COSMIC CARAVAN
By ED WESTON

Amid the muck and torrential storms of Venus, a greed-mad band of space adventurersfightsa
soul-shaking battle in a tempestuous rush for the possession of boundless wealth!

A COMPLETE INTERPLANETARY NOVELET

CHAPTERI

Expedition to Venus

| WASin McGurk's Bar trying to conjure astory out of awhisky glass when Hansen prowled in and
drew meto abooth. Lifted me, would be more accurate. He had a hard, rock-miner's shoulders, that
man. Therest of him consisted of fistslike hams, achin like agrand piano, and wide blue eyes shedding



the human kindness of awolf.

"For the last ten years they've been experimenting with space ships,”" he said. "How many of them have
redly worked?"

"One" | told him. "If you cdll it working. Apparently, Hugo Thomas got to VVenus and returned near
enough to Earth to radio about it. Then he vanished.”

Hansen looked wise. "That'sdl hisyoung protege, Sails, ever gave out. But Sails had the only equipment
in the world to pick up that space message!!"

| sat forward at histone. The incident had occurred five years previoudy. All the world had wondered
how much the taciturn young scientist hed failed to divulge.

"Thomas discovered enormous teklite beds near the Venusian north pole,” Hansen told me. "He
instructed Sailsto build another space ship and go after it."

| swalowed hard. "And Sails has built one secretly?"
Hansen just chuckled.

"Good grief!" | gasped. Then | squinted a Hansen. "But where do you fit in? Sailswould only trust the
very pick of the scientific world in this"

"Unfortunately for Sails, Hugo Thomas specified no scientists. He wanted an expeditionary party limited
to clean-cut, typica young Americans.” He paused and looked innocently at the ceiling. " Sails had to
cometo mefor thefinancing.”

He gave the names of the men sdlected. There was Cogtigan, the Lansing Landdide at Michigan ten
years back. Deva, who knew how to take other men'sinventive ideas and make them practicable.
Akeey, whose businesswasfilling stations, but who dabbled with archaeology. Martin, who was abug
for exploration. Window, who owned asmdll tool and machine works somewhere. Fabray, achemical
Specidist in metal gasses. Sampson, acongtruction engineer. A cluck named Jake Reese who
unaccountably made money at anything he went into. "Sails" Hansen and mysdlf.

| considered my tota lack of qualificationsfor such atrip.
"Why pick on meto share your suicide plan?' | asked.
Hansen grinned. "1 named you," he said.

"Thanksfor my murder!" | snapped. "Why?'

HE TAPPED my hand with aforefinger like arailroad spike. "Because you are the only newspaper
reporter | know who'll tell the story just asit happened. Also Thomas suggested you.”

"Y ou wouldn't mean there may be dirty work?' | suggested.
Hansen's eyes glittered. "Nobody can guess about that. What do you know of gravium?"

| dug into my memory. "It's fabulous stuff. So rare it can be produced only in the most minute quantities
by the most delicate synthesis known to science. And at enormous expense. It belongs to the platinum
family. It isheavier than blazes. Its ore would be teklite if we had teklite on Earth. Which we haven't. So



we have no gravium.”
He nodded. "Know why we need it?"

"Sure. It'sthe only known stuff which can insulate neutrons. Gravium's vitally needed for atomic
furnaces.”

He considered mefor along time.

"Gravium, pd, isworth one haf million dollars per ounce," he said. " Any man who possessed a pound
could runtheworld."

| began to conceive the magnitude of this cosmic jaunt!

He bit off thetip of acigar and put an even glow upon the end. "Now you understand the reporter part.
I'm not looking for achronicler with idedlistic urges. I'm not risking my neck for humanity!”

| shot him alook of sardonic humor. Thefellow who printsthe Lord's Prayer on the head of apin could
not have put al of Hansen's sins againgt humanity on the outside of abattle cruiser! Heflew the Jolly
Roger, but he was agood pirate in hisway.

Theideaof thetrip was mad. It was crazy. If Hugo Thomas couldn't get back, what chance would we
have? But if we did manageit, I'd have the biggest news scoop in history. And incidentally, enough
money to buy a string of newspapers.

"I'm dotty, but count mein," | said. "Now let'shave adrink."

Then Hansen gave me another jolt—abigger one, thistime. He told me the ship was dl ready and set to
go, and that we'd leave in four or five hours. | was stunned.

So weredly were starting off for Venud

| didn't want to think about it. | suggested another drink. Infact, | got plastered. But Hansen took care of
me. Later he poured me aboard the ship and, before | got the feathers out of my brain, we were off.

Toaworld familiar with Hugo Thomeas earlier ship there was nothing unusud in this craft, except that it
was larger. It was shaped like ahuge searray and utilized common principles of jet propulsion within the
atmosphere. Out of the atmosphere it was non-controllable. It was launched by catapult and flung off
gravity by powerful rockets.

Its course was computed in advance and directed from flight inception by the time-angle of catapult and
rocket performance within bands of atmosphere. If the computation was afraction off, we had only a
brief time in the atmosphere to rectify the error—or else!

The chief scientific advancementsinvolved werein metds, dloys, insulation of the shell, the ddlicate
in-gravity gyro-course controls, and the interna telescoping break system to remove the terrific shock of
darting out of a stationary position and gaining 25,200 miles per hour, within forty minutes. This speed
was just sufficient to escape the gravitationa pull of Earth and put us on a parabola. Greater speeds
would have involved enormousincrease of armor weight to combat the rising ratio of friction.

Various bulkheads and insulation chambers of the shell totaled eighteen feet solid thickness. The outer
skinwas afoot and ahdf thick. It was estimated that by our return to Earth, this thickness would have
been reduced to between four and seven inches by friction.



Sails had followed Hugh Thomeas ingtructionsto the letter. Sailswas ascientific fanatic. To him, thiswas
the greatest event in al science history. But instead of having the world's leading scientists along, he had
what to him were abunch of playboys. He didn't like that.

At firg, when wetook off from Earth, we werefilled with excitement. But our exuberance soon
smmered down to asmple state of wonder, like achild might fed in adream.

THERE was something awe-inspiring about limitless space. We spent alot of timelooking out at that
vast blackness dotted with billions of brilliant stars. It gave us afedling of unimportance.

But we soon got used to that and turned to common everyday talk—endless arguments over baseball,
politicsand bridge. It's not strange that Sails grew bitterly disgusted.

But our smug conceit disgppeared when we hit the cold field.

Until then, space temperature had remained at dead zero. At no other time had it varied the dightest on
our thermometers. But suddenly we passed through some invisible field which turned the air so cold it
nearly froze our lungs. Dampness ingtantly shimmered as crystas. Hoarfrost lay across our flesh. Had the
field been one second wider, it would have frozen our air-conditioning mechanism solid.

Thisfield came as acomplete surprise. There was nothing to explain its existence, or why it wasthere.
We had no warning.

We had barely recovered our sdf confidence when we had a second brush with oblivion. Light blasted
out of that lightlessvoid outside. It came right through our insulated shell and knocked usflat.

Do | makethat clear? Light, whichis supposed to have no body or weight, came through eighteen inches
of insulated shell with such force that it knocked us down, and out, and |eft us shaky for days!

That frightened us plenty. Such unknown perils unhinge common sense and reason and tir up primitive
fears. Space neuross was getting us down. Then Hansen stalked belligerently among us.

"Maybeit wasadevil," he bellowed. "But I'd fight fifty thousand devilsfor the fortune we're going to
make!"

That toughness saved us. It shamed us. It put fight back into us and boosted our morale just a atime
when courage was needed most.

CHAPTERII

Gravium Fever

VENUSwhirled like agreat green pinwhed out of the black void on our starboard bow. It grew
fantadticaly, floating obliquely toward our plotted conjunction. There was an awesome mgesty to the
pale glistening planet, festooned with wisps of clouds.

We shot suddenly into pea soup atmosphere. Circling the planet, Sails handled the craft now with
admirable skill. Our rockets boomed. At last we bumped, landed, and jolted to a halt.



Sails cameto the door of the control room and looked at us with frozen contempt. | knew he was
thinking of the ten greatest namesin science who might have been in our places.

"All right, gentlemen,” he said with bitter sarcasm. "Y ou are within two hundred miles of the Venusan
north pole and your wonderful fortunes™

Then somebody swung the thick ports open and we jumped down onto Venus.

Impenetrable green fog strung by in dowly writhing blankets. A strange, sulphurous smell hit our nostrils.
Therewaslight, but it came from the fog itself—a green phosphorescent opa escence that glared most
brightly where the fog was thickest. There was thick mud underfoot.

Welifted our voicesin mighty yell. Emotions of rdlief and victory surged up wildly. Laughing and
shouting, we tossed each other in the mire. We rubbed ooze onto our faces and into each other's hair.
We romped with that unpent boisterousness of huskiesin the year'sfirst snow.

Soon | remembered my job and dipped on actinic ray gogglesto scrutinize the planet. What | saw
cooled my high ardor.

It wasaland of utter desolation—a place of brooding quiet fresh from some diluvian age. Before melay
agreen wet world of vast distances and swirling fog. Huge lichens clung close to the hideous green muck.
They weretheonly life.

A sudden clanking noise froze me and crisped the hair dong my neck. | saw Hansen's hilarity vanish. He
tested his balance and took his bearings on the spaceship's open port. Deva fell into a position of
defense. Akeley moved back astep like awaiting cat.

A diminutive tractor suddenly emerged from thefog. A huge man was sitting adtride, riding the box like a
bicycle. He resembled an Earth being, but he was green. Green from hislong hair and bushy eyebrows
and flesh to thefabric of hisclothes.

He drew the tractor around and stopped. Hansen stared. He put out abig muscular hand and felt the
man's shoulders.

"Hugo Thomas" he boomed. "Y ou're adlive and here."
"Factswhich | can verify," the scientist answered.

Hiswords came dowly and with difficulty, for he had been many years done. Emotion made hisvoice
tremble.

Sails rushed forward and embraced Thomas as one resurrected from the dead. Thomas' eyes glistened
as hereturned the younger man's bearlike hug.

Then heturned from Sails and put a big green hand on Hansen's shoulder. It was easy to see these two
men understood and respected each other.

Thomas explained that he had radioed from a point near Earth, but aforce field had whipped him around
and straight back to Venus.

"Y ou could have taken off for Earth again,” | said, nettled.

He shrugged. " There was much work to do here and Earth had my message. Sooner or later somebody
was bound to come along.” Sharp humor crinkled his broad face. 1 rather suspected it would be you,



Hansen."
"Y ou were careful not to suggest my name," Hansen growled.

The scientist chuckled. "What need to? Gravium and you—afortune and a big risk —the toughest mining
job in history—It was as naturd as the swing of aneedle toward a magnet.”

Hansen rubbed his hands. "Then the gravium is here? There isteklite?' A glow smoldered in hiseyes.
Thomas gestured toward alow ridge. "Right on the surface.”

Hansen didn't hesitate. Unable to contain himsdlf, he started for the ridge. Hisfedlings were contagious. |
have seen gold rushes and stake races for diamond claims, but I've never seen men go berserk aswe
did.

FIFTY yardsfrom the ship, men began to stagger and drop. We hadn't adjusted ourselvesto the low
gravity or atmosphere. Our lightest motions threw us off balance and left us spent. Heaven knows what
our blood pressure must have been in our crazed excitement.

When | got to theridge, Hansen and Akeley were digging furioudy. Costigan came up gasping. Then
Deva and Fabray, and Martin redled forward and fell. Nobody paid the dightest attention. Every man
wastoo frantic, digging his bare hands into that miasmic muck.

| think Hansen's fever was wildest, and yet he was coolest of the lot. He stopped suddenly, staring into
thefog. Seizing the filter scanner, he walked away. When he returned, there was ahard setnessto his
face.

"l can't make out the ship," he said in aworried voice.

Weird ideas pass through the mind in anew world. Maybe the ship had disintegrated. Maybe it wasn't
there. Maybe somebody had flown it away. It was like being marooned on a strange atoll, without any
way of getting off."

| took the scanner and climbed the low ridge. Nothing but green glare met my gaze. | turned back, filled
with terror. Now there was no sign of the men. | yelled. Thefog swalowed my voice. Redly swalowed
it, asthoroughly as sound absorbersin laboratories. Panic-stricken, | bolted down the ridge and bumped
into Akeley without seeing him! Y et there was il the same intensity of light.

Hansen showed his mettle at that moment.

"Wdll, we can't stay here," he snapped. "Our oxygen's running out. Back to the ship. Come on!™
"But what if we get logt," Reese whimpered.

"Then crawl!" Hansen barked.

Hewas bruta, but his voice gave us fresh confidence. There was plenty of fighting spirit in Hansen.

He moved ahead, a gigantic shadow in the green fog. | kept at his heds, yet the suck of hisfootsteps
sounded as a bare whisper. | grew desperately tired—the weariness of utter exhaustion. | fell, got up,
and fell again. Thetwentieth time | quit fighting the fog and oozing muck. | dept right there.

| awakened with an ingtant sense of desertion. The light had not changed, but that meant nothing. |



shouted. Slowly, the terrible fact seeped into me. The fog was now completely sound absorbent. Not a
sound came back.

An unreasoning anger boiled up through me—afury that | had come dl thisway through spaceto get lost
within afew yards of my ship. | clambered to my feet and plunged ahead. My heart pumped madly, but |
kept on until something hard hit me on the forehead and blocked my passage.

| could see nothing, but | felt the ship's hull, and recognized it, immediately in front of me. | groped for the
hatch and dragged mysdlf in. | havefdt strong emotionsin my life, but never such utter relief ascoming
through that port.

| did not recover from my oxygen exhaustion until severd hours later. Perhgps my condition was
complicated by the dampness of the atmosphere. | came into semi-consciousness, and grew vaguely
aware of Sailstalking passionately.

"Earth has got to have gravium dirt chegp, Professor!” he was shouting. " Science needs it as aman needs
water."

Thomas sounded faintly amused. "Well, how would fifty dollars an ounce be for agtarting price?
Eventualy we may get it down to the price of stedl or iron.”

| felt avague disturbance at thisthought, but | drifted back into coma. When | finally awakened, Hansen,
Akeley and Deva were Stting at the ward table talking. Deva poured me acup of coffee and brandy.
Sails had gone.

| had forgotten about local gravity and | nearly knocked out my teeth with the coffee cup, but the strong,
hot drink cleared my head and gave me fresh strength.

"You heard it, Akdey, and so did you, Deval!" Hansen said in hard tones. "' Gravium, the professor said.
Not teklite. But the pure stuff! At fifty dollarsan ouncel” He broke off and glared with rage. "That would
mean about ten thousand dollars each for risking our bloody necksto get to this green hell and back

through space!”

DEVAL turned to glance at us. "Sailswould give his share to science,” he growled. "That would kill the
market for the time. Wed have something worth afortune we couldn't sell!”

"Salsacts mighty strangeto me at times," Hansen said in arasping voice. "A few monthsin a sanitarium
might do him good. But we couldn't put aman like Thomas away easily. If he gets back to Earth, helll be
atingod.”

"If he gets back?' Akeley demanded sharply.

Hansen met hislook with onefully as black. Then helighted a cigarette. Hansen was a shrewd customer.
He never said too much at onetime. Helet hisideas take root.

We ate heavily and had just finished when Sails and Thomas camein. The scientist beamed. 1t was hard
to think of doing anything to such aman.

After aglance at each of us, he nodded with satisfaction. "Good! Y ou boysare dl well again. Y ou were
lucky to get back. Hereafter, don't forget to watch the light changes on Venus."

"How can we know?' Hansen asked.



"Wel, it'sdifficult,” Thomas admitted. "Thelight intensity never varies. But the angles of theraysdo. They
have peculiar propertiesin thefog. Filtersare only servicegble five out of fourteen hours.”

Hansen considered. "We could rig guide lines from hereto theridge. But it'stoo wet for mining. Wed
better wait for dry westher."

Thomas eyes widened. He coughed with embarrassment.
"Perhaps | should have warned you," he gpologized. "Thisisthe dry season.”
"This?" Costigan whispered unbelievingly.

Thomas nodded. "In afew daysit beginsto rain. Drizzles for seventy-six days, Earth time. Then it gets
redly wet."

| stared, trying to imagine such iron resolution. For fivelong years he remained marooned in this sleaming
green hell of wet and muck!

Hansen's thoughts were more direct.
"We couldn't mine an open pit with our pumps," he said hollowly.
The scientist smiled. "1 have the right kind of pumpsin my spaceship.”

A look of savagerelief came over Hansen's features. We al grinned. Except Sails. He continued to be
dark and sullen and resentful. Maybe he thought of the wild notions we had spouted when we thought
our fortunes were made.

We completed arrangements to visit Thomas and then went back to bed. If anybody had ever told mel
could deep with argjah's fortune within walking distance, I1'd have thought he was crazy.

Four dayslater our heads were clear, our spirits restored, and our hearts normal. We were oriented. |
found Hansen egting in the main sloon. Costigan and Akdey followed mein. Hansen sat back and
Sudied uswhilewe were satisfying our hunger.

"Watch out for Sailsand Thomas" hesaid a last. "Thisisgoingto endin afight.”
"l don't like trickery,” Akeley objected. "Why can't we talk with Thomasfirst?"

"And spill our hand?' Hansen snapped. "L ook, we got here safely and know where the tekliteis, and
with luck, well get back. We can own the world." He gave us a hard, ruthlesslook. "Or we can be
suckers and end in a poorhouse.”

Wewere all scowling, and avoiding each other's gaze. We wanted to be decent, but we wanted to be
rich, too. And scientists do get some screwbal ideas about the unimportance of money. Again Hansen
was smart. Hejust | eft the matter hanging.

We dtarted out for Thomas ship and marched through a maddening green glare and endless muck for
five hours.

We found Thomas aboard his smdl ship, mixing something in aretort. | think he had forgotten we were
on Venus. But he was glad to see us. He bustled around getting us some hot drinks, made with real Earth

whisky.
Hansen began studying the work Thomas was doing. He knew what the experiment was, much to the



surprise of the scientigts, and the two fell into adiscussion of metallurgy. Saills maintained ajeglous
slence.

LATER, Thomasled the way outside and fished thering of atrap door out of the mud. We followed him
down along ramp into dank underground vaults which, he explained with embarrassment, he had
originaly built upon the surface. In five years, they had sunk from sight.

The room was constructed of some strange dloy with afiery russet glow. The floor was spongy, a
rubberoid product he had made out of Venusian lichens. He nodded toward alarge power plant.

"That amatureisgravium dloy,” he said casudly.

Costigan nearly choked. The materia of that plant, on Earth, would be worth probably a haf billion
dollars.

"But thiswas my greatest achievement,” Thomas boomed with pride, gesturing at racks of large-9zed
hose. "l refined that rubber from the locd lichens.”

Hansen looked over the pumps and hose with agrim satisfaction. They were miner's pumps, tough and
built for service.

"I could come over and help," Thomas suggested uncertainly.

| sudied him. Suddenly | redlized thet, incredible asit seemed, he thought we might consider him
useless—in the way!

"Y ou've just begun those experiments to reduce production costs of gravium, Professor,” Sailscut in,
giving us aglance of mocking amusement. "The professor thinks every home should have its own atomic

power plant.”

Costigan stared. Akeley's lipstwitched. Hansen's jaw grew hard. We dl had the same thought. If we
controlled al the atomic power, we could run the world, but not with an atomic furnacein every cdllar.

Thomas sighed. "Yes, | had forgotten the experiments. But you boyswill have great fun getting that teklite
out and smelted.”

Thomas lent us histractor, an amazing machine which apparently could not be overloaded. We hooked
on twelve large dedges of pumping apparatus and the tractor dragged them up the ramp without a shiver.
We rode back to our shipin style.

When we were aboard, Hansen emitted aharsh chuckle.

"Boys, | have an ideathe professor thinkswe just came out here for theride!” he said. "An atomic
furnacein every home, en?'

Akeley's teeth sngpped together. "I'm not risking my lifefor glory. | cameto make my fortune." He
glowered at Hansen. "Whatever you're thinking, I'll bet it's plain rotten.”

"If about fifty billion dollarsisrotten, that'sit." Hansen laughed again but hisface looked plenty tough.

Nobody said anything more. | think we al know we'd follow whatever diabolica scheme he hatched. But
none of uslikedit.



CHAPTER 111
"We'll Own the Earth!"

WITHOUT giving usahint of what he planned, Hansen rooted us out for the sart of the real work. He
stood at the end of the ward room, tough and dynamic and with asinister flame burning in his eyes.

"Men, weve got the dirtiest piece of mining human beings have ever tackled, and amost no equipment
for thejob," he growled. "Were going to work till we're ready to drop. Then we're going to work some
more. Maybe welll curse and hate each other. Y et when it's over, we can Sit around for the rest of our
lives. Well own the Earth.”

He put his own spirit into us. He had our hands itching to get at that raw teklite. We could hardly wait to
plod back over that ridge and wallow in the muck.

It was dirty, heart-breaking work in that desolate, depressive green light. It took four days of sopping hell
to build the guide line. Angle posts wouldn't hold. We had to make conica drain foundations for each
post. We floated them as we would buoys. We lost tools and masks. Even afoot of wire was precious.

We grew used to dead, weary muscles, aching lungs, pounding hearts, and sore, running eyes. Every
night we threw wet clothes into a drying room, bathed, ate and staggered off to bed. After afew dayswe
didn't bathe so often. Finally Reesetried to drop into his bunk still dressed in wet clothes. Hansen kicked
him out and tore the clothes from his back. Not for Reese's sake. He needed manpower and couldn't
risk Reese becomingill.

Hansen himsdf anchored the last post. Then he stood silent, staring at the writhing fog.
"Tomorrow we bresk ground,” he said. "Every man bathe, wash and dry his clothestonight.”

We tramped back aong the guide line, like grotesque phantomsin that swirling, slent mist. | knew what it
had cost Hansen to say, "Tomorrow." He was quivering to get into that wet hole and tear the first chunk
of teklitefrom Venus

At mess, he suddenly stared around him. "Where's Cogtigan and Reese?' he demanded.

Nobody had noticed their absence, but now everybody knew where they were. They had stayed out at
theminehole.

Hansen turned purple with anger.

Just then the inner hatch banged open. Costigan stumbled in, shedding mud with every lurch. As he cast
loose his oxygen mask, | saw hisface was scarlet. He carried asmadl lump to the table, dumped it with a
thud, and duiced it clean with apot of coffee. It showed up adull, mottled, purple-green, shot with
streaks of topaz.

During that ingtant of dead silence, | thought Hansen would strike him dead.
"Teklite!" Cogtigan rasped. "At the four foot leve."

Hansen reached out and grabbed the chunk, hisfury changed into surprise. He had to strain to move the
heavy ore. By an effort helifted it, and hisface grew gray. Hiseyeswere like dits of fire, asif he had high



fever.
"Forty pounds!” he breathed.

We had known gravium was heavy. Its density was 37.8, five times heavier than iron. But feding it was
fantastic. Senses refused to credit the enormous weight.

One by onethat small chunk of ore was snatched from hand to hand. At first we babbled. Then wefdl
slent, asthe ore made the rounds. Every rich metal castsits own specia spell and fever, but | have never
known such ablazing urge asthat teklite cast.

"Thefirg pick after we cleared dudge," Costigan exclamed. "Thereshillionsthere.”

| don't remember moving or racing out through that shivery green fog and mile and ahaf of muck. Only
vaguely can | recdl how we found Reese haf drowned, but raving wildly and refusing to let go of alarge
chunk of oretoo big tolift. Hansen laid him, out cold with one smash of hisheavy fist and plunged into
that hole. Shouting like madmen, weal followed him.

My first clear recollection isback in the ship, sitting with a clean chunk of teklite in my hands and staring
at it. | kept hefting the ore, unable to bdieve its weight, fascinated by its color. | remember thinking over
and over likeanidiot, "It'smine—al mine!" and being carried away with something akin to exultation.

HANSEN camein finaly, forearm streaming blood but with the craziest grin | have ever seen. Grim,
ruthless rapacity seemed to beat out of him in waves. He went into the galley and returned, rubbing
something in atowed. Carefully, helaid the object down. It clanked. He ripped off the towe and we
stared at anugget of softly glowing green, no larger than apea.

"That isred gravium, boys." he said from deep in the chest. " That nugget weighs agood eight pounds.”

We gtared a the nugget with fascination. Sixteen million dollarswas lying there, scarcely bigger than a
gtickpin. It made theideaof our fortunes clear to us as nothing had up to now. The same thought ran
through every head. We could get back to Earth and every man would literally be aking. Or we could go
back as greet five-day wonders, and give our treasure to humanity, and wind up forgotten in some
poorhouse with other explorers and scientists of the past.

Hansen looked around the circle of faces and spoke thick tones.

"Thereitis, boys," he said. "Now you know. We can go back and make theworld kick in at our price.
Or we can let Thomas giveit gravium at fifty bucks an ounce.”

Devd licked fevered lips. "What's your plan?'

"Weform aminers syndicate," Hansen growled. "That leaves Sails out. We can eect to pay him off in
stock instead of ashare of gravium.”

Costigan grunted. "What about Thomas?"*

| didn't like the expression | saw in Hansen's eyes. | looked away, but some of the same ugly wickedness
was eating ingde of melikean acid.

"Well worry about Thomas later,” Hansen rasped.

"| hate adoublecross," Akeey objected. Hansen rolled the nugget clanking down the table.



"Do you hate it more than what you could get with this, Akeley?" he asked softly.

There was no answer. The souls of many men have been bartered for less. Hansen brought out a
snydicate agreement and we adl sgned. It contained no reference whatever of Thomas, and nobody
mentioned hisname or rights again. None of uswanted to think of the limitsto which we might go.

The lust to posses that raw naked teklite drove us like adrug. For two days we trudged through the
endless mud carrying supplies. We built two work platforms and they sank into the dime. The third one,
perched on barrels, like araft, stayed precarioudly afloat. Then one corner went down and, our
equipment followed, and we spent three miserable days digging them out of the oozing muck. A dedge or
drill wastoo preciousto be abandoned.

Dissension and despondency were gripping us on the day when Sampson devised a corrugated iron
platform, like akeded raft, which held steadly. It helped, but no more could be built. We needed every
inch of materid |eft for bracing and the smdlter.

Suddenly Reese broke into tears.
"Well never be ableto mine here," he blubbered.
Hansen turned black with rage.

"Nature hasn't made the place that | can't mine," he roared. But there was a shadow of grim doubt
formingin hiseyes.

We went over to see Thomas again, sipping his brew while he finished sometests. Again.
| noticed Hansen's face lose that wolfish look and fill with interest in the work.

"What'sthe stress differentia at ten below Fahrenheit, for interna and external components?' he asked
Thomeas.

The scientist looked at him with thoughtful surprise.
"I hadn't thought of that angle, Hansen. To a congtructor, it would be most important, of course.”

"Plagtics are licking the pants off metals," Hansen said. " Somebody's got to put metals back where they
belong."

Helooked at Salsasif hewould like to fight abouit it.
Thomasturned back to histests with aquiet grin.
"I didn't know you were interested in metalurgy—beyond what you could get out of amine, Hansen."

The miner gave agrim laugh. "1 wasan iron puddler at fourteen. A form tester two yearslater. | lost my
father and two brothers because they couldn't control gasses on high grade stedl .

"If we get gravium down chesap enough, we can make a better sted than tungsten at twenty dollars per
ton," Thomas remarked.

FOR asecond, something sparked in Hansen's eyes. Then the spark dimmed and he looked cold and
ruthless. A lot of things could happen if gravium were chegp enough. But Hansen running the world



would not be interested.

"There are enough new mineras up here, to set up an entire supplementary and basic metasindustry on
Venus," the scientist went on. "If somebody would locate them.”

Akdey shot him aglance of interest, looked thoughtful, then snorted to himself.
"How did you get your spaceship off with just rockets before, Professor?’ he asked curioudly.

Thomaslaughed. "Thisship isn't an airplane, Akeley. No, I'm afraid rockets would not be enough. | have
asmall catapult spring, however, and the two together just about do it.”

Akeley and Hansen exchanged glances, and something cold and dark and maignant seemed to be born
within that room. | saw Hansen'sface, and the expression on it belonged to a stone gargoyle.

In the days following, the ruthless drive for fortune crystallized within us, but it was running arace against
the mounting depression of the atmosphere. Men turned surly and cooperation became amyth. Three
times when strikes were made, the pump men deserted their postsin the wild rush to get down to the
actua ore. Thetunnels were flooded in those few minutes, and Fabray was trapped and nearly
drowned.

On the twenty-fourth day, the fogs cleared like morning mist. We stared and then legped and yelled.
Thomas must have been wrong! The evil of that dank planet lifted from our hearts. Dinner that day was
amogt sociable. We discussed arunway for our ultimate takeoff. We drew blueprints for cracking plant
and blast furnace.

The ore was assaying rich—twelve and fifteen per cent. With our crude methods we would be lucky to
free .05 per cent of gravium, but at that, we would be fabuloudy wedlthy. We got drunk thinking about it,
and discussed some pretty fantastic ideas.

In the morning we awakened stiff and cold. A soft purr sounded steadily outside. Green-tinted rain was
fdling dowly. We looked at it and literally turned sick.

| followed Hansen out, wondering where al the water on Venus drained to. Maybe it didn't drain! That
was our terrible fear.

The drifts were congtantly flooded now. Thomas built Six additiona pumps, but they clogged and needed
constant attention. We worked in soupy, sulphurous muck up to our waists. Our lungs and hearts began
to develop allments.

There was aknifefight between Devad and Reese, and Hansen prevented murder only by dugging them
both with a pick handle. Deva lapsed into sullen silence. Three days later there was apeculiar dide at the
end of Drift Six and Deva climbed out of the hole with agrim satisfaction on hisface. Reese never came
out. Suspicion of each other ran through uslike aprariefire.

None of the driftswere any longer safe. We dug in for atwenty-foot maximum. Our footings turned to
rushing streams. The cellings dripped like sieves and dropped off in chunks. We literdly fought that planet
for afew pounds of ore.

At the end of wet, grueling days there was the long pull back through the sucking mire of the plateau and
thefear of the man who walked behind. We jumped at unexpected noises or the sight of our shadows.
The last of our morale had vanished. The expedition was breaking up under the shadow of the lust for
wealth and power.



CHAPTER IV

Venusian Triumph

GREEN rain pattered over Venuswith its crazing rhythm. The brash green light came through a port and
put its tints and shadows upon Hansen's rough-hewn face, making him look unholy.

"We need Sailsto navigate back to Earth,” Hansen said with diabolical calm. "But heisinsanethe
moment we land. We stick together on that."

There were harsh mutters of assent. Akeley emitted avicious, mirthless sound of laughter.
"And we leave Hugo Thomas marooned here," he said. "That's murder.”

"Call it what you like, "Hansen growled. "Thereis no other way. Those experiments of hiswould drop
gravium to fifty or ahundred dollars per ounce." He lighted a cigarette. "When we get thingsin hand on
Earth, we can send arescue expedition.”

| looked out at that terrible green rain. There were limits to human endurance, even for aman wrapped
up in science. No person who had been there five years could stand much more aone.

Hansen's voice came softly and dangeroudly as a snake. "Isthere any man not tough enough for this?'

No one answered. Murder is not pleasant, but it isless unpleasant than being killed. "All right,” Hansen
sad with findity. "That clearsthe air. We are working against time and don't forget it. We're going to
build afurnace and smelter right at the mine and it's going to take every ounce of saminawevegot.” His
lips pulled back againgt histeeth in awicked smile. "Just remember that leaving Thomas weight behind
makes room for alot more gravium in the ship.”

That wasthe size of it and fear and suspicion corroded in us. But we worked. Glumly, we ate and pulled
on coats and clumped out into the rain day after day.

The mire of the plateau, oddly, had not become deeper. But the water atop of it had. It was up to our
thighsin places. For three days now there had been noticeable currents on the plateau.

Moving suppliesfor the cracking plant and furnace would have been aone-day job on dry land. It took
usthree weeks. We kept losing our footing. Supplies were wet and skidded from numbed hands. We
had to dive below water and fish them up by touch, clawing through that cold mud by inches. Therewas
redl current in the water now.

Men shivered and coughed and cursed the rain. But, ssumbling with fatigue, we began to build. Costigan
came in with the report that there was river current at the north end of the plateau and the water was up
four inches at the mine. Only Hansen's ruthless drive took us through that. He beat usthrough as
herdsmen beat horses through a storm.

We had ameeting and it is good no artist was there to catch the picture. We looked like acircle of
haunted maniacs. Even Hansen was down to skin and bone.

"Well haveto cdl in Saillsand Thomas," he sad.

Akdey'slipsjerked in aviciousway. "It'sdangerous,” hewarned. "All of usaretalking to oursaves.



They'll sumble onto our plan.”
Hansen looked at him with eyeslike agates. "We need their manpower. And men with some innards.”
He said that for therest of us, but the shame had small effect.

The water had cut a channel between the two ships, and now the current was boiling away in agreen
lather. Hansen sent the men to work and took me with him. We went afoot, breasting aflood up to our
chests. Swvimming the current was the most terrible moment of my life.

Thomas blinked at uswith hisusud air of having forgotten we were on the planet.

"Sixty-five dayd" he repeated. "Incredible! | should have come over. But these experiments made me
forget.”

Hansen roused from histight sullenness. "Any luck on those tensile tests?" he asked.

Thomas beamed. "Greset luck. Theinterna and externd stress remains the same under al temperatures. |
think with time we could perfect ametal imperviousto temperature and weether."

Hansen wastired. He leaned back and closed his eyes.
"I'd like to own that process," he said dmost dreamily.

"Why not?' Thomas answered. "Y ou're agood promoter. Well, well have plenty of timeto discussitin
the next three years.”

HANSEN'S eyes opened and he came dowly forward in his seat. "Why three years?!
Thomas chuckled. "Y ou don't intend to take off next summer and land on Jupiter do you?"
Hansen turned gray around thelips. "I don't get this."

Thomas|ooked &t his protege sharply.

"Sals, didn't you tell these men that their last chance to take off for Earth isin twenty-one days or they'll
missthe angle of conjunction”?’

Sails darkened sullenly and made alame excuse. Thomas looked shocked. He made a gesture.

"I'm sorry. | thought you knew and planned to stay." Something boyish and wistful cameinto hisgreen
face. "It isnot very pleasant, but there is fascinating work to be done here.”

Hansen was staring out at the greenish glare and softly gurgling waters. Hislipsformed the words, "Three
yeard" Hisbig, tough figure was trembling. But he did not crack.

We waited a period of light and then made that grueling trip back to our ship. We ate and rested and
then struggled again to the ridge. We stumbled into the cracking shed dead weary.

"Well, we got the furnace hooked up and enough power to smelt al the gravium we can carry,” Fabray
sad dmogt chearfully. "But it will bedow work."

"I'll take an ounce for my share and be satisfied,” Deva snarled. "'I'd give one arm to get off for Earth
today."



Hansen gave aharsh laugh. "Y ou'll be waiting just three years, mister. Sails outsmarted us.”

Men stopped and stood like carven statues. The patter on the roof seemed to swell into adeafening roar.
Devd was holding thefirst test of gravium, asmal bit worth a hundred thousand dollars. He dropped it
and it sank ingtantly into the floor.

Hansen looked at the circle of drawn faces. If hysteria once started, it would sweep uslikeaprairiefire.
Thewhole crowd of us might become raving maniacs.

Hansen cursed everything in hdll and the cosmos. Then he actudly laughed.

"Well, nothing ever licked me yet except thisgravium,” he said. "Weve got twenty-one daysto build a
runway and by jumping Jnks, well build it! Well get off from hereif we have to rocket the planet away
fromus”

"Leavewithout gravium?' Akeley quavered.

The muscles bulged dong Hansen's neck. " Thomas has one hundred poundsrefined in hisvaullts,” he
snarled.

"Hansen, you can't do that,” | yelled. "Not that and the other too."
He gave me an inscrutable look.
"Just let me worry about what I'm going to do," he said.

We dogged back to our ship and found Sails and Thomas there. The scientist looked us over with
concern. Morbid despondency had amost reduced us all to wrecks.

"Hansen, you must get the ship off a once. Y our men can't last three years.”

Hansen'slipsflattened in amirthless grin. He had been figuring since his outburst of belligerent optimism,
and he had discovered anew difficulty. We needed afull mile runway at least, but against the pull of that
water we would need amuch stronger catapult than the one we had.

"How about using my catapult?’ Thomas suggested. "Triple strength and now I've coated it with
gravium."

Hansen'slips gave a queer jerk. " Somebody hasto release that spring. Suppose we draw lots.”

Odd wigtfulness came into Thomas eyes. The mere thought of Earth waslike alovely dream after five
long years.

"No, that won't be necessary,” he said promptly. "Y ou're Earth men. Y our interests are down there.
Much work remainsto be done here. Since I'm nothing but an old scientist, maybeit'sjust aswell | stay.
I'll release the spring.”

Every eyein that room riveted on him. Remember, this was the man we meant to maroon—whom we
had thought we would have to murder! Now, voluntarily, he was solving our problem and sending uson
our way!

A amileflitted over Thomeas lips.

"Y es, therell be plenty of working here between mining, smelting, exploring and laboratory experiments.
Modtly, I think, | will misscigars.”



AKELEY looked a him sharply, then a Hansen, then at Fabray. Hansen glowered at hisfeet.
"All right, let'sgo," he said suddenly.

If that gravium fever had been wild, it was not comparable to the tough drive this new fever goaded us
into. We set madly to whedling the great ship through the clinging mud and up onto thét little ridge. It was
an impossiblejob but we did it. When we dropped of exhaustion, Hansen came and kicked more energy
into us. He did ten men'swork himsdif.

The water was risng swiftly now. The currents grew. The gurgling became a hideous growl in our ears.
Men dept sometimes on their feet, and came to and rushed back to handle cold wet metal with desperate
determination.

Ruggedly, Thomas worked beside Hansen. His hands were raw from erecting the great catapult and
raising that mile-long runway of wet muck. On the last day he took the tractor to his ship. He came back
towing his special catapult spring and teamed it up with ours. We tested our rockets and stood there to
say goodby. We were even too tired to remember the scientist's gravium.

Except, maybe, Hansen. Therewas astrange look in his eyes.
"Thisleaves you stuck here—forever, maybe," he said. "It will be blasted lonesome.”

Thomas shrugged. "An old man, dready past use. Probably another expedition will come aong,
equipped now with your knowledge." He picked asmdll package out of histractor with some effort.
"The gravium | had refined,” he explained. "I want ten per cent of thisto go to Sailsto be used gtrictly for
experimental purposes. Therestisyoursto sel.”

Codtigan tared. "At what price?"
"Why, for what you can get, of course,” Thomas said with surprise.
Akedey scowled. "But you were talking about fifty dollars an ounce.”

"Oh!" Thomas muttered. He looked away into the dreary green rain. "Maybe in a century or two. If we
had miners here and atransport service established.”

The hour of vigihility was passng in its strange way. Not the dightest change of light. It was merdly that
figures receded swiftly from sght.

"Into the ship, now, al of you!" Thomas ordered, crisply.

Histonewasthe only sign | detected of how desperately he hated this parting. He clapped Sailson the
back and pushed him toward the gangway. A cheer floated over his head. Figures were hard to discern
even a arm'slength now.

The port closed. There wasaroar of the rockets and their red tongues lashed out through the blanket of
peasoup rain. At the foot of the catapult the scientist stood with water swirling around his kneesand his
bared head lifted toward the ship. Both rocket ports blasted out their fierce, deafening retort. The tower
drained.

Thomas waited until the last moment of stress and pulled the release chain. The ship leagped, dipped,
skimmed down its wet runway, and at the very end, caught airway and was off. Behind it, the water



parted from the fierce rocket blast. A brief second and the ship's red tails had vanished in grim murk.

Thomas clung to the catapult while wavestore againgt hislegs. The water quieted and he stood there
watching the place where the ship had disappeared.

The gurgle of the waters probably sounded very lonely now.
"Wdll, theréswork," he murmured to himsdif.

"A lot of it, before they come back." Hansen's chuckle sounded like adying whisper note, out of the
gobbling rain.

Thomas whedled around. "Hansen! What are you doing here?"
"Bosh! Y ou've got to have somebody to mine your metas,”" he said.
Akdey's metdlic mocking chuckle came from across the platform.
"Y ou don't think you're man enough to locate them, too, Hansen?"

"And smdt 'em?" Fabray demanded, forming asadark shadow in therain. "Why hethinksasmelter isa
fish, Professor!”

"I wouldn't trust aone of 'em, doc!" Costigan's voice sounded. "They aim to rob you of your few cigars."

Then | came out, too, and grinned at Thomas. All of us stood around and laughed. | don't believe any of
us knew the others had hidden out in that shrouding cloak of invisibility. Men are funny about getting
caught at anything decent when they've been trying hard to play tough.

Thomas had the tractor which was radio-compass equipped.

"Widl, gentlemen, welll give that next space party ared surprise” "Inthe meantime, | inviteyou dl toa
tasty Venusian dinner. Something | rather pride mysdf upon—baked lichens stuffed with canned beef!"



