed closer, they would have seen the bright magnesium
beacons lighting the clearest lanes directly through the gnarled group. But
they were far above the zone and soon the little planetoids faded into the
obscurity of space.


After
ample warning bells had clanged through the ship, rocket power was started up
again, this time with an off-thrust that would slant them back from the peak of
their flight to the Solar System's level. Most ships, except those on express
schedules, adopted this route for the added safety factor, though at the cost
of time, distance and fuel


And
now, with a direct course set for far Saturn, impatience began to grow on them
all. Iapetus, moon of mystery, occupied their
thoughts. And more and more the monotonous routine aboard the unpowered,
coasting ship palled. There was not much to do in space but eat, sleep and
watch the clock.











CHAPTER VI


Attack
in the Void


 



□
On the fourth day, something happened to break that
routine.


Shelton
was in the main cabin at the time, dozing in a lounge chair. Most of the men
were playing cards, murmuring in low tones. Myra Benning
sat stiffly, gazing out into the star-spattered void.


"Look!" The girl
cried out abruptly, startled.


"What?"
Shelton's eyes snapped open, staring at Myra, as were the others.


"Out there!" She pointed out of the port "Something black—and huge."


They
all scrambled for the port, shading their eyes from the cabin light's glare,
peering out. There was something out there, black and large, that blotted out
the stars in that direction.


"A meteor,"
somebody yelled. "Warn the pilot"


"It's
not a meteor," snapped Shelton. "It's oval-shaped, symmetrical. And
it's paralleling our course, which meteors don't do. It's a ship."


"Without
a light and painted jet-black," breathed another of the men. "A pirate ship."


Myra
Benning drew in her breath sharply. There were tales
told of piracy that made the blood run cold.


Shelton
was already on his way to the pilot's cupola, pulling himself up the
companionway by sheer muscular effort in the gravityless
ship. He burst into the room to find Captain Harvey staring out anxiously. Traft was signaling the engine room to stand by for
emergency.











"Pirate?" Shelton demanded.


"Might be," the captain said
nervously. "Anything can happen out here, beyond the asteroids."


"Looks
mighty suspicious," agreed the big pilot tensely. "It came up so
suddenly I didn't even see its rocket blasts."


"Signal it," ordered Captain
Harvey. "They usually make their demands by radio. It might be trying to
contact us already."


"Aye,
sir!" Traft punched at the radio stud.


The
black shape, looming nearer, was evidently angling in so that its prey could
not escape. Its entire surface was a uniform, dull, unglazed black that barely
reflected the light of the distant sun. No ports were visible; not a single
beam of light relieved the utter blank-ness of hull.
No ship like that had ever been reported before. Shelton's pulses were
throbbing.


"Ahoy!"
Traft bellowed into his microphone, on the all-wave
circuit. "What ship? Veer off immediately or state your purpose."


Captain
Harvey reached over to pull the handle, sounding the alarm below to strap in
for suddenly applied power. If worst came to worst, they must be ready to run
for it before the strange ship, if it were a pirate, had a commanding position with its guns.


"If
they don't veer off, we will," he said tightly. "Traft
»


"Wait!"
interposed Shelton. "Let's not be scared off so easily. I don't see a gun
on them."


Captain
Harvey's head jerked up. "Dr. Shelton," he said firmly, "as
navigation captain, I have full command while in space. My flight orders are to
be obeyed without interference."


Shelton flushed slightly, but nodded. He
realized there could not be two captains during an emergency.


"Trait," continued the captain,
"try once more, and if they don't answer, we veer off."


The
big pilot, bawling louder than before, repeated his call. No answer came.


"Blast
them," Traft growled. "Who do they think they
are, not answering? For two plugged Martian nickels, I'd ram them." He coughed suddenly, and his voice was thick as he
said jerkily: "Something's happened! I feel cold—numb—"


Everybody
aboard the ship had the same sensation. Something gripped their nerves with an
icy clasp, as though they had suddenly plunged into a frigid pooL Yet it was only internally
that they felt it; the surrounding temperature had not changed.


Shelton
gasped. What terrible force was probing into their vitals with congealing
fingers?


He
had no time to conjecture. He felt his senses swim. His legs crumpled weakly
under him, and he knew that had there been normal gravity, he would have
crashed to the floor. As it was he slowly swayed, feeling all the strength go out of him. A crashing weight seemed to smash into his
chest, knocking his breath out. Feebly, he tried to fight off the invisible
incubus. He was choking, gasping, fighting for breath.


"Traft—veer—" Captain Harvey was leaning crazily
against the bulkhead, like a sagging, stuffed dummy.


Traft's eyes were popping out as his lungs strained
against a deadly paralysis. With a herculean effort, half growling and half
strangling, he raised hands that were numb and seemed non-existent. Every
muscle quivered against an intolerable lethargy. He punched at the power
keyboard with one big paw and with the other grabbed the belt around Shelton's
middle.


His numbed fingers bent clumsily at the
knuckles as he touched the drive-tube studs. He pressed them over by the sheer
smashing impact of his hand. Instantaneously the offside rockets fumed sulfurously, throwing the ship off its arrowlike
plunge through space.


Traft's
body jerked against the straps of his seat. Shel-ton
would have catapulted against the wall except for the big pilot's death grip on
his belt. Captain Harvey merely flattened against the bulkhead, as the line of
motion was away from him.


The
strange force gripping them eased suddenly, and Traft
let out his breath in a sobbing hiss of relief. But only for a moment was there
respite. Shelton, diving for the second pilot seat, barely had time to fling
the strap around him before the terrific numbness again seized him. Coincident
with their motion, the attacking ship had also swung sideward, keeping close.


"Oh no you don't," Traft snorted
savagely. "I'll show you a thing or two about maneuvering."


He
applied both hands, rapidly going limp again, to the keyboard, and their ship
darted ahead. The next second it braked. Captain Harvey came flying forward,
with a wild cry. Shelton was barely able to stick out a hand and grab the
captain's arm, pulling him between his knees. He fervently hoped all those
below had heeded the warning bell and strapped in when Traft
had begun his game of tag with the enemy.


The
big pilot sloughed the ship around madly, with volcanic blasts from all angles
in succession. They flew up, then down, then back, till the ship creaked
throughout its length. But the mysterious black marauder followed
relentlessly, duplicating every maneuver with maddening ease.


The
numbing force began to bathe them with unvarying intensity. Shelton felt
himself sinking into oblivion, with a hopeless feeling. Yet he saw that big,
powerful, indomitable Traft had not given up.


Putting into play every ounce of his splendid
vitality and strength, Traft continued punching
desperately at the keyboard. He tried a straightaway dash, at triple acceleration.
The amazing craft of Stygian gloom followed, crawling up on them as though to
show its superiority. Expertly it maneuvered closer than before, and the paralyzing
force grew stronger—stronger.


Muscles
cracking, Traft jerked profane defiance out of his
strangling throat and pounded his balled fists at the keys. But it was useless.
His muscles had turned to water. Groaning, fighting to the last, he felt his
spine going limp. Another few seconds now, and he'd be helpless, like the
others were.


But the terrible internal
stricture ceased suddenly.


Amazed,
Traft jerked his body erect.
Then he saw why. Out of nowhere, the vermilion flames of rockets had appeared,
and a long, sleek ship streaked up. A Space Ranger ship! Traft
ripped a hoarse shout of relief from his raspy throat.


With
its bristling guns peppering shots at the black ship, the Space Ranger blasted
up like a zooming meteor. The black ship withdrew, sullenly it seemed, as
though debating whether to outface the formidable armed newcomer. Then it
plunged away, with the Space Ranger after it.


"What's—up—Mark?"
Shelton asked dazedly, raising his head with a suppressed groan.


"What's
up?" chortled Traft. "Our dark friend just
slunk back where it came from, with a Ranger hot on its trail. You know what
that means. Ten to one that the black ship will be full of holes in five minutes, and those aboard lucky enough to get into vac-suits, prisoners."


"Saved,"
breathed Captain Harvey. He crawled weakly from between Shelton's knees.
"Saved from—" he broke off, shuddering. His eyes had a strange, wondering
gleam in them.


They remained where they were, panting,
relaxed, gaining back strength that had been sapped dangerously near the limit
of endurance. They didn't speak for awhile, enjoying to the full the delicious
feeling of being snatched from an unknown fate.


Presently Traft
snapped on the broadcast phone, plugging in the main cabin.


"Everybody all right
down there?" he called.


Myra
Benning's voice answered after a moment, shak-ily.


"Yes.
All of us were strapped in. But what happened? What was that frightful
numbness?" Her tones were bewildered, high-pitched with hysteria. Then,
before he could answer: "Is Dr. Shelton all right?"


"He
looks about like he's just come out of Jupiter's Red Spot," Traft said wryly, "but he's okay. We—"


He
snapped off with a hurried excuse as the signal light flashed above his space
radio. Through the port they could see the Space Ranger returning, retarding
rockets belching. Gracefully it maneuvered to parallel their course. The
seven-pointed star insignia of the Space Rangers, policing corps of the Space
Navy, was emblazoned in gold over its silvery hull.


The
Ranger commander's keen-eyed face appeared, slightly
baffled in expression, in the opti-screen.


"Commander
Gordy, Space Ranger ship Forty-four-B reporting
to Dr. Rodney Shelton, ETBl-14," said the image. "The black
ship escaped, sir."


"Escaped,"
echoed the three men blankly. The Space Rangers, policing all the spaceways, had the best and fastest ships known.


"By
a trick?"
Shelton asked.


"No, sir. It simply pulled away from us on the straightaway. And it doesn't seem
to use rocket motivation. I can hardly understand it myself, sir." The
commander looked genuinely shame-faced.


"Of course it was dark and
unlighted," admitted


Shelton.
"No fault of yours, Commander, I'm sure. We're only too glad you were
here, in time to—" He eyed the officer askance. "Incidentally, how did you happen to be at hand so miraculously?"


The
man smiled slightly. "We've been following you all the way from Earth. Director Beatty's orders, sir. When we saw your sudden
maneuvers, as revealed by your rocket flares, we knew something had happened
and came up. We are to convoy you to Iapetus. We'll
be right behind you for the remainder of the trip, Dr. Shelton."


"Very good, Commander." Shelton clicked off and whirled. "Did
you hear that?" he exploded. "A convoy— for me.
What am I, a man or a museum piece?"


"If
you ask me," Traft drawled pointedly, "it's
rather lucky for us the Ranger was around." He rubbed his bruised knuckles
ruefully. "About ten seconds more and—" He interrupted himself.
"But that ship! Why the attack? What did they use on us? And it didn't use
rocket power. What motivated it, in the name of Jupiter? A space ship can't run
without rockets. It's fantastic!"


"Yet
it did," Shelton quietly interposed. "It must run by some sort of
gravity control. Scientists have tried for years to develop that, without
success. But that ship had it. We have to face facts. It also had some sort of
ray, or field, projected across space from ship to ship, that produced the
numbing sensation. Fantastic again, but somehow they do it"


"And Shelton." Captain Harvey's voice was vibrant He had come out of a perplexed daze.
"That numbing sensation we went through—it was the same as our experience
on Iapetus. The same cold feeling,
choking, strangling. It wasn't a gas at all, as we thought. It was this
same—force. I'd swear it."


Shelton was thunderstruck. Had they been at
the point of being thrown into suspended animation? Had it in fact been this
same force, instead of a gas, on Iapetus? Something that could rapidly extract energy from the nervous
system? A sort of "cold-beam"—exact opposite of a heat-beam?


"That
seems to tie it up with the Iapetus affair," Shel-ton ground out finally. "And that means your
'figures' in the cave are real after all, Captain Harvey. But just who are they and what's their purpose?


"Pirates
with a hide-out there," rumbled Traft, "Or
piratical private interests who want that beryllium ore. Same
thing. They don't want our noses in their business. Simple enough, isn't
it?" He doubled his fists and his eyes gleamed. "I think we're going
to run into something on Iapetus. Well, there's
nothing I like better than a good fight." His good-natured face twisted
into a ferocious grimace.


Shelton
smiled. "You may be right, you old warrior. Good thing Beatty doesn't know
of this." He laughed, half bitterly. "He'd want me back right away,
locked up and guarded by the Navy."


"Shelton,"
Captain Harvey said slowly, "perhaps it would be best if we did turn back.
We don't know what—"


Shelton
jerked up, his face determined. "Captain, you're navigation commander, but
I'm commander of the expedition. I have signed orders to land the expedition on
Iapetus. And that's what we're going to do."


Captain Harvey shrugged and left for his
office.


"Good
boy," Traft approved warmly. "There's nothing
like a little excitement to make life worthwhile. It—"


The
flashing of the radio signal interrupted him. He snapped on the opti-screen, tuning till lights began to flicker at
micro-wave nine. Shoulders appeared, and a head invisible behind a masking
globe.


"The
Space Scientist," exclaimed Shelton, stepping to the microphone.


"Yes, it is I," the image said, in
cold tones. "I am calling to warn you not to go to Iapetus."


Shelton
and the big pilot looked at each other in amazement.


"Why not?"
snapped Shelton.


"Because danger awaits you there. It would be best for your own sake to turn
back, Dr. Shelton." The mysterious scientist's tones were serious, almost
ominous.


"But how do you know that?"
demanded Shelton. His eyes narrowed. "We were just attacked. Do you know
of that too?"


The Space Scientist nodded. "In the
course of my wanderings through space, certain things come to my attention,
unavoidably. Don't ask me any further questions. I am not concerned with those
things one way or the other. I care only for my science, my great theory. But I
give you this warning—do not go to Iapetus."


"Why
are you taking the trouble to warn me?" queried Shelton curiously.


The
queer masked man did not answer for a moment. Finally he said, in gruff tones:


"Don't
attribute it to maudlin sentiment. I've renounced such things. Earth is a
world of fools who let human emotions run away with them My
motive in this case is simply esoteric. You have a good brain, Shelton, and you
are a scientist. Science must go on. You would come to harm on Iapetus. That is all I have to say."











CHAPTER VII


The
Secret of the Cave


 



□
Abruptly, the masked image faded from the opti-screen. Shelton turned with a grin.


"By glory, the old boy
likes me."


Traft came out of an astonished trance at having
seen the semi-legendary Space Scientist, though he had not been too astonished
to hastily snap him several times with his camera.


"What about the
warning, Rod? Maybe—"


"Maybe
nothing," cried Shelton, his jaw set grimly. "We're going to Iapetus. You couldn't stop me now with ten cold-rays. I'm
going to solve their mystery if I have to explore the whole System to do
it."


The
great ETBI-H nosed its way into the little Saturnian universe. It was a welcome sight to the voyagers,
after the long stretch through empty, monotonous space. In its ringed beauty
Saturn looked like a gigantic rosy apple with a shimmering halo of perforated
gauze around it.


Here was the outpost, the present frontier,
of man's empire beyond the Earth. On misted Saturn's surface were a few
scattered settlements that gathered the valuable medicinal herbs that grew
there. Titan's mines were already gaining prestige for their rich tungsten,
iridium and copper ores.


Rhea,
about to be exploited for its sulphur and mercury,
was soon to be given its first bio-conditioned citizens, through ETBI and adaptene. Shelton thrilled with pride at the thought.











But beyond, in the outer gulfs of space, man
had not yet penetrated, except for occasional explorations. Distances were so
vast, the three planets out there so frigidly inimical, that organized
commerce had not yet tackled its prodigious challenge. It was the Antarctica of
the Solar Empire, beyond Saturn.


After
a stop at the Titanian docks for fuel and replacements
of their emptied oxygen tanks, the ETBI-14- and
its Ranger convoy lumbered for wayward Iapetus, It
was a small, glinting globe as they approached, rapidly enlarging to reveal its
jagged, inhospitable surface. Just what mysteries would soon be unfolded there?


The
ship began cruising parallel to the wild surface, upheld by underjets.
Captain Harvey, after consultation of his charts, was able to point out the
valley with the cave mouth. Traft landed the ship
skillfully.


Back
of them, the Space Ranger settled to rest. Its commander called Shelton:


"We are under your orders, sir."


"Very good, Commander Gordy. I'll contact you later."


Shelton
felt a glow of confidence, with that gun-bristling ship and trained fighting
crew at his command. He was glad now that Director Beatty had seen fit to send
the ship along. -


Shelton
called a conference of his ship's total group. He had Commander Gordy listen in
by radio.


"Officially
we're here as a survey party, and an ETBI commission," he began. "But
unofficially, due to what has come to our attention since leaving Earth, we'll
investigate the cave, first. I think we all agree on that."


The listening men nodded
grim acquiescence.


"There
shouldn't be any danger," Shelton continued. "We have the Ranger men
for armed protection. So that if there
are men in the cave, and if they
have a strange new weapon, and if they're
hiding something—" He left the rest hanging. "Captain Harvey, you and
your men will accompany me. The rest will stay with the ship."


Myra
Benning was stubbornly shaking her head.
"No," she said flatly, "I'm coming along. My brother is in that
cave somewhere—and alive. I want to help find him."


She hurried on before
Shelton could even protest:


"Since
we've landed I've been sure. Call it intuition or anything you want. He's alive
in that cave—I know it. And I must go along."


Shelton still looked
dubious, but Traft spoke up.


"Let her come along,
Rod. I'll keep an eye on her."


The girl flashed him a
brief smile.


A
brooding atmosphere seemed to rest over the scene as twenty vac-suited
figures stepped from the two ships toward the black cave mouth at the nearest clifFs base. A ridiculously tiny
sun overhead barely dispelled a deep gloom in the miniature valley. Age-old,
untouched by natural life, the ancient surroundings were an utterly alien motif
against an unfamiliar blue-black sky.


Shelton
cautiously led his party to the side of the cave mouth, approaching it along
the cliff face. Traft's giant figure followed him
eagerly, convinced it was a pirate's nest that must be cleaned out. Myra Benning's smaller form was at his back, flanked by Ranger
men, ready for any emergency. Shelton had told them the salient points about
the whole affair.


Stooping, they were able to gain the high lip
of the cave and crouch behind it. Then, carefully, heads were raised and eyes
peered through visors into the cave. There was not much to be seen except that
it was huge and stretched out ^terminably. Deep
shadows hung on all sides, obscuring detail


"See
anything, men?" asked Shelton, his audio-vibrator carrying his voice to
all of them


A
series of negatives was his response, and Shelton felt a queer sense of
disappointment.


"There is something in that cave." Myra Benning's
voice was low, half breathless. "I can't see anything, but I can feel it.
Something is waiting there, waiting—"


"We'll soon find
out."


Traft suddenly stood erect, lighting his hand
flash and sweeping its rays back and forth. Harsh, starded
cries came from the cave, echoed by the walls.


"There they are,"
the big pilot yelled triumphantly.


Scurrying figures were
revealed a hundred yards back.


"Down,
you fool," cried Shelton. "You're a perfect target—"


At
that instant it struck, a wave of terrible coldness
that constricted their lungs and turned their entire bodies numb. Even the
protection of the rock lip was futile. Some incredible force seemed to suck
heat and energy from their bodies and leave nothing but bitter, congealing
iciness.


Shelton knew there was no
time to lose.


"Up,
men," he ordered. "They've declared hostilities. Give 'em hell!"


Jumping
up stiffly, the men set their rifles on the rock, snapping on the flashlights
attached to the barrels. The flaring beams stabbed questingly
into the darkness.


Traft's gun spoke first, as he sighted
a dark figure at the dim fringe of his light beam. He grinned at the harsh yell
that rewarded his aim.


Then
all the guns were peppering, until the cave was filled with a hollow roar.
Milling figures scampered back in the dimness beyond the range of the lights
and vanished into the shadows beyond. Vaguely, they could make out a huge
machine being dragged back with the retreat, and the numbing cold-wave died
out.


"Cease
firing," ordered Shelton. "That taught them a lesson." His
voice, however, was oddly hoarse.


"Guess
they're pirates all right," boomed Traft.
"But why didn't they sling some lead our way? Were they that cocksure of
never being discovered? And that cold business—it doesn't add up quite right,
does it, Rod?"


"No,"
agreed Shelton. "Mark, go in there and bring out one of those bodies.
We'll cover you with our rifles, though I'm sure they've all gone."


Without
a word the big pilot scrambled over the lip and carefully made his way down to
the cave floor, winding past deep pits. He reached the first fallen body and
kneeled beside it.


"Uh—Lord!" those outside heard him
say.


Then
he tossed the limp form over his shoulder and clambered back to the cave mouth.
He tossed the body at their feet in the light, standing back with a dazed stare
in his eyes.


Slowly,
almost mechanically, he unhooked his camera from his belt and looked through
the finder for a good snap. The picture would create a sensation on Earth.


The
same dazed stare came into the eyes of the rest of the company as they looked
at the body, the thing, lying on the white rock of Iapetus,
lit by a feeble, distant sun.


"It's
not human," whispered Myra Benning, recoiling in
horror. "It's an—alien being."


 



 



 



 



CHAPTER VIII


The
Great Machine


 



□
In a vast cavern of Iapetus
that to earthly senses would have been freezingly
cold and impenetrably dark, a dozen figures emerged from their space ship. They
made their way sure-footedly down the corridor. Their large, bulging eyes, with
an unearthly light-gathering power, saw every detail of the way by reflected
sunlight from the cavern's yawning mouth.


In
sufficient light, earthly eyes would have made them out as repulsively alien,
and yet shockingly human in shape. They were tall, giants almost. By casual
inventory, each had two legs, two arms, a body
and a head with two eyes, two ears and nose and mouth. Whatever evolution had
spawned them had not seen fit to depart from that basic structure. Humans, thus far.


But
it is in details that nature adapts her creatures to their particular
environments. These creatures were cold-blooded, so that extremes of low
temperature could not bring the chill of death. In place of skin, they were
equipped with a horny epidermis divided into pentagonal plates. They had no hair,
but crests of sharp spines stood on their heads. The feet were splayed and taloned.


Reptilian,
the earthly observer would say, with a shudder.
Reptilian creatures somehow cast in the human mold. Yet by a curious quirk, the hands were supple, humanlike. The scales of the
faces were small and smooth. The foreheads were high and full, the eyes keenly
intelligent.


It
would be a mistake to credit them with low intellect,
solely because of their alien attributes. The reptile species of Earth were
dumb, witless brutes. These semi-reptilian creatures from another world were
far higher in the scale of mentality.


The
corridor opened into a large amphitheater outfitted with a variety
of instruments, none made of metal. In a thronelike
chair made of some plastic composition sat Lorg, the
Alien Superior, bathed in a dim
red radiance from a cold-fire bulb.


The
Alien Superior was more brutish in cast than any of his subjects, with hulking
shoulders and a feral gleam in his cunning eyes. His air was
that of one who desired power and self-glorification. Ruthlessness was an aura
about him. For the brain within his skull schemed endlessly toward a goal
which, if attained, would cost many lives.


He looked the recruits over with appraising
eyes and nodded approval. They were fine specimens of his race, young, strong
and intelligent. They gazed back at him with awe, for he was a combined Caesar,
Columbus and Napoleon in their conception.


"Welcome!"
greeted the Alien Superior, and they saluted him. His voice, to human ears,
would have seemed like the hoarse bull-roar of an alligator, curiously muffled
by the thin, cold air.


"You
all know why you are here," he said simply, but austerely. "You have
been chosen for your courage and your skill with machines. Ahead of you lie hard
work and a sacrifice of your normal lives. There is no return from here.
Thousands have preceded you. Through the years, the drain of life has been
large. The building of the Great Machine takes its toll almost hourly. Besides
we are beneath the very feet of a powerful enemy who would hound us like rats,
if they discovered our presence. It is not a pleasant shadow to live
under."


He
looked down the row of faces that reflected youth and eagerness, though to
human eyes they would have seemed expressionless.


"Are
you prepared for these things—day after day of toil, sacrifice, danger? Never to see your native planet again?"


A thunderous chorus of cheers rolled down the
dim, frigid halls. "We are ready, Superior," cried the recruits.
"Good!"


Their
leader dropped his aloof, stiff manner. The speech had been more or less of a
formal ceremony, calciliated to impress the
newcomers with the gravity of their mission. A general
exhorting to deathless loyalty. He leaned forward in his throne.


"I
will tell you more," he confided tensely. "The hour will soon come
when we will prove who has a mightier civilization, we or the Earthmen."


His
cold, reptilian eyes flashed momentary fire. He spoke the word
"Earthmen" with the curl of his lips, but at the same time with an
unconscious respect. Napoleon might have spoken that way of the British, whom
he knew he must defeat before he could rule the world.


"This very morning," he resumed,
"we made a thorough test of the Great Machine, and had it in operation
for a short time. Though we used the minimum of power, there was a displacement of one
full inch on
our measuring scale. You all know, from your training in data about the Great
Machine, what that means."


The recruits stared in stunned surprise. The
Great Machine had powers even greater than they had been taught to expect.
Then they burst out in wild cheers, at the thought of what this meant in the
near future. . . .


Up above, on the surface of Iapetus, Rodney Shelton and his party stared long at the dead
creature of unmistakable intelligence at their feet, so like them in general
and yet so utterly alien in detail. Scaled body, taloned
hands and feet, hooded eyes and the crest of horny spines decorating the head.


"An
alien race of intelligence on Iapetus," murmured
Shelton incredulously. "The first known in the Solar
System."


That
was true. Man, in going out to the other planets, had found himself unopposed
master. There were evidences of a past
civilization on Mars, but it had passed into limbo tens of thousands of years
before. The anthropoids of Venus gave promise of future evolution toward
intelligence, but that would not be for ages to come. None of the other planets
or satellites had any life above the ape stage. Man was supreme.


And
now here, like a bolt out of nowhere, was alien intelligence.


"Of
all things," exploded Traft, "Here we came
to Ia-petus expecting pirates and we find alien
beings."


He
looked dumbfoundedly at the long, sinuous body with
the torn hole in its chest where his radi-buliet had
exploded and struck out life. A thin, pale red fluid congealed in the cold air
as it trickled out.


"He's
not—pretty," the big pilot commented. "Scaly, reptilian, living in
caves—I don't like them, at first sight."


"They're
monsters," breathed Myra Benning, wide-eyed and
trembling. "Horrible beasts."


"But
intelligent," insisted Shelton, trying to absorb that fact.


"Maybe they're just savages, or at the
caveman level," hazarded Traft. "They don't
wear clothes—at least this one didn't,"


"They don't need clothes, with that
scaly hide," Shelton pointed out. "And clothing is no criterion of
intelligence. And what about their cold force? And perhaps that black ship?
Does it mean—"


He
stopped, not wanting to jump to any conclusions. What did it all add up to? The cold force, the black gravity
ship, the guarded cave mouth? Were they a troglo-dytic
race, inhabiting the caverns of Iapetus, and never
discovered before for that reason? How advanced were they, how did they live,
what were their activities and plans? Shelton's brain raced with a thousand
questions, and his scientific instinct demanded the answers.


"Men,"
Shelton said suddenly, facing them "We've stumbled onto something
important—almost incredible. We'll be making history when we report this. Who's
with me to go further in the cave and find out more about these strange beings?
We can reconnoiter step by step, without taking unnecessary chances. And they
obviously can't outface our weapons."


"I'm
with you," Traft cried quickly. "We should
find out anyway why these scaled people are so anxious to keep us out."


Fired
by the spark of adventure, the other men glanced at their leaders.


"We
shouldn't rush into this," Captain Harvey said, with characteristic
caution. "We don't know how many there are, or what we'd be running
into."


"We
could inform the authorities first, sir, by radio," Commander Gordy
temporized. "However, we have plenty of ammunition."


"Hugh!"
Myra Benning choked suddenly. "My brother is in
their hands. He's a prisoner of those monsters. I feel it"


Traft nodded. "Maybe she's right, men. He was
standing on the rock lip and fell inward. The aliens could have taken him away
before I searched. My light beam, blinding them, probably saved me at the time.
But they took Hugh Benning with them."


Men
became electrified. The thought of a human being, one of their own kind, a captive of the aliens, sent fire through their
veins. If there was anything needed to swing the decision, that was it Every man in the group whole-heartedly shouted to advance
into the cave.


"Hugh
Benning was a good man and we all liked him,"
Captain Harvey said, himself stirred. "If we can
rescue him, if he's alive—"


"He is alive," said Myra Benning firmly.


"I
don't suppose," Shelton asked the girl, studying her set face behind the
visor, "that there's any use trying to convince you to stay here."


"None
at all," assured the girl, and Shelton could understand.


Captain
Harvey insisted on a careful check of their oxygen bottles. Each had a supply
good for at least ten hours.


Shelton called the ships, via his
helmet-radio, and informed them of the decision to investigate the cave and its
alien denizens. Two of the Space Rangers were detailed as guards at the cave
mouth, as an added precaution. "Let's go!" Shelton called. He
clambered over the rock lip of the cave, leading the way.


 



 



 



 



CHAPTER IX


Alien
Underworld


 



□
With the gun-mounted flashlights illuming their path,
they trailed over the uneven cave floor, avoiding shud-dery
pits that perhaps were riven gashes from some ancient
quake. Huge twisted stalagmites of unguessable age
loomed in their way now and then, like great columns. Overhead the flinty roof
of rock glinted with strange crystalline formations, in the glow of their
beams. The click of Traft's camera echoed loudly in
that dank, dark cavern of mystery and shadow, leading to—the unknown.


Shelton almost wished he hadn't been so
impetuous in leading the men down here. The atmosphere of the place, brooding
and rife with sinister promise, was weighing down his spirit. Who knew what
lurked ahead, what possible danger? Then he remembered the warning of the Space
Scientist.


But
after all, he had fighting men at his back; armed, capable, courageous. They
could not be cut off at the rear. With that thought he began to feel the thrill
of leading an armed force. He, a scientist. Only
incongruous Fate could have brought this about.


Behind
him, Myra Benning hurried along, almost stumbling in
her eagerness. Traft's ready grip steadied her at
times. The girl had thought of her brother, alive in the hands of pirates, but
humans. To think of him now, a prisoner of aliens—


The
rest of the party swung along steadily, sending shafts of light on all sides
lest there be an ambush.


The
cavern narrowed down to a small corridor no more than ten feet high and wide.
Winding slowly downward, it seemed to stretch into the bowels of Iap-etus. Nervous tension held the group as they trudged
deeper and deeper, with untold tons of rock hemming them in.


"What
a place for a murder," Traft said cheerfully.
"Those beggars must like the dark."


He
peered sharply ahead, secretly hoping for a little excitement. But it was Myra
who first noticed a scampering, shadowy figure ahead that darted out of a
niche and raced fleetly away. Her sharp cry brought them all to a halt.


"Their advance scout, probably,"
surmised Traft. "Gone to tell the
rest of our little visit."


"Shelton," Captain Harvey said
nervously, "we should turn back. This is foolhardy."


"That's
just your opinion," Shelton snapped back. "When I start a thing, I go
through with it."


Commander
Gordy and one of his men stepped forward. "If you don't mind, sir,"
he suggested, "we'll precede you. We're good shots."


Shelton
acquiesced, smiling at the subtle way they offered their protection. The party
moved forward, but more slowly than before. Shelton was determined to find out
some litde thing about the aliens before giving up.


He estimated they had gone perhaps a
half-mile from the cave mouth when suddenly the corridor opened out into a
tremendous hollow space. The slope at their feet led down gradually, and the
farther walls, where the slope must go up again, were lost in darkness. It was
a far larger cavern than Shelton had ever seen, or had ever thought possible.
It gave one the same giddy feeling as being out in empty space.


"Shine
the lights down in the hollow," Shelton commanded, wondering what lay on
the floor of this monstrous rock chamber.


The
beams stabbed along the slope, down and down. Their ends flared into haziness
before meeting anything. But faindy beyond, by
reflection, could be seen a confused mass.


Their
eyes gradually adjusted to the dim lighting, revealing more detail. Something
tremendous was spread there, over the rock floor; something vaguely broken up
into cubes and cones and triangular spires. Dim red lights hung from some of
these and shed an undependa-ble crimson glow, barely
enough to reveal architectural details. Avenues ran between the geometric
structures, radiating from a hub, like a gigantic spider web.


Shelton
blinked his eyes, certain that they were playing him tricks.


"It's
a—city," Myra Benning cried excitedly. "The city of the aliens!"


Standing
at the brink of the slope, they took it in. A city within a world, unsuspected
by the outside universe, A subterranean dwelling place
whose horizons were shadows and whose sky was solid rock. And
all this done by hands other than those of men, deep within the most desolate
world known to the Earth mind. It was like finding a great and complete
city in the middle of the Sahara, or Antarctica.


"No, it wouldn't be savages who built
that," observed Traft soberly. "That's
civilization."


Shelton
stared down in a trance, his brain whirling with wild, unformed conjecture.


"Well,"
he muttered, "at least we're sure now that there's another race in the
Solar System—one approaching our level. That's important for Earth to
know."


"Look!"
Traft pointed, with a short laugh. "We seem to
be creating a little excitement down there."


Milling
fiures in the nearer avenues were running back, away
from the lights, throwing up their arms as shields. Hoarse cries, both frightened
and profane sounding, drifted up.


"They're
troglodytes, unused to bright light," said Shelton. "Our flashlights
must seem like blazing suns to them." He glanced at Myra. "You
believe your brother is down there?"


She
nodded, a little hopelessly. "Yes, somewhere. I'm sure he's alive, and it
must be here."


She
stiffened suddenly, leaning forward with one audio-resonator of her vac-suit toward the city. Her eyes widened. "I seem to
hear his voice," she whispered hoarsely. "Listen carefully,
everyone."


They
all heard it then, a faint hallooing that rose above the noises of the city and
its excited inhabitants, and were instantly aware that only earthly lungs could
produce those shouts. The cries of the aliens were distinctly different in
timbre.


"It must be Hugh Benning,
all right." Traft was straining his eyes
downward. He shouted suddenly. "There he is—I see him! Must
have escaped. He's running out of the city, up the slope—without a vac-suit And there's a pack of the
critters behind him."


"Get ready to fire, men," Shelton
yelled, gripping his own rifle. "The first volley over
their heads, to warn them off. Fire!"


The thunderous volley rumbled through the
cavern like a tempest, but it failed to scare off the aliens chasing Benning. Evidently they had been given orders they could
not disobey.


The
flying figure of the Earthman raced up the slope, with a hundred aliens at his
heels. In the light gravity, Benning made huge,
bounding leaps with his Earth muscles. The pursuers came along with a rapid,
four-footed lope, like hounds at the chase.


"Come
on, Benning," Traft's
great voice boomed encouragingly.


But
the aliens caught up with their quarry, pulling him down. Myra shrieked and
darted forward wildly, but Shelton held her back.


"Stay here," he ordered tensely,
then swung to the men. "Fire!" he snapped. "Pick them off around
Benning."


A
burst of withering gunfire poured down the slope. The aliens staggered and fell
on all sides of Benning. Wilting, they began to
retreat, but dragged the Earthman with them. Yet the devastating hail of
bullets began to tell. Benning was struggling
violently to free himself from the dozen aliens left.


And
at that moment attack came from another quarter!


Shelton
felt that now familiar, crushing numbness grip him. The aliens were projecting
the cold force from somewhere. He whirled. A group of the enemy had stolen up
from the side, along the slope's rim, with a gigantic instrument whose redly glowing center was focused in their direction.


He
yelled in warning and his men turned stiffly to blaze away at the new threat,
fumbling to reload their guns. Shelton groaned as he realized their precarious
situation. Their motions were rapidly becoming sluggish from the paralyzing
effect of the cold force. Soon they would be unable to use their limp fingers
and the battle would be over.


To make matters worse, he saw Myra Benning dash away toward her brother, who was being dragged
down the slope. She was running right into the arms of the enemy. Shelton
leaped up like a wound spring, bounding after her.


Traft, blazing away at the attackers, cursed and
leaped after them. He had promised on Earth to stick at Shel-ton's
side at all times. Now was one of those times.


The
three racing figures reached the aliens at almost the same time. Myra swung
futile fists at them. An alien loomed over her with a snarl, raising his hand
to strike. Shelton jammed his gun in the brute's midsection and fired. Another
alien wrenched the gun out of his hands. Shelton began swinging his gauntleted
fists, with a surge of joy each time a scaly chin cracked under his hammering blows.


Traft had leaped into the fray with his rifle
clubbed. Growling, swinging right and left, his powerful blows brought howls of
pain from the enemy. Many fell to lie still with battered skulls. But more pressed up from the city, completely surrounding them.


Faced
with certain defeat by sheer weight of numbers, Shelton kept fighting
automatically. Perhaps the men above the slope could yet turn the tide. But his
last hope died when he glanced up and saw them tottering, falling stiffly.
Their rifle fire died away to sporadic shots, then
stopped altogether.


"Cold
force—numb—" came Captain Harvey's choked voice,
by the helmet radio. "Can't hold out—"


His
swaying vac-suited figure, the last standing, toppled
over to lie among those of the other men. Shelton knew that they lay still, unbreathing behind their visors, caught in the pseudo-death
of suspended animation. The cold red eye of the cold force, projector was
turned off, having done its work.


Shouting
triumphantly at this victory, the aliens surrounded Shelton and his party and
quickly bore them down. Even Traft's great strength
was unable to shake off a dozen clinging forms that twisted his arms behind
him. Benning was already being carried off, unconscious
from his exertions in a cold, thin atmosphere unfit for laboring Earth lungs.


Panting,
exhausted, the three Earth people were prodded down the slope to the city—to
what fate? Shelton didn't know and was almost past caring. Bitterly he realized
they had fallen into a trap. The empty cavern, the way open to the city—it
added up to that.


Had
the aliens known they would come for Benning, or had
they banked on human curiosity? How much did they know of humans? Shelton's
brain was tortured with queries.


 



 



 



 



CHAPTER X


Lorg,
Master of Aliens


 



□
As they approached, the unearthlike
city was weird with its dim red glow. Windowless buildings of geometric
harshness of design stared blackly. Metal was nowhere apparent. Even in his
extremity Shelton noticed that.


The
four prisoners were taken to a building standing alone on the fringe of the
city. There was a hissing sound as a door swung open. Was it an airlock? Such
it turned out to be and they were shoved into a lock-chamber, Benning's senseless form with them. Traft
quickly lifted Benning in his arms as an inner door
opened and they stepped through.


The
large chamber beyond, to their amazement, was outfitted with earthly furniture,
or more properly, with the fittings of a space ship's cabin—bunks, strap-chairs
and even a washstand outfitted with a water tank. Shelton saw the name, Galileo, in black letters painted across the tank. A
ship of the Exploration Service, reported lost years ago.


Traft had already opened his visor, sniffed at the
air. He began stripping off his suit,


"Earth
normal pressure and warmed," he said with forced cheerfulness. "We're
prisoners but we may as well be comfortable."


Shelton and Myra followed his example, glad
to be free of the encumbering vac-suits. They were
not too curious at the moment as to how such a chamber as this existed.


Not
much had been spoken among them, since the battle. A depressed silence had
weighed their tongues. But now the girl burst into sudden tears.


"It's
my fault," she sobbed. "For making you men go-"


"Of
course not," snapped Shelton. "We just didn't know what we were
running into. This thing is turning out to be bigger, more amazing, than we
could suspect. First of all we have to revive your brother, find out from him
all we can about the aliens."


Hugh
Benning's physical condition approached that of a man
who had been lying on a mountain top, exposed to its bitter conditions. His
skin was blue, his breathing labored. He moaned and twitched at times.


Shelton
strode to a medicine cabinet he had already seen reposing in a corner, also
taken from an Earth ship.


He
returned with a chemical warming pad and stimulants that gradually brought the
unconscious man around. They waited breathlessly.


But
suddenly a large round screen on the wall before them flickered with spangled
lights. Though of strange design, it was an opti-screen.
A moment later the features of an alien peered out at them, with an expression
they could only interpret as sardonic. Large, greenish eyes flicked from one to
the other, as though surveying specimens in a goldfish bowl.


"Well,"
Traft rumbled insultingly, "what are you staring
at, you two-footed snake? I wish you could talk our language. I'd—"


"I do speak your
language."


These
words, spoken clearly with a precise accent, coming from an utterly alien
creature of non-earthly origin, brought incredulous cries of surprise from the
three Earth people. It was more astounding almost than any of the crazy events
of the past hours.


Traft had
lost his voice, his mouth agape, but Shelton recovered and stepped before the
screen. He stared directly into the enigmatic, unblinking eyes.


"Who are you?" he demanded.


The
alien face drew up in what might have been a smile.


"I
am Lorg, a Superior of my people, the Torms. As you would say, I am one of their rulers. You are
surprised that I know your language? I have known it for many years. Our
instruments pick up your Earth radio programs, and thus I hear your language
constantly."


"Why
have we been imprisoned?" Shelton demanded. "Retribution will follow,
at the hands of Earth authorities, if you hold us against our will."


He
glared at the Alien-Superior in a boiling anger that had been accumulating
since the capture.


"I am not easily intimidated," Lorg said
harshly. "You will remain here at my wilL You are out of touch with the Earth authorities. They will
not interfere. You will be treated well."


Shelton cooled down suddenly, passing a hand
over his forehead.


"What is this all about?" he asked
wearily, as if talking to himself. "Just what do you want with us?"


"You
are Dr. Rodney Shelton, of ETBI," Lorg stated
blandly. "We will have much to talk about later."


Abruptly,
the image in the screen faded away, with a queer expression that human eyes could not interpret.


"He
even knows my name, who I am," murmured Shelton.


He
threw up his hands. It was all an insoluble, soul-shaking mystery. And each
succeeding event seemed more cryptic.


"Hugh,"
Myra Benning was saying in a glad voice, "you're
awake. Thank God—"


Benning had
finally opened his eyes, with a sharp horror in them, but this died away as he
stared around eagerly at their faces. He struggled to sit up, Myra helping,
and grinned at them weakly.


"Hello,
Hugh," Traft boomed heartily, gripping his hand.
He gave Shelton a brief introduction.


"Glad
you're here," Hugh Benning said fervently.
"Three weeks among the Torms—" He
shuddered. "You can't imagine the feeling of being the only one of your
kind, among aliens—"


Shelton
patted him on the back, soothingly. "Take it easy, old man. Begin at the
beginning and tell us what happened." He realized that they could not rush
the man into telling what he knew of the aliens.


Hugh
Benning nodded. He was a small, slight man with a
studious air about him. His knowledge of science, as Myra had previously
revealed, was extensive. He had been with the Planetary Survey as one of its
best technical men.


"I was standing on the rock lip of the
cave, at that time you know about, looking in," he finally began.
"Suddenly I was choking and turning numb. I felt myself falling, then everything went black. I woke up in a big room, filled
with instruments. I thought it was a nightmare when I first saw the
aliens."


Again
he shuddered. "I'd been lying in a sort of glass coffin. There were many
more around me, in tiers, containing other humans, in suspended animation. I
had come out of it for some reason. A big machine stood in the center of the
room, radiating bright, colored rays. I think it was some kind of mind-reading
process, because I felt my mind being probed, searched, revealed."


His
eyes were dull with perplexity. "I'm not sure what it was. All I know was
that I broke out of my glass container like a maniac and ran from the horrible
place. Aliens pursued me. I went unconscious, from the thin air and cold. I
woke up in this room. Since then my one thought has been to get away. When I
saw your lights at the top of the slope, from the window, I went wild. The
jailer had just come in with food for me. I knocked him down and ran out."


He
shivered. "It was cold and cruel to my lungs, but I knew I could stand it
for a few minutes. I ran toward you—the rest you know."


His
story, brief and jerky, left an aura of horror in the minds of his listeners
more by reason of what was left unsaid, rather than what he had told.


"Do
you know anything definite about all this?" asked Shelton. "These
aliens, and what they're doing, planning?"


Benning's eyes went bleak. "Just enough to give
me an awful fright when I think what it might mean," he said, his voice
shocked. "I didn't tell you, but I escaped once before, while I still had
my vac-suit handy. It had a few hours oxygen-supply
and I figured to get to the surface. I got there, all right, slipping past the
guards—to find the ship gone. I was marooned. The guards chased me back down,
but I managed to elude capture, hiding in shadows. I suppose I went a little
mad, then. I crept past the city—" His voice became tense. "This is
only one part of their community. There are other chambers beyond. One is
filled with big black space ships. Another with thousands of
cold force projectors. Several others"—his eyes were
stark—"with dozens of bodies of Earthmen in those glass coffins, in
suspended animation. Men from missing expeditions."
"The devils," cried Shelton, white-lipped. "What—" "Wait!" Benning went on.
"There's something still more significant. I looked down a deep shaft. It
seemed to be miles. Down there is a gigantic workshop, and some great
machine"—he drew a breath—"some great machine. I think it means danger to the whole Solar System"


"Why?" asked
Shelton, starded at the bare suggestion.


Benning shook his head. "I can't tell you why. I don't know. But I do know it represents a
great science, perhaps superior to ours." He lowered his voice.
"These people don't use metals. They use plastics. Look at the walls which
aren't stone, the window which isn't glass, the whole
city which hasn't a scrap of metal in it.They use
plastics for everything."


"Plastics?"
echoed Shelton. "Why should that—"


"The
science of plastics is not a simple one," Benning
said, with an assured scientific air. "It is just beginning on Earth. We
know of celluloid, cellophane, polyethyl and so on.
They are the basic simples of a possible industry supplying every material need
of mankind. These people have gone into it deeply. They have plastics harder
than steel, clearer than glass, more lasting than stone. And all made of chemical
ingredients at low temperatures. They don't have to use elaborate blast
furnaces, coal, power, or dig ores. Theirs is a laboratory civilization if
there ever was one."


He waved a hand suddenly. "It's mainly
conjecture on my part, but"—his face went haggard—"I have the feeling
all this activity within Iapetus spells danger to the
Space Empire. It broods in the air here. It—"


"The
Empire can take care of itself," Traft burst out
belligerently. "When the time comes. Why, these
fish-eyed aliens haven't even guns, if it came to war. Earth's Space Navy could
surround Iapetus and bottle them up."


"Don't
underestimate their cold force weapon," Ben-ning
said quietly. "It can be as effective as a heat force. They're probably
developing it day by day. As for Iapetus, this is not
their native world."


Shelton
nodded. "I surmised that. Iapetus is barren of
native life. But where have they come from?"


Benning shrugged. "Uranus,
Neptune, or Pluto. They are a race inured to cold, hating light. It must
be one of those three."


"Or all three."


Shelton
was suddenly pacing up and down. Some of Benning's
conjectures had seemed wild, the ravings of a man whose imagination had been
touched off by three weeks in a strange, dark world of aliens. But now Shelton
felt that the true scope of it might be still more incredible.


"Saturn,"
he said, "has been Earth's frontier. Beyond lies
the unknown. I've seen the official records, not often revealed. More than half
the exploration ships that have gone beyond Saturn have never returned.
*Natural hazards', the official epitaph is. I wonder!"


Traft tied things together, sweepingly.
"Looks like the aliens, on Pluto, Neptune and Uranus are expanding inward,
while Earth is expanding outward. Where the two meet, here at Saturn—hell will
pop."


"We're
painting a pretty lurid picture," muttered Shel-ton,
dazed by the tremendous implications of it.


He
shook his head. It might all be a poisonous mushroom blooming from the spores
of undigested facts. They must get down to basic facts. He turned to Ben-ning.


"But
why has this room been prepared, with Earth conditions, for live
prisoners?"


"I
can't guess," admitted the technologist. "They've fed me, kept
Earth-pressure here and warmth. They haven't mistreated me. I've just been
sitting here, brooding, marooned, surrounded by aliens,
thinking—think-ing-"


He
was sobbing suddenly, and Myra comforted him. They realized what he had gone
through. It was plain in his sensitive, lined face; the marks of an experience
no human could have passed through without mental scars.


 



 



 



 



CHAPTER XI


Dash
for Freedom!


 



□
Lorg, the Alien Superior, sat in his seat of
authority. He turned as Murv, his second-in-command,
entered and advanced with quick tread. Murv stopped
before him and saluted respectfully.


"Lorg," he said, in their own speech, "we must try
arbitration with the Earthlings, now that the hour draws near. They are more
powerful than you think. That has been part of our plan from the first, and for
that reason the Earth-conditioned room was prepared. You have in it now their
Dr. Rodney Shelton, a high official, with a voice of authority. Through him you
can arbitrate with the earthly government."


As
the Superior shook his head, the spines of his head swayed.


"I
think it will be useless at this point," he objected. "We are ready
to strike. After the first point in our plans is carried out, then will be the
time to talk. They will be impressed."


"They
will be enraged," Murv insisted. "Take care
that you do not ruin everything, Lorg! Best that you arbitrate now. And"—he spoke
firmly—"do not make your demands too high."


"Who
are you to speak thus to me?" shrilled the Superior, rising angrily.


"The
voice of those of our people who do not want a war with the Earthlings," returned Murv, eyeing Lorg steadily.


"All
right," he snapped. "I will attempt arbitration. But I make my own
demands, and follow my own judgment thereafter."


Once
again the opti-screen in the Earth people's prison
chamber flared with pulsing lights. The Alien Superior gazed down at them,
singling out Shelton.


"Dr.
Rodney Shelton," began Lorg, "you have
authority, I believe, that can connect directly with your supreme Earth Government?
What you say, they will believe—and consider?"


"Yes,"
snapped Shelton. "But how do you know that? How—"


The
sounds made by the alien might have been amused laughter.


"Do
not be astounded," he murmured. "We have been in contact with Earth
affairs for a long time. Not only through radio, but by gleaning information
from Earth minds—those whose bodies we have in suspended animation. We
developed the cold force for that purpose, as well as for a weapon. The cold
force is a pseudo-magnetic field that absorbs all electrical nerve currents in
the human body. The nerves become dead, frozen, but without affecting any of
the other organs.


"Those
bodies in suspended animation are a library of information to us. We are far
more fully aware of your affairs than you would believe possible. We know much
of your science, history, social structure, and your interplanetary program of
expansion. Daily, we gather more information, with our psychic-extractor
apparatus."


Shelton
was tense with horror at the thought of human bodies kept in the pseudo-death,
like mechanical records, for the aliens to delve into their minds.


"I
think I can promise you," he said harshly, "that when Earth finds out
about this, you will be blasted out of existence. You have done things that make
you a bitter enemy of mankind."


"Those
men are unharmed," returned the alien, half apologetically. "The
psychic-extraction does not affect them. I would not wish to earn the wrath you
promise. I wish to open arbitration with Earth, in fact."


"For
what?" Shelton
asked bluntly.


"For control—absolute, undivided control—of certain planets. You might call it a ceding of planets."


There
it was, staring them starkly in the face. Shelton was staggered a little,
though it had not been a complete surprise. He was being asked to inform his
home authority that an unsuspected outside power, an alien race from somewhere
beyond Saturn, wanted planets for its own empire. It was utterly fantastic.


"Which planets?" he managed to query, trying to keep cool.


"Pluto, Neptune, Uranus, Saturn and
Jupiter—and all their moons," Lorg calmly
informed.
"My race is very prolific. The three outer planets are ours in all but
name already; our people inhabit them. We are asking only for recognition there
of what already is ours. But Saturn and Jupiter, in addition, must be ceded to
us by Earth."


The
four Earth people looked at one another. Was this some monstrous joke, spawned
in the mind of an alien who aspired to an impossible tin-pot empire?


"You
can't be serious," retorted Shelton. He suddenly laughed shortly. The
thing was ridiculous.


Lorg's alien features drew up tightly in what was
obvious even to Earth eyes as outraged anger.


"Cease
your laughter, Earthling," he snarled, his repugnant face thrusting
forward in the screen. "Those are my demands. If I must, I am prepared to
take Saturn and Jupiter. The day of earthly dominion over them is finished. I, Lorg, say it."


Shelton was quickly in the
grip of equal anger.


"Take
them?" he blazed. "Against all the Earth forces?
You are mad, Lorg. Earth might conceivably waive
jurisdiction over the three outer planets, since you say your race inhabits
them, but Saturn and Jupiter are out of the question."


Lorg had turned his face and spoke to someone unseen
by the Earthlings. Nor could they guess that what he said was: "You see, Murv? Arbitration is impossible."


They
heard another voice answer, but did not understand when Murv
answered in the alien tongue:


"Your
demands are too high. Saturn and Jupiter are theirs."


Only the tone of Lorg's reply, "You anger
me, Murv. Go!" was understandable to the four as Lorg turned back to the mystified Earth people.


"We
shall see about arbitration, Dr. Rodney Shelton," he said ominously.
"Perhaps Earth will soon be glad to do so, at my terms."


"Wait!" said Shelton thoughtfully.
"Perhaps it would be best after all. I'll do it, Lorg."


The
other three stared at Shelton. Was it possible he had been cowed by the alien?
He seemed to look so. The Alien Superior peered at him narrowly.


"I
know what goes on in your mind, Earthling," he said shortly. "You
would simply make that an excuse to contact Earth and have warships come
winging. Fool! I would know of a way to prevent you. But no
matter now. I have decided not to arbitrate at this time."


His image vanished.


Shelton
lurched away from the opti-screen, sank weakly into a
chair. The stark revelation of the past few minutes was almost more than the
human mind could accept without, he felt, going mad.


"Holy
Jupiter," Traft was exclaiming. "Wants five
planets for his empire, and apparently is ready to fight for them." He
balled his fists. "He won't be so eager after a taste of the kind of war Earth people put up in big doses."


"That's the trouble." Shelton's
voice was worried. "Think once. What fighting forces have we? Actual fighting forces? All the Space Navy has had to worry
about is traffic duty in the spaceways, rescue of
stranded ships, and battling a few
pirates. In total, the Navy consists of only a dozen battleships, built just
in case, a few hundred Space Rangers, and a few thousand
lightly armed ships that haven't fired a gun in years."


He
made a sweeping gesture. "Suppose the enemy, planning long, have thousands
and thousands of ships—" He stopped, appalled at his own suggestion.


Traft was unworried. "What good would
superiority in space battles do them, granting that? We have people on Jupiter and Saturn. Their space ships
couldn't fight ground forces. They'd need ground forces. And I doubt they can
stand up under the sun without going blind, and getting a heat stroke. Unless they were bio-conditioned. But they don't know about
that."


Shelton
suddenly went cold. Unless they were bio-conditioned! Was that where he came in, in the aliens' plans?


He jumped up.


"Talk
is useless," he said forcefully. "Earth must be warned. Earth must
strike first—wipe out this alien nest. If we could only get in touch with our
men in the ships, on the surface—"


He strode to their vac-suits
and grabbed up his own, with the helmet-radio attachment. He snapped it on,
holding the helmet upside down, and spoke tensely into the tiny microphone.


"ETBI-Fourtee?i, attention! ETBI-Fourteen, attention! Shelton
calling."


He
tried this for long minutes before he gave up. "Not enough range, as I
expected," he groaned hopelessly. The helmet-radios were for suit to suit
converse, at short ranges of a few hundred feet. He whirled. "We've got to
get to the surface."


"Guards
outside," muttered Hugh Benning. "They'll
be more watchful since I made my break.


"Never mind about
guards," Traft rumbled grimly.


"But
they'd run us down," Benning said in a monotone.
"And we have no guns."


The
four looked at one another helplessly. They had priceless, vital information that
should go to Earth, and no way to transmit it.


Shelton
paced up and down with a concentrated frown. "Get thinking, all of
you!" he urged. "One way or another, we've got to escape."


Traft made a mental inventory, aloud. "No
guns, no lights, no weapons of any sort. We're outnumbered a hundred to one. We
have to have some way of holding them off for about ten minutes, while running
up the slope."


"Light
would do it," mused Shelton. "Bright
light alone. Their eyes are extremely sensitive to light, and therefore
blinded by what to us is normal light."


Traft was looking around. "There's not a
thing here to help us," he growled. "No flashlights, candles, or even
matches."


"Matches,"
murmured Benning tonelessly. "They would be
useless anyway. Things don't burn in the thin Iapetus
air."


Myra
Benning, less despondent than her brother, pointed at
the globular bulb hanging from the ceiling, shedding its pale reddish glow over
the room.


"Can we use
that?"


Shelton
shook his head. "Too dim. Some
kind of cold light, without blue rays. We need something with strong
blue rays. They are the strongest." He snapped his fingers suddenly.
"Listen, all of you." He held up the helmet-radio at which he had
been staring. "If we can find a way to short the battery and produce an
arc, we'd get a bright light, much brighter than our flashlights were. An arc
would blind them so thoroughly we'd have a chance to get away. We'll try it.
How about you, Benning? Can you go out there without
a suit again?"


Benning nodded. "I'll go as far as I can."


"And
after that I'll carry you," finished Traft
"Let's get set—ready for them when they come with food."


When
three aliens entered with food a little later they let out hoarse cries as
three determined Earthmen attacked with whirlwind speed. Benning
tripped one and struck him on the head with a table leg. Shelton knocked his
adversary out with a clean uppercut. Traft disposed
of the third with a hammerlike blow to the forehead.
Taken by surprise, the aliens were easy prey, although
in a normal fight they might have been more effective, using their taloned hands. "Come on!"


Shelton hustled Myra into the lock left open
by the aliens, the others following a moment later. The outer seal flung open,
automatically, after the inner seal had closed. They stepped out.


Hugh
Benning gasped as he met the frigid, sparse air
outside, but set his lips grimly. A dozen outside guards stared for a moment in
surprise, then leaped forward. Shelton was fumbling
with his gauntleted hands at the two bare wires he had previously drawn from
the radio coils, at the peak of his helmet. He touched the wires and then drew
them slightly apart.


A
blinding blue radiance shot from the contact as hot sparks sizzled across the
gap. In the thin air, conditions were ideal for a high voltage spark. The
advancing aliens let out painful shrieks as the glaring light bathed their
light-sensitive eyes. They flung up their arms and staggered back.


Shelton
set the lead away from the city, up the slope. It was a long stretch. If the
arc lasted till the top, they were not likely to be cut off. They would have to
take their chances with any cold beams.


As
they bounded up the incline, the whole city seemed to burst into movement.
Aliens rushed from all sides, shouting in their queer, dissonant tones. But the
blazing arc at the top of Shelton's helmet kept them off. They would approach
within thirty or forty feet, try to run against the light with face averted,
and finally reel back, rubbing their tortured eyes.


To
them, Shelton knew, it was like running toward a hot, incandescent furnace
whose beams would burn their eyes out, and whose heat craclded on their scaly skin. Skin on
which water at just above the freezing point would have felt like live steam.


Once in a while the arc sputtered, and
Shelton had to reach up quickly to adjust the gap. Several times, the instantly
numbing force of a cold beam struck at them and made them stumble. But each
time it died away as quicldy. The operators were
having a hard time focusing on what to them looked like an unveiled sun.


On and on they raced. Time and again the
aliens would have cut them off except for the blue-bright ball of fire they
could not face. But gradually the arc weakened. The small batteries were being
quickly drained. With a hundred feet to go, the arc flickered out entirely.


Instantly
the aliens leaped forward, in the dark which was normal to them. Traft, at the rear, began lashing out with pummeling fists,
fighting them off. A dynamic whirlwind, he protected the other three
completely. They gained the top. Shelton whirled to help Traft,
but saw he wasn't needed. The big pilot had just picked up an alien bodily and
flung him among the rest. Then he dashed up, grunting exultantly.


Brazenly
he stood for a moment at the slope's rim, taking a camera snap as a gesture of
defiance to the aliens.


"You
and that fool camera," barked Shelton. "Come on!"


A
cold beam bit at their muscles, but they staggered through into the corridor
leading to the surface. Here they knew they could easily get away, protecting
their rear. The aliens did not even follow, as though shirking the prospect of
facing the ferocious Earthmen in a narrow space.


Hugh
Benning let out a bubbling gasp suddenly and
collapsed. Traft caught him and swung him to his
shoulder without lessening his pace.


"Made
it," panted Shelton. "Though we'll have to watch
for guards at the cave mouth."











CHAPTER XII


Message
to Earth


 



□
When the glow of the city behind them died away,
Stygian gloom slowed them down. Shelton fumbled with the wires and managed to
eke a little more current out of the batteries, enough to give a dim,
sputtering radiance. It served to warn of out jutting rocks and treacherous un-derfooting.


But
finally the glow of the cave mouth appeared ahead, like a steady candle, and
they entered the large cavern. The guard detail of aliens, evidently warned of
their coming, had their path blocked with their cold beam projector. Its
paralyzing grip touched them.


Shelton
raised his voice in a shout to the two Rangers that had been left on guard. Two
flashlight beams stabbed into the cavern, centered on the Earthmen for a minute
and then swung to the aliens. Guns spoke and with wild cries the aliens flung
themselves flat. Shelton and his party raced past.


The two Rangers greeted
them warmly.


"Glad
you're back, sir," they said, saluting Shelton. "We were about to
organize a search party. Where are the others?"


"No
time to explain now," Shelton said shortly, and headed for the ship.


The
sun had set. The desolate topography of Iapetus was
eerily lit by a blend of starlight and the reddish glow of Saturn hanging like
a moon in the sky. The scene was quiet, peaceful. Shelton found it hard to
believe they had











just
returned from a busding city deep underground. It had
all been like a nightmare, tumultuous and unreal.


Within
the welcome interior of the ETBI-14 again,
the bruised and battered party took off their vac-suits,
and basked in the warmth of the ship. Shelton left all explanations for Traft to make and dashed for the pilot's cupola. He jerked
over the radio stud.


"Dr.
Rodney Shelton of ETBI calling from Iapetus," he
barked into the microphone. "Titan station, please answer
immediately."


He
repeated the call several times, using the full power of the ship's radio.
Waiting for the return call, he fidgeted nervously, cursing radio operators who
couldn't see blinking signal lights before their very eyes. At last a rather
sleepy voice answered:


"Titan
station. Go
ahead, Dr. Shelton."


"Emergency,"
he snapped. "Get this and get it right. Call the Navy outposts, both yours
and on Rhea, and say I want every fighting ship available here at Iapetus, as soon as possible. There is to be no delay. This
is a matter of vital importance. Tell them an alien menace is here that
requires their presence. Every fighting ship. Is that
clear?"


His
keenly stirred mind seizing on the smallest details, Shelton timed the reply
just right—forty seconds from Titan, at opposition to Iapetus,
three million miles, back and forth.


The
operator's voice was no longer sleepy, but puzzled. "This is such an
unusual request, sir," he objected. "Are you sure—" He broke
off. "Please give me opti-screen contact, Dr.
Shelton. Routine, you understand."


Shelton
growled, but was aware that the operator had the right to be startled, and
careful. This was perhaps the most momentous call that had ever hummed across
the ether lines. Shelton switched on the iconoscope and adjusted its electrodes
rapidly to catch his face clearly in direct focus.


"Now,"
he declared, knowing he would be recognized, "I want those ships
immediately. Then call me back." Just to make it stronger and avoid any
delaying red-tape, he added: "If you question my authority, you're
questioning the authority of Extra-Terra Bio-Institute. Understand?"


Forty
seconds later: "Yes, Dr. Shelton. I'll call the outposts immediately. And
then call you back." The operator's excited voice clipped off.


Ten
minutes later his signal light nickered and Shelton rushed back from the pilot
port. He had been staring out at space, beyond Saturn, wondering where out
there lay the alien civilization that had sprung upon the ken of man with such
blinding, threatening swiftness.


"Titan
station reporting," said the operator alertly. "Both Navy outposts
have answered, Dr. Shelton. They will send all available ships as quickly as
possible, though it will take a little
time to organize the details. The Rhea outpost says it will have five Rangers
there in about eight hours, others to follow. Anything else,
sir?"


"Yes,"
Shelton stated. "Put me through on a line
to radio-central, Earth, right away."


"Go
ahead, Dr. Shelton," acknowledged the Titan operator, after the
appropriate time lapse.


Shelton spoke slowly and
distinctly.


"Radio-central,
Earth. Dr. Rodney Shelton of Expedition Ship ETBI-Fourteen calling. Attention, Director
Grant Beatty, by transcription, if necessary. Say this: 'Director Beatty, I've
been on Iapetus just ten hours and in those ten hours
the incredible has happened. Aliens, intelligent beings, are on Iapetus. That's a bare, unbelievable statement. I know it
will shock you.' "


Shelton
went on to give the details, as far as he thought necessary.


"'And so, Director,' he concluded grimly,
'this alien menace has been flowering secredy on the
three outer plants. They are looking inward. They have a foothold in our
empire, on Iapetus. They must never get any further.
I don't know what powers the aliens have, but they must have a highly developed
science. It is evident from what we've seen and heard. Lorg,
the Superior, as he calls himself, radiated confidence that he could get what
they wanted, by force if not arbitration. I can only describe him as a devilish
character, capable of devilish plans and deeds.'"


Carried by humming radio waves across the
deep gulf of interplanetary space, Shelton's voice became hard, inflexible.


" 'My idea is to force their hand. I've called for
all available fighting ships from Titan and Rhea. Send from Earth a fleet of
whatever ships can be spared. If necessary, the aliens must be blasted out of Iapetus. I know, Director Beatty, that you'll want me to
leave Iapetus immediately, when you hear this. But
I'm staying. Don't waste breath begging, demanding or
cajoling me back right now. I'm here to see this thing through. I'll open
negotiations with the aliens as soon as the first ships arrive. I'll await
acknowledgment of this call.' "


Shelton
turned away from the radio, heaving a great sigh. Earth had been informed.
Regardless of what happened to him, the most important thing had been taken
care of.


As
he stepped away, the signal light flashed, signifying another call. Shelton
turned back, and started, as the strangely leering face of Lorg,
the Alien Superior, rippled into the glowing opti-screen.


"You
made a clever escape, Dr. Rodney Shelton," remarked the alien
imperturbably. "You Earthlings are resourceful. I also overheard your
recent radio message." The voice became ominous. "It will avail you
nothing,


Earthman. I
am ready to strike. You will be too late with your attack."


"We'll
see about that," Shelton drawled easily. "When our
armed space ships are ready to blast away. If you attack me tonight,
remember that I have an armed space ship with me, and several expert
gunners."


"I
will not attack you," scoffed Lorg. "It is
not necessary, in the least." A queer expression flitted across his repugnant
features, and the hoarse cackle that came from his hps
made Shelton's nerves grate. "I say only one thing to you. Watch at
dawn." He cackled again, ominously. "Watch at dawn, Earthman."


Down in his chamber, the Alien-Superior
turned from his screen when Shelton's face had vanished.


"Go,"
he commanded his aide. "Spread the word. The hour has come."


The aide saluted and sped away, his face
gleaming.


Murv,
who was there, pressed his lips together. "You have made your move, Lorg," he said quietly. "Let us hope it was the
right one. You have incurred the wrath of the Earth people. I have often told
you of their dan-gerousness when aroused. The chance
for peaceful arbitration may be lost forever."


Lorg's ruthless face flared with anger. "Murv, you annoy me with your childish fears. Go!" He
added a
threat: "And take care
that I do not depose you from all authority one of these days, if you try to
hinder me."


Murv turned away with a shrug, his face stony. .
. .


In
deep thought, Shelton made his way from the pilot's cupola to the main cabin.
Why was the Alien Superior so confident? What did he have up his sleeve? Watch
at dawn! What was going to happen at dawn?


The
occupants of the cabin looked up at Shelton's preoccupied, haggard face. Myra Benning had nursed her brother back to consciousness, but
he lay weakly in a bunk,
still breathing stertorously. Traft
had just finished telling the story of their experiences underground. The
listening men were looking at each other in shocked horror at the fate of
those who had not returned from the cavern of alien menace.


Shelton briefly gave the details of his radio
calls. Then he counted his forces. The three engine men, two ETBI men, two
Rangers here and two left as guard in their ship —twelve men, including himself. And a girl.


He
turned to the Rangers. "You two go back to your ship. Keep one man on
guard in case anything pops during the night."


They
saluted and left. When the air-seal had hissed shut again, Shelton swung on his
two ETBI men.


"You've
made preliminary tests of the Iapetus conditions—enough
to give a rough approximation of bio-conditioning steps?"


"Not
quite finished," answered one of the biologists. "Couple
hours' work on it yet."


"Then
we'll finish it now," Shelton decided. "We must transmit the data to
Earth, in case it comes to the point" —his eyes blazed—"where
bio-conditioned fighting men are needed to rout out
the aliens. Mark, you stick at the radio, for any calls. You three engineers
keep watch at the ports. Lorg said he wouldn't attack
us, but I don't trust him. They might try to come sneaking up in the night.
Miss Benning"—his voice became gentler as he
turned to the worn girl—"you'd better get some rest. This has been a
trying day for you."


"I'm
going to help you, Dr. Shelton," she quickly interposed. "Hugh's
asleep and won't need me."


Shelton
admired the way she had drawn herself together.


"Incidentally,"
he said, "you've done a great service to the Empire. Through your search
for your brother, the aliens were discovered sooner. Look at it that way, not
that you led brave men to a living death. They can yet be rescued. But with the
alien menace uncovered, we've stolen a march on them."


The girl's eyes brightened. It had not been
pleasant to think of her part in the half-tragic events since the landing.


"But we've work to
do."


Shelton
led the way to the small but completely equipped laboratory in the back of the
ship. They plunged into their work. The Iapetus air
was checked and rechecked for density, pressure and mean temperature. Cosmic
radiation was recorded, by means of a sensitive
Geiger counter. An anesthetized guinea pig was put in a pressure tube, dosed with adaptene, and his
reactions to Iapetus' conditions noted, his blood
count taken.


Rough,
hurried approximations they were, but Shelton knew he must race against time.
Data went down rapidly under Myra's flying fingers.


 



 



 



 



CHAPTER XIII


At
Dawn!


 



□ As soon as Traft's voice thundered down from the pilot room,
announcing the return Earth call, Shelton hastily grabbed up the single record
sheet and raced up.


"Mark,"
he demanded, rapidly adding a few words at the top of the paper, "you know
the secret code of your Planetary Survey Service?"


"Like
I know my own name," assured Traft readily,
pushing aside his dry chemical developing kit, with which he had been making
prints.


"Code this."


Shelton turned to the radio. Director
Beatty's forceful face, half twisted out of shape with amazement, was in the
screen. Only three hours had elapsed since Shelton's calL
It was probably a record for a return call across the
stupendous nine-hundred-million-mile stretch between Earth and Saturn.


"Director
Beatty calling Dr. Rodney Shelton on Iapetus,"
said the image's lips. "Your message was received in full. I need hardly
say it's the most startling news I or the world ever received. An intelligent, unsuspected alien race in the Solar System—an
underground city at the doorstep of the Empire—miraculous science. If it
were anybody else but you reporting that, Shelton, I'd refuse to believe
it."


A hand reached up to mop a sweating brow.
"An armed Earth fleet is already being organized. They will arrive at Iapetus in four days, at multiple
acceleration. We can't tolerate any subversive program, defying our
jurisdiction on the planets. Saturn and all its moons are an official part of
our Empire. The aliens must leave, or be driven away."


The
Director's eyes stared out commendingly at Shelton.
"Everything you've done is right, Shelton. But don't go any further.
You've exposed the aliens. When the first armed ships arrive, from Rhea, simply
have them on guard. Officials will arrive with the fleet from Earth, to take up
negotiations." The eyes twinkled slightly. "I should command you to
leave for Earth immediately. However, I won't, to save you the embarrassment of
a court martial later. I'm trusting you not to be
reckless."


His
voice became serious. "But this is a grave situation facing the Empire.
How grave, I suppose none of us knows yet. Report to me the instant anything
new comes up. Signing off."


The bearded face faded from the screen, but
Shelton hurriedly called the Titan relay station for another line to Earth
radio-central.


"Director
Beatty," he called when the connection was completed. "After I sent
my message to you, Lorg, the Alien Superior called
me. He had listened in. He is probably listening now. So I'm sending the rest
in secret code, Planetary Survey."


He
went on in the code that Traft was rapidly transposing
from the record sheet, calling out letter by letter swiftly and clearly. The
decoded message ran:


Important to leave nothing to chance. Have thousand men bio-conditioned for Iapetus, in case needed to storm underground city. Data
follows.


Shelton's voice droned on for another half
hour, with the laboring Traft barely able to keep
ahead with his coding. Finally it was done, and Shelton heaved a sigh of
relief.


"There,"
he said. "We're another jump ahead of the aliens."


Down
in the main cabin, a tantalizing odor met them. With the limited facilities of
the ship, Myra Benning had managed to prepare an
appetizing meal. Shelton was hungry, despite the cheerless situation. And for awhile they were able to keep up a dinner conversation free
of the thoughts uppermost in their minds, relaxing somewhat from their
tenseness.


"We
have four hours till dawn," said Shelton, consulting the chart of Iapetus' day-and-night periods. He yawned. "The ships
from Rhea will be here two hours later. Let's get some sleep till then. We'll
have one man on guard, turn about."


This arranged, they
went to their separate bunks. Shelton threw himself down, fully clothed. His
head hummed with the breath-taking events that had burst like a bombshell into
the course of things. Many things had been answered since the day on Earth when
the ship Tycho had landed with two alive out of a crew of
ten. But many things remained to be answered. In what bizarre way would they
be revealed?


Shelton's
nerves quieted as he became drowsy. He felt satisfaction in how it had all
turned out so far. In a few hours armed Earth ships would arrive, to hold the
aliens at bay. Yet in the back of his mind, like a haunting refrain, thrummed Lorg's strange words: "Watch at dawn." What could
it mean?


He turned over. He had the watch at that
period. He would watch at dawn. He slept. . . .


A
hand shook Shelton's shoulders. He awoke from a troubled sleep, nerves
throbbing.


"Your
watch, sir," said the engineer whose vigil was over.


Shelton
arose and made his way through the dimmed cabin to the pilot's cupola, where a
sweeping vision all around the ship was possible. He stared around at the
desolate, barren landscape, glinting somberly in starlight. Saturn had set in
the sky of Iapetus. Soon the Sun would rise.


Shelton
pressed a hand to his forehead, wondering why his nerves should be jangling so
much. Suddenly he started. Was it his nerves, or was it his whole body, the
whole ship, and the very ground it stood on? Abruptly Shelton realized that was
so. A subtle vibration trembled through the entire ship. He was aware now, too,
that he had felt that steady tremor in his sleep, for at least an hour.


He
pressed his feet firmly to the floor. The strongest vibration came from below,
from the ground. Was it some sort of Iapetus quake?
It felt as though the whole satellite were quivering and trembling. The aliens—underground!
Did it have any connection with them?


The
Sun rose. Small and feeble though its reflection was, it made an appreciable
contrast to dark night. Shafts of light speared down, dispelling shadows,
gleaming from crystalline peaks. It was strangely, hauntingly beautiful, this
sunrise on another world, but Shelton's mind kept humming those relentless,
maddening phrases: "Watch at dawn! Watch at dawn!"


Shelton
glanced at the chronometer above the pilot's keyboard. And a starded cry burst from his lips.


The dawn had been ten
minutes late.


The
electrically-operated clock could not be wrong. The chart of Iapetus' rotation could not be wrong. Yet the sun had
peeped above the horizon fully ten minutes behind time.


Shelton's
face was white, drained of blood. His hands were trembling fitfully. His heart
slapped a beat, then began to pound furiously. For of
all the things that man depends on with a blind faith, it is the clockwork of
the heavens. The certainty of sunset and sunrise on split second schedule, for
ages on end without fail, whether on Earth or any other world.


"What is it,
Rod?"


Traft spoke from the door. The others were behind
him, awakened by his involuntary cry, which had resounded through the still
ship.


"Ten
minutes late," Shelton whispered hoarsely. "The sun—"


"What!"
roared Traft, blinking dumfoundedly. "You must
be wrong, Rod. That would mean the rotation of this whole satellite has
changed."


Hugh
Benning ran forward, grabbed up the space sextant
and trained it, then compared its readings to the chart of Iapetus'
rotation and revolution. The others waited breathlessly. Finally he set the
instrument down carefully, and turned a drawn face.


"It's
true," he breathed. "Impossible, but true.
The rotation of Iapetus has been slowed and—"


He
let out a sharp cry and flung a hand up, pointing.
Saturn had risen above the horizon, opposite the sun.


"Saturn
just set," groaned Shelton, bewildered. "How can it rise again, and
go the opposite way? Even the slowing of rotation couldn't account for
that."


"No,"
Benning croaked. "It mean's
that Iapetus' rotation and revolution both have changed. Iapetus has left its
orbit."


Traft lunged forward, picking up the sextant. He
angled Saturn and the sun, put the figures down, and ran his finger down the
trigonometric scale fastened above the pilot board.


"We
have a velocity of a hundred miles a second, relative to Saturn, with the sun as a fixed point," he announced.
"The orbital velocity is supposed to be only two miles a second. So Iapetus is
streaking out of the orbit, at a tangent, in the general direction
of—Pluto."


The appalling fact was like
a living force.


"We're
on a runaway satellite," Shelton summed it up as calmly as he could.
"But worlds don't just suddenly slip out of their orbits, after ages of
cutting the same groove, obeying the laws of gravitation. Iapetus
has been forced
out—by the aliens. This
vibration going through the whole satellite—"


"The
Great Machine," Hugh Benning cried wildly.
"I knew it meant something unbelievable. That great machine, buried deep,
motivates the satellite as though it were a space ship. Now you'll believe me, Shelton, that they have a miraculous science—incredible science. Greater than
ours."


Shelton
jerked erect, "I wouldn't say that," he fiercely defended. "More
developed in one direction, perhaps, but not necessarily superior. And they're
not going to get far with this, whatever crazy scheme it leads to. When the
ships from Rhea arrive—"


He stopped, his jaw
suddenly dropping.


"If
they arrive," croaked Benning. "Two hours
from now they'll arrive at the point in Iapetus'
orbit where Ia-petus used to be. They'll look around,
dazed, and re-check their course chart. They won't find an error in that.
They'll look for Iapetus, but it will only be a pinpoint
star by then, no different from the other stars."


"Stop
it," shouted Shelton, but he knew Benning was
right, of course.


Shelton
knew Benning had spoken with inexorable scientific
exactness. At their present velocity of 100 miles a second, they would be
three-quarters of a million miles from where the ships would arrive. At that
distance, small Iapetus, much smaller than Earth's
moon and three times further away, would be just a bright, starlike
object. The ship's men would have no reason to single it out as the lost satellite,
from all the other bright stars of open space.


Shelton
dived for the radio. "What's the matter with me?" he muttered.
"Can't we tell them what has happened and where we are?"


But
as soon as he snapped the switch, a sinking feeling came over him. The speaker
blared forth with a confused crackle, as though all the static in the universe
had poured into its coils. Some powerful interference was jamming the ether
lines.


Shelton
tried desperately, twisting the rheostat to full power.


"Iapetus calling the Rhea ships. Please answer!"


But
no answer came. No answer could, it seemed, worm through that barrage of
interference.


He
gave a glad cry suddenly, that as quickly changed to startled disappointment.
The face of Lorg, Alien Superior, blinked into the opti-screen. His voice came through clearly as the
discordant noises became a rustling background. His powerful wave, from so
near, was able to work through.


"You
can't signal those ships, Dr. Rodney Shelton," the alien said with
aggravating conviction. "Nor any ship, unless it should happen to pass
within a few dozen miles. But no ships are going to blunder that close. Iapetus is lost to the Solar System. We are motivating it
away, by means of our Great Machine, underground. Our scale shows an inch of
displacement each second, or a rate of a hundred miles a second away from
Saturn. I was not— what is that Earth word?—bluffing, was I, when I said your
planned attack would come too late?"


Shelton
glared at him, unable to speak because of rage, frustration and choking hatred.
He had never felt such a burning hate before. His fists clenched till his
knuckles were white.


"I
see you cannot speak," the alien mocked. "You are too stupefied by
what has occurred. And you hate me. It is the hatred of inferior beings for one
superior."


Shelton reached to snap the
screen off.


"Wait!"
The Alien Superior went on. "Do not try to leave this moving satellite in
your ships, which would be your next move. Disaster will follow if you try.
There is a stricture of space, a warp, surrounding the globe. Your ships cannot
pass it. It would take far more power than your engines produce. You are
prisoners—or guests. You will not be harmed. I have need of you later, Dr.
Shelton."


The repulsive alien visage glided out of the
screen.











 



CHAPTER XIV


Trapped
on the Runaway World


 



□
There was silence within the ETBI-14 for a moment. Then Traft's
voice boomed out.


"It's a bluff," he scoffed. "About not being able to leave."


"It may or it may not be," Shelton
said slowly. "But I think it has to be tried. It's our only chance to get
word to the System. And we don't know what that devil has up his sleeve. The
Ranger ship must be used. It's lighter —more take-off power. Power is the thing
needed. To judge from Lorg's warning, more power than
any ship has."


"There's one way to power up a ship specially at take-off," said Traft.
"By resetting the timing of the rockets, and hand-pumping fuel at all the
lines. I'd need" —he counted around—"every man here except two."


Shelton
faced the company haggardly. "Every man except two—to defy death,"
he said wearily. "The first attempt will probably be the only chance to
try it. Yet it has to be tried, doesn't it?"


They all nodded. Shelton went on;


"As for the two men—"


Traft
interrupted. "Benning's one; he's sick. You're
the other, Rod." The big pilot spoke frankly, facing his friend. "If
the ship cracks up, you'll at least be left here. And you're the one most
qualified to outwit the aliens, in some other way." He grinned wryly.
"It's a sort of devil-and-the-deep choice. It's even-Steven either way,
Rod."











Shelton saw the logic of that, though at
first it seemed he was being asked to shirk taking his chances. "All
right," he said gruffly.


It
was no time for heroics, though Solomon himself would not have been able to say
which was the most heroic choice.


Traft, as
pilot, took charge, ordering the men into vac-suits.
After solemn farewells, they trudged to the Ranger ship.


Shelton,
Myra Benning and her brother, alone in the ETBI-14, watched from the pilot's cupola. After half
an hour, while the Ranger ship's engine had been idling, and the men
instructed, Traft's big, cheery face appeared in the opti-screen, behind the visor of his vac-suit.


"All set," he
said


Shelton
had thought of a hundred things he wanted to say to his friend at this final,
chilling moment which might be their last together. But something choked him.


"Good
luck, old man," was all he could bring out, in a dry, hoarse voice.


"Watch
me ram through that damned warp of his," promised the big pilot, waving
nonchalantly as though departing on a pleasure cruise. But they could see the
set grimness behind his wide grin.


He stared at Shelton oddly
for a moment, then.


"You
know where my camera is, Rod," he said sofdy.
"It's yours—in case."


Shelton
nodded blankly. It was the big pilot's way of acknowledging the moment.


His image flickered out.


Shelton
watched tensely. It was their last chance now to get word to the Rhea ships, so
that the runaway satellite could be traced. If this failed, Lorg and his aliens would have escaped entirely, free to
carry on their plans, whatever they were. The Ranger ship must get through that
threatened, invisible barrier. Simply Trmst.


The long, sleek ship out there trembled. Long
tongues of searing flame shot from its underside. It catapulted up suddenly,
into the sunshine, like a roaring monster. Rockets blasted away at the rear, to
give it a forward momentum and thus tear away from Iapetus'
gravity at a tangent. Gathering speed swiftly, it launched itself into the sky.


Shelton
held his breath. Where would the mysterious "warp" manifest itself?
What was it? What would it do?


Dr.
Shelton tried to quiet his growing horror. Traft was
at the controls; big, powerful, indomitable Traft
with the strength of a bull and the cunning skill of piloting in the spaceways. He would win through.


The
sleek Ranger ship hurtled upward, driven by powerful blasts seldom used in
take-offs. Against an unknown force, Traft was
pitting every ounce of ramming power the ship had. Split seconds passed with
the drawn-out beat of hours.


A
gasp of horror was wrung from the lips of the three watchers in the ETBI-14. The Ranger ship, drilling into the sky nose
foremost, stopped almost abrupdy, a thousand yards
above. As though it had struck a wall of steel, the nose flattened and bent. Shiveringly, the rest of the long torpedo hull telescoped
upon itself with a terrific grinding noise that even the thin air of Iapetus carried as a grating thunder.


Shelton
stared with fixed eyes that refused to turn away. The wreck dropped like a
stone, a broken, twisted thing without semblance to the ship it had been a
second before. It crashed on jagged rocks, and fell apart as though it were a
rotten apple. Nausea twisted Shelton's stomach.


One
soul-torn shriek escaped Myra Benning's lips.
"Those men," she cried, looking down at the destroyed ship.


"No
use hoping for them," muttered Shelton, with an infinite ache in his whole
body.


His
very soul shook at thought of bodies ground to quivering, bloody shreds, their
lives snuffed out like snapping strings.


"Dead, every one of
them," he said tonelessly.


"I
think you're wrong," said Hugh Benning.
"Something is moving near the wreck—by that red rock. Thrown
clear."


Shelton let out a starded yelp. "It's Trait."


It
was. Unmistakably a giant figure in a vac-suit was
crawling to its feet, a dozen yards from the shapeless mess of the wreckage. It
rose staggeringly, helmet twisting as though to
locate the ETB1-14, then reeled toward them.


Shelton
was in his own vac-suit, and was out in less time
than he had ever taken before. He sped across the intervening distances, helped
the stumbling pilot back.


Inside
again, Trait's suit was stripped off and he was laid on a bunk. For a minute he
lay with closed eyes, breathing heavily. Finally he opened his eyes—and
grinned.


"Here
I am," he whispered weakly. "Can't kill me off so
easy."


Shelton
shook his head. "You're alive, though you shouldn't be. The pilot's cupola
cracked into it first. You should have been ground to a powder."


Traft sat up, vitality once again flowing through
his veins.


"Call
it a miracle," he said simply. "All I know is the Universe cracked
open and I fell through. The Grim Reaper just didn't call my number,
though"—his eyes went bleak—"he reaped plenty." His fists
clenched. "Damn that Lorg," he snarled.
"If there ever was a fiend—"


"A scientific fiend," put in Hugh Benning hopelessly.


"With super-science at his command. We're trapped now, completely."


None
of them could deny that, Shelton realized that the big, heavy ETB/-14,
undermanned, could never leave if the Ranger ship couldn't. Their radio signals
were blocked. Not a thing more could be done. It was simply a matter of riding
away with the moving satellite, away from Saturn, away from the Sun, out to
the—unknown.


It
was a terrifying feeling, like sinking to the bottomless depths of a dark
ocean. Already huge Saturn had dwindled to a tiny moon with a bright ring
around it. The Sun's light grew steadily fainter. What breathless velocity was
taking them from the empire of man, receding behind them?


"Let's check our velocity,"
suggested Shelton,


Traft, in the pilot's cupola, angled the Sun,
Saturn, and a fixed star.


"Five thousand miles a second," he
said at last, incredulously. "Iapetus has been
accelerating constantly all this time."


Shelton tried to think of the Titanic powers
necessary to accelerate this great bulk, millions of times larger and heavier
than Earth's hugest freighter, but stopped in dismay. It was, as Benning had said, super-science.


The
radio signal blinked in his eyes. "Lorg, I
suppose," he muttered, snapping the stud.


The
Alien Superior's reptilian features shone in the screen.


"Are you convinced, Dr. Rodney
Shelton?" He spoke austerely. "I watched the crash of your other
ship, with an optical instrument of mine that pierces matter. It was a futile
attempt. The warp is impenetrable. I warned you. But you disbelieve—at the cost
of ten lives."


"Nine,
damn you—only nine," Shelton yelled back, taking a small, twisted pleasure
in that denial. "One lived. But you'll pay for those other lives."


"A few lives," scoffed the alien.
"What of the lives of my people that you and your men took? But I do not
hold it against you. There is much more at stake than a few lives." His
eyes glistened. "Planets, worlds, are the prizes I want."


"You
will not find it so easy," Shelton grimly retorted. "You will have to
war against all our forces. You will never win."


The Torm leader
smiled cryptically. "Indomitable spirit," he mused. "Murv is right in that." He raised his voice. "I
am busy. I will contact you later. You understand fully now that you are
my—guests?"


With
a mocking glance, his image vanished from the screen.


Shelton writhed internally. Helpless captives in the hands of a ruthless intelligence.
Yet it was not that so much. His personal welfare was unimportant. It was the
thought of not being able to warn Earth.


He
tried the radio again, full power, calling out a time-honored SOS for
attention. But there was only a continuous Niagara of howling static, through
which no wave could work. In desperation he tried every conceivable wave-band.
Everywhere, the drowning static. . . .


No,
wait! His pulses leaped. At Micro-wave Nine the hiss of a strong carrier-wave
came through. Micro-wave Nine—the Space Scientist, He must be near, near enough
to batter through—and perhaps trying to make contact.


Hopefully,
Shelton tuned the vernier and let out a triumphant
cry as the Space Scientist's masked head ghosted into the screen.


"Space
Scientist," he cried eagerly. "Shelton calling— Dr.
Rodney Shelton."


Apparently
starded, the Space Scientist seemed to be staring,
speechless for the moment. Then he said:


"Dr. Shelton!
You—"


"Listen to me," Shelton hurriedly
burst in. "I'm caught on Iapetus, can't leave or
radio Earth. There are aliens here, somehow motivating Iapetus.
They threaten war on the Empire—want planets. Can't explain
more now. You're last hope. You must radio Rhea ships to follow. Hurry! Lorg might hear—send ships after you."


The
globed head shook. "I do not take commands from you, Dr. Shelton," he
declared frigidly. "I am not concerned with the Empire's affairs."


Shelton
choked. Was the man still playing his childish part, in the face of this?


"But
this is something vital," he roared. "Something
bigger than your paltry ideas of isolation and independence. The Empire
is in danger. Can't you understand?" Suddenly remembering, Shelton's face
grew livid. "You knew of this before. You warned me not to come to Iapetus. You knew of the aliens. But you would not tell
me. You would not warn Earth. Unless"—he ground his words out vehemently,
glaring with fierce accusation at the Space Scientist—"you have renounced
all claim to your human birth, you'll inform the Rhea
ships—redeem yourself to that extent, at least,"


"No!" The word
came flatly.


"Man,
you can't calmly stand by," cried Shelton, aghast "When the least
little word from you—"


"Enough,"
snapped the Space Scientist. "Emotions do not move me. Iapetus
and the aliens are an interesting problem to me, and to my theory—no more.
Their relation to the Empire of Earth is irrelevant."


ifBut you were trying to contact me," groaned
Shelton. "Why? To taunt me? You—"


At
that moment, on the screen, a second view superimposed itself over the Space
Scientist. The latter's figure vanished instantly. Lorgfs
features, suspicious, stared out of Shelton's opti-screen.


"To whom were you talking?" the
alien demanded.


"None of your business," retorted
Shelton, snapping off.


Shelton
turned away from the radio with sagging shoulders.


"That
was our last hope," he muttered bitterly.
"And it had to hang on the mad ego of a monomaniac."


"He's
inhuman," Myra whispered. "A man who thinks himself
a god."


"He's
lower than the aliens," snapped Traft. "I just wish I had him here for one minute. I'd change his mind about some things."


Shelton
shrugged. He looked out at receding Saturn, now scarcely displaying a disk.


"Too late now. Lorg and his Torms
have succeeded in stealing a whole satellite from under the Empire's nose. All
we can do now is wait and see what develops." He
sighed, and went on in a monotone. "As far as we ourselves go, we're in
no immediate difficulty. We have oxygen and food enough here in the ETBl-Fourteen for a month."


But
he knew that before the month was up, stupendous things were to happen.


 



 



 



 



CHAPTER XV


Outward
to Pluto


 



□
Eight hours later Saturn had taken its place in the starry backdrop of space as
another of the pinpoint host. The Sun had dimmed and shrunk proportionately. Traft, hoarsely, had announced their velocity as twenty
thousand miles a second.


Four humans riding a runaway satellite at a
prodigious velocity that could barely be matched by Earth's fastest and
lightest ships.
Fantastic dream! An entire world, whose mass measured
a staggering total of earthly tons, hurtling away from its age-old orbit, like
a gigantic cannon-ball. The engine to drive it must produce forces comparable
to the smoldering giant that at times on Earth had laid
waste its crust. Colossal power was in play, whose designation in horse-power
would require reams of paper to record.


Shelton
had fallen into a sort of shock-proof calm. Facts had to be accepted. Now that
the initial excitement had died down, he began pondering. Why had this been
done? An entire satellite ripped from its orbit, flung toward the outer
reaches? Their destination was Pluto, obviously. What was to be done there?
What were Lorg's cryptic plans?


Shelton
tried to anticipate a little, but made no headway. So far it was inexplicable.


The
radio signal flashed. Shelton knew it would be Lorg,
the Alien Superior. His hatefully confident features peered out of the screen,
his large, unlidded eyes aglow.


"A
complete success," Lorg chortled in triumph.
"The Great Machine which drives this satellite has come up to all our
expectations. We worked on it many years. It would have been a sad blow if it
had failed. But our engineers and scientists performed nobly. You have perhaps
noticed, Dr. Shelton, that we have achieved the velocity of twenty thousand
miles a second. I think you will agree with me that it is a marvelous feat—a
product of super-science?"


Shelton remained stonily silent.


"But
let me show you this Great Machine of which I am so proud," Lorg went on imperturbably. "I will relay views of it
through to you. Just one moment."


Shelton almost snapped off the opti-screen, enraged at the Torm's
smug boastfulness. But then he stayed his hand. It might be well to know as
much of the aliens' doings as possible.


The
Alien Superior's face was replaced in the screen by another picture. It was
meaningless at first, a jumble. But suddenly its perspective leaped out, as
finer tuning smoothed the general haziness.


Shelton
gulped as the impression of great depth smote him. It was an aerial view of a
Cyclopean chamber. The walls were studded with little boxes—no, big transparent boxes in each of which sat an alien. They were manipulating
controls. Strange beams stabbed outward toward the thing in the center.


And
the thing in the center was a truly amazing object —a gigantic coil of
glasslike material, uprearing from floor to ceiling. It
surrounded a thinner coil that in turn surrounded narrower coils, dozens of
them. Finally the core was a thick laminated post that lost itself in the
screen, evidently piercing the roof and continuing.


It
was hard to estimate dimensions. Shelton conservatively placed the largest,
outside coil as a thousand feet long and at least a hundred wide. Its
glasslike, glistening cable was perhaps five feet thick. But there was no sign
of a support. The thing upheld its own tremendous weight Earth's best steel would
never do that, as a coiL


A
purling violet glow surrounded the coils, deepening toward the core. Electrical power, in one form or another. But Shelton was
certain, look as he might, that there wasn't a pinhead of metal in the place. Plastics? That must be the only answer.


Lorg's voice came, as though he were a commentator
lecturing tourists.


"The
Great Machine," he informed. "From its coils springs the world-moving
force that motivates Iapetus. It is simple.
Electricity is fed through the coil matrix and transformed thereby into
space-warping energy. When space is warped, gravitational forces arise. I
believe your scientist Einstein postulated that, a century ago."


The
alien nodded slightly, as though giving unvoiced commendation to Einstein, He
went on.


"We
warp space in the direction opposite that
in which we wish to go. A negative gravitational field
results, repelling the gravity of Iapetus. Iapetus moves, since space is fixed. It is that warp beyond
which your radio calls cannot penetrate, and that your Ranger ship so unfortunately
crashed into. It is a solid wall of bent space."


Shelton
was thunderstruck, but to control himself he asked:


"How do you produce the great amount of
electricity needed?"


The alien smiled. "We need but little
electricity. We have taken advantage of a simple fact. The
lower the temperature of a conductor, the less resistance to the flow of
electricity. The electrons move more easily. As some of your Earth
scientists know, a slight current in a coil of wire near absolute zero will
continue for hours, even days, without diminishing.


"At
the absolute zero itself, the current would continue forever. This chamber is
enclosed, artificially cooled, and is as close to absolute zero as we can
achieve. Perhaps it is a few millionths of a degree above. My workers there are
in sealed suits. We have only to feed in tiny amounts of electricity, now and
then, to make up for small losses. But the original current put in is still
there, circuiting endlessly, producing the great world-moving forces for us
like a faithful, undying slave."


The
Earth people stared at the great coils, trying to understand. A pulsating
current rippled silendy through, never dying, never
wearing out


"It's
impossible," Shelton found himself muttering. "Absolutely
impossible."


"Then we do the impossible—in your
conception?" the alien said pointedly. "Notice the coils themselves.
They are not metal; they are of plastic composition. It is also true that poor
conductors become good conductors at low temperatures. We are masters of low
temperature methods, Earthman, and of plastics.


"Our
life, our environment, exists at much lower temperatures than yours. We know
little of heat methods. Therefore we have never been able to utilize metals,
furnaces, and all those processes that are the life of your
civilization."


The
picture of the Great Machine had flicked away, and Lorg's
face once again greeted them.


"We
do not use explosives, guns, since we have no metal industry," he went on.
"Instead of rocket ships, we have gravity ships whose engines are
miniatures of the Great Machine. We have developed plastics to serve all our
needs. We have a greater number of varieties, serving all purposes, than you
have alloys. Thus you see we are not handicapped. We handle greater powers, in
fact, than you, as you have just seen. Our
civilization and science will prove themselves superior—in the coming
events."


Shelton
felt suddenly chilled. What would those coming events be? That question
stabbed through his mind, crowding out the amazing super-science he had
glimpsed.


"You
are taking Iapetus to Pluto," he stated as a
feeler. "For what purpose? Is Pluto your home
world? Why—"


He stared quizzically at Lorg, waiting.


The
Alien Superior smiled enigmatically. "You will find out all those things
in due time," he said non-committally. "We
will reach Pluto in thirty-six hours. I suggest"—he glanced mockingly from
one to another of their haggard faces—"that you get some sleep. You cannot
escape, and you are safe. Incidentally, here's a little bedtime entertainment
for you, relayed from a ship just beyond the warp."


The
loud speaker crackled for a moment, then blared forth with an excited Earth
commentator's voice. The Earth people leaned forward tensely.


"—that
utterly vanished a few hours ago. This eighth moon of Saturn has apparently
slipped out of its orbit, incredible as it sounds, and lost itself. Earth
astronomers are searching feverishly with their telescopes, but so far it has
not been located. The Titan Ranger patrol has been out searching through and
around Saturn without result. Iapetus is gone!


"No
one knows how it happened. Astronomers say it is impossible for a moon to
wander off. No official statement has been issued yet by the Government.
Something startling will probably be the answer, but official channels have
not revealed a thing. All official posts at Titan and Rhea are under a seal of
silence. It is hoped that wayward Iapetus will soon
be found somewhere around Saturn and thus end this unprecedented mystery. This
is the central—"


The
voice was clipped off. With his mocking leer Lorg
said, "Au revoir" and his image faded.


"They're
looking around Saturn," said Shelton bitterly. "We're past the orbit
of Uranus already. If only somebody knew before—"


"Before
what?" queried Traft. "What do you figure the aliens are going to do when
we've reached Pluto?"


Shelton shook his head.
"Let's get some sleep," he said.


Lying
in his bunk, a little later, he thought of Iapetus at
Pluto, being loaded like a bomb with ships and aliens. A movable war base! It
could rumble into the Solar System, disgorging its fighting forces anywhere needed.
He could almost picture the scene, a moon looming in one of the planet's skies,
ships plunging down to attack, earthly forces taken unawares.


Was this what Lorg
planned? Shelton's sleep was troubled by the tailings of these ominous
conjectures.


 



 



 



 



CHAPTER XVI


Impossible
World


 



□
Day had become permanent on their side of lapetus,
since the anti-gravity force was projected backward from their position on the
satellite. It was a queer sky they saw, stationary, immovable, with the planets
and Sun slowly fading.


The
bright dot of Earth had drawn in so close to the Sun, as its orbit shrank, that
it was obscured. They could not see Pluto, with the bulk of the satellite
between, but they knew it must be getting bright, expanding into a disk.


The party aboard the grounded expedition ship
had slept, or tried to, for a few hours. Since then they had waited in an air
of portentous gloom, eating a little, as the hours passed. Finally they felt an
increased throbbing under their feet, as the satellite quivered with decelerating
forces. Their weight became noticeably greater as inertia pressed them groundward.


"We
must be arriving at Pluto," Traft surmised. "Slowing down now. Well, they did it."


Shelton
nodded reluctantly. He was forced to admire the achievement, if not the
achievers. A tremendous, world-sized bulk, driven by
namelessly supreme energies across three billion miles of space. Never
in the annals of Earth science had such a thing been dreamed possible. The
aliens had touched a height, in this direction at least.


It was something to be respected.


After
awhile, the pressure vanished, and subtly they felt a new motion that Iapetus had taken.


"We're
revolving around Pluto," predicted Hugh Ben-ning.


"And
rotating," added Traft, indicating the stars
which had begun to wheel up from one horizon and down the opposite.


Shelton dashed for the
radio.


"Maybe they've turned
the warp off."


But
the roaring static greeted him as before. Lorg was
not making any slips.


Presently,
in their sky, a dark, shrouded bulk shouldered up between two peaks at the
"east." It rose like a brooding monster, barely lighter than the
black void behind it, lit by a starlike Sun four
billion miles away.


"Pluto,"
breathed Myra Benning, catching her breath. Not many
humans had seen the outermost planet of the Solar System so close. She turned
to Shelton. "They've made Iapetus a moon of
Pluto, at present. Is that what the aliens' plans amounted to? Perhaps Lorg was just talking without meaning the rest."


"I wish I could think
so," murmured Shelton.


He
stared up at the dark planet, somewhat larger than Earth. It was too far to
see, but was the Torm civilization up there, on that
bitter surface? Were there dozens, perhaps hundreds of cities built of
plastics, unwarned, un-lighted save dimly, the natural homes of the
cold-blooded reptilian aliens who had come to take Iapetus
away? And, more important, were there fleets of
warships there, with highly developed cold force projectors, ready to be
transported toward the Sun to swarm into the Solar System?


Shelton
waited to see, in a fever of anxious impatience. Nothing seemed to happen. The
skies continued to revolve overhead for several hours. Pluto swung around


majestically with the stars and finally sank again, as broodingly as it had arisen.


But
not long after, the empty firmament slowed down and locked into place. They all
tensed suddenly as the steady underground vibrations slowly increased.


Soon
the throbbing became so violent that objects in the ship rattled against the
metal walls. Even the teeth of the waiting four clicked, and their shoes beat a
tattoo against the floor. Outside, the landscape seemed to dance. The stars
became darting fireflies, whirling in small circles, as their vision
stuttered.


"G-gr-eat J-jup-pi-ter," exclaimed Traft, "Is Iapet-tus-s fl-y-ying ap-part?"


It
almost seemed that way. Plainly some inconceivable force was being spawned
within Iapetus, even greater than the energies that
had driven it from Saturn. For one panic-stricken moment the thought came that
perhaps the Great Machine had been strained beyond its limit, was now breaking
down, to unleash its pent-up torrent of energy in one space-shattering
explosion.


Each
of the four, waiting breathlessly, felt as if sitting on top of a volcano.


But
gradually the nerve-jangling vibration smoothed out into a steadier, though
still powerful, rhythm. It felt now like the humming beat of a Gargantuan
Diesel motor. The stars ceased their dizzying motion, yet the four Earth people
sensed that the Great Machine below was laboring harder than it had before.
Hope roused in Shelton that the machine had partially broken down, or was at
least weakened. A machine constantly in need of repairs would hinder the aliens
considerably.


They
fell to waiting again, without knowing for what they were waiting. After an
hour, Traft stared fixedly at the stars, then jumped to his space sextant. He looked up, after taking
tentative readings.


"That's queer," he observed.
"We're going past Pluto's position, but in a straight line. We've left the
orbit."


They
crowded at the "east" port, waiting for Pluto to appear. The wait
grew to an hour—and the dark, brooding planet had not "risen," as it
should if they were going past it. In what crazy direction were they going, and
where was Pluto?


Suspense charged the air,
with no one daring to speak.


At
last Hugh Benning broke the taut silence with a long,
sibilant breath. The lines of his face deepened perceptibly as he spoke.


"Pluto
isn't there," he said, almost inaudibly. "Pluto has been moved from
its orbit."


For
a mad moment, Shelton almost felt like forcing Benning
to take back those incredible words. It just couldn't be. It was one thing to
move a comparatively tiny body like Iapetus—dumfounding
as that had been awhile before—but moving Pluto, a definite planet a hundred
times larger and more massive. . . . How could one accept such a palpable
impossibility?


Shelton
kept staring out of the port, telling himself that with their motion, Pluto
must eventually appear, receding. He turned finally, in hopeless dismay. It
fit in, of course, with the increased beat of the Great Machine. Somehow, the
Titanic gravitational forces had been made to drag the big planet from its
orbit.


Accepting
that, his stunned mind tackled the looming enigma of why and where?


"Mark,"
he commanded the pilot, "find out where—in what general direction—we're
going."


Traft nodded and raced for the pilot's cupola. It
would be a rather delicate measurement, with the basing planets so dim.


Shelton
eyed the Sun gauge. Its measurement of the strength of sunlight was a rough
scale by which to judge advance to or recession from the Sun. The needle was
going down. Shelton refused to think what that meant until Traft
came down again.


"We're
receding directly from the Sun," he reported with false calmness.
"The velocity is already about a thousand miles a second."


Shelton met the shock of this revelation with
a savage curse. Myra Benning put a hand to her throat
and froze in that attitude. Hugh Benning bobbed his
head, with a queer, twisted smile on his face. Traft
kneaded one hand in the other, aimlessly.


That
was where, stupefying as it was, but now why? Shelton finally ran to the radio, the others following as though afraid
to be alone.


"Shelton
calling Lorg," he barked into the microphone,
determined to swallow his pride and ask pointblank questions.


There
was some delay, but finally the Alien Superior's visage rounded into the opti-screen.


"I
am very busy at present," he snapped. "My attention is needed with
the moving of Pluto. What do you want?"


"You're
moving Pluto away from the Sun," Shelton snapped back. "Why? And
exactly where?"


"I
told you I wanted planets," retorted the alien. "I am bringing Pluto
to my home world."


Shelton's
sharp gasp was explosive. Shock piled on shock.


"Your
home world," he echoed weakly. "Out there?"
He waved a hand vaguely toward the regions beyond Pluto's former orbit.
"Do you mean there's a tenth planet out this way? It has never been
detected by Earth astronomers."


"No,
there is no tenth planet," informed the alien, without elaborating. He
seemed to be enjoying their surprise.


"Then where is your  home world?"  demanded


Shelton.
"The nearest star would take years to reach, even at your best speeds.
Your home world can't be out there. It—it's impossible."


"You
like that word 'impossible.'" Lorg grinned, and
shrugged. "Well, then, my world is the Impossible World, but it's out
there. I'll contact you later—and explain."


Shelton
snapped the radio stud with such force that his fingers were bruised.


"Am
I going crazy?" he half moaned. He looked wildly at the others. "Tell
me, where do we find worlds, planets? Around suns, of course.
And where are the suns? The nearest is four light-years away. And he talks of
an impossible world, his home world, out there. Planets don't fly around free
in space; they're formed from suns, bound to suns. It—"


He broke off, realizing he had let go of his
nerves. "Sorry," he muttered. "Doesn't help
any to blow up. I'll have to follow my own advice—to accept facts. We're
moving away from the Sun, and to Lorg's alleged home
world. That's that"


Blank-faced,
dazed, they gazed out toward the Sun, their Sun, dimming perceptibly back of
them. The events of the past day had blunted their minds. A satellite yanked
out of its eon-long orbit, motivated to Pluto like a great ship; Pluto tugged
out of its orbit, and now being pushed out into the abyss of outer space! It
was more than the mind of man had ever before been called
upon to witness and accept


They
ate mechanically, then discovered they had been awake
for many hours. Wearily, they slept


WTien they awoke, they hardly dared look out of
the ports. But an unwilling fascination drew them. The sight stabbed every
nerve with icy needles. Around them was the true chasm of the empty void; chilling,
abysmal. The Sun had been relegated to the rank of a true star, though an
exceedingly bright one. Even at Pluto's orbit, sunlight was of the intensity of
five hundred full moons on Earth. But here, the Sun's beams had become
starlight, feebler than Jupiter's smallest moon.


There
was a terrifying grandeur to the scene. Theirs were perhaps the first earthly
eyes to look back at the Solar System from such a remote viewpoint.


Traft's
camera clicked, recording the bizarre perspective on micro-film. Most of the
planets were invisible; one with the Sun. Jupiter could be distinguished, a
slight distance out; and Saturn, Uranus and Neptune, like tiny pinpricks in the
black fabric of space.


But
where was Pluto? It should be visible too. Shelton started, remembering. Pluto
wasn't there where it should be. It was being towed away, out into the sunless
void. But where? To what impossible
destination?


Finally
the anxiously awaited call came from the Alien Superior, who alone could tell
the answers to the plaguing question.


"You
still think it is impossible for my home world to be out here somewhere?" Lorg inquired amusedly.


"Planets
come with Suns," Shelton doggedly insisted. "The nearest star in this
direction is Sirius, almost nine light-years away." Something clicked in
his mind, something about Sirius. "A dark sun—that's the only possibility." He
finished with a sharp, quivering breath.


Lorg, preparing to throw this bombshell, looked
almost angered that Shelton had guessed the answers.


"Yes."
He nodded. "There are dark suns as well as bright ones. Suns
that have burned out, or dimmed to a low red heat. Your astronomers do
not know how many of such invisible dead suns exist between and among the
burning stars. Such a dark sun would be undetectable by your earthly
telescopes, unsuspected. That is my home world—a dark sun comparatively close
to your bright Sun, with one planet."


A
dark sun, out in the great gulf between Sol and its surrounding stars. A more
staggering conception could hardly be advanced. Yet in a way it was almost a
simple answer.


"Where is this dark sun?" he asked.
"How far?"


"About
ten billion miles out from Pluto's orbit," stated Lorg.
"Therefore, about fifteen billion miles from the Sun.
It is, in fact, a companion star to the Sun—a dark companion. They form a binary, revolving about a common center of gravity. Many stars have dark companions. Even your
scientists know that. Sirius, for instance. And it is
likely that the Sirians, if the star has inhabitants,
do not know of their companion dark sun, just as you Earth-lings have not
suspected."


"A
binary—our Sun," murmured Shelton, finding it a queer thought. "But their motion around
a common center. . . . Shouldn't that be detectable to our astronomers in the
positions of the stars?"


"Not
unless parallax measurements were taken over the appropriate eighty-year
period." Lorg seemed to sneer. "Your
stargazers missed that. And they missed a still
bigger clue—the extremely eccentric orbit of Pluto, which at one point crossed
Neptune's. They kept looking for a mythical tenth planet. Why could they not
conceive of a dead, but gigantic, sun exerting its gravitational
influence scarcely much further? However, that clue is gone now—Pluto's
orbit."


There was satisfied
maliciousness in the alien's tones.


Shelton
saw it with breath-taking clarity now. The pieces of the mad jig-saw puzzle
were falling together rationally.


"And
you are taking Pluto to your sun," he said,
"to be one of your planets?"


Lorg nodded. "Our sun has only the one
natural planet. We Torms are a growing, ambitious
race. We need worlds in which to expand. What better than to
take them from our neighboring System, which has them to spare?"


The
Earth people could only stare, hearing the diabolic world-stealing plan of the
aliens laid bare. Lorg and his people were thieves
out of the void, come to loot the Solar System of its planets. The realization
was staggering.


Lorg raised a hand at the storm of outraged
protest that was ready to burst from his listeners.


"Let me tell the whole
story, briefly," he said.


He
settled back in his seat, as though to enjoy the exposition of these
mind-staggering things that would amaze his audience.


 



 



 



 



CHAPTER XVII


World
of the Dark Sun


 



□
"Billions of years ago," Lorg began with a
grand flourish, "a double star, a binary, plunged at Sol, then a single
star without planets. As your Lyttleton Theory
states, in part, one of these suns grazed Sol, so that it ejected a mass of its
burning material. The attraction of the other sun drew this out into a long
tongue that finally split into fragments—molten balls becoming the planets.


"This
second sun then careened on into space, as our cosmogenists
have reconstructed that cosmic tryst. But its companion was torn from its
binary attraction, because after the collision, the first sun's velocity had
been reduced. This sun then became Sol's double, retreating to fifteen billion
miles. In passing the molten planets, it clutched the last one for itself, becoming
our lone planet, Torm. We call our sun 'Tor'."


Lorg paused and made a motion as though sweeping
billions of years aside, then resumed.


"So much for that. In due time life appeared on Torm, when it
had cooled; warm life such as yours, for Tor was then a hot sun. Intelligence
evolved, in close to human form. Evolution is repetitious, because of the
analogous mutation through the constant cosmic-rays.


"But
then"—his voice softened a little—"Tor, an older sun than Sol, began
to cool. A struggling civilization fought against increasing darkness and cold,
losing. Intelligence was eclipsed on Torm, for ages.
But Nature is resourceful. Mutation finally produced a cold-blooded species,
inured to the dark life—our present species."


The Alien Superior's eyes glowed.


"That
latent spark of intellect burst into flame again. At about this time, in Sol's
system, intelligence arose again, on Earth. The first uprise,
on Mars, had passed into decadence. Thus our two civilizations, Torm and Earth, grew up almost side by side. Yours, much like our ancient warm-age one, with metals and heat
industries. Ours, today, a cold-age one, with plastics
and low temperature methods.


"Your civilization. had not suspected ours, for you could not see
our dark sun. But we saw your blazing proximity from the first. When we had
conquered gravity and sent space ships to explore the Solar System, we frankly
envied your big family of planets, where we had only one. The thought
germinated, grew, blossomed—"


Lorg's lips twisted significantly, then he continued on a different tack.


"We
sent colonists to Pluto, Neptune and Uranus. But we could not go any closer to
the sun, with its terrific heat—not until we found the great natural hollows
within Iapetus. We established a colony there. That
was a century ago, at just the time you Earth people initiated interplanetary
travel."


Lorg's voice rose on a more vital note. "At
this time, I became the Superior of all our colonizing activities. Yes, I am more than a hundred years old. We are long-lived, as are all
cold-blooded creatures. I foretold, seeing your
Empire-building, that eventually there would be friction between our races,
when you reached Uranus and outward. You would claim those planets, establish
jurisdiction over our colonies, and we would be no better off than
before."


Lorg straightened importandy.


"I
laid plans before the rulers of Torm. Work was begun,
installing the Great Machine within Iapetus. It took
us a century—a hundred years of driving scientific research, hard labor,
sacrifice and danger. I saw that at the end it would be a race against your
earthly expansion, before you had too firm a grip on the planets we wanted.
Particularly"—the alien looked hard at Shelton—"with the application
of your admirable bio-conditioning process. We must get the planets away
quickly, we decided."


The
Earth people were listening in a taut silence. Was this all a mad, impossible
dream? That all these tremendous, unsuspected events had been going on,
building up to a crashing climax, for a century? Shelton shook his head,
remembering the famous soliloquy: "There are more things in heaven—"


The
alien went on, dovetailing the more recent occurrences.


"I
had hoped not to have our presence in your System discovered until the Great
Machine had been completed. Some of your exploration ships, landing on the
outer planets where our colonies existed, were—eliminated. We did not fear
discovery on Iapetus, being underground.


But
quite by accident, recently, the survey ship of which you know landed next to
one of our cave entrances. The men peered in. Startled, my guards there
blunderingly used the cold force."


Lorg looked at Traft
and Benning. "Later, when the giant man there
shone his flashlight, looking for the small man, my guard fled, taking the man
you call Benning along. Hearing of this, I knew there would be investigation. Work was rushed on the Great
Machine. Only a few more days and it would be ready."


He
looked at Shelton. "You came into the picture, Dr. Rodney Shelton. From
what I know of earthly affairs, your ship, approaching Saturn, spelled
investigation on Iapetus. I sent a ship to attack, to
put you into suspended animation and bring you here as prisoners. But the
Ranger ship intervened. Events seemed about to get out of hand, for me.


"I decided not to attack you on the
surface of Iapetus with our ships, for fear you would
radio for help immediately. Instead I planned a trap. You fell into it, were
captured. Your later clever escape and message to Earth of our presence came
perilously close to upsetting my plans, but not quite—by a margin of only
hours."


Lorg finished gloatingly. "The rest you
know. Our hundred-year plan, for which we have labored with fanatic zeal,
approaches its fulfillment. Torm will have sister
planets, and our race will expand."


Shelton
had been standing rigidly, listening with every fiber of his being to the
amazing recital. But it was no time now for squirrel-cage ruminations. One
burning thought usurped his brain: "Find out all you can." Every litde item of information would be useful in the looming
clash between Earth and Torm forces.


"How
many planets," he asked deliberately, "do you plan to take as you've
taken Pluto?"


And suddenly he remembered
the arbitration episode, back at Saturn. Lorg had
asked for five planets and all their moons, and threatened to take them by
force, if balked. Now Shelton knew Lorg had meant
that literally.


Lorg
smiled arrogantly. "We will discuss that later," he said abruptly.


His
alien, scale-covered features flicked from the screen.


 



On and on into the dim void sped the powered
satellite, pushing stolen Pluto, in the tongs of artificial gravity, before
it.


Already
oppressed by the knowledge of the alien menace, the Earth people were still
more crushed in spirit by the dark, sunless caldron of outer space around them.
The Solar System seemed lost. The Sun was now a distinctly yellow star, almost
unthinkably remote.


But
Shelton did not let mental lethargy destroy all initiative. He drove Traft and Benning to plotting the
exact direction of their flight, in relation to the fixed stars. Long hours of
tedious work gave result. Shelton smiled grimly. The direction of Tor, the
alien sun, was known, in case earthly forces should wing out here.


Six
Earth days passed, after the departure from what had been Pluto's orbit, as the
ten-billion-mile gap was negotiated at the prodigious velocity of twenty
thousand miles a second. Lorg's "guests"
slept, ate, and inspected their oxygen units regularly, carrying on the details
of lif e while their brains were torture chambers.


At
last, far out in the hollow immensity of space, deceleration was felt. It
pressed them for hours, as the Great Machine groaningly dragged at their
plunging speed. Sudden, quake-like vibrations arose and died, and their motion
veered.


"Putting
Pluto in an orbit around Tor," observed Traft.


They waited anxiously to
see Tor, the sister sun of SoL


It
rose slowly above their horizon, a giant, redly
glowing globe, whose atomic fires had long since burned low for reasons that
the cosmos only knew. Its surface temperature could not be much more than that
of heated iron; perhaps a few hundred degrees centigrade. Its rays were
too feeble to reach across the void and register in earthly telescopes. It
would be a corpse sun, truly, dark and dead, in another million-year tick of
the cosmic clock.


Its
ruddy radiance cast a ghastly glow over the landscape of Iapetus,
paler than moonlight. The Earth people shuddered under the alien luminescence.
A more un-earthlike setting could not be imagined.


Caught
in a spell, Traft almost forgot to snap pictures,
but finally did with his camera lenses open to their full light-gathering power
for the darksome scenes. He hoped the weird colors would come out,


A
full Earth day was taken up in maneuvering Pluto into an orbit around Tor. The
Great Machine's song of vibration changed pitch hourly as greater and lesser
forces were brought into play. It was fantastic, this manipulation of heavenly
orbs.


They
could feel a sudden surge as Iapetus finally ungripped its planetary burden. Soon Pluto was seen receding,
slowly rotating, following its given orbit. Tor was its primary now, and its
dark surface was lit somberly by the dull torshine.
A planet that had circled the Sun for ages on end had been transplanted to a
new part of the universe.


It
grated against Shelton's every instinct. The whole thing wasn't right; a
violation of the design of space.


Then
Iapetus picked up speed and raced inward toward the
dark sun. A planet appeared, perhaps as large as Saturn, gloomy and
shadow-haunted. Torm, the home world of the aliens who had come marauding to the Solar
System.


Iapetus lowered until it must loom in Torm's sky as a huge moon. It halted there, for some
reason.


Shelton
tuned the radio and finally an opti-screen view
appeared of milling crowds of aliens within a city square. Thousands upon
thousands were there, cheering and waving hysterically. Their combined voices
thundered from the speaker. They were cheering Lorg,
who had brought them the first of new worlds.


Shelton
started suddenly, listening. The warp must be off, if radio waves came through.
But even as he turned to remind the others, Lorg's
face blotted out the other scene.


"We
are hovering above Torm, my home world," he
said. "For the present the warp is not in operation. But do not try
foolhardy escape. You will note that several of my ships hover over you. If you
try to leave, the warp will be immediately turned on. You would not like to
crash, like the Ranger ship."


The alien face, mocking,
flicked from the opti-screen.


Shelton
looked out of the port. Above hovered a half dozen
black ships, silent sentinels. It would be madness to attempt a dash for
freedom.


Ceremonies
went on endlessly for a day. Black gravity ships, plastic-hulled, shot back and
forth. A scene showed Lorg, high on a balcony, bathed
in torshine, addressing the mad crowds.


Periodically
they cheered. It was a scene that might have been recorded anywhere on Earth,
with the return of a conquering hero. Lorg was the
great man of the hour to the Torms, an explorer who,
with no new lands to discover, had brought back a land, fetched it from the
heavens.


"He's
having his moment now," growled Traft. "But
just wait."


Tense
worry gripped Shelton. What were Lorg's plans in
regard to them? Were they to be incarcerated in


Torm, in some Earth-conditioned
prison?
Shelton knew that Lorg wanted something with him, for
he had hinted it, and in Shelton's mind was horrible suspicion.


Even
as the Earth people helplessly waited down in the Torm
city, Lorg faced Murv in a
private chamber. Outside the ovations of the crowd over Lorg's
speech could still be heard.


The two aliens eyed one another, faintly
hostile.


"You
have made bold hints, Lorg, in your speech," said
Murv. "Hints that you would
not only bring back more planets, but defy the Earthmen entirely. I warn
you against such a dangerous course, Lorg. You must
arbitrate with Earth, lest we earn bitter enemies for all time. It may be too
late already, though I think they will condone the taldng
of Pluto. But you must arbitrate with them now, or you will plunge our two
worlds into a war of practical extermination, on one side or the other."


"Yes,
yes, of course I will arbitrate," assured Lorg,
averting his eyes. "Am I not taking the Dr. Fodney
Shelton back with me, for that purpose?"


Satisfied,
Murv turned away. Lorg
watched him with a twisted smile.


 



 



 



 



CHAPTER XVIII


Solar
Menace


 



□
All the Torm celebrations over the great event done
with, Iapetus leaped away, back the way it had come.
The great red sun, Tor, began to fade behind, as the course was set for Sol.
The Earth people felt instant relief. Their hearts gladdened at the mere
thought of returning—home! The utterly alien world in which they had been
stifled their senses, frayed their nerves. They watched as the dim bulk of Tor,
dark sun of the aliens, dwindled into the midnight of space.


Only
a short while later, Traft suddenly let out sharp
cry.


"Look!"
He pointed out of the port. "The Space Scientist's
ship. What in thunder is he doing here?"


Shelton
saw the large torpedo-shaped ship with two white crosses on its sides. It
scudded over above the warp, blocking out the stars, and darted for open space.


Shelton
started for the radio, then stopped and groaned.


"What's
the use?" he murmured. "He doesn't care about us, or the Empire. He's
probably here only to observe, like some aloof god. Somehow he followed all
the way from the System. But only to fit all this into his mad theory, whatever
it is. It's ironic, that he alone should be able to warn the Empire—and
won't,"


Time
seemed to stand still in the star-powered void. Their hurtling velocity was in
nowise apparent. They could not see the approaching Solar System, precluded by
the satellite's backward motivation. But they knew they were nearing Sol, and
hourly their spirits lightened —and at the same time grew tense.


What
would the outcome of this cosmic drama be, the first act of which they had seen
unfold?


Lorg contacted them when it seemed an eternity
had winged past. Still flushed by the triumphant reception his people had given
him, his tones rang.


"The
culmination of a century's planning," he fairly crowed. "You have
seen, Earthlings. Is there anything to stop me? I will take planet after
planet, as easily as this first I will build a great empire, and my people will
make me Grand Superior, ruler over all Torm."


Shelton asked the question
that was haunting him.


"How
many planets do you plan to take?" In the back of his mind drummed that
self-command: "Find
out all you can.1"


"At first it was planned," the
Alien Superior said loftily, "to take only Pluto, Neptune and Uranus, and
their moons, and those only after arbitration with Earth. Certain timid
elements in our ruling body fear warfare with Earth. But I do not fear
it," His reptilian eyes blazed. "I will not arbitrate. I am going to
take all the planets, one after another. Your Sun will
be stripped bare. My sun, Tor, will beam down upon a great brood. Every planet,
Earthman, do you hear?"


Shelton
recognized the symptoms. Lorg had gone mad with
power. It was a common failure with all intelligence, whether Torm or earthly. Perhaps in the unsolved death of Martian
civilization, too, could be found the agent of power madness. Moving a world,
with all the majestic command of an omnipotent being, Lorg
had succumbed to further impossible ambitions.


Impossible? That word again. And so many times had it been the
synonym for the real that Shelton felt an ominous dread.


"How
will you do it?" queried Shelton, quietly. "Earth forces will find
some way of stopping you. Even if the warp protects you from attack here on Iapetus, Earth will eventually trace you to Torm, and attack there."


Shelton hoped it wasn't too obvious that he
was asking leading questions, trying to ferret out the details of Lorg's plans. But Lorg, in
flushed confidence, merely spoke scornfully.


"A
great fleet rides with Iapetus, in fact most of our
forces—thousands upon thousands of ships. They outnumber your Earth forces by
ten to one. Our cold force, though not quite a match for your gunfire, will be effecrive in massed battles. Whenever Earth ships appear,
my fleet will attack, decimate them. Thus we will gradually cut down the Earth
forces. They will not find out about Torm till too
late. I will go on, all the while, with my planet moving. Iapetus
itself is immune from attack, because of the warp. Do you see,
Earthling?"


Shelton
saw all too clearly. An alien egomaniac whose plans had all
the cunning of the power-mad, ruthlessly determined to annihilate a
civilization. And there seemed no flaw in his plans.


"What about us—about
me?" Shelton asked wearily.


"You
were to be the means of arbitration with your Government," Lorg informed. "But that I have eliminated from my
plans. However, I have a use for you, Dr. Shelton. You are an expert in
bio-conditioning. You know the formula of adaptene.
Later, you will show us how to make adaptene. That is
one Earth secret we have not been able to uncover, since it has been guarded so
well. With adaptene, we will be able to condition our
race to the variations of climate that will result with far-flung planets.
Then—"


"But
I'll never give you the secret of adaptene" Shelton broke in with harsh, stubborn defiance. "If you know Earth
people as you claim, you know I'd die first."


"You
have forgotten we have a way of extracting secrets from men's minds, while
they are in suspended animation," Lord said calmly. "Our psychic
extractor apparatus sends sensitive X-rays into the brain. They come out,
modulated by the tiny electrical currents of thought, even the circling ones of
the memory cells. By suitable interpretation of the modulated X-rays, we read
the original thoughts. It is something like your voice-modulated radio waves
being translated to sound.


"I
could have used the psychic extractor with you already, Dr. Shelton, save that,
as I mentioned before, the first intention was to be used in negotiations with


Earth.
However, with my change of plans, you will be submitted to the psychic
extraction upon my next return to Torm."


Shelton
recalled Bennings* account of the chambers in which Earth
bodies were kept, like living records, for the mind-reading process. He battled
with sheer hopelessness that threatened to overwhelm him.


"As
I was saying," resumed Lorg, "the adaptene will be used to condition some of your people to
our conditions, when the conquest is over. When your armed forces are
annihilated, and your worlds and cities exposed, our cold force beams will
sweep over Earthlings, put them in suspended animation. Later they will be
adapted. And they will become slaves. Those that are not left
to die."


Shelton
felt a sticky wetness where his own nails had dug into his palms, drawing
blood. Now the full depth of Lorg's terrible
ambitions was revealed. He had the true, depraved nature of the conqueror, a
desire to destroy and enslave.


"I
will have no compunctions," Lorg continued implacably.
"You are, after all, an alien race to us. Two diverse species of
intelligence can only have hatred for one another. One must dominate the
other. We will dominate yours."


On this ominous note, the Alien
Superior clicked off.


And
it was this ominous note, like a tormenting dirge, that whipped through their
brains all during the trip back to the Solar System.


"We
must get away," Shelton said a hundred times. "Get away somehow, to
organize Earth's forces, with what we know against Lorg's
horrible campaign."


But how?
They could not get past the warp, with either their radio waves or ship. They
had already ascertained, by experiment, that the warp was on at all times,
whether the satellite was in motion or not Evidently
it was a fixed and permanent feature of the Great Machine's operation. Only at
Torm had it been turned off for a while.


They
were trapped as securely as though in unbreakable chains. Sheldon felt himself
turning old and gray, revolving scheme after scheme in his mind, none of which
promised a ray of hope.


When
the familiar feeling of deceleration came, they knew they must be near the
Solar System. Probably they were passing vanished Pluto's old orbit, and
approaching Neptune.


Neptune
had two large moons, one so dark that it had been unknown and unseen before
1950. This outermost moon, of course, would be the next annexed and spirited
away to Torm. And then the Solar System would be
humming with another mystery—the third disappearance of a planetary orb.


And
no one would know, or guess, how and where. The black alien ships would take
care that no Earth ships followed them out into the void. Only four people knew
—four who were trapped on Iapetus. No, five knew—the
Space Scientist, too.


Shelton
ground his teeth. If only the Space Scientist had spoken one word—But useless
to think of that now.


"We
must get away," he repeated through clenched teeth, pacing up and down in
the cabin like a caged tiger.


They
could feel the beginnings of maneuvers to attach Neptune's second moon to the
gravity hook. Gigantic, cloudy Neptune itself reared into their sky as Iapetus jockeyed into position. The Great Machine beneath
their feet sent its teeth-jarring pulsations through the ship.


Shelton,
still pacing, took no notice, a frown of concentration on his face.


"Must
get away," his brain was chanting. "Must get
away." He stopped, glaring at Traf t.


"Good
Lord, man," he snapped. "Is that all you can think of doing at a time
like this?"


Traft was clumsily fumbling through his collection
of small prints with his big paws.


"I'm
trying to think, Rod," he mumbled. "All these shots taken
underground—might be a clue." He went on in spite of Shelton's snort.
"I'm going through them one by one. It's a sort of review of what we know.
Here's a
shot of the cave. Those
stalagmites and stalactites shine here"—he used his magnifying
glass—"like ice. They—"


Rodney
Shelton stopped in midstride. "Ice," he exclaimed thoughtfully.
"I noticed that, too, when our flashlights shone on them. They've existed
there probably for ages, in the uniform cold, with drop by drop adding into
them from water squeezed out of salt crystals in the roof." His eyes
narrowed. "Suppose," he added tensely, "that a great heat played
on them. What would happen?"


"They'd
melt." Traft looked up quickly. "With
enough heat, steam would be formed."


"Live
steam," Shelton said tightly. "Blown back into the corridor, down to
the alien city underground—what would that do?"


Hugh Benning raised
dull eyes in which a light had dawned.


"It would disorganize the aliens, all that heat. Like a terrific heat wave would in
any earthly city. Steam to them would be like molten metal to us."


Shelton
spoke tensely. "If we can just force them to shut the Great Machine off
for a few minutes—a few seconds—the warp wouldn't be there to stop us. We could
escape."


Traft hastily ruffled though his prints and picked
one out.


"A shot of the Great Machine," he
said. "I took it from the opti-screen while Lorg was showing us views of it. Look, Rod, there's the
cooling apparatus."


Shelton
grabbed the print and examined it carefully with the lens.


"A pump affair, run by power from the city. Mark, this picture is priceless. If we blew
steam down there, it would upset their cooling apparatus that keeps the Great
Machine at absolute zero. It can only run at that temperature. They would have to shut it off."


"But
how produce the heat, the steam?" puzzled Traft.
"It would take a great amount of heat to do the job. And you can't even
light a match in Iapetus' air."


"If we had one good
heat-gun—"


Shelton
glanced about the cabin, knowing in advance there was no such instrument
aboard.


"There
was one in the Ranger ship," murmured Ben-ning.
He looked out of the port at the crumpled wreckage and shook his head.
"No use looking for it. Smashed to bits."


"Think!
Think!" charged Shelton, as hopeless looks were exchanged. "The steam
would do it, I'm sure. We must figure out a way of producing it,"


Myra
Benning spoke up. "We have plenty of battery
power, in a ship like this. Can that be utilized?"


Shelton
mulled that over for a moment, dubiously. "No," he finally judged.
"We'd have to have big resistance coils. We haven't the apparatus—or the
time. We need large volumes of heat rapidly."


Traft suddenly snapped his fingers, "Rocket
fuel," he cried. "Like any other explosive, it can be burned too, in
the open, with oxygen—"


"Wait!"
Shelton's voice cracked eagerly. "If we could get the
ship backed up, with its rear tubes sticking into the cave-mouth—heat and
blowing pressure at once. Mark, can you do it?"


Traft had already leaped to the side port, looking
the situation over.


"Ticklish," he admitted wryly.
"And I'd need someone in the engine room to keep the fuel lines
open."


Hugh
Benning came to his feet. "Used to be a fuel man
in the spaceways, ten years ago, I'll keep the engine
at peak for you. Myra can watch the dials for me."


"We'll
have to try it," Shelton decided. "It'll have to be done as quickly
as possible. They have ships around here some place. They'll investigate,
try to stop us, of course."


"Strap in," warned Traft, as Hugh Benning and Myra
turned for the engine room. "This is going to be a rough ride."


 



 



 



 



CHAPTER XIX


Through
the Warp


 



□
His big paws expert and quick, Traft started the engine.
He let it idle hummingly for five minutes, in the
meantime staring over the intervening terrain to the cave mouth, planning with
narrowed eyes. Then he turned back.


"If
I don't rip the hull off on some sharp boulder," he said grimly,
"we'll make it,"


Shelton
realized the hazards. No ship had ever before been called upon to traverse such
rutted ground. There was no chance to raise the ship and gently plop it near
the cave mouth, in that short distance. It was simply a matter of wheeling over
the jagged ground, trusting to luck.


The rear rockets burst out in a deafening
roar at the big pilot's touch. The ship trembled, inched forward, then catapulted ahead. Rocking crazily, the heavy craft
bounced over the twisted surface of Iapetus. Muscles
strained, Traft kept himself
hunched forward within reach of the controls, and touched off the proper
blasts.


Like
a fiery monster, the ETBI-14
swung in a big arc for the
cave mouth, tail end swinging as it neared. Timed neady,
the rear tubes were in line with the cave, only ten yards short. But at the
last second, the ship tipped crazily, almost bowling over.


"Side wheel
shot," panted Traft.


A
ravening burst of the retarding rockets shoved the ship backward, grinding on
its wheelless side. But the rear tubes were almost
projecting into the cave.


"Good
enough," shouted Shelton. "Give her half blast, so the ship doesn't
move, from the rear—and keep giving it"


A
hollow rumble at the rear told of long, searing tongues of flame belching into
the cave, filling its confined space with terrific heat that would melt the
ice, turn the water to hissing steam The blasting of
the rockets would then cram this steam down the corridor.


Shelton's imagination vividly painted the
picture. Billowing clouds of live steam rolling into the
alien city, the Torms thrown into a panic. The steam rolling on, filling every corner of their cavern spaces.
Large volumes of heat released, far more heat than the cooling system for the
Great Machine could cope with.


He
switched on the radio. The roaring craclde of the
interfering warp sounded. If that stopped, they were free to dash away from Iapetus.


It
seemed they sat there for ages, with the rumbling thunder of the rear rockets
filling their ears. Was it futile, after all? Did the aliens have some way of
closing off the Great Machine's compartment?


Suddenly
Shelton clutched Traft's arm. Black ships had arisen
over the horizon, part of Lorg's great fleet maneuvering
within the warp. Silently, ominously, they winged close, hovering with their
anti-gravity forces. Almost instantly the biting, numbing force of cold-beams
gripped them, prying into every nerve with congealing fingers.


Myra's
cry and her brother's hoarse yell came from below. Shelton began fully to
realize how potent such a force could be, in battle, paralyzing gunners,
pilots, crews.


"Another
couple—seconds," panted Traft, "and we're
done—for."


Desperately, cursing through lips he could
barely move, the big pilot jammed his knuckles at the controls. The rocket
blast crescendoed as Traft
sought to cram more heat and steam into the cave.


The
next instant the bedlam of noise changed queerly. Shelton stiffly moved his
head nearer the radio speaker. Only a slight, steady hiss came from it.


"The
warp's gone," he cried, clumsily trying to shake Traft's
shoulder with a hand he could not feel. "Up— the ship—"


His
throat seemed filled with liquid air. He slumped back, with dancing spots
before his eyes.


Traft responded like a berserk madman. He hunched
his powerful shoulders, in defiance of the cold force that had almost paralyzed
them to rigidity. Growling, he threw his hands at the rocket studs. They were like
amputated stumps. Muscles cracked with strain.


Somehow,
through sheer determination, he hammered his wrist down, moved studs. The
rocket blast grew to the thunder of take-off power. Bouncing crazily on its wheelless side, the big ship jerked forward.


Traft nudged over other studs, with his elbows. The underlets belched and thrust the ship up into the air.
The upward surge was almost enough to snap their necks.


But
there was a moment of respite, as the cold beams momentarily lost their range. Traft shoved the acceleration lever over to its last
notch. Like a flaming comet, the ETBI-14 hurtled
up into the sky of Iapetus, beyond the area that had
once been the warp barrier.


They were free!


Shelton,
his senses swimming back, realized that, but he also saw that a horde of alien
ships were at their tail, rapidly overtaking. Lorg
was not going to let his prey escape. The black ships zoomed close, and again
the numbing force came into play. Already weakened by it, Shelton knew they
could not hold out long.


Traft's eyes were smoldering thoughtfully.


"Got
to get away," he mumbled. "One possibility— richer fuel mixture. Will give six gravities of acceleration. We'll go
unconscious—or worse. Engine might blow up. But aliens couldn't match that
acceleration. Automatic shut-off after five minutes. Want to chance it, Rod?"


Shelton nodded. "Last chance. Go ahead."


Traft poked at his controls, setting a robot
shut-off five minutes ahead. Then he grasped the fuel mixture wheel with the
heels of his two palms and groaningly slammed it over from "normal"
to "rich." With a terrific surge, the ship leaped forward.


Crushing
weight, six times normal, came into being for the humans aboard the ETBI-14. Each carried a burden whose equivalent would be a half
ton on Earth. Their senses reeled into oblivion. But before he passed out,
Shelton saw the alien ships dwindle, as though they were going the other way.


Traft clung to consciousness for a moment longer.
There was a triumphant grin on his face, but behind it stark anxiety. Death,
whom no acceleration could leave behind, might steal up on one or all of them.
Overburdened hearts stopping—engine exploding—hull cracking open—anything
might happen during those five minutes while super-forces shoved the ship
through space. Then the big pilot plunged into a river of darkness. . . .


Shelton came to with an infinite ache in
every bone. He moaned with sharp pain as he moved his head. But the mountain
that had been lying on his chest was gone now. The ship was silent and
unpowered. He looked around, meeting Traf t's eyes.


"That
did it." The big pilot's voice was weak, but jubilant, "No sign of
the alien ships."


Shelton
nodded in voiceless relief, looking for himself. The stars shone clearly, with
no black hulks blotting them out. Iapetus was visible
as a large disk. Already it was maneuvering to grip Neptune's second moon
again, after the temporary halt of the Great Machine's activity. The Earth
people had succeeded in stopping its operation only for the minutes needed for
escape. But for that, Shelton was supremely thankful.


Traf t groaned suddenly and darted out of his
seat,


"My camera." The super-acceleration had torn it from its clamp and hurled it into
the corner. He picked it up and his face cleared. "Not a scratch," he
said, with almost more relief than he had had for their escape. "Let's go
down—see how the others are."


Shelton
unstrapped himself and managed to stagger down to the engine room, with muscles
that threatened to turn to water. Thankfully, he saw that the two down there,
though numbed by the experience, were unharmed, though grimy from the engine's
fumes while it had been blasting so furiously.


Hugh
Benning looked up dazedly. "We got away?"
he asked hopefully.


At Shelton's nod, Myra gave
a cry of joy.


"Thank heaven," she whispered. "Away from the aliens—from Lorg."


A little later, when they had all recuperated somewhat, Shelton spoke to
his companions, his eyes lighting grimly.


"Now
that we're away, we can inform the Empire. The Great Machine on Iapetus must be destroyed. Without it Lorg's
whole diabolic plan falls flat Time is important It would take too long to go
to Saturn, at least a week. We'll radio them. Something must be planned
quickly.


"Lorg will have Neptune's moon transported and be back for
the other moon in no more than two weeks. It took a century to conceive and
build the Great Machine, but only days for its accomplishments. If Earth waits
too long, half the planets will be gone."


"Direct
attack on Iapetus won't work," Hugh Benning said heavily. "Lorg
wants the Earth forces to attack, against his superior numbers on Iapetus, and be gradually cut down. He's probably ready to
lose ten ships to one."


"He
wouldn't lose that many," Traft gloomily observed.
"With gravity control, they can outmaneuver our ships in space. And that
damned cold force is bound to play hell with pilots and gunners." He shook
his head. "Then on top of it all, the warp protecting Lorg
and his underground headquarters so thoroughly."


Solemnly
they looked at one another, baffled by a problem that seemed insoluble.


Shelton's
mind battered against the stalemate. What could be done before Lorg stripped the planets away from the Sun, like peeling a
ripe fruit? A queer expression spun in his brain, though it had little meaning
at the moment: "The best defense is a good offense." But suddenly it
crystallized into a plan, a daring, breathtaking plan that made the blood race
through his veins.


"Why is it that Lorg
made such a desperate try to stop us, if he's invulnerable?" he demanded,
and answered himself exultantly: "Because we know where Torm, his home world, lies."


"You
mean attack Torm?" cried Benning.
"Most Earth ships don't carry enough fuel to get to Pluto and back, much
less Torm."


"But
they can carry more, fill every available inch of cabin space," snapped
Shelton. "And bombs—"


"But
what good would that do?" objected Traft.
"The Great Machine would still be left. I don't see—"


"Listen
to me." Shelton went on rapidly. "Lorg has
most of the alien forces, in ships, there on Iapetus.
In a way, that's a tactical blunder. If Torm is
attacked, he must send help. The warp must be lifted, for ships to leave on
that mission. While the warp is lifted, a fleet of our ships, secretly hovering,
dart down and land. Then it's just a matter of storming the underground
city."


"Sounds like it might
work," cried Traft.


"It
will work," Shelton said confidently, "if it is timed right."


"Providing,"
croaked Hugh Benning, "Lorg
doesn't catch on and leave half his fleet at Torm,
now that we've escaped."


"That's
up to chance," admitted Shelton. "And to one more thing I'm banking
on—Lorg's own certainty that he is a mastermind and
we are inferior thinkers." He pushed the pilot toward the cupola.
"I'm going to write out what I want to say and you'll code it, so Lorg's ears won't intercept it. Then, while I'm radioing,
you scoot the ship in several directions alternately, in case Lorg's ships are waiting to trace our position by our
signals."


Shelton
began writing furiously, composing the most startling message that had ever
been winged over the humming ether lines of the Empire. Fleetingly, he thought
of the stupefied surprise with which his fellow men would hear of Iapetus, the motorized satellite, the incredible theft of
Pluto, and of the Impossible World of aliens, far out in the void.


 



 



 



 



CHAPTER XX


At
Bay with the Aliens


 



□
Four hours later, when the portentous message had found its way to Earth, the
Earth Union Council gathered for the most momentous conclave in its history,
or in all the history of mankind.


Shocked
beyond words by what they heard, there was a period of excited, dazed comment. It all seemed inconceivable,
fantastic—impossible. Particularly the thought of a dark sun,
companion to Sol, out in the void, unsuspected by astronomers. That was
the Impossible World.


But
they had the evidence of the vanishment of three
heavenly bodies, which could not be denied. And Director Beatty, one of the councillors, fiercely declaimed that his young protege, Dr. Rodney Shelton, had one of the soundest minds
he had ever known, and that every word he spoke must be true.


Bewildered,
the council took up Shelton's plans, and as an official gesture, passed them in
the record time of half an hour. For they knew that in this
stupendous crisis everything depended upon the soundness of the reasoning of a keen-minded
young scientist; far out in space.


The
council moved with unprecedented swiftness. Orders hummed over wires, and the
vast, intricate organization of interplanetary affairs burst into feverish
activity. Two fleets had to be prepared. But a strict censorship, specified
by Shelton himself, kept the news from broadcast channels, so that Lorg's radio would not hear of it.


One fleet,
as planned by Shelton, was composed of any and all commercial ships available,
hastily loaded with bombs and reserve fuel. Little more than enough room for
skeleton crews was left in the cabins. Private ship companies were conscripted
to donate ships to the project. Space crews were picked of the best and most
highly trained veterans of the spaceways.


Within
three days this fleet soared away from Earth. Though only the leaders knew, it
was bound for Tor, on a grave mission. And on the longest
trip ever undertaken by man.


The
second fleet was Earth's regularly armed Space Navy, and this was carefully
outfitted, stocked and primed for its part in the coming struggle. With it went
a hundred of the special ETBI ships, used to transport bio-conditioned colonists.
Within these were a thousand men bio-conditioned for a cold, thin-aired world
like Ia-petus. Director Beatty had heeded Shelton's
first message, three weeks before.


Finally
this fleet also winged into space, secretly, bound for Neptune. The climax
would come in ten days' time.


A week later the Space Navy fleet cautiously
maneuvered near Neptune, and got in touch with Shelton on low-powered, coded
radio signals. Further details of their plan were gone over item by item. The
success of the coup depended upon timed, bursting action. Scout ships, drilled
with instructions, were sent to a position beyond Pluto's former orbit, to
watch for the return of Iapetus and the Aliens.


The bombing fleet arrowing
for Torm followed a curving course plotted by Shelton,
planned to avoid passing close to Lorg on his return
trip. They arrived within the margin of time allotted and stopped to hover
beyond sight of Torm. They sent back a brief,
long-range signal of their readiness, then waited with
cabins darkened, rockets still. The men within were somewhat dazed by the
tremendous journey they had undertaken, but were grimly ready for action.


Receiving
their signal, Shelton breathed a sigh of relief. A miracle had been
accomplished already. It was as if the English Armada had sailed to the unknown
shores of America, immediately after its discovery by Columbus.


Finally the electrifying signal came from the
scout ships that Iapetus was rumbling up to the Solar
System. Shelton gave the word, and a coded, long-range signal was sent to the
Earth fleet far out near Tor. These ships thundered up to the lone planet of
the aliens, swooping low and dropping bombs in their cities.


The
best defense is a good offense! Shelton's plan, carried out on two fronts ten
billion miles apart, was smashing to its climax.


In
the ETBI-14 the four Earth-people awaited developments
in an agony of tenseness. Their cabin lights were out. Beyond their ports, they
could barely make out the first of the Space Navy fleets, hiding the stars. The
Sun was not visible to betray them while they awaited the arrival of the planet
stealers. They were in the huge, conical shadow of Neptune that speared far out
into space.


Telescopic
observers aboard the Navy ships finally reported Iapetus
approaching, aiming directly for Neptune's great, single moon that was left. Lorg's world-sized tug slowed and maneuvered into position.
The two bodies drew closer, Iapetus dwarfed beside
the moon. But it had powers that could whisk the larger body from its orbit, as
easily as plucking away a marble. These powers came into play, invisibly.


The
Earth observers could see the great moon's orbital speed decrease. Shelton
turned his radio to low power.


"Now's
the time," he said in a bare whisper. "It will take them several
hours to reduce the moon's orbital velocity. We'll creep up on the other side
of Neptune's moon and be within striking distance, when the time comes."


"Aye,
sir," came back from the Navy commander, and the other ships were informed
in the same careful way.


Gendy, on the lowest of rocket blasts, Shelton's
ship and the fleet followed Neptune's shadow until they were behind the moon,
from Iapetus, then headed for its surface. Reaching
this vantage, they crept slowly, cautiously around the Neptunian moon's bulk.
It was a game of stalking and the enemy must not receive premature warning.


Finally
they hovered, high enough above the moon's surface so that gentle under jets
counteracted gravity. A slight glow over the horizon told them they were just
short of seeing Iapetus—and being seen.


"So
far, so good," Shelton murmured to Traft.
"The call should come to Lorg at any moment now
that his world is being attacked. It takes radio waves just ten hours to come
from Torm. Our fleet there attacked just ten hours
ago."


Their own
radio, kept open, got the call from the bombing fleet suddenly that the attack
on Torm had begun.


"Now
he must know," Shelton said tensely. Into the microphone he whispered:
"Fleet, attention! Move slowly in view of Iapetus.
At the moment their black ships rise, to go to Torm,
the warp will be gone. Blast down then, at top maneuvering speed."


The fleet moved slowly ahead, till half of Iapetus hung as a huge moonlike object over their horizon.
Then they stopped, awaiting the crucial moment.


"It should been soon
now," Shelton said hoarsely.


"It
had better be," grunted Traft. "Lorg has already dragged Neptune's moon out of its orbit,
given it a velocity of a hundred miles a second toward Tor."


Fifteen minutes passed. A half hour.


Still no sign of alien ships rising. Through telescopes they could be seen as
huge black blots resting on the white surface of Iapetus.


When
would they rise? Shelton began to wonder if his great plan had failed. Was Lorg so heartless, so intent on his goal, that he would not
send the help his people must now be clamoring for? Or had he somehow been
warned of the Earth coup? Or had he thought of possible attack at Torm and left half the fleet there on the last trip?


Shelton
realized that the success of his coup lay in the lap of Destiny. Which way had
the wheel of Fortune turned—for or against Earth? Rodney Shelton's mind was
crucified by doubts and agonized torment, more so than during any of the
tumultuous events preceding. He did not know that his fingers were squeezing Traft's shoulder until the big pilot winced.


Shelton
started. His eyes strained forward. A ship moving across his
vision, ahead. Ready to put his lips to the microphone, for the advance
signal, he suddenly drew back with a violent curse.


The
ship had not risen from Iapetus. It had drifted from
Neptune's shadow. And on its sides were two big white crosses—the ship of the
Space Scientist.


He
was on hand again, watching this episode of the mighty struggle between two
great civilizations. A mind divorced from all former attachments, living its
own mad, independent existence, unconcerned over the turn of events. No doubt, were the Earth forces decimated, the whole empire of man
exposed to alien conquest, he would laugh coldly and put the zero symbol representing
humanity in his formula of the cosmos.


Enraged
at his own analysis, Shelton shook the temptation to order the Space
Scientist's ship fired upon, destroyed. He had refused to warn the Empire, weeks back, when it would have meant much. He was a traitor
to humanity, wasn't he?


But
Shelton conquered his blind anger. Such an act would instantly warn Lorg, disrupt the whole coup, precarious as it was
already.


Fuming
inwardly, Shelton saw the Space Scientist's ship glide back into the shadow of
Neptune, waiting for what would happen.


Shelton
himself concentrated again on a sharp watch toward Iapetus.
In the name of heaven, would the black ships never rise? How much longer could
he stand the nerve-shattering wait?


And then—it happened!


Shelton's
whole body jerked violendy. Black ships zooming up
from Iapetus, a long line of them, fully half of the
total alien forces. They were streaming off toward outer space, to save their
home world from the savage bombing of the Earth fleet, or extract revenge, at
least. Lorg had tumbled into the trap. The warp was
lifted. Iapetus was a free-floating body now,
vulnerable to attack.


Twisting
his rheostat to full power Shelton shouted into the microphone: "Down at Iapetus! Full acceleration. Land near cave mouth. Blast away!"


The
entire fleet leaped forward, like greyhounds unleashed. The £TB/-14, under Traft's skilled, sure touch, led the rest. Down they sped
toward Iapetus, at reckless accelerations, courting
disaster on landing. But Shelton had stressed the necessity of speed, before Lorg should know of the attack and once again threw around Iapetus his impregnable warp.


With action started, a deadly calm settled over Shelton. Half the distance
covered—three-quarters. Would they make it? Was Lorg
even now reaching his hands to whatever controls threw on the warp? Would all
these thousands of magnificent ships smash into a terrible, invisible barrier,
to rebound as shattered, broken debris, spattered with human blood?


Shelton felt the weight of his responsibility
in this daring, desperate attack. Yet in the back of his mind was the voice of
assured hope.


And
a minute later, his hopes were fulfilled. Retarding blasts thundering and
splitting the thin air of Iapetus, the Navy ships
plunged for the jagged surface, wheeling for a landing. The fleet had come as a wide-spread pancake, all arriving at
almost the same time. It was the precision, trained skill, practiced formation
flying of Earth's finest pilots. Shelton's heart leaped with admiration.


But
then he cried aloud. Some few ships, lagging, burst into flying fragments
against an unseen barrier and slithered off into space. The warp had been turned
on again. But too late. By far the majority of the
Earth fleet was nestling down for landing, well within the barrier. Those
deaths of a few brave men would not be in vain.


"Look out," came Traft's warning roar. "Bad
landing."


Shelton
suddenly remembered their damaged undercarriage, gripped for his seat handles
with sweaty fingers. So precipitous had their descent been that the underjets could not cushion the fall, though Traft blasted them val-iandy.


The ETBI-H landed with a jarring thump, rocking crazily as it rolled
forward a few yards with hull scraping. Shelton's body
straps broke and he was flung against the wall. The big pilot, face lit with
concern, quickly unstrapped himself and picked Shelton up like a baby.


"Hurt,
Rod?" he cried anxiously. "Sony I couldn't—" "Let me
down," snapped Shelton. "I'm all right." But
when he tried to stand, his left leg buckled under Iiim.
"Guess I've got a sprained ankle. And of all times—"


He broke off and hopped to the radio.


"Fleet,
attention," he barked. "Man your guns. Their ships will attack soon.
Give 'em hell! We've got to hold them off while the
underground city is stormed. Conditioned men, attention.
Come to the ETBI-Fourteen
immediately."


 



 



 



 



CHAPTER XXI


Act
of the Space Scientist


 



□
With all moves discussed to the last detail long
before, the Earth forces swifdy organized themselves.
The armed ships lay like silvery dots in all directions,
bristling guns pointed upward, waiting for the enemy ships to appear.


Some
of the ships lay half smashed from bad landings on treacherous Iapetus, but in these, the men were already in vac-suits. Here and there, unavoidably, two ships had
smashed into one another, in the close landing maneuvers. Undoubtedly there
were some deaths, ruined ships and guns, but on the whole, the casualties of
that roaring, precipitous descent were slight.


From
the special ships came the men who had been bio-conditioned to the Iapetus air and cold. They loped rapidly across the rocky
terrain, congregating around the ETBI-14.


They were to invade the underground city, on
an equal footing with the aliens, unencumbered by vac-suits.
They would be a mobile force, swift to attack, much more effective in a
long-drawn-out, hand-to-hand battle than unconditioned men in vac-suits. Shelton thanked the forevision
that had prompted him to ask for the corps, as a hunch, weeks before when
contacting Earth to first reveal the alien menace.


They
were armed with rifles, bandoliers of ammunition. Certain groups dragged with
them wheeled machine-guns, flame-throwers, and ponderous heat-beam guns. Earth
had been unsparing in arming them with its best and most effective weapons.


Shelton
tried to struggle into his vac-suit, but had to give
up. He would not be able to walk on his sprained ankle.


"Guess I can't make
it," he groaned. "Mark, you and Hugh Benning
lead the men. Smash at the aliens with all you've got—force quick
surrender."


"And
get Lorg," Traft added
grimly, fastening his visor.


"Keep in constant touch with me by
radio," Shelton admonished. "The bio-men have several along. You can
hook one on your belt." His face lighted somberly. "We've got to
win," he declared earnestly. "We should now. The battle was half won
when we got past the warp. Go to it!"


Traft and Benning
stepped out of the lock, in their vac-suits. They
conversed briefly with the bio-men, then set the lead
toward the cave mouth, a quarter-mile off.


Alone
in the ship with Myra, Shelton and the girl looked out from the pilot port at
the familiar, though unworldly, landscape of Iapetus,
dotted now with the waiting Earth forces. A hushed lull seemed to hang over
the universe, as though it were watching this soon-to-be bid for mastery
between two warring intelligences.


Shelton's
face clouded a little, watching Traft's army march to
attack.


"Why did I have to get a sprained
ankle?" he muttered. "Now I have to wait up here, like a lame duck.
It's ironic, isn't it, Miss Benning?" "Yes, Dr.Shelton."


They
looked at each other strangely, finding it a little ridiculous that after all
they had been through together, they were still so formal. In the swift tumble
of events, they had carried through, without change, a reserved attitude to
one another. Shelton smiled a little, and opened his lips to speak, but at that
moment the radio blared forth.


"Traft
calling.
Cold beams pouring from the cave. Here's where they get a taste of hot lead.
The battle's on, Rod!"


The first line of bio-men had fallen to the
ground, writhing in the grip of concentrated cold forces. The second line prompdy began pouring rifle-fire into the cave mouth. In a
moment, the chatter of machine-guns and the hiss of the flame-throwers joined
the battle sounds.


Then,
over the horizon, came the black ships of the enemy, in seemingly coundess numbers. Like buzzards, they swooped over the
Earth ships, pouring down their numbing cold force.


The
Navy guns began popping viciously, in a steadily increasing roar. The larger
dreadnaughts hurled their thunderous big shells into the melee. Black ships
faltered, peppered with jagged holes, and fell to the surface to split open
like eggshells. Their plastic hulls, though diamond-hard, could not withstand
the battering of Earth's most powerful guns.


But
they kept coming in endless numbers, spraying down their cold force with enough
effect to prohibit accurate gunfire. Here and there an Earth ship's gunfire
ceased entirely, as its crew was thrown completely into suspended animation. If
the aliens ever won, with their strange weapon, all the Earthmen would be
prisoners, in a state of suspended animation. And later slaves.


But Shelton was sure the enemy could not win.
It might have been different in space, where the gravity-ships could
outmaneuver the rocket-propelled ships. But on solid ground, with the Earth
forces like a grim, impregnable fortress, all the advantage was with Earth.
The alien ships were raining down; broken, useless. It should be just a
question of time before they would no longer be superior in numbers, and
completely ineffective.


At
the cave mouth, Traft had routed the large force of
aliens there. Already he was leaping into the cave, leading his men on. In the
light gravity, the men easily lifted bulky machine-guns and heat-projectors.
The bio-army disappeared from sight, invading the underground world.


A
half-hour later, Traft's voice came cheerily, via
radio.


"Overlooking
the city now," he reported. "Aliens swarming up the slope, armed with
long sharp things. Benning says plastic swords and
spears, as good as steel. There'll be hand-to-hand fighting now. They have us
outnumbered plenty, but we're reducing the proportion with bullets, flame and
heat. Sort of a"—he sounded as if he were a little
nauseated—"slaughter. But they have courage, coming through it all like
demons. Hand-to-hand fighting started now—"


"You
and Benning keep out of it," warned Shelton.
"One slit in your vac-suits and you're out of
the picture. Just stay back and give orders. That's your part."


"Right,
Rod," Traft answered, reluctantly. Half under
his breath he added, "Anyway, I'll get some nice snaps."


And
so the battle raged on, above and below ground, with the Earth forces rapidly
gaining the upper hand. After an hour, above ground, Shelton could see that the
black ships were not coming in such tremendous numbers any more. They began to
fall away from the massed stand of Earth ships, and retreated to the fringes,
where the Navy gunners continued to pick them off one by one.


"It's practically all over,"
Shelton breathed joyfully. "Lorg should be
surrendering any minute now—" "Look!"


Myra was pointing upward. A ship had dropped di-recdy over them, hovering. And then Shelton saw the two
large white crosses on its sides. The Space Scientist's ship!


None
of the Navy gunners had fired, for they had seen it was not an enemy ship. It
lowered and landed, just beyond the ETBI-14.


"Wonder
what he wants here?" Shelton growled. "A front seat
at the big show? I'm going to give him a piece of my mind."


He
turned to Micro-wave Nine and barked into the
microphone: "Attention, Space Scientist."


The
Space Scientist's masked head appeared on Shel-ton's opti-screen, but said nothing, though his air of coldness
could be fairly felt,


"Look
here," Shelton exploded. "You're a traitor to your own race, a renegade. You knew of the aliens, but you
wouldn't lift a finger to help the world you were born on. Had you given the
warning, much of this would not have happened—the disappearance of Iapetus and Pluto, men dying in battle." Shelton
choked with rage. "You're going to pay for it. You thought you could come
here, observe things as though it were all a gigantic play for your benefit, and then leave. But you're not leaving.
If you try to go, I'll command the Navy gunners to fire. You're going to be
taken to Earth—and court-martialed."


The
Space Scientist appeared to show only studied indifference to the threat


"Court-martialed,
as a traitor," yelled Shelton, "Do you hear me?"


**Yes, I heard you," came back the Space
Scientist's voice, with a half mocking note.


He
raised his hands to fumble at his mask. As he removed it, Shelton was
thunderstruck at the face revealed.


It was the scaled visage of an alien!


The
alien's large, dark eyes peered at Shelton with faint amusement,


"I
am Murv," he announced. "A citizen of Torm, and
an official just beneath Lorg in authority."


"But
the Space Scientist?" gasped Shelton. "Where is he? You have his
ship."


"I
am the Space Scientist," the alien stated calmly. "Or rather, I am
the embodiment of the myth
of the Space Scientist. You
see, with the spreading of your race among the planets, it became imperative
for us to learn as much about earthly things as possible. We learned your
language from captured men. Then, twenty years ago, I was commissioned by Lorg to drift close to Earth, to pick up any and all
information as to your plans and exploits. Knowing that I would eventually be
sighted, my presence questioned, I devised the Space Scientist story. Your
authorities finally came to accept me as a harmless, if eccentric, human who
chose to live in space."


So
for twenty years an alien, masquerading as a human, had been spying on earthly
activities. No wonder Lorg had known so much.


The alien, Murv, went on.


"I
took the precaution of having false rocket tubes added to my gravity ship. And
when I knew human eyes were watching, a chemical giving off bright but cold
phosphorescence was ejected, exactly as though I had a rocket engine. The two
white crosses I adopted as my insignia, mainly because you humans regard that
symbol with peculiar reverence. My mask, and the hinted story of a laboratory
accident, is self-explanatory."


These revelations dovetailed, but still in
Shelton's mind, there were inconsistencies.


"You warned me not to go to Iapetus," Shelton mused. "I understand that now.
It was to avoid exposure of your underground city. But why did you keep up that
pretense, when I contacted you? I was a prisoner, and for all you knew at the
time, a permanent one."


"I
expected you later to act in the arbitration between Lorg
and your authorities," Murv informed. "My
duties then would have been to hover near Earth and watch for any secret moves
on Earth's part. As the Space Scientist, I could do so with impunity. But
branded as an alien by you, I would be hunted down, driven away."


Then an amazing thought
struck Shelton.


"But
up there at Neptune's moon, before the attack," he cried. "You saw us
Earth forces waiting to attack Lorg. Why didn't you
inform Lorg?"


Shelton
drew a sharp breath. Why, the whole coup could have been disrupted, all their
careful plans whiffed to eternity.


"You
had plenty of chance to warn Lorg," he repeated,
dumfounded, "and yet you didn't."


The
swift thought was in Shelton's mind: Could the alien be a renegade as he,
Shelton, had accused him?


The Torm smiled strangely, sadly perhaps. "I did not want
to warn Lorg. He is defeated. Better so." He
bowed his head for a moment


Murv looked up, suppressing whatever feelings
were his.


"Lorg went mad with power," he explained. "He
wanted to destroy and enslave all Earth people, take all the planets. His own idea, entirely. My people have good and bad elements,
exactly as yours. We all wanted planets, and endorsed the building of the
Great Machine for that purpose, but our reasonable element hoped to gain
planets purely by arbitration, not by force. Lorg betrayed
us."


Momentarily,
fierce anger illumined the speaker's face before he went on:


"I
kept waiting for Lorg to arbitrate, through you. But
when, after the taking of Pluto, he made no such move, I knew he was planning
bloody, complete conquests. I knew, too, that he would never succeed. Having observed
earthly doings for twenty years I know of your spirit, courage, your
indomitable will. Lorg might succeed in taking half
the planets, but eventually the tide would turn. And then, I knew, there would
be a bitter war of extermination, till either my race or yours was obliterated
from the face of the Universe."


Murv's eyes held horror. "You see now,
Earthman? Why I did not warn Lorg? I had been
thinking for days of what to do to avoid the inevitable holocaust that Lorg's course would bring about. I saw that with the success
of your coup, a solution would be reached, quickly. For I believe that now,
with the elimination of Lorg, our races can come to
an understanding."


Shelton
realized, during the moments Murv had been speaking,
that the entire complexion of things had changed. It was Lorg
who was the arch-enemy of mankind, its would-be conqueror; not his people.
Tact and consideration must now be used in dealing with the Torms.


"Will you expect more planets, by
arbitration?" he asked.


Murv shook his head. "No," he said sofdy. "We have forfeited our chance, through Lorg's blundering tactics. We are now a defeated race, with
no right to make demands. I only ask that the two bodies we have already taken
to Tor—Pluto and Neptune's second moon—be left to us."


"I can promise you they will be," Shelton said prompdy.
"Our sole aim at the moment is to destroy the Great Machine, so there will
be no more world moving. And I think
the basis for a permanent peace between our races will be your promise never to
build another Great Machine."


"You will be given that promise,
gladly," the alien said earnestly. "We—"


A
new voice burst in on the all-wave circuit. Traft's voice; from below.
Shelton had almost forgotten that a battle was still raging there.


"We've
got them licked, Rod," came the big pilot's bellow. "We swept through
the city, drove them back. One Earthman is worth ten Torms.
They've thrown down their arms in surrender. We've surrounded the chamber in
which Lorg has barricaded himself. We're battering
down the door. There it goes—and there's Lorg."


Shelton snapped on his auxiliary opti-screen, barked into the phone. "Shelton
calling Lorg!"


 



 



 



 



CHAPTER XXII


The
Moon Bargain


 



□
Lorg's autocratic features, twisted with bitterness,
appeared on the second screen.


"You
must surrender, Lorg," barked Shelton.
"Your ships above ground have been driven off. My men down below—"


"They had best not
step nearer," threatened the Alien


Superior.
"I have my hand on the master switch of the Great Machine. If I close it,
all its energy will be released at once, tearing Iapetus
apart with its terrific stored forces."


His face gleamed evilly. Madness shone from
his eyes. True madness now, from the crashing of his power.


"You
have won, Earthman," he said sardonically. "But I hold your life in
my hands. In revenge—"


"Don't,"
Murv cut in sharply. "Don't destroy Iapetus and all on it. Then Earth will never know the true
facts, and the war will go on."


Lorg's left hand reached to the side, to tune an
auxiliary screen.


"You,
Murv," he ground out. "I suppose this is
all to your liking? With me out of the way, you would arbitrate. But I tell
you, races alien to one another cannot live in peace. One must dominate the
other. If I had succeeded, we would have ruled the Earthlings. Now, since all
is lost, I'll at least take with me, into death, the Earth-man who brought my
downfall."


Shelton
thought rapidly, in this frightful moment of impending death for all.


"I
tfiink you had better not, Lorg,"
he said quickly. "You may have forgotten that you started to move Neptune's
moon before the attack came. You had given it a velocity of about a hundred
miles a second—toward Tor. That velocity is not lost, as you know from the laws
of motion in space. It will take time, at that slow rate, but if you destroy Iapetus, the free-plunging moon will eventually reach Tor,
crash into it, drawn by its gravitation. The impact will send out a wave of
scorching heat and blinding light to Torm, your
planet. If you destroy Iapetus now, you destroy all
your people."


Lorg's mad eyes glared in momentary indecision. His
insane mind seemed trying to determine whether that was so. Mad or not, he
could not let his own people be destroyed, to let the Earth-people reign
supreme, in their binary Universe.


Cold
sweat beaded Shelton's forehead. He felt the wings of death brushing closer
than at any time in all this strange adventure. Myra's face was ash-white, her
eyes wide as though staring into eternity. Even Murv's
alien face reflected the stark horror of the moment. All the satellite seemed
to be held in an electrified stasis.


Lorg's
right hand, on the Great Machine's master control, grew limp for an instant.
And in that instant, there came a sharp zing, and
the nauseating sound of the impact of a bullet in living flesh. A hole
appeared in Lorg's right temple as if by magic. Pale
blood gushed forth. His limp fingers tightened for a moment on the switch handle,
then relaxed and fell free. With an expression of stark bewilderment, Lorg, the alien conqueror, slumped to the floor—lifeless.


"Whew,"
came Traft's voice in a
long-drawn-out sigh. "If I had missed—"


For a moment Shelton leaned
back, panting.


"Good work, Mark old
boy," he murmured finally.


He
snapped himself alert. Matters had to be attended to.


"Mark," he ordered, "find all
Earthmen down there who are in suspended animation. Benning
can point out the chambers. Bring them up, to be taken to Earth and revived.
When you come up, leave a few of the bio-men on guard."


"Okay,
Rod. And while I'm going around, I'll be taking a complete series of pictures
of this place. I'll get some kind of prize for them, on Earth."


Shelton
looked at the image of Murv. The alien had stood
unmoving since the death of Lorg. His face expressionless,
there was no clue to the thoughts going through his mind. But faindy, Shelton could sense bitterness, perhaps at the
crashing of plans he and his people had nourished for a century.


"Can
you direct the handling of the Great Machine, Murv?"
Shelton asked.


The alien nodded.


"Then you will have the moon of Neptune
put back in its orbit," Shelton said. "After that the Great Machine
will be destroyed."


He
would not feel a moment's peace until that had been done, and the threat of its
terrible powers removed forever.


But the alien remained silent for a moment.
Then he said, slowly, his tone half apologetic:


"There
would be no need to put the moon back into its orbit."


"But you surely don't want your world
destroyed," Shelton snapped, impatiendy.


The
alien shook his head. "No, that would not happen. Tor swings in an orbit
itself, with Sol. When the moon of Neptune arrived, it would swing to one side
of Tor. Tor's great attraction would then grasp it, pull it into an eccentric
orbit. Neptune's moon would be captured, as a body of Tor's system"


"You
mean," Shelton queried wonderingly, "that you would want to have the
moon as another world in your system?" This was all incongruous,
fantastic, this bargaining for worlds. "I'm afraid it can't be, Murv. I have no authority to present you with another
planetary body —" He stopped, wondering how to say it. "You already
have Pluto and Neptune's first moon, at Tor. No sense in taking them back. But
to let this second moon of Neptune go—"


"I
am asking for this moon," the alien said softly, firmly. "For my people. We will remove our colonies on Neptune
and Uranus, leave your System free. Iapetus will be
destroyed, in the void between our Systems, and our promise will be given never
to build another Great Machine. Let this moon be a token of peace between
us."


Shelton's
thoughts were in a turmoil. Was this some trick on Murv's part?


Was
he scheming to carry on the aliens' program, now that Lorg
was gone? Shelton felt ashamed of himself in-standy.
No, obviously Murv was sincere.


"It
is such a small thing to ask, Earthman," Murv
went on, his voice vibrant "This moon is but one of your many bodies. Ours
is an impoverished System, yours rich with worlds. What difference can it make
if this little moon is gone from your Sun, when you have giant Jupiter and
Saturn and their moons, and all the other great planets? And we have so little.
To us, this one moon would be a great new world. Can you understand, Earth-man?
How long we have lived on one, lone planet, gazing across with our telescopes
to your magnificent System? Can you blame us for building the Great Machine,
hoping to bargain for some of your worlds? Results have been unfortunate, but
that is over. I am asking, pleading, for this one more moon. Surely you can
spare it"


Shelton could glimpse the alien's depth of
emotion. With all the eloquence at his command, he was begging for another
small world for his restricted System. And incredible as it might seem,
Shelton knew that he sympathized with him.


"Murv, the
moon is yours," Shelton said quietly. "I may be utterly crazy for
taking this responsibility, but I am." He grinned briefly at the thought
of facing the council, on Earth, and blandly telling them he had given away a
moon.


For
a moment the two stared into one another's eyes. Alien and
Earthman. A spark of something akin to brotherhood passed between them.
There would be peace between Earth and Torm, in the
coming ages. . . .


A
day later, after Iapetus had been motivated, under Murv's guidance, to a point far beyond Pluto's former
orbit, all the ships within and upon it left. The black ones of the aliens
streamed out into the dark void, toward Tor. The fleet of Earth soared with
thrumming rockets toward Sol.


In
the pilot cupola of the Z2TB/-14, Traft and Hugh Benning had their heads together, plotting the return
course, after the take-off.


"Let's go down to the cabin, Myra,"
Shelton suggested to the girl beside him.


Traft turned to watch. Shelton, limping, had his
arm around the girl's shoulder for support. But they were also holding hands. Traft snatched up his camera and clicked the shutter.


"I've
been waiting for that shot," he grunted in satisfaction.


Hours
later, as Murv had set the timed mechanism to throw
the master control of the Great Machine, deserted, stranded Iapetus
exploded into cosmic debris, ripped to atomic shreds by the release of
world-moving gravitational forces stressed within. The Great Machine, and Lorg—and his dream—were no more.


Shelton
stared back at the bright ring of shimmering dust that expanded and faded into
the dark void. It was hard to believe that their great adventure had been reaL That a world, an Impossible
World of aliens, existed close in the void. That a planet and
two moons had been whisked from Sol to Tor. That he had been
instrumental in ending an unsuspected menace, one that had been hanging over
them for a century.


And
last, that he had given away a moon as a symbol of peace between their races.


Shelton felt content.
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In
2050 A.D, the Earth spaceship TYCHO lands on lapetus,
the eighth moon of Saturn, nine hundred million miles from the sun. Hugh Benning, mineralogist, and his men explore the deserted
world.


They
come to a natural cave. The men begin to stagger and fall. Benning
disappears into the mouth of the cave. The pilots gather up the limp forms and
return them to Earth.


If
they aren't dead and they aren't alive, perhaps they are in a state of
suspended animation. Can they be revived to shed light on... the menace of lapetus?
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