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To BARBARA, BERNARD and JOSEPHINE

Prologue

THE SUN beat mercilessy down on the concrete launching pads a Mildenhall. The DSP 15 stood
aone, glinting in the light of high noon. The gpron around the ship was a hive of activity as the countdown
drew to aclose.

Best of luck, Fanshawe,' said John Fidding, the scientific leader of the project. 'When you return | shdl
have aged much more than you.'

'If your bally refrigerator works properly, Fidding,' replied the ship's Commander. can't quite see mysdlf
doing areccein UrsaMgjor with acrew of Abominable Snowmen: He turned to his crew. "Right-ho,
chaps, off we go. I'll tuck you up in the ice-box when we're on course.’

He held out his hand to Fielding. 'Don't look so worried. We redlly have absolute faith in the whole
machine, so you'd better start looking to that jolly old beacon of yours, and make lots of toddy when you
get our re-entry signals. We shal need it: John Fidding smiled and they shook hands.

Tubby Fanshawe moved towards the lift. Suddenly he stopped, and looked hard at ayoung blushing
red-haired - space cadet. ‘Ganges! 'Pon my soul, what's the Space Corps coming to? Y ou must have
concealed your batting averages.

"Good luck, Fanshawe. I'm not supposed to be here, but couldn't resist seeing you off.' The young man
beamed with pleasure a being recognized in the crowd.

“All the best to you, laddie," said Fanshawe. 'Don't let the Generds grind you down.' With alast waveto
the smdll crowd that had gathered, he climbed into the lift and was whisked to the crew's cabin at the



nose of the ship.
Fifteen minutes later the rocket rosein acloud of oxygen gas, exhaust flames and concrete dust, dowly
tilting on its course for UrsaMagor, and apagein history.

ONE

I'M not agreat one for scientific conferences. This one had been particularly time-wasting, but asthe
planeleft the - ground the boredom of the last few days vanished. | settled back thankfully to think of
more important problems. "Hello, Dick,' came an American voice. | turned round to see Dave Swan
Vespa, one of the top news reportersfor N.B.C. Internationa Televison Company.

"How's your research project going? heinquired. "Too dowly," | replied grumpily.

"Haven't you fellows got it working yet? Dave grinned broadly. | grinned back and said nothing.

“See you soon, then.

He moved off down the gangway. Dave's remark stirred up my irritation at the dow progress on the
Internationd radio transmitter. Theideawas agood one. Started two years ago by the Internationa
Space Exploration Committee, it came after thirty years of amogt totd inactivity. Loss of exploratory
shipsin the early 1980s had led to a halt in deep space probes. The only work with space ships
nowadays was in the defense of our planet and its environment. Now new life had been injected into
gpace research with the building of this gigantic radio transmitter. Messages would be sent deep into
space in the hope that someone somewhere would pick up our signals and transmit an answer back. My
part in dl this research wasto develop anew form of radar valve. The whole program was being amost
defeated by insufficient money from disinterested governments. Despite this handicap the scientists kept
their research work going as best they could.

When we landed, the usua English weether prevailed, which gave the airport an dmost forlorn look in
comparison with the bright sunlight of Los Angeles. | went by tube to the Hempstead Heliport, wherel
wasjust intimeto catch the helicopter taxi to Cambridge.

| climbed in beside the driver. He picked up his punch cards, and selecting the Cambridge one pushed it
into the reader. This meant information was fed to the centra transport computer which would work out
the best possible route, height and speed for the journey. All thisinformation would then be passed to our
destination so that, once we were in the air, automatic homing devices would take over and whisk usto
our destination without traffic jams or accidents. The police have their own link-up with this computer. It
greatly helpsin crime detection, but | fed itisan infringement of individud liberty.

A few seconds later agreen light appeared on the control panel. The driver fired up the small rocket
motors and we lifted into the air, risng vertically until picked up by the homing frequency. The great
advantage of the jet againgt the conventional motor isthe smoothnessit offersaswell asadight increase
inreliability.

It was aclear night, with the Stars getting brighter the higher we went. With alight jolt the helicopter
stopped rising and moved off in aforward direction.

All was quiet at the Cambridge termind. My watch showed eeven in themorning. | turned it back eight
hours, the time difference between Cdiforniaand London. It was now 3am.

Dawn was starting to come up as | reached the rear gates of St John's College and inserted the
old-fashioned key in the lock. The college authorities still hadn't turned over to the new compuiterized key
systems. The metal tumblers clicked away, and | pushed the heavy wrought iron gates open. Locking
them behind me, I made my way to my rooms.

When | opened the door, astrong smell of polish and fresh air hit me; my bed maker had obvioudly had a
spring clean while I'd been away. | walked to my desk, just to make sure that my papers were till there,
and not in the waste basket, but they were safe. My traveling had made me hungry, so | descended to



the kitchenette.

Taking apacket of dehydrated eggs and bacon, | made mysdlf adelicious pan of food. Back mthe
living-room, | flicked through the tdlevison channe's until | found agood old film about the Wild West of
Americain the eighteen-thirties, and settled down before the screen, but the covered wagons and Indians
suddenly vanished and the newscaster's face appeared on the screen:

"Weinterrupt our program with an important announcement from World Space Headquarters. The
gpaceship DSP 15 has been picked up on itsway back to Earth. Older viewerswill recall that, amost
thirty years ago to the day, this ship was sent out on amission to the stars of the UrsaMagjor stream. . . .
We have more important news about the DSP 15: it'sgoing to land herein Britain! Stand by for further
announcements, and now back to our film.

The film continued, but | was no longer interested. For amoment the news stunned me. Then the phone
went. | rushed over to the desk and flicked the switch. A small TV screen on thewall flickered and the
picture and sound came.

It was Ganges, ahigh-ranking officer at the space drome at Mildenhdl, afew milesto the east of
Cambridge.

“Thank God you're back," he said, before | could speak. "Have you heard the news?

"Yes, just. What on earth do you make of it?

‘| daren't think. . . . It'sgoing to land here. . . and soon. . . ." Then Ganges urgency turned to irony. That
damned military computer can't find the coding ingtructions for opening it up.'
"Youmeanthey'remidaid? | saidin disbelief.

“That's about it,” Ganges said candidly. His harassed voice continued, ‘Can't get through to Sir John. It's
imperative we contact him. He may have thefiles and we need him here’

“All right. I'll go now. How long before you expect it?

"Anhour or s0.. . ." Ganges was about to add to this, but | just nodded as | switched him off.

| hurried out of my rooms and quickly descended the old stone staircase and out into the court. It wasn't
far towhere Sir John Fidding lived in alovely old mill-house on theriver. Hed resisted dll persuasion
from theloca housing authorities and Senate House committee of the University to move. They wanted
the house as amuseum.

A sharp walk aong the river bank brought meto Sir John's. | trod firmly on the door -mat. A bell rang
somewhere ingde. Nothing happened, so | pressed urgently again. After afew minutes of standing with
mounting impatience in the early morning haf-light, | heard the latch click and the door swung in. With
immenserdief | saw it was Sir John.

“I'm sorry to get you out of bed, Sir John,' | began rather stupidly.

'Why doit? he' said deepily.

"The DSP 15iscoming into Mildenhall. . . .

The deepy eyes opened wide. He wasingtantly dert. "Comein.' He led me quickly into his studly.
“Thisisquite fantagtic, quite fantagtic,' said Sir John,

looking shaken. 'Coming in!'

"Yes, in about an hour. Ganges rang me up. They'rein greet trouble. They have no landing ingtructions. |
think Ganges waswondering . .

"What, Dick, what? That | might remember the code? Good God. What sort of memory do they think
I've got -- an elephant's? | don't even know where to start looking,” Sir John exploded, getting up and
going over to hisold filing cabinets. 'Let'sget onwithiit.'

“Try that cabinet there,' he said briskly. 'I'll take this one. Red and green files al marked DSP 15/UM.!
It was nerve-racking trying not to panic. The papers were endless and not in order. Time was S0 short
but | dared not think about it. Sir John was calmly, methodicaly thumbing through filing drawers, but his
face was agrey mask of anxiety. Then unbelievably | found files marked DSP 15/UM. | gavethemto Sir
John.

"Are these the ones?



Hetook them quietly. ‘Good, good,’ he said, quickly shuffling through them. 'Y es, these are they; not that
one; that'sinjector system, thisone'sreactor details. Hmm. Interesting. All! herewe are, carrier
frequencies-pulse lengths 39.37 megacycles. Thisisit. Well have the ship down safely and the crew out
inatrice. Sir John beamed happily.

“Come and talk to mewhile | quickly put some clotheson.’

While hewas hurriedly dressing | asked him: "Why 39.37 megacycles?

"Number of inchesin ameter,’ hereplied. 'Sort of technical joke, forgotten the point of it now.'

| let it pass. "What equipment will you need?

"Nothing unusuad. Amplitude modul ation, frequency modulation, pulsing and so forth, al straight forward
Suff.

He finished dressing and was off downstairs at a gpeed Which astonished me. When | reached the hall he
was nowhere to be seen, but noises led me to the kitchen. He had a Thermos flask ready, a kettle about
to boil and was stirring an amber fluid with sugar in aglassjug. Nearby wasadiced lemon.

"What on earth isthat? | asked.

"Hot toddy," he twinkled.

'ALL ready, he sad, filling the Thermos.

Why isit coming into Mildenhal? | asked, tightly holding on to the bundles of files.

'Oh, it'salong story. The shipsfly on automatic pilot dong aradio beam sent out from Earth. They have
to, because the crew isdl tucked away in the deep freeze containersto prevent serious ageing during
long journeys'’

We moved out of the house. "Well, when the ships didn't come back,” Sir John continued, ‘and weld
completely lost contact with them, some people a headquarters thought there was little point in
continuing the radio beams. The British representative fortunately didn't agree, and there was an argument
about it. The result wasthat we herein Britain were given the job of maintaining the beams. Everyone
else said it was ahopeless task, but it doesn't look that way now.'

| nodded, remembering the specid building at Mildenhall for the beams. 1'd done some work there when
| was a student and had been told about them.

Wewaked on to the patio where asmdll helicopter stood, given to Sir John by one of the large aviation
companies.

'Do you mind driving? | want to look at these,' Sir John said. He became deeply engrossed in the
contents of one of the files aswe took off.

On the outskirts of Cambridge there were a couple of police patrol helicopters. Aswe approached them
our air speed began to reduce.

"What'swrong? my companion asked, looking up from hiswork.

The police had obvioudy been told to stop us asthey were indicating that | should take the helicopter
down to the ground.

"What do you want? shouted Sir John from his side of the helicopter. The police went on signaling usto
descend.

"Weve no option,' | said, taking the helicopter down. "Damned idiots. We'rein ahurry.' Sir John was
beginning to get annoyed.

Down on the ground the police turned on powerful arc lights.

“All right, gentlemen. Why are you going to Mildenha|? said one of the men in achalenging voice,
leaning in through my Sde.

“They need me,' said Sir John crosdy. “"And who might you be?' said the officer.



"Thisis Sir John Fidding. One of the origind designers of the DSP 15 whichiscominginto land a
Mildenhdl.'

"He may be, but you've got no clearance from Mildenhdl.' The officer shrugged his shoulders. 'No luck,
gentlemen.’

'l suggest you cal Colonel Ganges at Mildenhdl before you ground us, officer,’ said Sir Johnin acold
even voice. "And for God's sake, hurry!'

"Colond Ganges. Eh! Well see' said the officer, trying to be sure of himsalf, but not quite knowing what
to do. "Get a Colond Ganges at Mildenhdl, will you?' he said to one of his men.

Sir John sat slently sSmmering, ready to explode.

“That'stypical of Ganges,' Sir John said suddenly. 'He's so good at cutting red tape he's forgotten his
own security arrangements and barred the only men who can help him." Sir John smiled and leaned out of
the window. He was about to say something when one of the policemen called.

“Colond Ganges, sir.'

"Colond Ganges. Thisis Sergeant Richards, Cambridge City Police. I've got a Sir John Fidlding, a...
His sentence was cut short. 'But Colonel . . Hetried to get aword in edgeways. Finaly he handed the
radio mike back. 'l must gpologize, Sir John," said the man.

"Quitedl right, officer. Quitedl right. It'snot your fault.’

‘Thank you, sir. Well escort you to the space drome.' "Good,' Sir John said briskly, and off we went.
Now, with top priority, we went at a breath-taking speed.

A mile or two before we reached the space drome | could see amonumental amount of activity. Our
police escort started to hedge-hop, so down | went and followed them. Obvioudy al the officid flight
paths had gone to the military. Suddenly the police put down on the ground and | followed suit.

“It's absolute bedlam farther in,' the officer said, coming up to Sir John's window. ‘I sthere anything we
can do?

"Yes, just seethat we get to Colonel Ganges as quickly as possible,’ Sir John said, closing thefileand
climbing out.

We started hurrying acrossthefield.

“Thereitis,' Sir John suddenly said, pointing to ashining needle Sitting on the landing pad about a quarter
of amile away. It looked very smdl and thin in comparison with the large military ships dotted around the
gpace drome. We stood in silence for amoment or two. | could fed Sir John's excitement. It wasthirty
years since he had last seen this ship, and it had been given up for lost by nearly everyone. Then he set
off at acracking pace across the acres of concrete. | dmost had to run to keep up until he halted at the
military cordon.

"Sir John Fielding and party,' said Sir John.

“Just one moment,' said the M.P. "Sarge,' the M.P. yelled over his shoulder. ‘A Sir John Fielding and
party.

The sergeant came over. 'Sir John," he said, looking down along list. 'Yes, herewe are!’

"Dr Richard Warboys,' Sir John said, pointing at me.

"Dr Warboys, yes,' said the sergeant, ticking hislist, and beckoning us through without looking up.
Near the rocket stood Ganges and some medics.

"Ah, Sir John," said Ganges, uneasily. 'Sorry about the nonsense with the police. My stupid secretary.
Sily felow.

“Damn your security and your filing system," Sir John said, but without much heet. One of the medics
cameover.

“I'd like to get those men out as soon as possible, Sir John,' he said.

“| undergtand,’ said Sir John quietly. 'Just give me afew minutes, afew minutes.'

“Can't seeit mattersto afew hours. Been frozen for donkey's years,' said Gangesin his usua bluff,
tactlessway.

"Of courseit matters, Colond,’ said the doctor angrily. “If we don't get in there very soon, those men are
as good as dead. The shock of landing on hard frozen living material can be extremedly severe.’ The
doctor was very agitated. Ganges on the other hand looked amazed at the doctor's outburst.



"Matter of urgency,’ said Ganges, alittle bleakly. 'Knew Tubby Fanshawe well. At school together.'
Fanshawe,' said the doctor in surprise.

"Chief Rilot, doctor,' said Ganges, pointing alarge porky finger at the ship. 'In there. Great spin bowler.
Leg breaks and googlies.” Ganges then screwed himself up into adistorted version of aspin bowler's
action. | had to amile, but | knew this fooling was Ganges way of hiding histrue fedings.

An army engineer appeared out of alarge radio hover truck, walked over to us, sdluted smartly and said:
“I'm afraid we can't do anything, Doc.'

"Colond Ganges, thisisquite intolerable. | can't be responsible for the lives of those menin there,' the
doctor said.

"Dick,' Sir John said quickly. 'I've got it now.'

"What'sthat, Sir John? said Ganges.

"We're just going to open the doors,” Sir John said, making hisway over to the radio truck.

As| waked to the truck, | heard Ganges say: 'Doors need opening. Boffins. Amazin' fellas!' He followed
usto thetruck and looked in at the engineers and myself. "Would you like help?

'I think well makeit,' | said, understanding how hefdlt.

Sir John nodded his agreement. Ganges still poked his head over Sir John's shoulder hesitantly and would
probably have persisted but someone told him television reporters had got through the military cordon
and he was off like ashot. God help them, | thought.

“Firg,' said Sir John's voice bringing me back to the problem in hand. ‘I want acarrier at 174
megacycles. Then pulseit at 1 KC. pulse length 5 micro-seconds.’

“Carrier & 174 megacycles,' | said, moving asmall did.

Pulse 1 KC. length 5 micro-seconds.’ | changed over to another circuit. A pulse came and settled down,
alowing meto set the pulselength a 5 micro-seconds.

“All right,' | said to an engineer standing close by. "Just check everything for me!'

The man ran through the check lis.

“Secondly, Sir John said when the engineer signded that everything was satisfactory, ‘| want aseparate
transmission on 39.37 megacycles frequency modulated, amplitude 5 decibels below the first
trangmisson.’

“Frequency modulation,’ | blurted doud. Sir John looked a bit irritated.

"Wevedill to key inthefinad numerica combination. Thisis done on the frequency modulation.'

| would have queried this type of operation, but there were more important things to do. 'Haveyou a
key? | asked one of the engineers.

"No, but well fix one up in amoment or two, S, said the poor engineer, who was obvioudly terrified of
making amisteke.

"Check frequency,' | said, turning back to the diasin front of me.

"O.K., camethereply.

"Amplituderatio?

"OK.

"Key pluggedin?

“All ready, S

"Right, Sir John. What's the code number? | said, trying to emulate his steadiness. More than thirty years
had elgpsed since the crew in the rocket had |eft the earth, now we were on the threshold of seeing and
hearing what they had seen and done,

137131929, said Sir John in triumph.

"What system? | asked.

"Old fashioned Morse!

137131929 in old fashioned Morse," | said to the engineer. He looked aghast for amoment and then
went to work. | tried to look encouraging.

The engineer worked on. | could see beads of swesat on hisforehead. My hands felt damp, as| listened
to the sound of the digits being keyed in.



1...3...7...1...3...1...9...2...9.

Then slence. It was dmost agony waiting. Everyone must have been thinking the same thought. What
happensif the systemsjammed or something was damaged after such along flight? We waited.

Then, aswe held our breath, there was a satisfying click and deep rumble. | went to the door of the truck
and stood with Sir John watching. The large doors up on the ship dowly began to open. We had
succeeded. | felt Sir John relax. The strain for him must have been quite enormous; for even | felt drained
of physica energy.

Two of the ground staff climbed on board alift and droveit over to the side of the ship. For amoment or
two they remained at the bottom, and then they pressed the button and went up. They vanished inside.
Soon one of them returned to the doors of the rocket and signaled.

The medicswerethefirg to the lift, with Ganges, Sir John and myself along way behind.

"Remember Tubby Fanshawe scoring a cracking good 50 -- school cricket, if you know what | mean.
Now frozen solid. Damn' amazing!" said Ganges, waiting impatiently for thelift to return.

Thelift came down dowly. Aswewent up | redized how smdl this ship redlly was. The main doors,
which were very near the top of the craft, would only come about haf-way up one of the machines
gtanding close by.

Amazing, | thought to mysdlf, aswe passed in through the doors, no airlock, and there would be no
gravitationd field insde the ship aswe had today. The passage from the opening led straight into the
cabin, the only cabin, which was used for everything, and in one half of the cabin wasthe freezer. A sort
of cylinder-shaped cubicle with alarge deep-freeze-type door. | left everyone to get on with opening it
up and had aquick look round the rest of the cabin. A long console seemed to house most of the
equipment. A museum-piece computer punch card machine, hand stabilizing equipment for adjusting the
flight of the ship. It was aremarkable feat, to go out to UrsaMgjor with asmdl ship likethis. Even my
lab in Cambridge was better equipped, | thought, picking up asmall drill.

“There's something serioudy wrong,' | suddenly heard the doctor saying.

"What? Sir John asked anxioudly.

“Thetemperature is much too high.'

| went over to where the doctor and his medics stood. Ganges followed me over.

"Look at this, Sir John," said the doctor, indicating the temperature gauge.

"What does the freezer normally operate at? asked Sir John, tapping the instrument like a barometer on
thewdl|.

"Nowadays we'd operate at about minus 50° centigrade.

| don't know precisaly what the practice wasthirty years

ago, but it couldn't have been much different,’ said the doctor, thoughtfully.

Sir John studied the did. "This gauge shows atemperature of about zero,' he said.

“Exactly, it'sa thawing temperature.'

Curiogty got the better of me and | looked over anumber of shoulders at the dial. It did indeed show a
temperature of zero. 'Perhaps the automatic defrosters have worked,' | said.

"We can soon check on that,' said Sir John, moving, filein hand, over to the main control pand. Y ou're
right, Dick. That'swhat has happened,’ he said, making hisway back to the group.

Weadl sood in slence.

“I'm afraid the men'sfate is pretty clear,’ the doctor said; after aminute,

"Dead,’ said Sir John quietly.

“I'm afraid so. Otherwise they'd have woken up by now. I'll have alook inside.’ He started to open the
large freezer door.

“Thisisn't my line of country. If you don't mind, I'll withdraw.’

“That would be best, Sir John. It won't be apleasant job.'

Sir John and | moved away, followed by Ganges, who looked desperately glum. One could fed what he
wasthinking. It is never pleasant to learn that an old school pa has died. The medics were having ajob



to get the door open. A morbid thought crossed my mind. How long had the freezing chamber been
thawed?

Sir John gently placed his Thermos on the control desk. He looked spent.

After much effort the heavy door swung open and the doctor went in. There was amoment's quiet and
then he suddenly reappeared at the door. 'Hey. Just aminute, come and have alook in here!'

Ganges wasthefirg across, followed closely by Sir John. | was alittle hesitant, but followed themiin,
curiosity getting the better of me again. It reminded me of amortuary in ahospita. Bleak, bare and cold,
even though the temperature was above freezing. We went to the point where the crew should bein their
containers.

"Great heavens, it'sempty!" Sir John said, lifting one of thelids.

| opened another one and it was also empty; in fact so werethey all.

‘| don't understand,’ | said. "How could the ship have been started back to earth without acrew?
"Aninteresting question,’ Ganges said, squeezing hisway out of the freezer. "'There must be alog-book
somewhere.

Sir John moved to a cabinet near the entrance and pulled open the drawers. That's very strange.’
"Nothing at dl,' said Ganges, coming back to the middle of the cabin.

“Thisisridiculous. The cabinet should be full of ship'sdatalikethis,’ Sir John said, waving thefileshe was
carrying.

The problem of a ship with no crew and no papers was staggering. We al stood for amoment looking
about not quite knowing what to do.

| moved round the cabin. Looking for what, | wasn't sure. | pressed the button on a tape manua deck.
Nothing but high level getic. Turning it off, | wondered how long it would take to Sft through the
information on the compuiter.

"Anything on thetape? Sir John said, joining me. "Nothing, just getic.'

Sir John frowned, deep in thought. | felt at aloss.

"What would the crew be doing with adrill likethis? | asked Sir John, holding up thetool | had been
playing with earlier.

"It looks like part of the doctor's equipment,’ Sir John said.

“They carried adoctor with them? said Ganges. "Oh, yes. Thedrill lookslike adentist's drill.' "So it can
cut through fairly hard materia ?

"I suppose so, but what are you driving at?

Taking thedrill from Sir John, I showed him the cutting edge. 'l thought it might have been used to cut a
message on the metal.' | started moving my hands over dl meta surfaces. The others did the same.

It took me about five minutesto find it. The maddening thing wasthat the engraving was right under
where I'd found the instrument.

'| think thisiswhat we've been looking for.'

| took my pen and scratched it over the markings. “That's Fanshawe's signature,’ said Sir John. 'Ganges,
come hereamoment.’

Ganges was aready looking over Sir John's shoulder. “Can you remember what Fanshawe's signature
looked like? | said.

'l think | can,’ said Ganges peering hard. 'Y es, that'sit. What was he doing?

| went on covering the areawith the black ink. We dl read the message at the sametime. | don't know
what their reaction was, but | certainly felt very strange.

IF THISSHIPRETURNS TO EARTH, THEN MANKIND ISIN DEADLY PERIL.

GOD HELP YOU.

FANSHAWE.

THREE



It was amacabre situation. No one offered a comment. It was too unreal, uncanny, spine chilling.

The doctor wasthe first to move.

'If I'mwanted I'll be over at control,' he said as he led his men out of the cabin.

Ganges waited for them to go. 'Can't make it out. What kind of situation could Tubby Fanshawe have
got into?

'Whatever it was, it's serious and sinigter,’ Sir John said somberly.

We dl made our way to the lift. Below were alarge number of people.

'Ruddy press,' Ganges mumbled under his breath.

| wondered how he would handle the battery of TV cameras and reporters.

Thelift cameto ahat. The men and women in front of us moved forward. Military police advanced to
clear apath.

'Colond Ganges. Have you acomment? said aman holding amicrophone closeto us.

'Yes,' Gangesreplied. 'Get yourself and your gear back to the main building and wait for a press
announcement. Sergeant Mgor?

'Sir!

'Cordon off this ship -- top security. Report to meif my of the press crosses the boundary and I'll do the
rest.

The crowd parted and allowed us through. Everyone was subdued.

I'll get on to the Minister of Defense, and see what kind of press release well put out,” Ganges said and
moved in the direction of the control building. 'I'll bein touch.’

Sir John and | walked off towards the helicopter. Running footsteps behind us made him increase his
pace.

“Sir John, was there something wrong with the ship's equipment? came a voice from aongside us.
'Asyou heard, you'll haveto wait until theré'san officid pressreease’ Sir John said, turning on his
questioner.

"But Sir John, if it wasn't the equipment, how did the men die?

Flash bulbs popped. Sir John turned on his hedl. The press men followed us. | caught hold of the reporter
who'd been asking questions. We stopped, alowing Sir John to get to the helicopter.

Before | could speak the M.P.'swere around us and the reporter moved for an uncomfortable interview
with Ganges.

| climbed into the helicopter.

“Thank you, Dick. It could be very tricky if they found out that the ship's empty.’

'Well, Ganges knows hisjob and they won't be told anything they're not supposed to know." | dotted the
card into the reader. The green light came on and off we went.

After avery quiet ride back, the helicopter started to homein on Six John'sresidence. | kept the blipin
the middle of the scope and we were soon down.

'Isthere anything | can do?

'No, not yet,' Sir John said with atired smile. 'I'll giveyou acal if anything comesup.’

'Fine. I'll just stroll back to college; it looks as though it might be afine morning.’

'Hum. By the way, if you should get any press. . 'Don't worry. | don't know anything,’ | said, and made
my way to the Sde entrance.

The summer mist waslying lightly on theriver, and the early sun was catching the massive exteriors of the
colleges. It was astrange discord that on such abeautiful morning there should be the nightmare aspect
of the DSP 15 weighing heavily on our minds. My watch showed 08.15; breskfast in Hall wouldn't be
until 08.30. | decided I'd go back to my rooms until around 09.00; by that time most of the college
would have had their medl, I'd be able to have mine in peace.

But when | opened the door to my room, the phone was buzzing avay imperioudy.
"Hello, Dick,' said Sir John. "'The Minister of Defense has called an emergency meeting for ten-thirty this



morning. | told the secretary that | would like to bring you along and he agreed. I'm off now to get one or
two preliminariesworked out.'

“Fine. I'll be there, but why do you want me? 'l think they'll be wanting your radar valve.

‘My vave, but it's only in the experimenta stage? 'Certainly, but time may be pressing. So be at the
Ministry of Defenseat 10.30 am.’

'O.K. Wheredo | gowhen | get there?

'Room two, said Sir John, vanishing from the screen.

Why on earth might they need my valve? What was to be gained at this stage by itsusein aradio or
radar system? | made myself a cup of coffee and went over to my desk. A few minutes of rummaging
through one of the drawers and | found the necessary data. Putting it into my brief-case, | looked up the
list of the helicopter services running from Cambridge to London. Once every quarter of an hour, which
meant | could either catch the 09.30 or, at apinch, the 09.45.

A shower, shave and change of clothes made mefed better. By thetime I'd finished | was running late.
The gate at the Heliport for the 09.30 to London was closed, but | caught the 09.45 and arrived at the
Hampstead termina around 10.15. | rushed out of the arriva building to find ataxi.

“If you'rewaiting for ataxi, | don't think you'll have much luck asI've been herefifteen minutes,’ said a
man Stting dgectedly at the head of thetaxi queue.

“Thanks,' | said, going back into the building and making my way to the Underground.

The Houses of Parliament and Westminster Abbey stood gracefully surrounded by the greenery of a
large park which had replaced the old buildings, such as Scotland Y ard and other government offices.
Alongside the ancient shining cannons little concrete bunkers were in evidence. These were the mammoth
outletsfor the air conditioning units under the ground.

| walked to the war monument in the middle of Whitehall. A couple of security guards stood outside.
"Yes, dr? said one of the large fellows.

"Dr Warboys. | have ameeting with the Minister of Defense at 10.30," | said.

"Running late,' the guard smiled as he checked alist. "Dr Warboys. Fine.'

He opened adoor and | stepped into the lift. It went down and down into a huge rabbit warren of
government offices. Acrossthe centra hal another lift led straight into avast conference room. Sitting at
alarge oval table were the Minister of Defense, the Chief of Staff and Sir John, with others| didn't
recognize. The Chief of Staff was doodling away and Sir John was watching him as | stepped in.

"Ah, Dick,' said Sir John, getting up from the table and coming over to me. Under the briskness he il
looked strained.

“Sorry I'm late,' | said contritely.

“It'sdl right, | told Lomax that you would be your usud punctud self. Minister, may | introduce Dr
Richard Warboys,' said Sir John, addressing Sir Henry Lomax, the Minister of Defense.

"Good morning, Dr Warboys,' said the Minister curtly.

| sat down next to Sir John and acknowledged the head noddings of the other men sitting at the table.
“Gentlemen. In view of the potentid gravity of the situation, | thought it advisable to keep our meeting
gmadl in number,’ said the Minigter.

Everyone agreed.

"1 think we should decide this morning on a plan of action which can then be passed on to World Space
Headquarters. John," said the Minister, turning in our direction, 'has any of the equipment in the DSP 15
been checked?

“Inwhat sense? asked Sir John.

Wasit dl functioning properly? said the Minigter.

"W, welve run some preliminary tests and checked them againgt origind datafiles. Theréscertainly
nothing missing in the sense of components:”

The Chief of Staff suddenly looked up from his doodling and said: 'Wel?

"Well, until we have had timeto run exhaudtive tests, | can't be absolutely certain about a couple of



points.' "What do you mean? said the minister.

“Just strangelittle things. The computer will not operate on asimple test problem, and a so there's nothing
missing that could conceivably have been used to fire the rockets from outside.”

"I don't understand the problem with the computer. Surdly it could have been damaged? said the Chief
of Staff.

"No, it looks more as if someone had wiped al the memories clean,' said Sir John.

'Ha But getting back to the fact that there is no missing equipment. Y ou mean that the crew didn't
abandon ship? said the Minister of Defense.

"No, the crew didn't abandon ship,’ said Sir John quickly.

Unlessthey left it after thelast firing, when it was automaticaly locked on ahomeward course,' the
doodler said.

"Yes. That'sapossihility, but think of the problems," Sir John replied.

'l agree, Sir John. But it isapossbility,’ said the Chief of Staff.

"But | don't take that argument very serioudy, Bob,' said the Minigter to the Chief of Staff. Then he
turned to Sir John. "Just how do you reconstruct what might have happened?

'l think the crew must have been taken forcibly from the ship, which was then deliberately set on its
homeward course.’

'How? said the Minigter.

By radio sgnasfrom outside," said Sir John. 'From what equipment? asked the Chief of Staff. ‘It could
have been equipment possessed by an dien

intelligence,’ said Sir John.

Therewas adtir around the table.

Tim. Andieninteligence,’ said the Minister. 'What would you say to that, Bob? turning to the Chief of
Saff.

Without looking up from his doodling: "The sooner | get ascout patrol out on the far Sde of the Sun, the
happier I'll be.!’

'Y ou accept Sir John's recongtruction? asked the Minister.

'Not unreservedly,’ said the Chief of Staff, looking up. 'I'd rather say it'safair posshility, and onewe
ought to act on. Look, put it thisway; sheer prudence demands we take this strange Fanshawe message
serioudy. Althoughit'sabit lurid, isn't it," he said, picking up a sheet of paper and reading: ™If thisship
returnsto Earth, then mankind isin deadly peril. God help you!™

‘Let'shopeit isn't asbad asthat,’ said the Minister.

"The one thing I'm really worried about isour lack of radar range. It just isn't enough, not to deal with a
full-scale attack from space. Thisis something | was talking to you about the other day, Sir John.' The
Chief of Staff got up and walked to alarge wal chart showing the planetary orbits. He moved the pointer
around.

"What I'd liketo do isto be able to cover distances asfar out as Neptune at least - in al directions,' he
sad, decisvely.

“Just remind me on one point,' said the Minister. 'How isit that our radar beams aren't strong enough to
detect ships asfar out as Neptune?

Two reasons. We have to detect ships by radar, and radar is atwo-way affair. Theradio wavestravel
outwards to the ship you want to find, the ship then reflects them, and you proceed to pick up these
waves. When you're guiding a ship the signas only have to go one way -- thewaves only haveto travel
from Earth to the ship, which makeslife alot easier. Besides, you can put a much bigger transmitter on
the ground and there are no limits on space or electrical power.'

"I don't quite understand why we couldn't use massive ground-based radar,’ said the Minister
thoughtfully.

"Well," went on the Chief of Staff, 'because of the Sun. It gives out strong radio waves which swamp



week reflections from shipsin itsdirection. Of course we can use ground-based stuff for the other
directions, but we're forced to put shipsright on the far side of the Sun -- otherwise we'd be completely
blind on that sde.’

"Radar must dwayslook away from the Sun, never intoit,’ said the Minigter.

"Exactly. It'sthe samefor radar asit isfor ordinary light -- the Sun istoo bright,' the Chief of Staff said,
looking at me.

'| see,' said the Minister. 'Except for one point. Ships over on the opposite Side of the Sun may be ableto
cover directionswe can't from Earth, but what good is that? Information can't be sent through to Earth
because the Sun liesintheway.'

"It sounds very convincing, but thereisan answer,’ said Sir John smiling.

"There certainly is,' said the Chief of Staff, aert and precise. 'Our ships can send usinformation even past
the Sun, because that part of thejob isonly aone-way affair! It's the reflected signals which are the weak
ones!'

'Yes, yes. | seeit now. The trouble with your patrol ships -- the ones sent to the far side of the Sun -- is
that even from there they can't seefar enough into space.’

'Yes, that'sit. That'sit exactly. The trouble iswe can't get much beyond Jupiter, and I'd redlly liketo get
at least asfar as Neptune,' said the Chief of Staff emphatically as he sat down.

‘May | interrupt for amoment? said Sir John. 'Dr Warboys here has been devel oping anew transmitting
vave, onethat could greetly increase radar range.’

'Dr Warboys,' the Minister said, looking round at me.

'Yes, Minigter,' | replied.

'Y ou have anew device that might be of help to usin this problem of radar penetration? said the
Miniger.

| was about to reply when the Chief of Staff said: 'Excuse me amoment; would you mind if one of my
men Stsin on this? If anything comes of the new transmitting valve, it'll probably be Colond Rhodes
who'l havethejob of getting it operationd.’

'Certainly. Please call Colond Rhodes,' said the Minister to his secretary. 'Tell me, why are you so keen
on Neptune asayardgtick in thisbusiness? went on the Minister.

'Well, let usjust suppose for amoment that afleet of ships-- hogtile shipsif you like -- are redlly coming
in towards the Earth. Then obvioudy the terrestria battle fleet must be got into defensive positions around
the Earth.’

'‘Obvioudy, said the Minigter.

'Wdll, you can't get upwards of five thousand ships out into spacein five minutes.'

"How long d'you need in fact? asked Sir John.

‘Inacrigs, three days. For preference, at least aweek,' said the Chief of Staff.

"And that means detection as far as Neptune? said Sir John.

"Quiteright, Sir John. Assume a steedy deceleration is planned to give a shut-down in velocity by the
time the Sun isreached -- or the Earth, for that matter. If you work it out for yoursdf, you'l find it comes
to not much more than aweek, aweek from Neptune.’

I'll take your word for it,’ said the Miniter, looking at me.

| was about to ask what happened if there were creatures who could withstand higher forces of
decdleration, but thought better of it when | saw the expression on Sir John'sface. At this moment the lift
doors opened and into the room stepped Colonel Rhodes.

"Please take a seat, Colonel Rhodes,' said the Minister. "Dr Warboys has come up with anew
transmitting valve,' said the Chief of Staff, waving his hand in my direction. "Colondl Rhodes, it's possible
that you'll be involved in a space patrol in the near future. It will be of the utmost importance to havethe
best possible radar range. Dr War-boys here may possess a device that will enable you to improve the



range we have a present,’ finished the Chief of Staff.

"Dr Warboys,' said the Minigter, turning to me. 'Does your new tranamitting valve differ in principle or
detail from existing devices?

“It'saklystron tube modified in asomewhat unusua way. The increase of power output is surprisingly
great, more than I'd hoped for.'

"What's the amount of theincrease? the Chief of Staff asked.

“I'd say afactor of thirty.'

"Y ou mean your new trangmitting valve s thirty times more powerful than existing ones? said the
Miniger.

Yes' | replied.

“Then why hasn't this vave been put into use? said the Minigter.

“Lack of development,' | blurted out.

“That'sridiculous!’

“The new vave was being devel oped for the new radio the Space Council is building. Unfortunately the
whole project is suffering aperiod of disinterest from the various governmentsinvolved, so thereisvery
little money available,' Sir John explained my predicament.

"Well, thisismost unfortunate, Dr Warboys,' the Minister said and added, turning to the Chief of Staff,
'Isthiswhat you're looking for?

"Absolutely. Just what we need. If it works, welll be able to get quite close to the range we need.'

Can this new valve befitted into our existing radar systems? asked Colond Rhodes briskly.

"I don't see why not. But without precise details of the layout of your ships| couldn't say for certain.’
“Gentlemen. | think thisisameatter for Dr Warboys and Colonel Rhodes to thrash out by themselves
graight away," said the Chief of Staff.

‘| agree entirely,’ said Sir John.

"Good, then thisisthe situation. We can give you fellows afew hours -- no more -- to find out if thisnew
equipment can befitted into an exigting radar system. Now is there anything either of you wishesto ask?
sad the Minigter.

"No, | think everything's quite clear,’ | said.

"Assoon as| can seethe vave, well know what the situation is,” Rhodes said getting to hisfeet. |
followed suit.

“Therésmilitary trangport available, Dr Warboys," said the Chief of Staff.

“Thank you,' | said. It would save timeif we were going to hurry back to Cambridge.

Everyone seemed to nod his approva and the signa for our departure.

'How seriousisit? Rhodes said asthe lift descended. 'l just don't know, but you must have been
involved in afew panicsin the past.' | was noncommittal.

Rhodes was very direct. ‘Ganges told me what you found before | came up to town. Do you have any
idea of what might have happened to Fanshawe and his men?

'Not redlly. It's anyone's guess at the moment,' | said, dodging the question.

Thelift cametoits slent stop. The doors opened and Rhodes marched off down one of the many
corridors. About half-way down the passage he stopped, which gave me time to catch up. Hewas
gtanding waiting for another lift. When | arrived at this point the lift doors opened, revealing a peet big
notice on theingdewhich said:

VEHICLES. MILITARY PERSONNEL ONLY.

Rhodes smiled at me as| read the notice. 'New people to the ministry were dways using the lift, so the
notice was stuck up.'



'Why not put it on thewall outside thelift?

'Smple. Weld have dl the palitica big wigs wanting free transport facilities. That'swhy we had the lift
placed half-way down the corridor rather than at the endswith al the other lifts!

'l supposewe all have our problems!’

Rhodes laughed. The lift stopped and we stepped out on to aroof top overlooking the Whitehal area. At
aquick glanceit seemed to be the only building in the park.

A manudly operated helicopter sat |ooking rather squat in comparison with the automatic computerized
Oones.

'Isit il safeto fly these manualy? | said, climbing in.

'Wdll, we do have trouble with the civil authorities

over air corridors, but they are instructed to keep out of our manua flying zone. The police arethewors;
they seem to use dl the available flying space whether it is necessary or not," Rhodes said, firing up the
mechine

| noticed with amusement that he put on the protective flying helmet with radio transmitting equipment in
it.

‘Just in case the computers are re-routing helicopters. | can call them up and tell them therésawar on,’
Rhodes shouted above the noise.

A couple of police and ambulance helicopters narrowly missed us as we banked sharply and set off north
towards Cambridge.

Rhodes was saying something but | couldn't hear him. In desperation he handed me another helmet, and |
put it on.

At first there was complete Slence. Rhodeslooked at me. | shook my head negatively. He fiddled with
some knobs and then | wason the air.

Thetdl chimney of the Univerdty Library wasnow vishble.

'My labs are to the West of that library spire up ahead,’ | said.

"Y ou mean on the vast science complex,’ Rhodes said alittle sadly.

'I'm afraid s0; gone are the days of laboratoriesin dark smelly corners!’

'Hold on," Rhodes said, with a mischievous smile on hisface. The helicopter banked sharply and then
turned upside down. In this mad attitude we progressed to the landing areawithin the science complex.
Some students below pointed upwards. My head was full of blood, and my stomach began to fed rather
unsettled. Rhodes somehow managed to get usthe right way up before landing.

‘Sorry about that,” Rhodes said aswe got out of the helicopter. My legsfelt likejdly. 'l used to beinthe
Acrobaticsteam when | first learned to fly,' came the sympathetic voice as Rhodes caught my arm.
'Which way? he said.

| pointed in the direction of the lab, and set off with Rhodesin tow.

The door waslocked. No students here today, | thought crossy to myself and pressed the key reader
with my forefinger.

'Isthat one of the new locks? Rhodes asked, as the catch unmagnetized itsdlf. | pushed the door open
and wewent in.

'Yes,' | sad. 'Very smple and foolproof.' Theré'sasmall computer next to the main one on the complex
here, which operatesdl or virtudly al thelocks'

'What activatesit?

'Fingerprints, only those authorized have check printsin the computer which opensthe door. Other
people pressing the button only ring the bell,' | said proudly.

'What happens if someone else makes you press the button?

"We have an emergency procedure which derts the guard and a so photographs the intruders, together
with ,other subtle devicesfor identification,’ | said, going over to my wall safe. Insde was the developing



part of the camera. | took the exposed film, tore off the devel oping papers and there was a picture of
Rhodes and mysdlf.

'It'svery good. Hope they hurry up and get these installed at the military base, then I'll know who's
raiding my drink cupboard.’

While Rhodes|ooked round the lab, | took the new vave and the transparent tube containing ametalic
wave guide, and started fitting them together.

'Fascinating place. Isthisit? Rhodes said, putting hisfinger on the tube.

'Y es. The object of this part of the equipment isto get the power matched into the wave guide.’

'Isthe wave guide standard? I'm thinking about linking up with our aerial feed,” Rhodes asked.

"Therell have to be atunable coupling unit, but | can providethat,' | said.

"Good. There appear to be no insuperable difficultiesin getting it into one of our space destroyers. How
long would it take to fit? said Rhodes, doing some hand measurements.

The telephone started buzzing.

“I'll get it,’ said Rhodes. He flicked the switch and the Chief of Staff came up on the screen.

'Colonel Rhodes. Weve decided to send your stoup out immediately with the new radar equipment.’
Yes, gr.

"Warboys, how long will it take you to fit? 'Severd days, | should think,' | replied.

"Fine, itisnow 12.52. Y ou will take off at 15.00 hours. Will this give you time? said the Chief of Staff.
'Yes, | think s0,' | said.

'‘Good. Colonel, you'll be responsible for anything Dr Warboys needs.”

'Yes, sir,' said Rhodes, then the phone went dead. ‘Amazing. What would happen if thevaveisno
good? | sad.

"The Military don't worry about that. It's just got to work,” Rhodes said. He laughed at the look of dismay
and horror spreading on my face. I'd just redlized they were going to fire me into space.

FOUR

RHODES | &ft the lab shortly after the conversation with his Chief of Staff, and went to Mildenhdl to
arrange for his own space craft to be brought by rail from

Stangted. Thisway therest of his group would take off from Stansted while we could take off from
Mildenhdl, dlowing me moretimeto organize mysdf.

| put al the equipment that 1'd need into atool box and carefully packed up the valve and wave guides. |
wrote amessage on the blackboard for my students telling them 1'd be away for afew days, picked up
my tool box and guides and returned to College. Oncethere | hurriedly changed into apair of working
overdls. Asl finished zipping mysdlf in there was abuzz from the door bell.

A young soldier stood to attention on the doorstep. “Are you ready, sir? he said, as| opened the door to
let himin.

"Yes,' | said and after aglance round, we left. He had kept the helicopter running. | put the tool box
behind my scat and got in.

"Would you mind fastening your safety harness, Sir? said the driver as we took off.

"Why? | said with curiogity.

“Theresastrong wind coming up from the southwest, and my orders are to get you to Mildenhal without
incident,’ said the young man.

At around two hundred feet | began to redize what he meant. The manua helicopters had no stabilizing
gyros on them and the strong wind was throwing us around like asmall ship in atyphoon.



Onarrivd | felt very seasick. The driver put the helicopter negatly down amost on top of Colonel Ganges
well-polished boots. Ganges took one look at me and then roared with laughter.

"Man, you look terrible,' Ganges said, il laughing.

“Thank you for those few words of encouragement,’ | said, with as much coldnessas| could mugter.
Gangesjust guffawed.

The destroyer stood on the concrete not far from the DSP 15 exploratory space craft. The crews of
those early ships must have had immense courage to fly into the unknown with aship asfrail asthe DSP
15, in comparison with Rhodes bull-nosed ship. The driver stood alittle way off with my tool box and
guidesin hishand.

"How long do you think it will be before you have this vave gadget working? Ganges said, aswe moved
off towards the ship.

“I'm not sure. | suppose the ower we go the better,' | said, pondering on Ganges expression.

"Dont think you'll be traveling much dower than usud,’ said Ganges.

"Why? | said, wondering what traveling in a space ship would belike.

"The orders are to proceed as quickly as possible to your observing point aong with the rest of the group
from Stansted.

"W, | suppose 'l be ableto manage,' | said, beginning to fed afew misgivings at volunteering for such
an operation. Surely there were good army el ectronic engineers who could do thisjob. Did it really need
aphydcist?

We reached the destroyer. Ganges stretched out his hand. 'Good luck.’

“Thanks, you shouldn't be o pessmistic about things." He grunted.

The young soldier who'd brought me from Cambridge handed over my equipment. | stepped on to the
outsde

lift platform, pressed the button and was shot skywards, which didn't hel p the Sick fedling in my somach.
"Hello, Warboys,' said Rhodes, greeting me at the smdll hatch.

"Here,' | said, handing him my gear. 'l think you'd better call me Dick.'

“All right, mines Colondl.'

“You'rewhat!" | said, banging my head againgt thelow celling in the air lock.

"My father was dways very military minded. He was very disillusioned at having two daughters, so when
| came dong he must have been very excited and confused, as my birth certificate isregistered as
"Colond Rhodes’," Rhodes said with a chuckle.

"What an introduction. Colonel Colonel Rhodes,' | said with great amusement.

Colond led the way down a short passage that went from the outside door to the middle of the ship.
Here there was alift that served the ship from top to bottom.

Colond closed the gate and we moved leisurely upwards for a short distance.

"WEell drop your equipment off here," he said, opening up the gate and moving into alargish room. This
was obvioudy the communications part of the ship. There was acomputer, and masses of eectronic
devices. "I'll leave your stuff here,' Colond said, pointing to a cupboard |abeled '‘Radar'.

He came back to the lift, and we continued upwards. "What happensif the lift goeswrong? | asked.
"Oh, each floor has safety hatches so we can get from one to another without using the lift.'

The upward motion stopped and we walked into the main cabin. It was very smply laid out; one half of
the circle had contoured bunks with asmdl table of instruments and monitor screen. The other half of the
circle was covered by the main control panel. A movable chair

was fixed near the centre of the panel, which | assumed was the Captain's.

“Thisway, Dick," said Colonel, taking me by the arm. | went with him, over to alarge cabinet. 'Herewe
have dl the emergency equipment.’ Insde were hanging space suits and helmets. Behind these were some
space bikes and jet packs for propelling oneself around.

“Thisisyour suit and propulsion pack,' said Colond, showing me asingle dull grey suit and black pack.
The others, both suits and packs, were white.



'Am | likely to need it? | asked, fingering the rubbery materid of the suit.

"No, but it's a precautionary measure we take; remember you're in military hands now,’ he said with a
amile

"What happensif theresafire? | said jokingly.

“Youll know about it. Bdlsring and you grab your suit and get yoursalf plugged into the oxygen supply
asfast asyou can.'

| looked at ajunction box in the control pand that waslabeled 'Oxygen'.

"Otherwise you'll get gassed. Thefirst whiff of smoke and the nearest hydrant starts operating.
"Marvelous. So you don't do any live cooking? | said, looking around while the crew went about their
jobstaking no notice of my naive questions. "What are those? | said, pointing at some meta discs high up
inthecaling.

“For getting at the armory. Torpedoes mainly, but there are some side arms and grenades,” Colond said,
as he checked some instruments on the control panel.

“Torpedo tubes. Arewe carrying them? | asked.

“Certainly, camethereply.

“Five minutesto zero,' said one of the crew. Rhodes nodded in the man's direction, and then went over
to the bunks.

“Thisisvery smple,' Colond said, starting to fasten me down on one of them with cross straps. The
other crewmen came over and lay down on their bunks. I noticed that they only used one stomach sirap
instead of thethree | was held down by.

“Thisbutton here aters the height of the head rest. This one turns you around, and this one raises or
lowersyour feet,” Colonel said, pushing the various buttons he was talking about. The bunk rode up and
down like ahorse on the run.

Colond left mein gpproximately the same position as I'd started in, facing towards the control panel. He
walked acrossto his chair and settled himsdlf in. The chair in fact turned out to be a bunk, for the back
rest folded flat, followed by the foot rest coming up leve. 'Y ou see, Dick, it'sdl very civilized, he sad,
swinging himsdlf round asachild would.

| pressed the head rest button curioudly. Slowly my head came up so | could get a better look at the
cabin.

“Two minutesto zero,' crackled a voice, which resounded round the metal walls. Suddenly | felt as
though | couldn't bresthe.

“It'sall right, Dr Warboys. Weve just changed over to our own oxygen supply,’ said avoice near me. |
nodded and wondered what | must have looked like to promote this piece of information.

"What do you do? | said feebly.

“I'm the communications officer," said the young man lying on the bunk next to me.

“Zero,' crackled the voice out of the intercom.

| felt asthough | wasrising in an ultrafagt lift. Then suddenly asif someone was dowly flattening me with
agiant press.

| must have blacked out, for the next thing | remember was everyone busily going about his duties.
"Whew, I'm glad that's over,' | said, unbelting myself.

“It'sawayslikethat thefird trip. Be careful, you'll find walking alittle strange, Colond said.

| swung my legs off the bunk and stood up. My legsjust folded under me and | grabbed at the bunk.
“You dl right? Colond said, beginning to get up from hischair.

| nodded and tried again. Thistime everything worked, athough | reded towards the control pandl likea
drunk.

"It may be abit of aconsolation to know that takeoff never gets much better however long you'rein the
game. Here, take alook at the Earth,’ said Colond putting a picture up on one of the monitors. From
somewhere behind me | felt achair pushed under my unsteady Sest.

“Superb. The delicacy of colors,' | said after along studied look. | felt asthough | might never fed red
ground under my feet again.

"Y es. Photographs never seem quite the same. Cloud, desert, pole-caps and oceans. You'l find it looks



even better on the way home," Colonel said with atwinklein hiseyes.

“I'll bet,' | said fervently. Colone proceeded to flick some switches.

"Redscout calling Edelweiss, Redscout calling Edelweiss. Over,' said Colondl.

A moment later aGermanic voice came crackling back. "Edelweiss receiving you, over.'

"Eddweiss. Y our ingtructions are as follows. Take the group at maximum speed to heliocentric longitude
217°, centi-astronomical units 92. I'll follow a day behind.

Over,' said Colondl.

"Edelweiss cdling. Group to Helio 217. Cow 92. What's wrong, Redscout? Got awesk stomach?
Over,' camethe crackling reply.

“Stomach O.K. Job to do. Get on course. Roger,' said Colondl, flicking the switches back into position.
'I'll be accelerating & norma gravity, 1 gravity instead of the usua operationd 1.5 gravitiesto give you
the best conditions for working. But I'll be hooking the old businside Venus, so weregoing to fry, in
spite of the air conditioners. They aren't very good in these fast destroyers, I'm afraid. Everything has
been cut down for the sake of speed.’

"Fine. Can | go and have alook at the works downstairs? | asked, wondering what Colonel meant by
frying.

"Certainly, you go ahead, and if you want me there's an intercom on the wall by the door. Otherwise the
ship'syours at the moment.’

| went over to thelift. It shot down and upset my stomach yet again. | wondered whether it wasredlly
absolutely necessary to send mein thelift to the bottom of the shaft while under acceleration. The door
opened and | wasin the communications room. Life felt reasonably good now, or at least till | got the
back off the radar control unit. Typical, | thought; although there was an ingtruction card, someone had
done repairsignoring the color coding used to distinguish parts.

A couple of hours later, or at least that'swhat it felt like, as my watch had suffered in take off, | was
beginning to see where | was going and it didn't take melong to get the valve wired up. The bigger
problem was going to be the tunable coupling unit for the aeria feed.

Thelift doors opened and Colonel Rhodes camein. "How's it going? he asked.

"Well, if your eectronics engineers stuck to the proper color coding, life would be that much smpler,’ |
sad.

“Sorry about that. | see you're sorting things out though. How are you finding it down here?

"Hot, but I've been so busy I've not had much time to complain,’ | said, suddenly redizing that | was
swesting like arainy day and there were wet patches on the floor.

| stood up easing my back into amore comfortable position. ‘What's the time?

“Earth time. Around 03.00 hours!'

"Grief! How long have | been down here?

"About eight hours or so. How much longer do you think you'll be?

“An hour or two. Strange that | don't fed very tired.' Y ou shouldn't fed tired, you had anicelong nap a
lift off,' said Colonel with asmile.

"Now I've stopped work, | see what you mean about the heat. Do you fedl it asmuch as| do?

“I'm more used to putting up with it than you. Another few hours and welll be over the worst. Better take
alook at Venus. She's not very far away -- starboard.’

Colond turned on the monitor. Thereit is. The devil planet. Cold as Nordic hell on the outside, hot as
Mediterranean hell down at its surface!’

"So those are the famous dry-ice clouds? | said.

"Yes,' said Colond. "When you get under them the light seemsto come at you from al sides. Nothing
seemsright. Just great expanses of dusty desert, everything's unreal. Six months down there and you're
asnutty asaMarch Hare!'

| gave an involuntary shiver and got back to work. "Message from Edelweiss, Sir. Squadron nearing
rendezvous,’ came avoice from the intercom.

"Good, better contact Edelweiss. Tell him we're nearing rendezvous point,’ said Colonel.

“I'll beready soon,' | said, having found a place to cut in the tunable coupling unit.



"Good. Do you fed hungry? asked Colond as he got into the lift. | nodded and the doors closed.
| supposeit took me about an hour or o to fix the coupling unit. When dl the bits and pieces had been
tidied up, | wrote on the color chart:

'WORK THISONE OUT".

"Finished? Colond inquired, as| emerged from thelift.

"I hope so. Where's thisfood you were talking about? "Here," he said, pointing to acouple of delicious
looking blue and yellow tablets.

"What arethey?

“Steak and chips. Double rations?

"How about liquid? | said, swallowing the pills. A crewman handed me a container with atube coining
out from the top. | sucked and to my delight it really was hot sweet coffee.

"Do you think you'll be able to give me distance and speed? Colond asked.

“Certainly. But one thing bothers me. Not the equipment, but the way you military people do your sums.
Y ou ask mefor radar detection out to Neptune. It seems strange to me how you can be sure that'sreally
far enough. Any craft coming into our Solar System must begin deceleration at a distance far out beyond
Neptune,' | said.

“Fair question. In fact dmost a hundred times farther out. By the time a ship reaches Neptune we expect
it to have checked speed to about three per cent of light,” said Colondl, looking at the monitor.

"So the additiona deceleration asthe ship comesin to Earth cuts the speed right down to nothing at al, |
Uppose? | mused.

“That'sright.'

“Then you must be working on the basis of a steady deceleration of about 1 gravity. If wewereredly up
againgt something unusua, how can you be sure that the space crafts we might be dedling with cantt
manage adecderation of 10 gravities?

"What sort of creature could stand up to 10 gravities for weeks on end? They'd have to be very small
creatures’ Colone said rather cynicaly.

Y ou mean arat might be able to stand up to abig deceleration, but arat couldn't design a space ship.’
“That'sright.

| found the radar aeria unit and turned everything on, so asto giveit fina adjusment.

“I'll admit it looks like agood argument. | only hopeit turns out as good asit looks,' | said thoughtfully,
helping mysdlf to another sip of coffee, and watching the needlesflickering and cregping up from zero.
"Edelweiss on the blower, Sir. Says everyoneisin position. Hed like aword with you,' said the
communications officer.

"Fine,' said Colone opening up the channel and putting it on the intercom by flicking a switch in front of
him. "Redscout calling Edelweiss. Redscout caling Ededwelss, over.!

"Hey, Redscout. Who in hdll's name have they got in Huntsman? Over.'

“| don't know. Over.'

“Better find out. Sounds crazy to me. Over and out.' "Get me Huntsman,' said Colonel.

"Yes, sr. Redscout calling Huntsman. Redscout calling Huntsman. Over.!

Not asound. Colond looked round at everyone. “Redscout calling Huntsman. Over,' went on the
communications officer.

"Huntsman here. Tdly ho! Excruciatin’ speed. Over.'

“Carry on, Huntsman. Over and out.' Colond flicked the switch and turned with an enormous smile on
hisface. 'How on earth did old Ganges get himsdlf into this show?

"I should imagine by hisquiteinfdlible recipe of cutting through red tape,' | said, laughing.

"Big flare on the Sun, sir," said avoice from beside me. "Everyone into the protection compartment, don't
wadtetime,' Rhodes yelled, dragging mewith him.

Once the heavy door closed we looked like pilchardsin acan.

"We're surrounded by thicker materia here to give us protection from X-Rays. They're produced in the



skin of the rocket, by the storm of high energy particlesfrom theflare,’ said Colond.

Suddenly there was aterrifying banging and clattering.

“Lucky the spectrum cuts off pretty sharply. Otherwise this protection wouldn't be much use. Ever had a
ship completely cooked by areally bad storm? | asked.

"Charlie Odgers and his crew were badly burned in abig storm three years ago,’ one of the crew piped
up.

The dids on thewall were beginning to dance.

“Near sunspot maximum, things can be pretty dicey. Hereit comes, said Colond, looking at the dias
where the needles were beginning to bang up againgt the maximum stop. 'Well just have to swest it out
for afew hours until the monitors go off.’

| must have gone off to deep, asthe next thing | knew was Colond shaking me. The crew had left the
compartment. | got up and moved into the main cabin.

Everything there was sill and normal, but we were steaming wet asif fully clothed in a Turkish bath.
"Have you very much more to do? asked Colonel. "No, just thefind touches. Isthe aerid turning? 'ls
the aerid turning? Colone repested.

"Aerid turning,’ caled acrewman.

| made my find adjustments.

"No signals? asked Colond.

"No, only from the rest of the group,' said the crewman.

"Well, she seemsto have passed thefirgt test. The power will come up gradudly.’ | began to tidy up.
Everyone gathered round the display tube.

“She'sonly at aquarter power,' | said, going over to where Colonel and the others were standing.
"How far out are we going, would you say?

"A bit beyond Saturn.’

"About twice our normal range. There doesn't seem to be much out there," said Colondl.

“I'm not so sure, Sir. Look over here,' said one of the crewmen. 'l thought | saw aspot, but it could be
just noise!’

Wefollowed hisfinger.

"I don't see anything, but your eyes are probably better than mine for this sort of thing, said Colonel.
The power gauge was now showing half power.

’| think there is something,’ said the communications officer excitedly.

"Yes, my God. | can seeit now,' said Colondl. "It's breaking up -- into score of blips, sr.'

“The transmitter isnow at full power,’ | said. "How many dots? Colond's voice barked.

“Difficult to say, Sir, but alot. Could be ahundred, could be thousands. Can't say, sir.'

“It'safleet of ships,' | said, amazed.

“And not disposed to befriendly either, Dick.'

"How do you figurethat? | said, studying the display tube.

Colone put hisfinger on the tube. 'L ook where they're coming in. Bang in the plane of the planets, bang
inadirection oppositeto Earth.’

"Y ou mean they're coming into Earth right out of the direction of the Sun?

"Yes, just like our great-grandfathers used to do in the old air battles. Can you give me coordinates?
Colond said, turning to acrewman.

“I've been checking. They're spreading out between heliocentric longitudes 33.5 to 44, camethe reply.
Colone wrote down Helio 33.5 to 44 on a piece of paper.

"2793 centi-astronomica units, Sr.'

Colond wrote this down too. 'Dick, can you give me their speed? That's the critical thing.'

"A hit above 12,000 miles per second,’ | said, working madly at the calculation.

“Impossible!’

"No, | said, rechecking thefigures.

"What doesit mean, Sir?

"It meansthe creatures in those ships are taking a steady deceleration not of 1 gravity but of 3 gravities.



And they've been taking it for several weekson end,’ | said, looking once more at my caculations.
“Can't understand it," Colond muttered. 'Only little creatures could take 3 gravities continuoudy. There's
something wrong, somewhere!’

Nothing'swrong,' | said. "We now know that rats can build space craft.’

Colonel looked at me, and then at the radar screen. "Get me Earth,' he said quietly.

HVE

It took nearly half an hour to make contact with Earth, and we were dl thoroughly tense and irritated by
the time we heard a crackling voice that sounded very far away:

"Hello, Redscout. World Space Control here, over.' "Hello, Space Control, where the devil have you
been? Over.'

“Sorry, Redscout. Equipment mafunctiond, over.’

"Damned fools, aways having servicing problems,’ Colond said to usin the ship. 'We have contacted
enemy fleet coming in at 2793 centi-astronomical units, over.'

"How many?

"Couldn't say, except that it'salarge number.' “Are you absolutely sure of this?

"Welve reca culated and there is definitely an dien force coming in towards Earth. And they are
decderding at 3 gravities!

“Impossible!’

"Weve been watching them for over an hour now. Dr Warboys and | agree that they arecominginat 3
gravities!

Therewasamoment's silence. Lots of atic. Then avoice said: 'Hello, Redscout. Thisis Lieutenant
Generd Sir Robert Milner.

"Chief of Staff,' Colond saidtome.

"Colonel Rhodes, are you certain of this? Over.' “Sir, we have checked and rechecked and thereisno
doubt about it, over.'

"Right. The various destroyer groups up now will have to make a stand while we get the main world fleet
off the ground.’

"O.K., sir. Message understood. What about Warboys? “Can't be hel ped, do your best. Over and out,’
sad the Chief of Steff.

“I'm sorry, Dick,' said Colondl. He looked strained. "Don't worry. Y our Chief of Staff made up my mind
for me. Arewefully operationad now?

"Well. 1t will take them about three days to get the whole fleet up. Our job will be to observe, pass back
information.’

"What usudly happensto the forward fleet?

"Weve never had to find out, but in this case we keep out of theway for aslong as possible.”

| fet alittle sck. Military men are perhaps reasonably conditioned to dying, but to acivilian theidea of
one's corpse floating round in space doesn't really appedl.

Colond had alarge map of our solar systemilluminated on the wall.

"Onething that strikes me is these enemy shipswill be far more vulnerable than yours,' | said, looking at
the map. "Hm. Y ou're probably right.’

"How will wefight? | asked, trying to break into thetrain of thought that would be running through
Colond and the crew's minds.

“There's only one thing we can redlly do -- dispose our forcesin atight ball, between Venusand Mars,
with Earth more or lessin the centre,' Colond said, indicating on the map with hisfinger. Theideaisto
keep the enemy on the far side, so he hasto cover more distance than we do.’



"Where doesthisleave us? | asked.

"Well, the enemy is nearly insgde the orbit of Jupiter. We are on the far side of the Sun -- about here,’
Colone pointed. "By now | should think they'll have withdrawn haf the other forward groups, back
towards Earth.’

"Which meansthat were going to be taking the brunt of everything? | said, redlizing more fully what was
happening.

"Yes,' said Colone philosophicaly.

“These torpedoes, are they any good?

“| shouldn't think so. If these fellows can decelerate at 3 gravities then they can probably outshoot us, but
| think we might givethem abit of asurprise,’ Colond said with aamile. 'Where are they?

“They're coming round the Sun, sSir,' said a crewman from the radar screen.

"Well, they're not missing out on thistrick. They're coming up to seeif anybody's here.’

| looked at the screen.

“That'sit,' said Colond snapping hisfingers. They're going to pick off our radar outposts -- that's us. I'd
say we've got about five hours before they're on to us!'

"What's to be done, sir? said a crewman.

“There's one chance. Dick, do you think you could do abit of wizardry with eectric circuitsin our
torpedoes? “In what way? | asked.

“To make awhole salvo hunt together, instead of each torpedo hunting singly, one at atime.'

"How do you mean?

"I want to attack asingle target with afull broadside and | want it done likethis. If thefirst torpedo
misses, asit probably will -- | want it to feed information to the second one, so it won't make the same
mistake. If the second one missesthen it must send al itsinformation to the third -- and so on. It'll
enormoudly increase the chance of ahit first shot.’

"Why aren't your torpedoes automaticaly fixed up likethis? | asked.

"Normally it'd be too wasteful. 1t'1l mean wefire off haf our stuff al in one go.’

"Why do you want to do this, Sr? said acrewman.

" want to make the enemy think our shooting isalot

better than it redly is. | want ahit first shot -- whatever the cost in ammunition.’

"Y ou're hoping that after that they might leave usaone? "Right. Can you do it, Dick?

| cantry,'| said.

The crew members found aladder and opened up one of the hatchesin the ceiling. One of them was sent
for my tool box. All equipped, | climbed up the ladder and through the hatch. | looked for the service
card; what | needed was an inter-connection between the torpedo and the radar equipment. At length |
found what | wanted. There was alink between the two. Whoever designed the torpedo equipment had
had thisin mind, as the links were there but not connected up. The torpedoes were so designed that,
once the torpedo had been fired, it was fed information about the target by radio waves from the ship,
which was, in turn, picking up information on its radar equipment. Now | could also arrange an
over-riding signal from the torpedoes in sequence.

The problem had turned out to be easier than | had hoped.

| was two hours cooped up in that small space, tense and hot, but with ahope at least. At last | climbed
down theladder. Below dl the crew were wearing their sllver space suits. Colond indicated my suit,
which waslying on abunk, and one of the crew came over to help me on with it and set up my
respirator.

"How did it go? Colond's voice came through the headpiece.

“"Not quite perfect, but | think there should be some fireworks.'

“Good enough,’ said Coloné!.

| moved over towards the radar screen. Colonel got up and came over to join me. There were eight
blobs of light approaching us at high speed.

“Shall | try theradio, Sir?

"No.'



“Torpedo coming in to port,’ came the call from the communications officer.

The monitorsflashed, and then thewhole ship did abit of an Irishjig.

| picked mysdlf up off the floor. Colond was till standing on hisfeet. | couldn't understand that.

A miss, but not by much," he said, going over to the flight control pand.

‘I'mtaking her in.'

Suddenly the whole of my headpiece was full of static and weird babblings. | shook my head, but the
sound didn't go. The ship lunged again, and then it felt as though we'd done a complete somersault.
“They're getting too near. | daren't risk closing any further. All ready for firing?

Yes, gr.

"Setting -- Green 19.113 -- Red 472.6 -- Yellow 9,3001. Rates -- 0.4467 -- 0.0133 -- 0.2426,' said
one of the crew watching the dids.

"Fire,' Colond shouted. | shook my head as the noise of Colone's voice plus the babbling became even
more oppressive. The destroyer checked for afraction of a second as the torpedoes | ft the ship.
Suddenly I was flung back on the floor. Not by an explosion, but by Colonel changing course. Hewas
trying to outmanoeuvre the enemy destroyers. Then the severe pressure of acceleration at around 5
gravities stopped.

"Areyou dl right, Dick? said Colondl.

"Theway | fed, it wasn't worth while,' | said, picking up my bruised body off the floor.

"Come and take alook.’

| went over to the radar screen and had alook. There were only seven ships.

"Only seven ships,' Colonel said, dapping me on the back.

"Good.

| till felt violently sick. Someone shouted. They were coming in again. Colond fired the second salvo,
and again that agonizing acceleration.

"Sir, theré's another fleet coming in,' said Sparks.

| looked up from my undignified position on the floor. “Another fleet!" Colond said.

"Yes, dr. Coming in at heliocentric longitude 45 °." The ship throttled back, which alowed me to move
around.

“That's damned queer,' Colond said. 'Onefleet coming in from port and the other from starboard, and
we're smack inthe middle!

"What's so odd about that? | said feebly.

"Wl, this second fleet must have been out of radar contact with thefirst, the Sun was between them.
We're going to be crushed between the two.'

Everyonelooked inquiringly at Colonel.

"Signd theinformation back to Earth,’ he said to the communications officer.

“Sowerefinished, | said, redlizing that as every minute went by the possible chance of our surviva
diminished.

I'm sorry, Dick. It wasthe best | could do,’ Colonel said, turning to his Sparks. 'How many shipsare
answering the trangponder?

"About 217, sr,' camethereply.

“They might aswdll savelives, said the Colonel rather gloomily.

The ship started spinning as atorpedo exploded near by. Then another explosion. At the third explosion
everyone was thrown from one end of the cabin to the other.

Theingrument panel shorted out, and the lights went,

"We've been hit, sir.’

Colone didn't havetimeto say anything asthe ship was hit again. Everything disntegrated, the crew went
flying through space a different angles.

It isa strange sensation to spin dowly through space at a constant speed, which one doesn't fedl.
Eventudly | gave up the struggle to stabilize, and started to concentrate on mysdlf. Theredidn't seemto
be any seriousinjuries. My main worry was having adamaged suit, but | wouldn't be diveif the suit was
ripped, so | gingerly moved my limbsto seeif any bones were broken and decided that | was only



bruised.

The battle, from what | could see from my strange topsy turvy flight through space, was ill going on. But
strangely it looked asif the second fleet was attacking the first. Was that possible? It must be my eyesght
or some form of brain damage. An absurd fear was mounting in methat, in floating away from the battle
area, any chance of my being picked up was|ost.

Suddenly anew problem arose. An dien ship coming straight at me. Well, that'sit, | thought. But just as
suddenly asit appeared it vanished. A curious and sad thought struck me. | would have liked to have
seen the strange creaturesinside before | passed on my way into the depths of our solar system.

As| spun round for about the millionth time, | noticed the dark shape of a ship lying not far off. My heart
missed a beat. There was aflash of light and something went zipping by. | waited for an explosion, but
nothing happened. | redized that the thing which had gone flying by was not amissile intended to destroy
me, but alifeline.

The trouble was they'd missed, so the line wasjust out of reach. Another flash of light, and thistime
found the line between my legs. Thelack of gravity and loss of norma coordination made the effort of
grabbing it monumental, but | dowly found aloop on my belt which opened and was able to attach the
linethrough it. About five minutes|ater | noticed I'd changed direction. The life linewas pulling me
towards the ship. In my excitement at this discovery, | didn't question whether it was one of our fleet or
andien creft.

Theline pulled me nearer. Wasit one of ours? It looked thinner; | wasn't sure. Then | knew; thiswasn't
one of ours. The hatch that would normally be around the middle of the ship, was missing. This ship had
the opening very near the exhaust end, and as| drew closer, | saw that the torpedo tubes were not in the
nose section, but attached to the side. Inside my space suit | broke out in acold swest.

The hatch was alarge double-door affair. Theline pulled mein, through the outer doors, and right upto a
point in thewall. The outer doors closed. An incandescent light glowed and | saw that the line had towed
meinto alargeairlock. | began to float dowly to thefloor. As| undid my lifeline, gravity seemed to
increase gradualy and my equilibrium began to come back. A few momentslater apane behind medid
quietly open and my taut nerves gave atwinge of fear. | walked unsteadily into another small cubicle.
Suddenly the floor seemed to come up at me, and | stumbled around trying to regain my balance. |
laughed nervoudy as| redlized thiswas a high speed lift. It stopped. Another moment's delay, then the
pand did back and | waslooking into abrilliantly lit cabin at the alien crew. They moved forward. Some
were wearing slver-colored space suits, one was a brilliant emerald green color and one was golden. At
least they were about norma human height, but because of their dark visors, | couldn't seetheir faces.
My surprise a seeing human shapes rather than 'rats steadied me, but | was still nervous enough to jump
when the thing in gold came over to me, took hold of my arm and led me from thellift. It was not a
vicious authoritetive grip, but more like afriendly gestureto ablind person. Once out of the lift the door
did shut and | felt the fastener on my helmet being released. The chap in gold gave me asort of O.K. sgn
and | took the helmet off. | held my breath as the helmet came off, but | had to breathe and to my relief
the atmosphere seemed normal instead of the toxic mixtureit might have been.

The whole crew began to take helmets off. They had human faces! | began to wonder whether they were
infact part of the Earth's space fleet.

"Sdgain, said themanin gold.

"Helo," | said, nervoudy bracing mysdlf. They dl looked curioudy a me. The gentleman in gold went
over to apand and pressed abutton. A desk appeared. | was ushered over and invited to sit on a stool
which appeared to be attached to the desk. They all crowded round me and | began to wonder what
they wanted meto do.

Thefdlow in gold then started to point to his mouth and moved hislips as though he was speaking.

"Do you want meto talk? | said.

They dl looked ddlighted.

"l think | begin to understand,’ | said, warming to thejjob. 'Y ou want meto talk, to seeif you can find out



what language I'm talking in. Wéll, | don't quite know how you're going to do this, but | hope you can.
My nameisRichard or Dick Warboys. | am abachelor. | livein St John's College, Cambridge, England,
and work at the Univergity there.' | stopped. As|'d been talking a printout machine had been working.
At aguess | would think a computer was putting my speech patternsinto numerical form. | talked on
more carefully and methodicaly. The chap in gold started sudying the information. | looked round &t the
other crew members. Thefdlow in the green suit looked extraordinarily young. Suddenly | redlized that it
wasn't aman, it was awoman.

Thefellow in gold took hold of atyping machine and started banging away on the keys. When held
finished the print-out shot out its reply. He read it and then did some more typing.

"Selgain,’ said the man, smiling. 'Greetings,' came hisvoice afraction of asecond later from the intercom.
"Greetings,' | said, which wasfollowed by "Sdlgain’. The man in gold smiled and talked into the machine,
which sad: 'My nameis Betelgeuse. Thisis Alcyone,' he brought the girl forward, she smiled. 'And thisis
Rigd.' Rige nodded. 'And these are the three M's." The three strapping young men nodded and said
Sdlgain’ asone man.

| nodded a gresting to them.

"You were very lucky,' said Betelgeuse, pointing to the belt on my space suit. ‘It sent out adistress
sgnd.

| thanked my lucky stars. It must have been actuated automatically as | was gected from the ship. '‘Could
you pick up therest of my crew? | asked.

'We can try. Can you show me where you were hit? Betelgeuse asked.

He handed me a pointer, and a picture of the area with the dead and exploded ships marked appeared
on an illuminated pand. From what | could remember we had been roughly at the point of aV. Our ships
at the bottom, one fleet to the | eft, and someone coming in from theright. | looked hard and eventually
could make out the original V. There at the bottom was marked an explosion.

"Here, | think,' | said, pointing.

Alcyone and Rigd went over to the typing machine, and punched something out. The ship Sarted to
move.

"Wewill make acircle of the area. Have you any idea of your speed at the time you were hit?

"No," | said. We might have been doing any speed at thetime.

“Then well work on the speed you yourself weretraveling at.'

Wetraveled afull circle without any success.

Betelgeuse looked at me. "We will go into the exact area, but I'm afraid that, if there isn't anyone there,
we must return you to Earth.’

Y ou will return meto Earth? | asked.

“The Earth people arein great danger.'

'l can see!’

“Greater than | think you redize.’

"What do you mean?

"When thetimeisright, you will know," Betelgeuse said.

| wondered whether thiswas just atrick to find out about landing instructions on Earth. The intercom
darted to crackle with gatic. | thought | heard something. Thereit was, the old 'mayday’ distresssigndl.
"What does it mean? asked Alcyone.

"Thesgnd?

Yes!

‘It means"Help me".’

“Very got,' smiled Betelgeuse.

Thesignal kept getting stronger and stronger until we were dmost on top of it. | watched a picture of the
space outside. The viewer scanned until it fixed on adark patch. The dark patch became awreck. Then
| saw it. A small image moved among the wrecked parts. Whoever it was had a space pack on his back,
as| could see small spurts of flame occasiondly. It became apparent as we watched, that whoever it was



out there was making hisway away from us.

"He's afraid of us,' Betelgeuse observed.

Not surprising,’ | said.

"Y ou want meto bring him here?

"Certainly. Aslong asyou don't hurt him.'

| watched as they linked the man up on what | assumed wastheir target scope. A small rocket suddenly
shot acrossthe picture. Betelgeuse waited, looking alittle tense.

"What's happened? | said, trying to see what was going on outside.

"He'savoided theline!

Betelgeuse lined up the target on the scope and then fired another small rocket. It seemed to go up to the
target and then stop.

Y ourewatching avery smplelittle device,' Betelgeuse

said with asmile. 'Since he doesn't want to be rescued, wéll bring himin with alittle pressure!

"What exactly isit?

"A linethat's used to clear wreckage in space. The rocket head is programmed to do whatever you want.
You seeit hasarived a itstarget, and it waits for further instructions. Now | turn on astrong magnetic
fidd!

"What amarveloustoy,' | said.

“Certainly, but it doesthe job.'

Betel geuse pressed a button and the fellow outside must have got a shock, as he started moving
backwards, but it wasn't long before the man wasin the airlock and coming up in the lift.

The door opened, and | moved forward in front of Betelgeuse and his crew. My thoughts wereright. |
moved in quickly. The man was holding agrenade. Before | could tackle him the man put the grenade
back on hisbelt. He came out of thelift and started removing his helmet.

“Couldn't kill you, Dick," said Colonel Rhodes. 'Have they grilled you yet?

No, they havent. | hadn't even thought of that; they were going to return meto Earth if they hadn't found
anyonedse' | sad.

"Fddlesticks, it'sjust atrick to find out what our landing procedureis.’

"Well, Betelgeuse, what have you to say to my friend's accusation? | said.

"We could land without much trouble, but it would mean panic and distress. Y ou cal Earth and find out
what they haveto say.'

"What! Tell themto let you in. Oh, no!" Colond said briskly.

Betelgeuse signaled something, and the ship started moving.

"What are you going to do? | asked Colondl. "Nothing,' camethe reply.

‘Betelgeuse, could | talk to Earth? | asked.

"Of course’

Colond glowered.

| went to the communication console. 'Hello, Earth. Calling Earth, comein Earth, over,' | said. Then
datic. | tried again and again.

“Earth here. Who are you? Over,' came avery weak voice.

"Hello, Earth. Thisis Warboys from Redscout. Over.' “Congratul ations, we thought you'd had it." There
wasamoment'ssilence,

Warboys,' came the voice of the British Chief of Staff. “What happened to Colonel Rhodes? Over.'
"He's here, but our ship was destroyed and we're now with the lead ship from the fleet that camein from
heliocentric longitude 45°. I'd like permission for usto land in England. Over.'

“Our thanks to your rescue ship for saving the rest of our fleet. Y ou have clearanceto land. Over.'
“Thank you. Over and out.'

"Well, well, world control sounds happy for once,’ said

Colond. 'l wonder if any of us know what werein for.'

| stared hard at Betelgeuse. He looked back politely.



SIX

For an hour or more | watched Colond wander purposefully around the cabin. It struck me asrather
pig-headed of him not to accept the Situation and try to work within his present confinement. Betelgeuse
and hismen, having set their ship's course, had lft us done in the main cabin and gone below to deep.
"How did you know about the rescue signaling device? Rhodes suddenly said, turning on me.

“I didn't know we had one. They told me."

"What do you mean, "they told me" ?

"What | said. They picked it up and homedinonme,' | said, alittletestily. | could see Colonel was
unsure of me. 'Do you think they've got me brainwashed or programmed? | asked.

"Dick, I'm uncertain of the whole situation. Here are these people who come out of nowhere, put an
aggressor to flight and then return usto Earth. | fed that it isn't naturd .’

Y ou may be quiteright, but at this point in time we know that they have fast ships and can out-shoot us,
but that they haven't tried to question us. Why don't we let them return us home and brain-wash some of
our politicians rather than ourselves?

"Maybeyoureright, Colond said with asmile. ‘But I'm gtill extremely suspicious of dl thisgood will.'

"Y ou should be. That'swhat you have been trained for. I'm suspicious too, but there are severd points
that need clearing up before | cal them enemies. Why do they look exactly like us? They arerather big to
withstand deceleration of continuous 3 gravities, which may mean they aretechnicaly far in advance of
us, and it seems rather unnecessary to use atrick to find out landing procedure. Surely they could just call
up therest of their fleet and movein, instead of taking the lead ship to Earth, which, for Betelgeuse, could
mean suicide.’

“That makes sense. Do you think we should St tight? "Yes, and | suggest that, instead of landing a
World H.Q., we go back to Mildenhall.’

"We can't do that!" he said.

"Why not? If your suspicions about Betelgeuse are correct, then al helll get isthe landing ingtructions for
one basein England, not the complex landing instructions of World H.Q., which would be far more useful
to himin the event of invason.’

| think it'saweak argument, but it would be rather ascoop if they were on our side,’ Colondl said,
warming to my idea. 'Y es, well, Betelgeuse will have to make something go wrong during the fina
descent.'

“I'm sure that can be arranged,' | said, looking round the cabin. ‘Do you think their ships are much more
advanced than ours?

"By watching the way the ship is operated, 1'd say they're quite advanced. The questions would be
unending. What kind of propulsion do they have? How do they get such good movability in such alarge
ship? Rhodes said, looking round. "They have asuperior artificial gravity device!

"Simple questionsto answer,’ Betelgeuse said, coming out of thelift. 'We normally use what you'd call
nuclear fisson for power, but we switch over to Solar power if we are close enough to abright star or
sun. Theimprovementsin manoeuvrability have been made by doing away with manua control, except in
emergencies, and computing tactical movements,' Betelgeuse said, going over to the control and lighting
up alarge map. We went over to join him. It istime to check the position of my fleet.’

"Why, are you worried that we might attack you? Colondl said.

"Not at dl. Y our forces have been recaled out of the area, which isawise decision.’

Colond was slent. The expression on his face made me wonder whether he was feding alittle subdued
at the thought that his shipswere outclassed. It was anatura fedling for amilitary man.

"Are you expecting more trouble? | asked, breaking the silence.

“Troublefor you, | think. If they get by my defenses, they'll burn you up.'



"What! Set the Earth onfire? | said.

Not only the Earth, but everything surrounding it,’ Betelgeuse said, with ahardnessin hisvoice.

“Isthat why you're here -- to help us? Colond said.

“Towarn Earth, not to protect Earth. | hope that my warning comes early enough, so that you can build
gpace craft amilar to this one and leave your homes. That's your only chance of survival.'

“That ridiculous,’ Colond said.

"It may seem so, but well see!

"But supposing you areright,' | said, "how did this happen?

Betelgeuse laughed. "Well, for many years now we have been fighting a space war; and recently, over the
past thirty years or so, aien space ships have appeared. Y ou can imagine what was suspected. The Yelg,
who are one of the groupswe are involved in fighting, thought that these ships were something to do with
me. They apparently captured one, removed the crew, sent it back to its destination and followed it."
"So they thought you were using our planet asaport of call,' | said, reflecting that it was probably what
had happened to Tubby Fanshawe.

"Yes, arepair depot,’ Betelgeuse said, interrupting my thoughts.

"Of course. Since the ship was crewed by people who looked like you, the deductions seemed so
obvioudy true!

“Quite. | think if you Earth people had had a different appearance, you'd have been fairly safe.’

"You remind me of the Flying Dutchman,' | said. Betelgeuse looked puzzled.

“The Flying Dutchman sailed the seas of the Earth, but could never land. Y ou sail the seas of space;' |
sad, feding my remark had gone very flat.

“That'sal very well, Dick, but how doesthe Y elaburn up a planet? Colonel asked.

"By manipulation of the Earth's atmosphere,’ Betelgeuse said.

“Isthat possible? Colond said with dismay.

"For the Yela, yes.' Betelgeuse was interrupted by avoice on the intercom.

"We are nearing Earth.’

"What are our landing ingtructions? Betelgeuse said.

"Well,' Colond looked at me for amoment, ‘Dick and | have decided not to take you to our main Earth
Space centre, but to return to my own headquarters.’

"So we can't learn too much about your landing instructions,’ Betelgeuse said, laughing.

| felt the blood rush to my face.

"Yes, but thereis possibly another valid point,’ Colone said, trying to cover up the embarrassment. 'Y ou
will beinterrogated. At home we can put agood word in for you, but we couldn't guarantee this from the
World Security fdlows.

This point hadn't crossed my mind; it sounded quite reasonable.

"Y ou haven't time to worry about us, you must start building ships,' Betelgeuse said with feding.

"I understand that, but you will ill haveto explainit to our political leaders.'

“All right. What do we do now? Betelgeuse asked. "Have you got any maps of the Earth?

A moment or so later alarge map appeared on a pand, and at the same time the lift doors opened and
the rest of the crew appeared.

"World Space H.Q. ishere at longitude 28°, latitude 39°. The homing wave length is 26.705 meters.
Now, we redlly want to come down here at longitude 0°30, latitude 52°20. The homing waveis 20.96
meters.

"l understand, so you want me to cut from one wave length to the other before landing,’ Betelgeuse said,
withasmile

Rigd and the crew began to make preparations and within a second or two the sound of the homing
bleep filled the cabin.

"How long will it take? | asked.

"Not long. Wewill give your Earth people a show of agrobatics,’ Rigdl said.

"What do you do about deceleration pressure? Colonel asked, obvioudy looking round for something to
lieon.



"Oh, you have nothing to worry about. The cabin has counter gravitation to alow norma movement up to
10 gravities. Beyond that it is advisable to use couches,' Betelgeuse said with pride.

"Fine. What do you do about living accommodation? Colonel asked.

“That isdl below this cabin. Whenitispossible I'll show you round.’

"Would you like to hear your Space Control? Rigel asked.

Colond nodded. Rigd turned up the sound and we heard an American voice giving instructions for our
arrival. Then suddenly: 'My God. The ship's out of control.

Hello, hdllo, calling al space controls monitoring space craft. Possbility of crash landing, repest,
possibility of crash landing.' The replies and questionsto his message camein from al over theworld.
Betelgeuse had turned on one of the tele-cine cameras, which showed the Earth and our approach. It
became bigger and bigger until we seemed to beright on top of the south-eastern part of England. We
saw towns, trees, animals grazing and then -- nothing.

"We are down,' Betel geuse announced.

“Incredible landing, Colond said, obvioudy not believing it.

Colonel, Betelgeuse and mysdlf descended in thelift. At lagt, terrafirma. It was amarvelous Sight.
Unfortunately, my legs began to feel spongy and | sank in avery undignified way on to the ground.
"Hey, what's the matter, Dick? Colonel asked.

"Nothing anight's deep wouldn't put right,' | said, listening to running footsteps. Betel geuse went back
into the ship, and eventualy returned with asmall box.

“I think | might need atrandator,’ he said.

The security fellows arrived dl out of breath. Their « faces reflected the emotions that probably were
being experienced by everyone on the base -- fear, excitement and curiosity at the arrival of an alien
space ship.

“Colond Rhodes?

“Yes, sergeant.’

"My ingtructions are to take you to security to await...' "In London? Colond cut in.

Yes, ar.

"Well, Dr Warboys hereis very tired. | will make his excuses. So run him back to Cambridge.’

‘Wl ..

“That's an order, sergeant.’

Yes, gr.

"Dick, you go off home and get somerest. If there is a scene from security, I'll fend them off. Y ou've had
astrenuoustrip.’

"What about you? | asked.

'l think we are alittle more used to it,' Colond said, looking a Betelgeuse.

"What about the ship? | asked again.

“That'll be under heavy guard, Sir,' said the soldier.

‘Betelgeuse, areyou . . . ?

“It'sdl right,’ Betelgeuse interrupted. 'My crew will wait until | return. If, however, | dont, their
ingtructions are to leave Earth and take our fleet out of your Solar System.’

"Good,' | laughed. "Y ou're right to be suspicious.’

Betelgeuse handed me some capsules. 'Take oneif you fed the balancein your earsis upset. They will
bring it back to the normal gtate.’

The three of them moved off, to a helicopter that had just arrived. | waved afeeble goodbye and
staggered towards the termina. A couple of soldierswere on their way towards me, arriving just intime
before | collapsed again. They carried me like a sack of potatoes and placed me with carein another
helicopter.

“Thanks,' | said.

"Our pleasure,’ smiled one of the young soldiers as he got in and took over the controls.

We rose high over the space craft and set off in the direction of Cambridge.

"What'sthe time? | asked.



"19.05, sir.!

| reset my watch. It didn't seem to want to go, so | took it off and shook it vigoroudy. Nothing
happened.

“Should think your batteries are dead,’ came the observation. 'I've got aspareif you would like one.’
Opening the watch reveded nothing. | took out the miniature hest battery and shorted it across my
tongue. "1 think you'reright,' | said. | had felt no tingling. Changing the battery, | cleaned a speck of fluff
from the trang stor, and then closed the watch up and put it back on my wrigt.

"Herewe are, Sir,' said the soldier. Looking out of the cockpit | could see King's College Chapel below.
“Can you put me down over there by the old tennis courts.’

The hdlicopter settled gently on St John's grass tennis courts. If the head gardener had seen thished
probably have shot mewith hisevil smdling insecticide.

The soldier didn't leave straightaway, just in case | crumpled up again. My mind was dmost blank. The
thought of a good wholesome stesk filled the blankness as | walked unsteadily into the college buildings.
"Good evening, Dr Warboys,' said the voice of the head porter as| tried to dip unnoticed to my rooms.
"Good evening,' | replied, longing to hurry on.

"A Colond Gangestelephoned,’ he said, faling into step beside me. 'And gave meingtructions to see that
youwerewel| fed."

| thanked him.

Onceinsde my room, | locked the door, flicked the TV on and went into the kitchenette to find the
material of asubstantial mea set on atray. | opened the oven; it smet ddlicious. A bottle of the College's
best claret was dready airing. Pleasurable anticipation swept most of my fatigue away.

Within five minutes| was gtting infront of the TV.

"Good evening,' said the announcer. 'All twenty-eight channelswill now be showing a specid politica
broadcast.' The Prime Minister's face appeared on the screen.

No choice, | thought; he'sgot al the channels. | tucked into my supper with relish as| watched with a
jaundiced eye.

"Good evening,' said the Prime Miniger. 'Asdl of you arefully aware what has been happening during
the last week, | do not think you will wish me to mince matters. The Solar Systemn has been invaded by a
powerful dien fleet of -- ah hem -- gpace ships. Who, or what these aliens may have been is unknown to
us. Why the attack was prosecuted so fiercely, so relentlesdy, is unknown to us. From whence the diens
came we do not know.'

How can he say thingslikethat, | thought as he went on:

“For two days duration, afierce battle hasraged in the vast spaces surrounding our Earth. The outcome
has been a complete victory for the brilliantly controlled forces of the World Space Fleet. The
unprovoked, unsought attack is over. Our hitter, hostile, implacable enemy, hasretreated beyond the
confines of the Solar System, his fleet shattered and broken.’

Y ou wait until the papers print the real story inthe morning,' | said to the TV, but the Prime Minister just
went on.

"My purpose tonight isto inform you of afurther most remarkable circumstance -- that near the end of
the battle our World Fleet was joined by a second fleet, from outside our Solar System. This second fleet
appearsto bejust asfriendlily disposed to us, asthefirst was hotile. Y ou will therefore redize that no
cause for darm exissswhen | say that —a-- ha, hem -- aship of this second fleet has landed on Earth.
Why it has entered the regions of the Solar System and from whence it came will shortly be known.

"1 wish to conclude this announcement with an appeal. These are exciting times -- the wind of change
blows unceasingly. But | need hardly say that avast gulf exists -- between ajudtifiable pride and
excitement in the achievements of our species-- and the hysteriaof unbridled curiosity. | therefore trugt,
and the government behind me trusts, that during the next few days no unseemly demongtrations will take
place herein Britain -- whatsoever may happen in the -- ah, hem -- rest of theworld.'

| listened to the gpeech with amazement and amusement. The information given was such adigtortion of
the truth; but then politicians had their own ways of leading the people dong. It might not apped to me,
but it seemed to work.



The Prime Minister's smiling face vanished from the screen and back came the newscadter.

“After that important statement from the Prime Minister, we are now being joined by aworld wide span
of

gations, including CBS and UBC of the United States of America, VDKA of Asaand thefraterna
network of Africa. Our Magter of Ceremoniesfor tonight is the distinguished American commentator,
Dave Swan Vespa,' said the newscaster enthusiastically. The voicesfaded as| drifted into deep deep.
The bu77 of the door bell woke me. | peered blearily through a smal magic eye which alowed meto see
who was standing there. It was Sir John Fidding.

"Comein, Sir John,' | said, opening the door.

"Hello, Dick. How are the space legs?

"Rather badly fitted to my misused body, but never mind. Sit down,' | said, moving my supper tray into
the kitchen and switching off thetelevison set. '‘Can | get you adrink?

“Thank you. I'll have awhisky and sodaif you'vegot it.'

"What timeisit? | asked, as| made two drinks.

"About midnight. Thank you," Sir John said, taking the drink | handed him.

No wonder I'm stiff, degping in achair for solong,’ | said. 'Well, you look very thoughtful .

" am, Dick. I've been up in London listening to Colonel Rhodes and thisfellow Betelgeuse.'

"Do you believe that Betelgeuse isfor us, not against us? | asked.

"Weadl haveto, whether welikeit or not. We have no way of proving him wrong, and he hasn't done
anything that could be classed as a hodtility.'

"What about thisinvasion busness?

"Again, very difficult to say. He holds dl the interesting answers. What 1'd like to know at thismoment is
what are the odds of humanoid cresturesliving in UrsaMgor?

“Pretty remote, | would have thought,' | said.

"Yes, wdl it'squestions like that which | should like answered at the moment instead of getting
information on. technica achievements!’

"Wll, apart from your curiosity, what's happening?

“To gtart with, the Government has gone mad. Betel geuse offered them the blueprints of his space ships,
and they were all over themselvesto study them. The people at the Ministry of Defense are so excited
about them that they don't redly takethis Y dathreat serioudy.’

'| suppose aslong asthey're dl happy, well beleft in peace,' | said.

“Certainly, but the Americans, Russians, French and practically everybody € se are hopping mad that the
ship came down in England, and that we had the first offer of the blueprints. | suppose the Government
will now gtart playing palitics' Sr John said thoughtfully.

‘I wouldn't worry,' | said cheerfully.

"But | do worry. Betelgeuse's story was quite convincing, and | think he was very disappointed at the
way it was treated.’

“They didn't keep himin London then? | said.

"No, he and Colondl Rhodes went back to Mildenhall. | believe Rhodesis going to look after Betelgeuse
and the ship.'

Did Betelgeuse give any reason for this space invasion apart from the fact that you were sending ships
into awar? | asked.

"Oh, yes. Have you got achart of the galaxy?

"Certainly,’ | said, going over to my desk. Under amass of papers| found my old chart, which looked
rather rat eared. 'Isthisany good? | said, spreading it out.

"Fine. Now we are here, dl right,’ said Sir John pointing. 'Apparently in al these various areas there are
different cresturesliving.’

| nodded.

"These creatures are completely different from us, and different from one another aswell,’ Sir John said.
"Well, which isthe enemy? The people who fought usin the beattle?

“The oneswho can withstand deceleration at 3 gravities? Sir John mused. 'They're apparently called



Essans. They live here, he said prodding the map, but they're only part of abig federation.’

"What sort of federation?

“Thewholelot, asfar as| can gather,' Sir John said, moving his hand fredly round the chart.

"What about Betelgeuse, then? Where does he come from?

"He has no fixed base. Hisfleet cruises round the gdaxy thewholetime. All the others are againgt him;
and unfortunately since the DSP 15 they're now against us.

So the Government in a hdf-hearted way has suggested a pact between the Earth and Betelgeuse.'
“ldiots,' | said. 'The politicians are dwaysinvolving themselvesin other people's problems. Y ou know I'm
glad I'm not apoalitician. I'd bein an asylum.’

"Apparently,’ Sir John went on, ‘Betelgeuse is only afraid of some creatures caled the Yela. Y dameans
"unseen ones'. No one has ever seen them, hence the name.’

"Did he say anything about the Y elabeing able to set planets on fire?

"Yes. That isone of the other questions | would have liked answered.'

The telephone buzzed. | didn't redlly want to answer it, but Sir John was obvioudy curious. | flicked the
switch. Colond Rhodes came up on the screen.

“Sorry to bother you, Dick, but one thing that Betelgeuse didn't tell uswas that he'd captured one of
these Essans.’

"Redlly, whereisit? | asked.

"Hereinthe ship. | thought I'd let you know just in case you'reinterested.’

I amindeed.

"Comeover. I'll meet you here at the terminal and we can get frightened together,’ Colond said, with a
laugh. Sir John nodded.

"O.K., Colond. I'll be coming over with Sir John Fielding.'

"Don't betoo long,' Colone said excitedly. The picture faded. | flicked the switch and turned to Sir John.
“| shan't beamoment,’ | said and nipped smartly into the bedroom and changed into clean clothes.

Sir John was folding up the chart when | came back.

"Good," Sir John said, opening the front door. We were both quite excited as we moved towards the
helicopter parked in what had been the college car park.

"It should be interesting to see a creature that can withstand 3 gravities decel eration for long periods of
time' | said.

Sir John dipped the ingtruction card in and afew seconds later we were on the move.

“I'minterested that Betelgeuse's ship is more advanced than the Essans,’ Sir John said.

"l suppose that's the right way round. If you wander around the galaxy staying dive with no fixed home,
then your technology would have to be much better than that of your enemieswho have home bases.
The helicopter made off away from the lights of Cambridge, and then up ahead | could seethe
high-powered lights of the space drome. We traveled quickly and it wasn't many minutes before we were
landing on the tarmac outside the termina building.

Weleft our machine and made our way to meet Colonel, who was propped up against the bar with a
drink. On seeing us he downed it and moved towards us.

"Hello, Sir John, Dick," he said.

"Tel me, why didn't Betelgeuse tell us about this prisoner? asked Sir John.

"Hedidn't think it was that important, until | started questioning him about the Essans. At this point he
samply said heldd got one on board,’ replied Colond with asmile.

Wewalked out of the termina and across the concrete. The foreign ship looked sinister against the
ac-lights

The airlock doors were open, so wejust walked in. | pushed a button for the lift, which took a moment
or two to arrive. Sir John looked around him with intere<t.

Therewas no real comparison between the DSP 15 and this ship.

Betelgeuse, Rigd and Alcyone were in the main cabin when we emerged from the lift.

Betelgeuse switched the trandator on -- he said, 'Good, you have come.'

"We're rather curious about this Essan you have,' Sir John said enthusiagtically.



'l understand that,’ Betel geuse said with atwinklein his eye. Alcyone moved past us and vanished in the
lift. I hopethat your people are going to take the problem of evacueting the Earth serioudy.’

“I'm afraid welll have to wait and see. They're not so rationa as yourselves and until they can see, fed or
hear thisthreat, they will look upon your information rather warily, I'm afraid,’ said Sir John.

"And you, Sir John. What do you think? asked Betelgeuse.

"What can | say. Y our account of the galactic war convinces me the Situation is very serious, but I'm not
sure that the answer isto evacuate, said Sir John. He saw the look on the other's face and added:
‘Maybel am bengillogica mysdf.

Alcyone regppeared from the lift with the Essan in tow. For asecond or so we just stared at the creature
and then laughed with relief. 1t was squat and badger-like, but with around gentle face. A timid roly-poly
animd looking more like acuddly toy than afearsome enemy.

"Betelgeuse, you mean to tell usthat these creatures were attacking our fleet? Colone said.

"Yes, thisisone of them.’

The Essan |ooked absolutdly terrified.

"What's your name? asked Sir John.

Alcyone spokefor it.

“Ungnee camealovely singing voice.

"Areyou frightened of Betelgeuse? | asked.

Alcyonetrandated.

"Of nearly everything,' said the Essan.

"But why? | asked.

"Because the Essans are peaceful people. They lived on awonderful planet. One day the enemy
appeared and aterrific battle took place. The Essanslost and were taken into davery,’ said Betelgeuse.
"Amazing. Absolutely amazing,' said Sir John.

“Itisno different from the history of Earth. Many times peaceful nations have been conquered by
aggressors and forced into servitude, or made to serve as unwilling soldiers!’

“That'strue,’ said Colond.

"Sir,' sad Rigd.

"Yes. What isit?

Betelgeuse took his earphones and listened. Then, over the intercom began to come aweird sound,
amog musica. Ungnee was redly frightened now, and tried to hide behind Alcyone. The musical sound
became more intense. Betelgeuse had avery worried look on hisface, and he sgnaed Alcyoneto
remove the Essan, which shedid.

The musical sound began to turn into an éectronic voice with fast dot-dash notations. Betelgeuse looked
at usindespair. | didn't understand at first. The fast dot-dash notation seemed meaningless, then
suddenly | heardit.

‘Thisisthe Yela-- thisisthe Yea'

A cold, uncontrollable shiver went straight down my spine. Anyone not believing Betelgeuse's sory must
surely be convinced. | looked at my colleagues. They didn't say anything, but stood motionless, listening.

SEVEN

WE were ill transfixed when Ganges appeared from the lift with Alcyone, followed by alarge tweedy
woman.

"Hello, Sir John, Betelgeuse, Warboys," he nodded to each in turn. 'Got a mass of ingtructions from the
higher brass, start with thelady -- Miss Atlanta Belpuize.' He introduced us dl. ‘Anthropologi<t, you
know -- dam' clever -- wantsto compare you with usand dl that sort of thing.'



Betelgeuse said courteoudy, "We shall be pleased to give you whatever information you need.’

Atlanta Belpuize looked a him thunderstruck. 'Please open your mouth again,’ she said. Betelgeuse did
0. 'It'sunbelievable,’ she said. The dentition isidentical with our own. | don't know what to think. | need
amore detailed examination, but &t first sight these are humanoids.’

“Just what | thought, dear lady,' said Ganges. 'But then I'm just asimple chap.’

"But, Ganges,' she said, 'the point isthat the chances of this degree of smilarity are extremely smdl’; she
was excited and bewildered. 'I'd better get straight into this." She picked up Betel geuse's hand and began
examining thefingersand joints minutely.

“Er -- Miss Belpuize, could you take one of the other to pieces? said Ganges. 'Top brass want to confer
with Betelgeuse.' He extracted Betelgeuse from her clutches saying: 'Perhaps another member of the
crew?

Betel geuse was about to speak when Atlanta Bel puize said:

"Want the girl of course and how about that er -- man over there?

Rigd tried to look inconspicuous but everyone's attention was diverted by theirruption of the3M's.
Spotting Ganges, they dl grinned broadly.

"Come on, Betelgeuse,' said Ganges hurriedly. 'Got alot to do.'

"Bad show, what!' the 3 M's said as one man.

"Dam’ impertinence,' rapped Ganges, his red face suffused with anger, blue eyes popping.

"Not cricket, what!" chorused the 3 M's.

Ganges turned an outraged back on the company and only Alcyone saw thetwinklein hiseye. She
crossed to Betelgeuse and spoke to him quietly; he nodded, turned to the 3 M's and spokein their own
tongue. Their chortles died down and looks of dismay crossed the normally cheerful, open faces. They
expostulated; Betelgeuse silenced them with agesture and, turning to Atlanta Belpuize, said:

"The 3 M'swill be very pleased to co-operate in any way you require. Alcyone will seethat al our
facilitiesare a your disposd.'

Sir John, Betelgeuse, Warboys and Ganges entered the lift. Asthe doors closed they heard the 3M's
muted explosion, "Gdlfuiders’

"That,' said Sir John, 'sounds like disgust in any language.'

"Quite incapable of trandation,’ said Betelgeuse blandly. “I hope Colonel Gangesis not too offended by
their high spirits’

Hmph -- whippersnappers, said Ganges, 'dtill -- like abit of spirit -- ook after myself anyhow -- think
the Belpuize has her work cut out though.' The thought did not displease him.

| did not take much notice of the exchange as my mind was racing over what Betelgeuse had said inthe
ship. The sinister message of the Y elahad put a sharp edge on my fear. | looked at Sir John; hewas
gravely preoccupied.

“| wonder what Miss Atlanta Bel puize would think of the Essan? said Betelgeuse to Sir John. 'Perhaps
that would be the kind of surprise she would be expecting,

Sir John smiled agreement.

"Essan? said Ganges, asthelift stopped. 'What's that?

Sir John explained about the prisoner.

Hmm. Don't want to be stuffy,’ said Ganges, looking very stuffy indeed, but security is my job you know.
Responsible for Mildenhall, can't have private gaolsin my own parish asit were! Let's haveit out and I'll
dapitinthecdls’

"Asyou wish,' said Betedlgeuse. He spoke into the intercom.

Ganges called over some of hisM.P.'s

'Got an dien prisoner,’ he said. 'Can't risk adip up, keep on your toes.’

As he spoke Betel geuse approached from behind him with the nervous Ungnee. The sergeant-major of
Military Policelooked over Ganges shoulder, nothing showed on hisface.

“Should we use shackles, sir?

Ganges spun on hished, hisjaw dropped. "Pon my soul," he said in confusion. He turned to the



sergeant-magjor, pulled himself together and, with aglare that would have blistered paint, growled, 'I'll see
you in my office, sergeant-mgjor.’

Theleathery face of the N.C.O. remained impassive. "Sir!" he said smartly.

"Wait amoment,’ said Ganges.

Hergjoined the three of us. 'It'snot my day,’ he said. “Galactic skirmishes, top brass on my neck, big flap
here, Atlanta Belpuize and now this." He glowered at the diminutive Essan who had stopped shaking and
was gazing spellbound up at the big red face.

"Dammit,’ said Ganges. 'Looks as menacing asaguineapig.

Ungnee's small face registered serene pleasure.

‘Hmph,” said Ganges, ‘can't have asquad of big strong chaps standing guard, armed to the teeth, over
this. Anyway," he continued, 'Sir John has to take our friend to the Ministry, you, young Warboys, have a
meeting with the technical boysto get that valve of yoursin production and ingtdled in our ships. I've set
them up in thelab here, where they are going through the papers you left here before your trip. They are
making headway, but need a bit of help -- boffins, hmph.’

He turned to Ungnee. 'Come on, prisoner, he said, 'quick march." He made a gesture to the Essan to
accompany him and walked back to the escort.

To my huge ddlight, well shared by the soldiers, Ungnee dipped his hand into the Colond's and
gambolled dong fluting avay in hismusical voice. Even the back of Ganges neck looked embarrassed.
"Get fdl in,' roared the sergeant-mgjor. 'Jump to it, Smith. What's the matter with you, Robinson!*

They formed abox round the Colonel and marched smartly off to the H.Q. building.

"Wdll,' said Sir John. 'He may give methe pip but --

"He hasaqudlity,' said Betelgeuse. 'Dr Warboys, Rigel will join you at your meeting; your valve can be
useful to ustoo.

Betelgeuse and Sir John set off for London and | went to the labs, once more immersed in the threat of
theYea

In an hour or so we'd overcome the problemsthat had arisen. Production space and men had been
organized. Rhodes had dovetailed his servicing squadsinto the system so that there could be no delay on
ingdlation. Rigel had joined us as promised and the co-operation had been fruitful; he had amassive
knowledge of the physical science, much of it along way in advance of our own. It wasflattering and
gimulating to find, however, that some of my ideas were new ground for him and on my way home |
wished that the Situation were different and could dlow ustime to co-operate on some of the most
interegting fields.

| was dog tired and got into bed without delay, falling adeep straight away. | must have dept restlesdy
for when | woke in the morning my pillows were againgt the far wall. My books, watch and other articles
including the electronic darm were scattered dl over the room.

The door buzzer was going like mad and, fedling foul, | pressed the intercom button.

Yes!

"Good morning, Dick,' came Sir John's voice. 'Sorry to disturb you.'

"O.K. I'mcoming.' | said, dipping on my dressing-gown. | opened the door. 'Comein.’

“I've brought afriend for you to look after for the day," Sir John said briskly. Behind him stood arather
shy Alcyone. Sheld discarded her green uniform and was dressed in a blue-green jacket and trousers.
"Good morning,' | said, alittle embarrassed at my bare feet.

Alcyone laughed gently. Sheld seen my quick glance at my feet. 'Good morning, Dick.'

"Well, I'll leaveyou. | shall be at the War Office; thereisalot to do. I'm glad your end istied up, and a
day off would do you good,’ Sir John said, making his way towards the staircase.

“Comein, Alcyone,' | said, waving afarewell to Sir John.

Alcyone entered diffidently, but once she saw the genera untidiness her step became morelively. She
wandered around, and then made her way to the window. | must admit the view was one of the best in
the univergity with the old chimney pots and roofs and in the distance the ddlicate spires of King's College
chapel. A view that's probably remained much unchanged for five hundred years.

"You haven't got atrandator,' | said, covering my bare feet.



"No. One of my jobsisto learn languages. When we rescued you, | had time to run a program on the
English language, and then | started to learn. Betelgeuse and the others are learning too.'

"But your command of the language is extremely good for afew hours; what did you do, plug yourself
into the computer?

“Something like that,' she laughed gently.

“Laugh you may; how about applying your advanced knowledge to making a cup of tea.'

"A cup of teg, isthat adrink?

Yes!

"Well, | cantry.

| went back into the bedroom and tidied up, showered, shaved, dressed and hurried back to see what
Alcyone was up to. She sat in the kitchen engrossed in an old cookery book, that my
great-great-grandmother had used.

“Quite an interesting document,' she said, looking at arecipe for Christmas pudding.

| looked round. 'No tea?

"Ph, I'd forgotten,” Alcyone said.

| found a couple of mugs that weren't damaged in one way or another and put tea tabletsin, poured on
some hot water and threw a couple of milk pillsin for luck.

Y ou don't make tealike that, she said.

"Don't you? | handed one of the mugsto Alcyone.

"How to maketea," Alcyone said, pointing to the recipe book. ‘Boil akettle of water. Pour alittle boiling
water into ateapot and alow pot to warm. Throw the water away and add three spoons of tea and pour
on boiling water. | don't redlly understand it.’

| laughed. 'It'svery smpleredly, and occasondly, when | can get tealeaves, | makeit that way. I'll
show you sometime.’

Alcyone put the book down and looked at me thoughtfully.

"I will tell you one of the most remarkable things about you, and many people I've met on Earth,’ she
sad, Spping her tea.

“Goon.

"Well, you believe there will dways be atomorrow. Whatever the disasters, the dayswill passand time
will heal al wounds or &t least the surface of these wounds,' she said.

"Well, why not?

"Doyou believe that there really isatomorrow? "Persondly | believe in atomorrow. Sometimes | have
doubts about next year, but it doesn't lagt."

"You redize that thereisno rea tomorrow for us? “Oh, come off it. Y ou'll be here tomorrow.'

"Y ou don't understand. Soon there will be agrest grief for dl you Earth people.’

' understand that we were attacked the other day, and we might be attacked again in the future, but |
can enjoy today.'

"But it won't be the same sort of attack. The next timethe Y daitsdf will come. It may be soon, it may be
many years, but the Y elaWill come -- and then there will be death, everywhere, dl over the face of the
Earth.’

“But how will the Y ela produce such devastation?

“Perhaps you will redize how when | say that the Y ela are capable of moving ablanket of hydrogen
around aplanet.’

"How much gas?

"Asmuch asisin the amosphere of the planet itsdlf.' "Then these Y ela people do have tremendous
powers,' | said, getting up.

"Yes. They don't move hurriedly. A planet is dowly surrounded with hydrogen, so that below isthe
oxygen of the ordinary atmosphere and above is the hydrogen blanket. Then at one place the hydrogenis
pressedin.'

"Good Lord!" | said, beginning to visudize the terrifying picture.

"Y ou begin to see? The hydrogen and oxygen combine with agresat release of heat. The hest causesthe



gasto rise and more hydrogen is sucked down. Within afew minutes the whole atmosphere everywhere
-- isaraging inferno.’

"Quite abomb. Makes a nuclear wegpon seem like apop gun.' | walked over to the window. 'How did
it happen to you? | turned to face Alcyone.

"Well," Alcyone said, getting up and coming over to join me. 'About a hundred thousand years ago, we
began spreading our people from planet to planet -- Mankind, the human species. We moved steadily
from one gtar to the next. We thought of oursalves as masters of the galaxy. At one time, many, many
thousands of planets were under our control.'

“Then thisexpansion, | suppose, cameto an end?

"Yes, after an atempt to invade the territory of the Y ela, we were vigoroudy repulsed. Then the Essans
joined with many other oppressed creatures and alied againg us, resulting inalong war.'

Did you lose? | asked, treading carefully.

"Not immediately. We were winning, when the federation appealed to the Ydafor help. TheYeda
decided againsgt us -- from then on it wasn't really awar anymore -- only continuous disasters.”

"So you had to keep moving, | suppose. Never landing at any place for more than alittle while,' | said.
“That'sright. Except on one planet, one fluke planet -- the Earth.’

"The Earth! Why particularly the Earth? | asked.

"Because here, by amillion to one chance, there happened to be primitive men -- creatures resembling
ourselves!

“That would be Neandertha man,’ | said thoughtfully to mysdif.

"Yes, that'sright,” Alcyone said, catching my remark.

"So you think afew of your survivors managed to land here. Intermingled with the true inhabitants, and
used them as a sort of camouflage?

"Yes, that's exactly what happened. Now you understand why we look alike.’

“Indeed | do, but it'saweird story.'

"Yes, and to make matters worse, in time you Earth men devel oped space craft and went exploring. A
foolish mistake, for then it was known outside your solar system that humans inhabited the Earth. Y ou
were not to know this, but the damageisdone. The Y dawill come.’

"Yes, but why are you so sure we're hel pless?

"Wevetried everything. Y our only chanceisto build shipslike ours and escape with us!'

’| don't seethat that's the only answer. Surely we might try to argue some sort of case. After all, it'sfifty
thousand years since this happened.’

"Ah, yes. Fifty thousand years ago when we landed here, the Earth was teeming with animals. Today dl
the primitive men are extinct and many species of animals.

Y our domination, to the Y da, isaform of oppresson. A fine case you'l be ableto argue,’ Alcyone said
with feding.

The sun was beginning to come through from behind alarge bank of grey clouds. It didn't seem possible,
looking out over the roofs and chimneys, that somewhere out in the bluey-black depths of spacewasa
fearsome, relentless enemy.

"You look thoughtful,' Alcyone said, taking my arm. "I amindeed! Still, let'sgo out for abit,' | said.
"Don't you ever learn? Alcyone cried in despair. “Certainly, but only under severe pressure,’ | said, going
over to my desk. | found my pass book and credit cards.

"Where would you like to go? | asked, tucking them into my pocket.

“Somewhere that you would liketo go.'

"Fine, come on then.'

| closed the door and stuck up anote. OUT FOR THE DAY. Then | had second thoughts and added a
footnote saying that my message taker was switched on. A very smple device. The front-door bell
works on body temperature, so that the visitor stands for amoment until hisbody heat is picked up by a
heat cell, then the buzzer goes. I'd put thisin one day when | had nothing better to do, because people
complained | was never in and lost notes and messages. When the buzzer goesit turns the tape machine
on and the visitor just speaks into the intercom microphonein the door.



Wewaked through the old part of the college. Alcyone was very quiet and looked alittle wistful at the
sght of dl the old buildings. | wondered if they stirred some ancient memory in her. At the main gate, |
asked one of the portersto hire me ahelicopter.

Five minutes of dow walking brought usto the old market square, where we were to pick up the
helicopter. It is strange how tradition carries on, | thought. The Cambridge market wasin full swing, with
itswooden stalls covered in gaily colored fabric to keep rain and sun off the goods. Some of the stallswe
passed were stacked high with potatoes, lettuce, fruit and flowers.

“It'sfabulous, Alcyone said, walking happily round aflower gtall. ‘| have only read and seen pictures of
suchthings!

We walked round the whole market severa times before Alcyone would be dragged away. Funny, |
thought to myself, as| followed her round. I'd been in Cambridge for over ten years and the market had
never siruck me as ararity. We take many beautiful things for granted because they are familiar.

"How long do you think you'll be? said the man with the helicopter.

“Oh. I'll keep it until tomorrow,' | said, handing over my credit card.

"Where are you going? the man asked.

"Wdll, | thought I'd go over to the east coast.'

“I'll give you astack of empty cards and you can punch them for yoursdlf. There are some detailed maps
in the front pocket.’

"Comeon,' | said to Alcyone, who was engrossed by an argument over the price of some potatoes.
"Where are you going to take me? she asked, getting in beside me.

"Wdll,' | said, taking aquick look at amap of the area, "how about going to Dunwich.'

"What isthis place, Dunwich? Alcyone asked as| punched out the ingtructions on a card.

“Itsalovely old village by the sea’

Shelooked at me asthough | were mad. | pushed the instruction card into its dot and started up the
motors. The day was now superb, a clear blue sky, warm sun and avast patchwork of streets below us
aswe took off. We were whisked on to our course and were soon out over the green countryside.
Newmarket came and went.

"No wonder you don't realy worry. It's dbsolutely beautiful,' Alcyone said, smiling happily at thefidlds
and woods below.

Inalittle over haf an hour we were standing on soft yellow sand looking out over the green North sea.
Dunwich was astrange village, left over from the seventeenth century. Despite dl that modern technology
could offer, thisquaint village had dipped gently into the sea. Alcyone laughed when she saw the church
which was sunk in the beach amost on the seal's edge. We walked over to it, and it made methink of a
giant treasure chest buried in the sand at astrange angle.

"Why haan't dl this been demolished? Alcyone said, looking at a shattered window.

"Possibly because we've destroyed so much in the past that people don't redlly care what happens any
more.’

“You aredl full of contradictions,’ said Alcyonelightly. Y ou care nothing of an invasion from outer
space, and yet you care about an old subsiding church. Y ou may say that you don't care about the
church, but | have afeding it brings you and others a certain peace of mind.'

“You're probably right about it giving me peace of mind.

| like the old world, the new oneisalittle too precarious for my peasant approach. Tell me, how do you
keep sane? | asked, trying to imagine what | would do floating through an endless universe.
“Itisdifficult. | supposethat knowing one will be safe from attack isthe main thing. The more you think
about it theworseit gets, and one beginsto redize, as| do now, that dl the time we live on our nerves.'
"What do you do though, get yourself immersed in the problems of this strange galacticwar? | said,
making amove towards an old pub set back from the beach.

“You think it's strange for usto fight an endlesswar. | supposeit is hard to understand, but imagine
yoursdlf exiled. Not just sent away or driven out, but shot at, aways hunted.’



"Yes. It'swhat wed cdl guerillawarfare.!

“That wastheword | waslooking for," Alcyone said, as | pushed open the door to the public bar.
"Where did these people come from? she said in awhisper aswe entered the bar. | saw why shewasa
little surprised. The sllent staring eyes of arow of old men who had probably been dtting in the same
placefor thelast fifty-odd years.

“It'sdl right, they're just suspicious of strangers, that'sall,' | said.

"Good morning,' said ajolly red-faced man from behind the oak wood bar with its multitude of liquor
dans.

"Good morning. One and ahdf pints of best bitter, please.

Alcyonelooked round at the low oak-beamed room. Relics from the past hung from the ceiling to the
floor. We propped oursalves up against the bar. The stale smell of beer was very noticesble.

"Would you like something to eat? | asked her. She shook her head.

"What have you got? | said, turning back to the man behind the bar.

"Well, really depends on what you be wantin'.'

“Steak and kidney pie? | said, hoping.

The man smiled, nodded, and vanished through a door behind the bar.

“If you don't like this, you can have something dse,' | said, passing the half pint of beer to Alcyone. 'It'sa
very English drink.’

Thelandlord regppeared with alarge pieon adish. "Likethis, Sr?

"Genuine? | said, savoring the beautiful aroma. “Certainly. My wifée's specidty.’

The pietasted redly good. | remembered my mother cooking pieslikethisfor my father.

"Do you want a bit?

"Yes,' sad Alcyonetaking alarge mouthful. ‘What isit?

"A home-made steak and kidney pie,' | said, taking asip of my beer.

"I wonder what these people think about the Y ela," Alcyone said, studying the weather-beaten faces.
“I'm not sure, but why don't you ask?

“| can't. | would be too embarrassed.'

"Well,' | laughed. 'That's the only way you'l find out. Excuse me,' | asked one florid-faced man. This
young lady would like to know what you think about the Earth being invaded.’

"Whose goin' to invade 'arth?

‘| wasjust asking atheoretica question.’

"Yes, | heard there might be a possibility,’ said the landlord. "'There was a battle out in Space afew days
ago.'

“That'sright. Well, what | want to know is, what you'd al do if we hadn't won?

"Ah, well if 'hey come, then I'll carry on asusud,’ said the florid-faced man.

“Just carry onl" Alcyone said in amazement.

“That'll beright, young lady,’ said another man.

"But don't you realize what is going to happen? she said.

"No, youtdl us

"Wl, when this hidden enemy gtrikesyoulll dl bekilled.

“That may be so, but ‘em will ‘ave to be cleverer than us!'

"Yes,' said thelandlord. "The other nations of the world may not do much, but well certainly go down
fighting.' "But you'll ill die Alcyone said.

"Maybe, but not without taking some of them with us.' "Doesthat give you someideaof what you're
deding with? | said, finishing my drink.

"But | don't redlly understand the thinking behind their attitude.”

"Herein England, | think it isatradition rather than alogical approach. Many, many years ago we had
two classic wars herein Europe, after which England became more and more financialy embarrassed as
time went on. The politicianstried first to join up with the Americans, and then with Europe to get us out
of our difficulties.

Then abright politician redlized that Britain might bein financia trouble, but we were till producing idess,



good ideas in technology. So instead of giving these ideas away as had happened in the past, because of
lack of development money, the government pumped vast sums of money into technology.'

Didit hdp?

"Oh, yes. The British settled down as they had done during the two big wars and, while the rest of the
world dowed down in technological advancement, we went ahead. Slowly the other countries started
gpending their money, not on technological ideas but on buying ours.’

'| seethat you are very proud of this!'

"Of course, that iswhy theré's ways the possibility that we might find someway of frightening the Y ela
off,' | said with a certain amount of pomp.

Y ou are saying that the rest of the world may now belooking to England for an answer?

"Possibly.

But what about the space ships? Alcyone asked. Y ou mean, yours?

Yes!

"Well, | should think they'll build one from your blueprints. Not to escape from aburning Earth, but to
help fight off any outsdeinvasion.’

But don't you redlize there's nothing you can do? Alcyone said crosdy.

“There must be something. Y ou shouldn't dwaysthink of defeet. We might be able to do something.’
But you're not the first to fight their threat! Do you think ten thousand planets allowed themsalvesto be
destroyed without attempting to fight?

"Alcyone, let'snot argue, it isn't getting us anywhere. If there's no chance of defeating this danger, then
well humbly accept your knowledge, but first give ustimeto think,' | said, beginning to fed irritated at the
barrage.

Y ou haven't timeto think," Alcyone said angrily.

| took hold of her hand and we made our way out of the pub. She was quiet as we walked back to the
helicopter. It was sad that she wanted to go home, but | was growing angry, so it was probably just as
wall.

Dick,' she said, aswe reached the helicopter. 'I'm sorry to be crosswith you, but my instinct of survival is
maybe stronger than yours, and if you're not going to come with us, regardiess of what other Earth
people think, then | must leave you.'

"Alcyone, what are you trying to say? | said, taking hold of her by the shoulders, so that she had to look
into my face.

'We wanted you to come with us!'

“| don't understand. Why me? There are men of far greater stature and intellectua caliber.’

"No, it isnot as complicated asthat. Betel geuse thinks that you are of vaueto me!

“Toyou!" | exclamed. 'But you've hardly seen me.'

’I like you though, and | wanted to save you.'

“I'm very flattered, but how can you be surethat I'm not amean pig? | said, looking at her. She was very
pretty.

Alcyonelaughed. 'l don't know, but | till think it worth getting to know you.'

| didn't know what to say. It was very flattering to be saved, but | couldn't see myself bottled upina
space ship, being subject to accel eration forces, confined spaces and endlesstime. | supposeif I'd my
laboratory along with me, that would be better, but how long would it be before | felt fed up. Thewhole
thing was out of proportion, | thought, if it was aquestion of trying to solve the problem and diein the
attempt, I'd prefer that to living and dying in aspace ship.

"Will you take me back? Alcyone said.

“Certainly, but don't you want to see alittle more of England? | asked.

"I would like to, but you must make up your mind about coming with us. If I'm with you, you'll not take
the Stuation serioudy,’ she said.

We reached the helicopter. | programmed it to take usto Alcyone's space craft. The flight was madein
relative slence. When we arrived, the place was swarming with televison technicians and their followers.
The helicopter cameto rest in the park.



"Well haveto makearunfor it,' | said, looking at swarms of TV newscasters coming towards us.

“| think you'reright,' Alcyone said, smiling for thefirst time.

"Excuse me, sir. Could you give usaword on the current situation? A persistent reporter pushed his
microphone at us.

“Sorry, we don't know what current situation you're talking about."

"Thegdactic war,' said another.

Severd large security guards manoeuvred the pressand TV men away and escorted us to the space
craft. "Will you come and see us? said Alcyone, about to enter the airlock.

"Certainly. Heré's my phone number,’ | said, handing her my phone card. 'I'll drop in sometime during
the week unless something urgent comes up.’

"You're going back to work?

“I'm afraid so. | have alot of work to catch up on." Alcyone smiled dmost sadly and went in.

| fought my way back through the pressand TV men and with afeding of relief got the helicopter into the
ar.

EIGHT

| HAD plenty on my mind. Thethreet of the Y ela occupied me constantly. Betelgeuse and his people
were more advanced in technology than we were and they had not found a substantial defense. But since
they were nearly alwaystraveling through space, they were physically limited from developments that
needed big stable resources. Rigel wasin many ways ahead of mein his knowledge and yet he admitted
that in my own field | had ideas new to him. Were his people too restricted by their life to break out of
the Ydasgrip? Could | help because | was not being inhibited by their environment? But how could one
counter an attack when one was not sure of the way it would be launched? | had to see Sir John and
Betelgeuse.

The Market Square was below. | landed and walked back to College deep in thought. Oncein my room
| rang Sir John. Hisimage appeared on the screen.

"Hello, Sir John. | would like to see you about something important.’

"Good,' hesaid. 'l was just about to ring you. World HQ isworried by Betel geuse's forces out in space.”
"Why?

“I've no idea, but they're working like mad to get the blueprints put into action,’ Sir John said dryly.
'However thereis one interesting devel opment.’

"Oh, what's that?

"Welve had more strange signdls.

Did you get atape?

"Yes. Look, let'sget abite to eat whilewe play it,’ Sir John said with acertain amount of enthusiasm.
"Fine, where?

"What about Le Jardin, say in about haf an hour," Sir John said, looking at hiswatch.

| nodded and the screen went dead.

A littlelater | hailed ahover taxi.

"Whereto, Sir?

“Le Jardin. The French restaurant on Hills Road,' | said.

The man pressed abutton and the vehicle lifted off the ground. A dight sound came from the fan below
me, but onceit reached full operating speed, everything went quiet.

Sir John stood outs de the restaurant, with asmall portable tape recorder in hishand. | gave my credit
card to the taxi man, who punched it and then gave it back to me, while | signed the receipt.

Weturned to go into the restaurant. Sir John really revelsin alittle bit of convention. This particular



restaurant was owned by the founder's grandson who, under grest difficulties, had decided to go on
running the restaurant with waiters and bar men, like those of the 1970s. All other eating placeswere
now completely automized, choice remaining only in the different ways of ordering one'sfood and |
suppose the decor cameinto it. For instance, the inexpensive cafés are very smple. You St at along
table with amoving pand in the middle. Having chosen from the menu list, you punch your choice and the
food comes up within seconds on the moving pand. In more expensive restaurants there are separate
tables. A microphoneis used to order food. According to the advertisements, thisis the personalized
way.

"Good evening, Sir John,’ said Pierre, the proprietor. "Y our usud table?

"Yes, Pierre, that would be very pleasant.’

We made our way through tightly packed tables, crowded with people.

“It'sincredible,' | said, sitting down.

"What?

"How many people seem to like the old sort of restaurants.”

"Yes, and the bulk of them are young people like yoursdlf, Dick, smiled Sir John.

"Maybe, but I'm ayoung person who feeds himsdf anywhere.’

Sir John looked exasperated at my statement and buried his head in the long menu.

"Would you carefor adrink? Pierre asked.

Yes, I'll have awhisky and water. Dick? "A gin and tonic, please.’

Pierre marched off, nodding and smiling as he went. We concentrated on the menu.

Our drinks appeared. | took agood sip and then turned to the waiter who was ready to take our orders.
“For you, Sir? he said.

“I'll have the Cordon Bleu steak, with afew sauté potatoes and agreen salad,’ | said, dl in one breath.
“Steak, again!' Sir John murmured.

"Would you like anything to begin with? asked the waiter.

"No thanks.'

“I'll have the duck in orange sauce, and amixed sdlad,’ Sir John said.

"Wine, Sr?

"How about rosé? Pierre has got some of the best |'ve tasted in years.'

"Fineby me

"WEell have acarafe of the Cdlifornian rosg,’ said Sir John.

Oncethewaiter had gone, Sir John put the mini tape machine on the table and handed me an earphone.
| put the ear plug in, and Sir John flicked the switch on the tape recorder. The strange weird e ectronical
music came through. | listened for afew minutes and then took the earpiece out.

"Has anyone deciphered what the Y elaare trying to say? | asked, pointing at the tape.

Not redly. The Jodrell Bank people say the sound seemsto be coming from afixed point, amost asif
they were marshdling their forces!

Not avery good sign. Has anyone talked to Betelgeuse? | asked.

"Yes, and he's going mad because nobody's taking it serioudy. According to him, they are working on
hydrogen pushing.

"Wdll, what's going to happen? | asked.

Sir John shrugged his shoulders. 'How serious do you think thingsredly are, Dick?

“Very serious-- but what infuriates meisthat our visitorswould rather we fled with them than stand and
make afight of it

“Isthat whet the girl told you?

"Y es. She wanted me to go back to the ship and leave with them.'

"Oh," Sir John said, chuckling as the waiter put our food on the table. "Why didn't you accept the offer?
“| don't redly know. Perhaps the thought of giving up doesn't redlly apped to me,' | said thoughtfully.
"But think of dl that new technology you would be ableto learn,” Sir John went on.

“I know, that had crossed my mind, but a the moment | fed there must be something we can do to stop



theYeda, if wereredly in earnest.’

"You fed you can fight a people who can burn a planet up? smiled Sir John.

"Well, | know the Y daare further advanced in technology, but surely we can try to outwit them.’

“True, but even if you stop them once, they might come back a second time. Can we be sureto stop
them agan?

“| don't know, but with a breathing space we might gain the confidence of Betelgeuse and make him
believethat it is possbleto fight calculated battles rather than just play guerillawarfare,' | said, taking a
mouthful of stesk.

"Do you think that Betelgeuseisredly afraid of these Yela? Sir John said.

"No, | don't think his people are afraid while they are in space. Their ships are as good or better than
most of the federation fleet. Their main fear is of this burning phenomenon that the Y ela can perform. So
while they're on aplanet a sense of despair setsin, which makes them believe that nothing can be done!’
"Maybe, maybe,' said Sir John, finishing his medl. "What do you consider would be the best thing to do?
| took asip of wine and adeep breath. "Try to ddiver one blow, which would destroy enough of the
enemy to make them retreat to lick their wounds.’

"How would you do that? It is obvious that our conventionad weagponswould be of very littleuse,’ Sir
John said thoughtfully.

"Yes, and extremely expensive. Colond Rhodes tried an idea for making a batch of torpedoes hunt
together. But thisis such awaste, when you consider that with eight torpedoes you can only hit two
ships!

"So you want one or two torpedoes or some similar weapon that can tackle a fleet spread over awide
area. How about Quark torpedoes, or agiant Quark bomb? said Sir John, fiddling with his spoon.

"A Quark bomb would be extremely interesting, but it wouldn't have enough heat value over awide
area,' | said, beginning to scribble some cal culations down on my napkin.

Quarks had been a great joke until the end of 1969, when it was proven that the smallest known atom
particles at the time could be split even further. The man who discovered this called these particles
Quarks. Thiswas quite a breakthrough, asthe practical use showed that a Quark bomb was thousands
of times more powerful than the conventiona hydrogen one.

| looked up. 'No. It'sas| thought, the heat intensity would be too low.’

"Evenif you used Quark heads on torpedoes? asked Sir John, finishing hiswine.

"Could be, but I'm not satisfied with theidea.'

Pierre came up and placed asmdl TV set on thetable. A picture of the Prime Minister cameinto focus.
"Good evening,' he said. "Asyou will have heard from our experts, no serious importance need be
attached to the -- hem, rather singular interruptions that have been taking place recently in our
broadcasts.

| looked at Sir John, who shrugged his shoulders.

“Our enemy has been soundly, roundly defested. Smarting no doubt under his defeet, heis now indulging
in the childish pastime of vain threats. Neverthel ess, World Space H.Q., with the full approva of dl
governments, proposes to take precautionary mesasures. During the next few days full-scale manoeuvres
areto be held.

These will include a defense exercise in which the population as awhole will be expected to take part.
Over the period of the operation, starting from midnight tomorrow, | would appreciate your full
co-operation in observing al the regulationsthat will be given out asthe exercise develops.’

“ldiots,' said Sir John getting up. "Won't be amoment.' He vanished towards the phone booth. | emptied
the remains of the wine carafe into my glassand drained it.

Sir John came back to the table.

"Nobody's talking, and the War Department had the cheek to tell me to mind my own business!

"Do you think they're going to put Betelgeuse's replica up and try to fight? | said, dmost laughing at my
own question.

"Pierre, Sir John bellowed.



“Yes, Sir John?

"What €l se has been happening? he said, pointingtothe TV.

“I'm afraid | don't know. My wife saw there was going to be abroadcast so ..

"Fine, Pierre. Thank you, put the meal on my account.' Pierre smiled nervoudy as Sir John swept out of
the restaurant, with mefollowing in hiswake.

"Dick, I'm going hometo seeif | canlearn anything more of what's going on.’

"Good idea,' | said. 'If theré'sanything | cando ...’

"Yes, yes, thank you, Dick. I'll bein touch, Sir John said absently and walked off in the direction of his
home.

| turned and started to walk towards the city centre. Had World H.Q. suddenly decided to put more
ships up, knowing that they'd be annihilated once they were within range of the enemy? They couldn't
have more than one or two ships of the Betelgeuse type. | had to find out. | called up Colond Rhodes.

It took agesto track him down, but eventually the central phone computer found him.

"Hello, Dick. How arethe sealegs? said Colond when he came up on my smal monitor.

"Not too bad. A little rubbery from time to time. Look, Colond, I've just seen the Prime Minister on the
box, and | was wondering what the devil he was talking about."

"Perhaps | shouldn't be telling you over the open phone, but we've been put on security aert. According
to Ganges information, everyone's voted to have ago at the enemy using Quark torpedoes,” Rhodes
said, looking rather tired, | thought.

"Won't do much good,' | said.

"I have the same fedling,’ Rhodes said, guardedly. “What's the chance of my coming over and talking to
you and Betelgeuse?

“Nil, the baseisall closed up except for authorized personnel.

"Couldn't you get me apass?

"Not at the moment. We've got alot of top brass here; they've even put Betelgeuse and the crew under a
sort of house arrest.’

"What happensif | turn up? | asked.

"Nothing, you're quite respected round here; but as | said, there's pandemonium going on so nothing can
be guaranteed.’

"OK., Colond, don't get yourself into trouble thistime, | shan't be around,’ | said, pulling the switch
before Rhodes could get an answer in.

The stuation annoyed me. | wanted to discuss with Betelgeuse an idea that wasforming in my mind. The
more | walked the stronger the feding of anger grew.

Eventually 1'd made up my mind. I'd go and seehim.

The problem was how. A helicopter or taxi was out of the question. I'd have to give the destination,
which would give me away immediately. So how does one travel about twenty miles without walking?
The college library was still open when | got back. My head began to go like afast metronome as|
searched for adetailed six-inch to the mile map of the Mildenhdll area. Marvel ous, nobody had
borrowed it. | looked round to see if anyone was watching. No, so | put the map in my pocket and went
back to my rooms.

The problem was no easy oneto solve. All means of trangport gave the authorities and the police an
account of my movementsinto the area. Another problem was, oncein the vicinity of Mildenhdl, I'd have
the radar to deal with. This second question annoyed me, as1'd done alot of work on it in my early days
a the Universty.

From what | knew, the equipment was becoming obsolete now, but it could still detect a moving object
from amost ground level upwards.

| poured agin and tonic and sat looking intently at the map. It was possible to reach the perimeter of the
gpace drome, but then | would have to make arun for it, with the chance of being picked up within
minutes by the security patrols.

It is strange that when you're thinking hard about a problem the solution can be so smpleitis
overlooked. I went to my desk and hunted through my filesuntil | found a very tattered one marked



'RADAR. I'd been painstakingly meticulousin the data. Here it was, arough sketch of the ground radar
plan. True, it would have been atered, but from what | could remember there were anumber of aeria
points. These were collapsible, and could be withdrawn into the ground. The dectronics were fed
through smal tunnels from the control room.

There were severad possihilities. Outsde the perimeter there were eight aerid points. Two on the south
sde had tunnels running alongside the main launching pad area. | thought carefully and then put across at
the gpproximate position of Betelgeuse's ship. There were no ventilation pointsfor the tunne marked

near the ship but there must be one. There seemed to be no choice; if | wanted to go, | would haveto do
it thisway.

It was starting to rain as | packed up asmall tool kit and crept stedthily from my rooms. | wended my
way through various courtyards until | reached the old kitchen bridge that crossed the river Cam. The
senior tutor kept asmall canoe moored here, mainly to get to and from his home, which was upstream.
Hewould blow up when hefound it gone, but it wouldn't harm him to walk. Being no boatman, my antics
getting into the canoe must have been amusing. Onceinit, it rocked so much | had to Sit very il for fear
of fdling into thewater. | dipped the mooring and the canoe dowly moved out into the river and Sarted
to drift downstream. | lay quietly in the bottom asit was still early enough for sudentsto be out with their
girlfriends, even though therain wasfdling.

Suddenly the canoe picked up speed. Thismust bethelock. It was, and | wastraveling at an
ever-increasing speed towardsit. It took me afew secondsto get everything under control, but [uckily |
made it, as there was aweir with agood fifteen- to twenty-foot drop to the lower part of theriver.

| carried the canoe round the obstacle and soon found myself at the boat yard | waslooking for. Here, as
| suspected, were severa hover water ski boats tied up aong the jetty. Each one was connected up to a
recharging unit. | tested every boat and then dipped the rope on the one with the most stored e ectricity.
My plan was now ssimple. Theriver Cam led into alarge river caled the Ouse. There was, according to
my map, ariver caled the Lark coming into the Ouse from the south-east. Thiswould lead meto the
south of the space drome.

Thejourney was uneventful, except for thefact that | kept running into odd things, as| didn't want to use
the lights on the boat. The launching pads werelit up to look like daylight, and over towardsthe far end |
could seethe DSP 15 and, just beyond it, Betelgeuse's ship. There seemed to be aterrific amount of
activity and the main carrying railways were crowded with ships ready to be put on the pads.

| moored the boat to the east end of the village of Mildenhall, which positioned mejust to the south of the
gpace drome. Lying on theriver bank it took me several minutes to decide roughly where| was.

In my tool kit I'd put asmall radio receiver which was capable of picking up ultra high frequency waves.
It did thetrick. | was dmost Sitting on one of the aerids.

Crawling on my stomach, | eventually reached it, and just below was a manhole cover. | counted the time
that the agrid was pointing away from me. Not much time; next time round | crawled quickly up to the
manhole cover and pried it open. Below, dl | could fed was cold water. | climbed in just asthe aerid
cameround again.

Thewater smdt foul as| sank into it. The tunnel holding the communication cables was flooded halfway
up thewall.

My map of the tunnels was beginning to get rather damp and flabby. | found my compass and placed it
on the disintegrating paper and shone my pocket light. If | was right about the position of the aerid, all |
had to do wasto take the first tunnel east and then the second going north.

With oneleg and arm astride the communications cable | started to crawl dong the tunnel. The water
was cold, muddy and strangely wet. | crawled and crawled, and | began to fedl asthough I'd crawled all
the way back to Cambridge before | came to my turn to the east. Suddenly the ground shook and a
deafening roar shook meto the core. The whole tunnel seemed to flex. | must be under alaunching pad. |
wiggled my head around when it was over and started moving again, asthe cold of the water was
beginning to creep into my bones. One tunnd was past and then shortly | arrived a my turning north. At
thispoint | consulted my chart. | tried to picture what was above me, but it was difficult. | moved ona



little until 1 found agridded manhole cover. No amount of physica strength would movethe grate, but |
could see and hear terrific activity. They werelaunching craft asfast asthey could.

Asl| crawled on, another ship went up and the tunnel flexed dlarmingly. Eventudly | arrived at the next
cover. Thisone must have been nearly twenty feet below ground level, as| had to climb up asmall
ladder. Heaving away at the cover didn't seem to have much effect. | looked at the edges; there didn't
seem to be any locking device, but peering through the dits| saw apair of boots standing on the cover. |
held my breath. My heart began to thump unnecessarily loudly, and | expected the man to ook down at
any moment.

At last he moved off. Ingpecting the cover again, | noticed quite alot of rust on oneside, and | hit this
part hard until it began to move. It squeaked and groaned and then yielded. As| eased it up dowly, it fell
on one side and caught my finger. It wasn't my day. Thiswas aridiculous Stuation -- arespected scientist
from adigtinguished university with his head poking out of amanhole cover in the middle of the
multi-launching pad, with security men running around like rabbits.

Betelgeuse's rocket stood motionless about a hundred yards away. The whole scene looked rather
macabre with flashes of flame legping round.

| eased mysdlf out of the hole and ran towards the foreign ship: | listened intently for running feet but there
weren't any. Just the thundering sound of arocket going up.

Near Betelgeuse's ship arather nasty thought struck me. What happensif the airlock doors aren't open?
It wasimpossible to see whether they were open or not until | was right up againgt the craft. They
weren't. Looking back over my shoulder | could see asmall security vehicle approaching at high speed.
They must have abell or something, | thought to myself, searching for someway of getting in. To my
surprise, the doors swung apart. Insde | made for the lift door, which opened as soon as the outer doors
had closed. A great feding of relief and hysteria came over me, and the more | tried to control the
Stuation theworse it became and | started to laugh.

Y ou have astrange way of visting us,’ said Alcyone, standing by the lift asthe door into the main cabin
opened.

"Why? | said, laughing.

Betelgeuse, who was over at the far side of the cabin also started to laugh. 'Y ou looked so funny,' he
said. “Suddenly appearing from aholein the ground and running towards us.'

‘It fdt funny,' | said, with tears beginning to comeinto my eyes.

"You're both stupid,’ Alcyone said crosdly.

"Alcyone,' | said. 'Itisonly an outlet for emotion and tension.’

"Maybe s, but what about that? she said, pointing at the dumped figure of Betelgeuse. Helifted his
head and | thought he looked tired and rather sad.

"You areright, he said soberly. ‘It isawonderful rdlief for tensgon and frugtration.’

| walked over to where he now sat. 'What do you think? | said, looking over his shoulder at the small
TV monitor. The security car was parked below us and they seemed to be having difficulty in opening the
airlock doors. Then Betelgeuse manualy moved the outside camera to take in more of the area. Another
ship fired up and |eft the launching areain acloud of sparks.

| said, They don't look any different from the ships that have been going up for years!'

“They're not any different except for more advanced radar and weagpons,’ Alcyone said, coming tojoin
us. ‘But why? | said to mysdlf.

“They don't believe the seriousness of the enemy.’

"What about your forces? | asked Betelgeuse.

*| have had them withdrawn deep into space out of the way of what will happen.’

“Ours are going to be massacred.'

“They are being. Thereésabig panic on. Thefirst ships have dready been picked off by the Essan
advanced force. It would a so appear that theres avery big concentration of ships somewhere on the far
sgdeof thesun.'

“Then. . | was so flabbergasted at the thought of what the world governments were up to, | had to sit



down. | lost no moretime. ‘Betelgeuse, thereis only oneway of getting on equal termswith the enemy.’
"How do you mean? Alcyone asked anxioudy.

"Well, let'sfaceit, any creature that can move large quantities of gas around a great Speed, hasan
advantage over you aswell as us here on Earth. But we have one aly more powerful than the enemy,’ |
sad enthusadticaly.

“Impossible,’ Betelgeuse said.

"No, the Sun, our Sun.'

“The Sun! How can it help? asked Alcyone.

“Increase the flare activity enormoudy,’ | said, warming to my thoughts. ‘Cause it to emit atremendous
blast of high-speed particles -- cosmic raysredly -- which would completely cook any living matter
inddethe solar system.’

"A very interesting idea, but it would seem to beimpractica,' Betelgeuse said.

"No, look, it's very well known the activity going on, on the Sun's surface -- flares, sunspots and so on --
comes from the boiling motion of gasjust below the skin.’

Both Alcyone and Betelgeuse nodded.

“The next point isthe cause of the boiling motion,' | said.

"Hesat from below,’ Alcyone said.

"Yes. If there was no heat from below there would be no boiling -- naturally. But dso, if the extreme
surface skin of the Sun were different -- if it contained a much higher concentration of metal atoms--
there wouldn't be any boiling either. O.K.? | said, even more enthusiastic with theidea. 'Well, | want to
increase the concentration of metalsin that surface skin -- to stop the need for the boiling. Theideabeing
that al the energy of mation existing a the moment would suddenly be released in an explosion -- of
flaresand cosmic rays.'

“Itisarather strange theory,' said Betelgeuse.

Y ou see, we could drop aload of metas at the surface. | think it would trigger off abig outburst.’ "Any
particular metd? asked Alcyone.

“1 think it would be best to use the lightest one--lithium -- so that we could carry more of the stuff. | want
asort of solar lithium bomb. | know it soundsacrazy idea, but it'sjust possibleit might work.'

"Y ou need our help? Betelgeuse said.

"Yes,' | said rather shyly after my outburst. ‘It isn't easy to drop anything directly into the Sun; if you're
the dightest bit off target, your bomb will whip into orbit around the Sun instead of fdling to its surface.”
"Yes. You'll haveto go along way in towards the Sun, before starting off the bomb.’

"Quite. The problem with our shipsisthey're not well enough refrigerated for atrip far in, closeto the
Sun. We'd fry long before we were near enough.’

"Alcyone,’ said Betelgeuse. 'Could | have the spectra of this Sun?

Rigd and the rest of the crew appeared from the lift. Alcyone dimmed the lights and alarge spectrum
appeared on the wall. Betelgeuse explained very quickly what I'd been saying. Rigel looked long and
hard at the spectrum, and made some cal culations.

"It could be theright sort of star,’ Rigdl said thoughtfully.

‘Dwarf G2, said Betelgeuse.

‘Dwarf G2!' | sad.

"Yes, it seems possible that your idea could work,' Rigel said with asomewhat wicked smile.
“That'swonderful,' | said.

"Dick," Alcyone said. 'We may be able to drop your bomb, but someone will have to get the bomb, as
well as convince your authoritiesthat it will not affect Earth.

Have you thought of that?

“| don't redly think the Earth will get that cooked. Our atmosphere and magnetic field should protect us.'
"Not if the cosmic rays comein with very high energies,’ Betelgeuse said.

"Yes, | suppose s0. The showers could come right down to ground leved. But it isn't likely the energies
would bethat high.'



"Neverthdess, you will haveto clear thiswith your people. We can't be responsible for cooking Earth,’
Betelgeuse sad with agrin.

"No, no. Of courseyou cant,' | said. 'l will present the ideato afriend and see what hisreaction is. Then
we can move from there.'

NINE

| LEFT Betelgeuse's ship in high spirits. It occurred to me asthe lift descended that they might think |
was mad, but the ideawas too good not to try.

The airlock doors opened and there stood Colond Rhodes and Ganges. Ganges |ooked very angry
indeed.

"Dick,' said Rhodes, standing there with his hands on his hips.

"Hello, Colond; you weren't worried, were you?

"Of course we were, old man. It'sabad loophole in our security system. I'd never thought of those
communication tunndls,’ said Colond.

"Makes me look ruddy stupid,’ said Ganges. 'If you'd come to the front gate we wouldn't have had this
damned security panic,’ he said, looking very upset. We dl turned and waked over to the termina
buildings

"Would you have let me through?

'‘No," he bristled.

“Iseverything O.K.? | asked Colondl.

'l think s0," he said in awhisper.

"Why didn't you tell me you wanted to come,’ Colond said in aloud voice so Ganges could hear.

| looked at him and winked. 'Impulse, | think. What's going on?

"Weve got to get dl thislot off the ground as fast as possible,’ Ganges answered.

Do you know you're losing your forward ships? | said.

"Betelgeuse told you? Colone said, looking hard a me.

Wasthere anything wrong in that? | asked.

"Of course there was. He's just laughing at our vain attempts to have ago at these creatures. It makes me
livid; heswithdrawn dl hisfleet into deep space, leaving us wide open,' Ganges said.

"Wouldn't you? | said, defending Betelgeuse.

"How do you mean?

"Well, did you or your commandersinform him of what had been decided?

“I'venoidea,' said Ganges.

"He thinks you're mad. Wasting your livesin afruitless attempt. | can see his point. Why should hejoin
our foolishness; he went through al that when the galactic war started.’

"What the hell were we expected to do? Sit and think  about the problem until they fry usalovely golden
brown?Y ou scientists are dl the same," Ganges said.

"Nobody consulted me,' | said turning to Colond.

"Why should we, you'd only sit and think," Ganges said angrily.

"Maybe, but if the politicians and military had bothered to use their brains, there does happen to be
another solution to theimmediate problem,’ | retaliated.

"I suppose that means you've got some hare-brained scheme to save the world,” Ganges said
sarcadticaly.

"No, let's say an ideathat might save the present Situation, not necessarily a permanent solution.’

"What did the great white chief say? Colond said, indicating Betel geuse's ship.

"He'swilling to put hislife and ship in danger to seeif it will work.'



Wewaked onin slenceinto the building. The place wasin turmoil. Crews getting instructions --
illuminated maps flashing numbers and the constant noise from the TV monitorsgiving the latest world
information on how the operation was going.

Rhodes wended hisway through al these bodies and equipment until he reached an office. | closed the
door behind us, and the silence was amost beautiful. Ganges and | sat down and Colonel went behind
his desk and pressed some buttons.

"Andy, have you any ideawhere the Chief is? Colond said.

"He'son hisway to W.H.Q., Sir,' came the voice.

"Wl that's given us a break. Ganges, can we give Dick apass?

Ganges thought for amoment and then nodded. 'It'll save wear and tear on the tunnels!'

"Ganges,' | blurted out. Y ou must have known about the tunndls. It was abit too easy.’

"Hrrmph," snorted Ganges. 'Carry out orders as best | can -- don't expect crackpots to creep through
tunnelsto have achat with friends!

"I had to see Betelgeuse -- I'm really on to something.' Y es, so Sir John thought,' drawled Ganges. 'Too
long through usud channds-- so usetunndls:!’

"Ganges, you're adamned old fraud!'

"Wish Sir John was as complimentary,” he chortled. “Boffing!'

"Andy, can you bring me a security pass? Colonel said into hisintercom and closed the channd. We
waited in asuspended silence until the pass had been delivered.

"Hereyou are, Dick. Next timelet usknow," said Ganges with agrin, signing the card and handing it to
me.

"Wll, what isthisidea? Colond said.

“It'svery smpleredly. The enemy will be proceeding farther into our solar system. Now we don't have
much of achance with our weapons, even a Quark torpedo, in out-shooting them. The ideacameto me,
we could use the Sun asa sort of radiation bomb,’ | said, looking at the two grim-faced men.

"What sort of radiation bomb?

"l wasthinking of dropping aload of lithium on to the Sun's surface.’ Briefly | explained the wholeidea
“Lithium bomb, eh? Quite ingenious. Fry the enemy,’

Ganges said unwinding his dgected body and getting up. "Y ou think it has possibilities? Colond said to
both of us.

Problem is -- who's going to drop it? -- got a charley?

"We cant,' said Colonel, 'our ships haven't got the gear.'

"Betelgeuse has agreed to take it,' | said.

"Couldn't be better -- good judge of aman -- helll do!" Ganges shorthand hid amind few guessed at.
'What about you?

“Certainly. If it was thought necessary.’

"Work out what you'd need -- I'll put military wheelsin motion," Ganges said, opening the door. ‘Good
ides, very good,’ he said and closed the door behind him.

Colond looked at me, and we both laughed.

"A grangeman,' | said.

“Certainly, but now he's got the bit between histeeth you're set.’

"Do you redly think he can do anything? He's dways rubbed me up the wrong way.'

“Certainly. Asyou gather, he's got awonderful ability for cutting through al the red tape, when it suitshis
purpose.’

There was aloud knock at the door.

"Comein,’ Colond said abruptly.

"Good evening, Colonel Rhodes," said one of the police officers coming into the room.

"Good evening, officer. What can | do for you?

"We're looking for aman who might have entered the launching pad area,’ said the policeman.

"Redlly! How do we know? Rhodes said, looking sideways at me.

"Well, we had areport from Cambridge that someone stole a canoe and a hover speed boat. When we



were looking round, we found the hover boat on the river, near one of the radar agrias.’

‘| see,’ said Colond 'Well, | haven't heard anything, but just amoment.' He flicked a switch.

"Colond Ganges, please.’

“Ganges here,' came the reply after amoment.

"Rhodes here. Have you heard anything about someone possibly entering the launching areaiillegaly?
Not aword, old man, not aword.’

'I'm sorry to bother you,' said the policeman.

“That'squitedl right. If | do hear anything I'll let you know.’

The policeman backed out of the room.

"Why onearth...?

"Dick, | don't approve of what you did, but if thereis anything in your lithium bomb idea, wed have to
wait weeks for clearance to work on the project. Do you want to work here or at home?

“I'll work a home, thanks. | don't want your people breathing down my neck.'

"O.K."'Colond gmiled. 'I'll arrange transport.’

It felt pleasant to be home. It made me amileto think of Ganges being an accessory to my boat stedling
and entering amilitary establishment without permission. After making a cup of tea, | searched for abook
I'd had from the University Library, on sun flares. Insde the cover it read: "This book must not be
removed from the Library.' | began to wonder how long I'd had the blessed thing, not that thiswas
important a the moment. Though sun flareswere.

The caculations were rdatively smple, and soon | knew the quantity of lithium required. For some
reason the result didn't make mefed happy or jubilant, instead it made me redize the heavy

respong bility. Thiswas naturd, but it was aso rather disturbing. Would theideawork? 1t had al the
possibilities but | couldn't guarantee it would. 1 would have given anything for someone to come adong
and sharetherisk.

"And | believe I'mright,’ | said out loud to the unlistening world.

Colond waslooking lined and tired when | got through on the phone.

"Any luck, Dick? said Colond.

“Youlookdlin.'

“So would you. We have just finished shoving up thousands of craft, only to betold that they're al to be
brought back.’

"You poor felow,' | laughed, ingtantly feeling more cheerful. "Well, now you can get your teeth into my
lithium bomb. Y ou'll need in the order of four hundred tons of lithium.'

"What! four hundred tons!" cried Colonel in despair. | nodded.

"How do you think were going to store the stuff in the direct heat of the Sun?

“Theonly thing | canthink of isto pack the stuff in high temperature oil, dl ingtdled in arefrigerated
vacuum.'

Colonel looked horrified at the thought. ‘Let me get my people to look into the problem. Betelgeuseis
giving usone of historpedoes, but modified to travel asfast as possible from roughly the orbit of
Mercury to the Sun.'

“That soundsfine. By the way, have you had any political reaction? | asked.

'l told you Ganges could cut red tape. That'swhy we're getting the order for total withdrawa from
space. By the way, you've cooked your own goose, asit were. Betelgeuse says that he wants you to go
with the bomb.'

"Y ou mean to the Sun?

"Y es. He wants you aong with him and the powers that be have agreed.’

“Thanks. Let me know the time of Operation Cremation.’

| didn't catch Colone'sfunny remark as| flicked the switch, so dl | saw was his laughing face fade off
the screen. Having forgotten to ask him how long it would be before they might beready, | wasina
guandary asto whether | should get some seep or pack.

Instead of worrying | looked through the cal culations, reworking and reworking the problem. The answer
kept coming out the same every time, which didn't redlly improve my state of mind. | put the sheet of



paper on one side and closed my eyes.

Thefear of being trapped in space became more vivid. My suspicious mind began to work aong thelines
that, if Alcyone wanted her way, it would be very easy. Betel geuse could agree to take the bomb, but he
might not be sold on my idea, so she sayswell take Warboys dong, if the ideaworks they'd bring me
home, if not, onward far into space. Y ou conceited old fraud, | thought.

Seep must have eventualy overtaken me, for | woke with astart. Shivering, | went to the kitchenette. It
was nearly 6.10, and thewall thermometer showed 21° centigrade, so | wasn't shivering through cold.
Thewater in the shower was very hot and | dowly shook off the horrible deepy fedling. Turning off the
water, | switched the hot air drier on, then | put on clean clothes. It suddenly struck me why I'd had the
shivering fit. | had got very wet crawling a ong the communications tunnel and had forgotten al about it. |
probably had a dight temperature. The clean clothes felt wonderful, as did the cup of coffee| made. The
doorbell rang. Funny, | thought, who'd be calling at this hour? | took another sip of coffee and then went
to the door.

“Sorry to disturb you,' said Alcyone, stlanding there. "Hello, you're up and about very early,' | said,
opening the door wider to dlow her in.

"Dick, everything isready now.’

"So you've cometo fetch me? | said guardedly.

"No, I've cometo have aword with you," Alcyone said, sitting down. 'Do you realize what could happen
to the Earth when the bomb is dropped?

“Certainly, | have afairly good idea."

" wastaking to Colonel Rhodes and apparently none of the paliticians or military have thought out the
conseguences.’

"Sothey'rewillingto takearisk? | said.

"Risk very high energy particles?

‘I know. At worst afew people will losetheir lives, Surdly thet is better than killing everyone?

Alcyone smiled and nodded. 'l suppose so.'

"Anyway, why does Betel geuse want me dong?

"Hereasonsthat, if he'sgoing to risk hislife, then you can jolly well risk yours," Alcyone said with a
laugh.

| had to smile aswell, after what | had originaly thought.

"Would you like a cup of something?

"No, it'stime we were leaving,' Alcyone said.

"But | thought you said you hadn't cometo fetch me? | said in surprise.

‘| haven't come, it is Colonel Rhodes who has come. | came so | could ask you my question.’

| must have looked alittle confused.

“I'm not going,’ she said findly. "Y ou and Betelgeuse are going by yoursalves.'

“Can the two of us control the ship?

“Certainly. One person could operateit.'

"So you and the rest of the crew are staying here? | stopped speaking. The thought struck me that
perhaps Betelgeuse reckoned that we wouldn't get out of the blast from the Sunin time.

Alcyone waked with me down to where Colond was parked. She gave me a big kiss and then moved
back. "Come on, Dick, we haven't dl morning.'

| said, climbing into the hdlicopter.

Thejourney was accomplished in athoughtful silence. The morning mistswere just clearing off thefieds
aswe flew over them. Then | could see the space drome. Thistime it was crammed with space craft.
Colond manoeuvred

the helicopter into a space near Betelgeuse's ship. At the airlock door, Colonel took hold of my hand and
shook it hard.

"Good luck," he said with atremor in hisvoice. "Thanks. Will you do me afavour?

"Certainly,’ Colond said, till holding my hand. “When weve gone, will you make surethat Alcyoneisdl
right?



"Of course. | think shelll be staying with Sir John Fielding.'

“That'sgood,' | said, climbing into the airlock. To my surprise dl Betelgeuse's crew were standing there.
"By God, you're dl going to get ashock when we come back.'

Rigd smiled. That'sagood way to think.'

| shook hands with them and went up in the lift. Ganges and Betel geuse were standing talking.

"Hello, Dick. Not too early | hope,' Ganges beamed. "Far too early,' | replied.

"Wll, you'll be able to catch up awhole day's deep before you start getting too hot.'

"Thanks Arewedl set? | said, looking at Betelgeuse, who didn't look at al unhappy; in fact hehad a
wicked twinklein hiseyes.

"Wel, I'll leaveyou toit, Ganges said, getting into thelift.

"Dick, how are you under acceleration?

"Not too good.'

"Wdll, welve put a couple of bunksin. Take your pick,' Betelgeuse said.

| went over to the bunks and lay down on one. Betelgeuse came and settled in on the other. With him he
brought a portable control panel, which struck me as far more sensible than the fixed ones we used.

"All doors closed,’ Betelgeuse said.

"Pad clear and ready for take off,’ came the controller's voice over the radio intercom.

‘Betelgeuse,' came Colond's voice. "We've areport that there are shipsin the orbit of Jupiter. They are
not moving.'

"Serious? | asked.

"Arethey on the far side of the Sun? Betelgeuse asked. 'At present, yes,' Colond's reply crackled.
"Ready, Dick? Betelgeuse asked.

| nodded and my stomach felt very strange. The craft began to accelerate. The pressure wasn't quite
what | expected. In our own ships, by now it would be highly uncomfortable. Looking at Betelgeuse, |
began to understand. He had the ship at about quarter throttle.

"When does it get bad? | asked.

"Y ou're through the worst. At each stage, as we become accustomed to the acceleration, I'll openit up a
little more, until we are going asfast as we can manage.' He climbed off his bunk and went off out of my
gght. If hecandoit | can, | thought, swinging my legs off the bunk. It didn't do me much good, as| was
walking round on my knees. Betelgeuse laughed and hel ped me back. He returned to his bunk and
handed me something to drink.

“1t'll make you deep for awhile," he said.

"How long? | asked, not wanting to miss anything. "At most a couple of hours, long enough to get used
to the acceleration without mental tenson.’

"Fine,' | said, draining the container. Nothing seemed to happen.

The faint buzz woke me up. Betelgeuse had a pair of earphones on and in front of him wasamonitor. |
manoeuvred mysaf on to an ebow to get alook. To my amazement, he was watching aWestern film.
He looked my way for amoment, smiled, and turned back to hisviewing. Climbing off my bunk | found
that | could stand without any problem. Time had flown. According to my watch, | must have been
adeep for over eight hours. The monitor for the outside cameras was on. | searched the dark space
outsde for something which | might recognize.

By now we should have been able to see Venus quite well.

Betelgeuse took one of his earphones off. 'We should be insde the orbit of Venus!’

| looked again, but there was nothing except darkness. He leaned forward and pushed a button. ‘Isthat
better?

| manoeuvred the cameras and then | found the planet. It amost filled the screen, so we must be getting
very close. | went on moving the cameras until | found what | wasreally looking for, asmal spot of light
which represented the Earth. Betelgeuse had gone back to hisfilm, but before doing that he'd put up a
chart of our course and the relative positions of the planets Mercury and Venus. Being ascientist not a
military tactician, it took me afew minutesto work out the logic of hisplan.

The ship had been plotted so asto pass very closeto Venus on its darkened side. From there we would



make our way to Mercury since Mercury was at the present nearly on thefar sde of the Suniniits
orbiting. The plot went just alittle farther beyond the Sun, and stopped.

Suddenly the monitor lit up like the 4th of July. | looked at the brilliant light and reglized we were out of
the shadow of Venus. At that moment the radar screen became very active. It showed the Sun asahuge
blob to the left of the screen. Mercury was situated in the middle. Aswell asthese therewas atiny blob
of light floating around the right of the screen. | watched it for amoment and then took a pad and started
cdculating. It was obvioudy much larger than one space craft, but it could be ablock of them flyingin
closeformation. | looked at the chart and found the object wasjust on the outside of Mercury's orhit,
which would probably make it an asteroid.

Y ou don't think I'd be that stupid? Betelgeuse said from behind me.

"How do you mean?

“I'm going to give mysdlf achance to get into the shadow of something when this bomb goes off. One of
my fleet reported an asteroid close to Mercury, so if we discharge the bomb from the far sde of Mercury
we have afifty/fifty chance of getting into the shelter of thisagteroid.’

"Good idea. Onething | don't like about your plan isthat we are open to the enemy's radar once we
move out of Mercury's shelter,' | said.

'l agree, but it isgood. If they see usthey will follow but they won't have time to get near enough before
the bomb goes off.’

"And catchesthemright in the middle.’

“That'sright. It should give them quite asurprise,’ Betelgeuse said with alaugh.

"Let'shope so!"

"WEell be ableto follow the bomb on the radar until it getsinto the Sun's corona; by then | hopewerein
sght of safety,' Betelgeuse said, il grinning.

| walked round the cabin trying to work out the possibilities of being safe, but without much success.
"Ligtento this' said Betelgeuse. The intercom crackled but apart from this everything was silent.

'l don't understand,’ | said.

“Itisstrange that the Y ela have stopped communi cating amongst themselves:!'

"Maybethey'religening.

“You'reright, waiting for our next move.'

Do you think they know? | asked.

“Itisdifficult to know what they are doing, or what they know; remember nobody has ever seen them, or
at least if anyone hasthey've never lived totdll thetae.

"But do you think they know where we are now?

Not unlessthey've got some radar outposts near the Earth. My ships got rid of most of these outriders
and | didn't see any on the way out.’

Betel geuse got up off the bunk and moved over to the radar screen. We looked together. The glaring
white blob of the Sun was now growing impossibly bright.

To onesidel could make out the asteroid, which seemed to have amagnetic pull to my eyes.

“You know, | suddenly fed rather thirgty,’ | said.

“If you go to the cabin below, you will find most of your Earth drinks and the water in the pipe should be
boiling. There are dso spacerations of Earth food.'

"Splendid,’ | said, moving over to thellift.

"1 suggest you take the space rations rather than solid foods, it will help your stomach and you won't feel
sck.!

“Don't worry, the thought of pushing down solid food doesn't redlly gppeal,’ | said, holding my stomach
and laughing.

The galley, as| suppose some people call it, was very smple. A hot water pipe with apressure gauge,
but no washing bow! or anything. Below aworking top were some deep freezers. In one of them | found
the coffee and made mysdlf adrink. There didn't appear to be any milk tabletsso | drank it black. The
gpace rationswere dl in boxes with numbers on them. Not knowing what the numbers stood for | took
one from each of severd boxes and swallowed them with the coffee. My ssomach felt empty, but the



coffee worked wonders.

Back up in the cabin, | found Betelgeuse watching the radar scope with immense interest.

"We're being followed!" Betel geuse said with amusement.

"What!" Theideawasridiculous.

| wasjust testing the radar aeria at the rear of the ship to seethat it was opening and closing, when |
picked thisup.’

There was nothing to be seen at firgt as the large mass of Venus behind us was extremely big, but then |
noticed asmall dot crossing the surface of the planet. 'How near isit?

"About four to five hours and traveling about the same speed.’

“Itisn't one of yours, isit?

"No, | tested it with our recognition signd, but there was no reply. | dso tried your Earth distress signal
just in case, but no response.’

| had to raise my hat to the imagination of this stranger from space; he had the cunning of afox. I'd never
have thought of using our mayday signa for arecognition count.

"What do you think? Betelgeuse said, working the punch operator. '‘We haven't time to stop and find out
who it isbehind us. | have a suspicion whoever it is, istrying to dow us down, so well leave atorpedo
here. I'll leave it with aradio message, so that as the ship passesin about four hoursit will get amessage
askingitsorigin.

If thereis no reply then the torpedo will homein, and bang.’

Betelgeuse lay down to have anap. The Western he had been watching had looked interesting, so |
checked through the index of films available and flicked the switch. Time passed in ahot haze of desert
and gun shots.

There was abuzz from somewhere. Betelgeuse woke up and went over to the radar screen.

"Dick," he called. 'Our tail has caught up with the torpedo.’

The screen showed thetiny follower some four hours behind. Then there was a brilliant little flash.
"Well, hewasn't very friendly, was he,' said Betelgeuse.

"Certainly not.' | looked hard, but there weren't any more ships. Betelgeuse was now scanning with the
radio equipment. Instead of the quiet we'd had earlier during the journey, space was now full of sounds.
"It was our enemy.’

‘TheYeda? | sad.

Betel geuse smiled and nodded.

"Have you noticed anything? | said.

"Y ou mean the heat,’ Betelgeuse said, looking at me. “Isthat what's making me fed thirsty?

Betelgeuse nodded. 'It's nearly 800° centigrade outside.'

"Whew! Hot enough to melt lead. We must be well inside the orbit of Mercury,’ | said. 'How much hegt
can the outside shell stand?

"I don't think it will bethe ship that suffersfirg, it will be us. Therefrigeration plant isgoing at full power.
I've dried the atmosphere, so we can stand up to around 80° centigrade.’

"What happensthen?

"You will seein amoment,’ Betelgeuse handed me athermometer. It read 62° centigrade.

The radar monitor was now filled with the Sun, its huge surface bailing and bubbling away.

"Well put it in around there,' | said, pointing to aflare point in the surface. Betel geuse made some
adjusmentsto the sghting mechanism. My legs were beginning to fed rubbery. The temperature was
now 70.90° centigrade.

We swested quietly, neither of us moving more than was necessary.

"Hullo there, areyou O.K.? Over,' came an enquiry in avery polite English voice.

"Hullo, Earth H.Q. We're having a sauna bath. Have you a message for us? Betelgeuse asked.

"The Y elaforce seemsto be on the move. We got areport from one of your people who was moving
fast out of the solar system.’

"Don't blame them," said Betelgeuse. "We shall make for cover as soon as we have dropped the bomb.'
He glanced &t the clock in front of him. 'In about two minutes fifty seconds now.’



“It'stimeto get our heads down,’ Betelgeuse said, walking unsteadily over to the bunks, and | followed.
He strapped himsalf down, so | did too; and we Stared at the monitor.

Suddenly in front of uswasthe vast Sun. The target areawas dead in centre; the bomb waslocked on
course.

"You ready? Betelgeuse said camly. | nodded, with the sinking feding of avist to the dentist. 'Herewe
go.

"‘Bomb away.' | clung to the side of my bunk.

The ship started to spin end over end. One minute the Sun was on the screen, the next it wasn't. Then she
suddenly steadied up and we were on our way back to safety asfast asthe ship could go.

“I'vetuned theradio into Earth's H.Q., who will be ableto give us details of any events that we cannot
See!

| felt terrible; the ship just went on accelerating. She must beincredibly powerful, | thought, since the
main cabin was a so the accel eration cabin. Even taking off from Earth hadn't been as bad asthis. We
had nearly an hour to go to the safety of the asteroid.

"Wdll, we're on course,' Betelgeuse said after about ten minutes. 'What are you thinking? he asked me.
"Wll,' | said, looking at the picture of the Sun's surface. ‘It looksjust about the most terrible thing I've
ever seen, even without an explosion. Look at the activity. Imagine what will happen if the wholething
explodes!

If it does, ther€lll be something wrong with your calculations.” Betelgeuse laughed.

"Y es, and no more worries about Earth, Betelgeuse, Warboys or the Yea!'

Thewerd musical sound was now quite loud, persistent and irritating aswell asfrightening.

"Hello, Sac Peak, H.Q. speaking. Can you say whether solar activity is higher than anything previoudy
experienced? we heard the English voice from World H.Q.

"Activity isvery high, but not outside previous experience. Fifteen minutes ago it looked asif something
unusua was happening. If theintensity of H aphahad gone on increasing, we'd have had the father and
mother of dl flares. But for the last ten minutes the intensity has been fdling off dowly.’

"It looks asthough it wasamiss,' | said.

'l wason target’

“Not your shooting, it was the theory behind the idea | was referring to.'

"Look at that!" Betelgeuse suddenly said, sitting up. “What?

"Here, watch the patch by the sunspots near the east limb. It's brightening very quickly.'

“It'sonly brightening along the usud sort of thread. What | want isthe whole surfaceto go up,' | said
damply.

The path of the brightness was spreading dowly like a snake acrossa smal part of the surface. Then
suddenly the whole thread began to widen at an incredible speed.

"How far are we from the asteroid? | asked.

Too far, Betelgeuse said, punching some new ingtructions. "Well change course and head right into the
sheltered side of Mercury. That should take us twenty minutes!'

“Twenty minutes! ... Look it'sgoing right round the east limb.'

"Well, you'll be glad to know that your caculations look right now,' Betel geuse said, wiping the sweet
from hisforehead.

"Maybe, but | wish | had more knowledge of thistype of thing.'

“Thewhole damn thing's going up,’ Betelgeuse said. “It'sgoing to bail,' | said jubilantly.

"Yes, and we're going to get cooked dive dong with everything dse’

"How long? | said.

‘Notimeat al. Those particles are traveling at nearly the speed of light.’

“Certainly, but there's just achance, with it being towards the east of the Sun. There'susudly alonger
delay between the particlesand light when it'son that sde.’

"Of course. The magnetic field, but that'll be shot to pieces:”

"Normally, yes. But that boiling must be bringing up

alot of new magnetic field from below. It may hold back the particlesfor afew moments!'



"Maybe,' Betelgeuse said, watching the ingrumentsin front of him.
"By God. It'sfantadtic. It looks asif the whole Sunisblowing up!'

TEN

SUDDENLY the grest firebal vanished from the screen. | looked at Betelgeuse. He sat punching out
another message for the computer system, the sweat running off his hands on to the punch keys.

"Hello, Warboys. Ganges. Over,’ came the crackling voice over the intercom.

Warboys here. How's everything down there? Over,' | said.

Sun'sjust given off the biggest ruddy flarein history. Are you sheltered? Over.'

"Reasonably, | think." Betelgeuse was pointing to something on the control pandl. | went over to look at
the panel. The outside radiation counters were going mad, and the inside counter was climbing up to
humen limit.

“Theradiation out hereisfantastic. Over.’

"Anything you want? Over,' said Ganges.

"Yes,' said Betelgeuse. 'As soon asthe flareintendity decreases|let us know.'

"O.K. Over and out,' said Ganges.

My eyeswere now fixed on the radiation counters. The indoor counter was risng dowly but surely.
Isthere any curefor an overdose of radiation? | asked Betelgeuse.

He smiled. 'Not here. The only way we can counteract extensive burning isto replace the burnt tissue.
Unfortunately our medica unit istoo far away to be ableto help usif we are exposed to too big adose.’
“That's cheerful. I'd hate to be out there in the full impact of this bombardment.’

An explosion rocked the ship. Betel geuse somehow

managed to remain standing as | went down on my shoulder with abang.

"Essans,' heyelled.

| got up, only to be thrown back on my face, from the fierce acceleration coupled with another explosion.
The Sun suddenly appeared on the tele-cine, then it vanished.

“Sorry, welve got to outmanoeuvre them,' Betel geuse shouted.

"How many arethere? | asked.

“Threg, | think.'

Again the Sun appeared. | waited until everything seemed to be going smoothly, then got up. The radar
antennawas homed on the three ships.

"What are they waiting for?

“They aretrying to work out what frequencies we are jamming. The torpedoes can be thrown off course
by jamming the operation frequencies:!

"Y ou mean before you commence battle, you compute al the possible combinations?

“Sometimes. | find it Smplest to get closein on the enemy and pick up the jamming frequencies, thenit's
just aquestion of who hasthe fastest eectronics.

“Jugt like playing avast game of chess!'

"Yes, | suppose so, but you see our problem is how to solve the frequencies for one ship and hit it,
meantime trying to baffle them so as not to get hit.'

“In that case how did you manage to bag the ship that was shadowing us?

"When you've astuation likethat it's easy. Y ou set the homing devicesto work so that if one frequency
isjammed it moves over to the next. Each timeit hits an unjammed one it movesin until cut off. Sooner
or later it will hit itstarget because the enemy hasn't enough time to compute your next frequency. Y ou
can understand the destruction could take many hours.'

"Why did the Essans do that just now?



“They're not fighters. They firefirst and then think out the tactics after they'velost,' Betelgeuse said in
disgust.

| looked at the radiation counters. Inside the ship was now close to the danger limit. Betelgeuse was
looking serious. He came over, checked the radiation counter and then the radar screen.

“Come with me," he said, getting into the lift. We went down to the crew's quarters. In alarge wall
cupboard were the space suits I'd seen Betelgeuse and his crew wearing originally. He rummaged around
and pulled out two dull grey suits. They looked very heavy and he could bardly pull them from the
cupboard.

"What on earth are those? | asked.

“Lead anti-radiation suits!

“Surely it's not going to help much now,' | said, wondering what the actud physica pain of radiation
would be.

"Oh, | think you'l find it will help quite alot. Here,' he, said. 'Hang onto that.’

| took hold of the suit. Betelgeuse went over to a punch machine. If I'd known what was going on I'd
have held on to thelead suit with more conviction.

Suddenly | became weightless and floated to the ceiling. Betelgeuse roared with laughter and began to
climb into his suit. Once in the suit he threw up asmall piece of lifdline and pulled me down.

“Very funny,' | said.

“Y ou put your suit on,' Betelgeuse said, taking one of my legs and helping it into the suit. Once on,
athough action was alittle stagy, my feet remained on the ground.

A helmet was produced and thiswasfitted very carefully.

"How'sthat? came Betel geuse's voice through the headphones.

“Damned hot.'

"WEell see what we can do about that.'

We arrived back in the main cabin. Betelgeuse hurried over to the radar screen. There were only two
dhips

left. He set the scanner going and there was the third ship, manoeuvring in behind us.

“Timeto move, he said, pressing alever on the control box. A panel did open reveding hoses, dl coiled
up like the old-fashioned fire hoses. He uncoiled one and attached it to my waistband. Slowly the heat
insde the suit began to decrease.

"What isit?

"A formof ar conditioning. Pureair.'

That'sardief, | thought to myself. He handed me asecond hose and | plugged it in.

"My plan of action isvery smple. With these suits we should be able to go out into very high radiation
va ues without too many bad results. So well make arun for home, and on the way well drop presents
for our friends.’

"Yes, but we might get cooked to pieces.'

"True,' said Betelgeuse. '‘But I'd prefer to risk that rather than afew more enemy space shipsturning up.'
"Oh, | agree, but won't the high energy particles damage the ship?

“They certainly might, but once we're bound for Earth, we won't have any problems until insde the
gravitationa pull of your planet.’

“Fine. Let'sgo,' | said, taking my position on my bunk. Betelgeuse fired the ship.

For the next few hours | watched the radiation levels and Betel geuse worked out the positionsto drop
the torpedoes. The air conditioning inside my suit was marvelous and in fact | felt more nimble and raring
to go than | had donefor along time.

"Weve gained alittle on our friends. I'velaid them alittle surprise.’

| looked at Betelgeuse. He smiled.

“Just on the off chance that one or two of them are traveling on automatic pilot, I've put atorpedo in each
of their paths. If that doesn't work, they'll revert back to hunting.’

| smiled. There was a certain amount of one-upmanship which amused me. | felt that snce my 'bomb’
idea, Betelgeuse had been trying to prove, in anice way, that hewas just asgood as | was.



Betel geuse pushed the button that released the torpedoes and smiled at me, dmost reading my thoughts,
| felt, so | smiled back.

Warboys, what on earth’'s going on? Over,' came Ganges voice.

"Dick, thisis Colonel Rhodes. We are getting alittle worried by the solar storm, over.'

| looked at Betelgeuse. He returned the ook and then winked.

"Hello, Colond. What kind of problem'sworrying you? Over,' | said, while Betelgeuse smiled away.
"What do you mean? said Rhodes. 'Gresat tongues of radiation are coming through the atmosphere.
We've aready had an outbregk of firein London through this phenomenon. Over.

"Well, aslong asthe bulk of the population stay put, it should be over inside forty-eight hours,' | said.
“Look, Warboys,' came Ganges voice. 'Were not worried, it's the damned paliticians who are getting
upset and they're pressuring the military for asuitable reply to the Situation.”

“It'sdl over up here, and it shouldn't get very much worse.' Betelgeuse shook his head in approval and
pointed to the radiation counters. | walked over to the counters. They hadn't gone up and appeared to be
fairly steady. "I've just looked at the radiation count and it's now holding steady. Over.'

"I hope s0," Ganges voice said.

Then Rhodes came on the air again. 'l have areport that there are four ships on their way towards Earth.
Over.'

"Well, don't worry,' | laughed. 'One of themis our ship,

the other three are Essans which will be disposed of in a short period of time. Over.'

"What the hell are you doing in the sorm? Over." "Sunbathing.' Betelgeuse chuckled.

"What was that, Dick? came Rhodes voice.

“Sunbeathing. Over.'

The sllence from Earth made me grin, as one could imagine them wondering what was going on.

"There goesone,' said Betelgeuse.

On the radar screen there were two blobs and another small cluster that for amoment looked like an
illuminated dust cloud, then nothing. A smadl weight of worry waslifted off our minds. Apart from the
light-headed fedling | now had, the biggest question was, had my idearedlly worked. It would be difficult
to take account of the number of shipsin theimmediate area of the solar system at the time of the
explosion. Obvioudy the Essans had at present escaped; how many more, | wondered, were
momentarily unaffected by the hest rays.

"How quiet arethe Yela? | asked.

“It'svery difficult to tell. They keep coming on and then going off the air,’ said Betelgeuse. 'As soon asthe
areaisrelaively clear of cosmic radiation I'll get a scout group in to have alook round.’

“I'll ask our peopleto hep usaswell,' | said, feding that Betel geuse might has risked enough.

"I think my people will be able to do the job more quickly, and they can also get closer to the Sun.’
"Cdlling Warboys -- Betelgeuse. Calling Warboys-- Betelgeuse,' came Rhodes voice.

Warboys here,' | said.

“Calling Warboys -- Betelgeuse. Cdling Warboys Betelgeuse.' The message was repeated and repeated.
Betel geuse began to work frantically with the punch operating machine. Eventualy the solution came
back through the print out.

“There appears to be some form of short in the output transmitter circuit and the agrid seemsto be bent,’
Betelgeuse said, moving towardsthelift.

Can| hdp?

Y ou might haveto. I'm not redly an eectrician.’

Thelift descended to apoint just below the crew's quarters. Thislet us out into the heart of the ship. It
was incredibly neat and tidy. The main computer and storage lay in one big block with the subsidiary
machinery, such as engines, compressors, radio, radar, air conditioning, recirculation and al other little
secrets Betelgeuse had up hisdeeve.

Pulling the cover of one of the subsidiary boxes, he exposed black sooty patches on the circuit cards.
"Do you fuse these systems?

"Y es, on the more delicate devices such as the steering gear, but I'm not sure what Rigel and hisfellows



do with thislot down here," Betelgeuse said, looking rather airily at the problem.

"Have you got any testing equipment?

Betelgeuse looked round for amoment and then moved to asmal door. He went through and | followed,
more out of curiosity than anything. The room wasfull of laboratory equipment. In fact, | was S0 taken
aback that | said: 'Heavens.' Betelgeuse looked at me.

"Y ou thought we might do thingswith magic? he sad.

"No, it had crossed my mind but since you have afloating hospital, | assumed you'd probably have your
own floating labs and repair ships.’

“That'strue, but on any sort of expedition one must carry afew of the necessary tools. What do you
want?

"A volt meter or anything thet will register current.’

“That of course will be the one piece of equipment were lacking,' laughed Betel geuse going through some
cupboards.

| thought hard; the problem of short circuit with the radio equipment might be smple, but if not, would it
be worth repairing?

"How long will it be before we are back home? | asked. "Twenty-four hours, unlesswe get some form
of mafunction.’

“Isit possible to pinpoint the trouble with the radio? “Certainly, if you give me theinformation.'

| went back to the radio equipment. The circuit cards made our radios look like toy transmitters. | pulled
each one out and studied it for soot or burning. There seemed to be two cards that |ooked rather
unhappy. | took theminthelab. | didn't try to repair them myself; surely Rigel would carry spares. Asl
thought, in one of the traysin the cupboard were agreat mass of cards. Finding the ones | wanted didn't
takelong.

"What would you like to know? Betelgeuse said, putting down some sort of file,

"Hm. Let's gart with the aerid, then work back to the tranamitter here. All | redly want to know isif itis
ashort circuit, isit Smply a positive negative connection or something serious?

Betel geuse nodded and got to work. Theinformation came back at him dmost immediately. While he
wasinterpreting it, | checked the connections for the cards and then dipped them back in their positions.
"It says here that the fault runs from about two meters from the transmitter to the aeria, which is now
nonexistent. If that isthe case, the heat we have been in has melted the aerial and the system has shorted
from therein, Betelgeuse said thoughtfully.

"What about the other equipment? | said.

"Oh, thereis no problem. Thereisasecondary aerid, according to that file | was reading. The thing that
makes me annoyed isthat, if the aeria had been pulled in at the time of the explosion, we'd have been all
right.' Betelgeuse moved towards thelift.

"Thismeansthat al externa equipment is probably damaged?

"Yes, but everything is doubled. All circuitary and al externd equipment, except torpedo carriers.”
“Then we can use the auxiliary radio equipment,' | said.

“That'swhat | thought, but it appears that the secondary circuit isfed dong near the first, and in the case
of the radio transmitter the two have gone.’

"But we can hear incoming messages.”

“Certainly; that'sadifferent agrid.’

We returned to the main cabin. Betelgeuse went over to the radar screen. Everything seemed to be
functioning properly, except that there were gill two bright blobs on the screen.

“Something must have gone wrong,' | observed.

"No, not necessarily. Having seen one of their ships hit, they're probably furioudy cdculating the problem
of trying to avoid the torpedoes.’

“Caling Betelgeuse or Warboys. Cdling Betelgeuse or Warboys.' The message was repested and
repested continuoudy, while we sat wondering what they wanted.

"Good, there goes another of them," shouted Betelgeuse enthusiastically. | smiled in approva.

A snigter thought began to invade my mind. If Rhodes or Ganges hadn't heard me say thet it was



oursalves that were coming in towards the Earth, then we would bein for trouble. From what I'd
gathered from the Military, if you didn't have ahoming course, you werefired on.

"Betelgeuse, you remember when you first landed on Earth, we had to have afrequency to land on. Well,
if wedon't get onel presumethey'll fireat us!'

Betelgeuse looked rather surprised at the thought and then threw his hands up in fake despair. "Y ou mean
I've got to land through a hail of missles?

"Yes, | sad laughing. ‘It'snot your trip.'

The next day was spent in deep or, rather, | dept while Betel geuse spent most of the time working out
the

homing devicesthat could be used on the ground to air missiles. Sometimeswhen | half wokel could
hear the punch card machine going, and then the print output machine would hammer away with its
answers. It didn't seem really possible that we'd been away from Earth over three days. Neither
Betelgeuse nor | had had much deep and we were looking the worse for wear.

“There's an unidentified object coming up from the direction of Earth,' Betelgeuse said quietly.

On theforward radar screen was aflashing blob coming up fast. Even as we watched the object began
to move away from our approach course. Then it just exploded.

"Strange,' | said doud.

"Probably outsideitsrange.’

"Outsdeitstarget area.’

"Maybe, but here comes another,' | said, pointing to the small dot coming across the screen.

"Good, welll be able to see how far we can get without being hit.'

| looked at Betelgeuse's 9y smile. What could he have been doing with that computer of his? Thelight
blob kept on coming and then it moved away and exploded. Betel geuse began to look likeamanwho is
about to burst out in song.

“All right? | asked. 'What have you been doing?

"Look, here comes another one,' Betelgeuse said enthusiastically. Again it was the same story, except
that it moved off in adifferent direction.

“From what you were telling me about the ground to air missiles and the homing devices on the warhead
torpedoes, | decided to givean ideaatry.'

"Andrisk our lives!'

"No, | think weve had quite enough of that. Normally amissileis given the position and speed of the
target and if the target is static the destruction is easy.’

"And on amoving target you give aposition, a speed

and the direction of travel. When the missile reeches acertain point initstravel you make it home on the
vibrations or transmissions of your dien target,' | said.

"Right, so the development of ahoming device would follow a sophisticated form of detecting vibrations
of one sort or another. 1t would be very difficult to stop vibrations or radio emissions, so to avoid
interception, you increase your ship's speed to outrun the missile and try to checkmate the missile by
putting your computed course againgt it.'

“That doesn't answer my question of what you did to move the missile off course and explode.'

The radar screen showed another blob coming in at us. But fortunately for usit destroyed itself.

“That shows you how far you can go if you use smple principles. | racked my brainsto think how we
could get back to Earth through ahail of missiles. So | used some laser equipment we have, placed it at
various exit points, gave the laser a certain distance to operate over and then turned on the power.
Having donethat, one just passes heavy vibrations to the end of the beams and your missile hopefully
homesinonit.

"But surdly the ship gives out more vibrations than your laser?

"What | did wasto pass a sound wave amplified many times down the laser beam, so that its noise
overshadowed ours!'

"Marveous, and I'll think it iswonderful when we're back onterrafirma,' | said giving Betelgeuse ady
gmilethistime



The last few hours before touch-down were quite interesting. The nearer to the Earth the heavier the
barrage of missiles. Most of them exploded as they'd been doing before, but there were one or two that
nearly made my heart stop. These came up on the radar screen, seemed to veer to one side and then
would cut across the front or the back of our craft. Fortunately al missed but there was dwaysthe
chance that something might happen. Betelgeuse waited tensely for amishap.

"We're nearly down," he said, turning on one of the externa tele-cine cameras. The Earth was now
covering the screen and | recognized the North American continent.

"Where are you going to put down? | asked.

"England, of course!

"Wdll, you'll haveto go east or west of your present course.’

Betelgeuse |ooked hard at the Earth and then back at a chart. He punched the machine. 'I've given our
destination as Mildenhall.’

"Good. What's the radioactivity reading?

“Still well over the danger limit. Well have to wait afew minutes before we know how seriousit is!

| went over to where Betelgeuse was standing. The radiation count was roughly where | remembered it.
Asthe minuteswent by the smal needlesflickered dightly, but didn't move.

"WEIl be down in about five minutes,’ Betelgeuse said.

| looked at the picture of the Earth. The screen now showed what |ooked like China. The picture began
moving at afaster rate as we came near to the Earth. Suddenly we were over the Black Sea, something
that might have been Germany and then fields, houses, animals.

"Hold tight,’ Betelgeuse's voice crackled through the headpiece.

Theretro rockets suddenly camein, making the cabin floor lurch up a me. My stomach was now
somewherein my mouth. Then we'd landed.

"I hope we don't have to go through that again,’ Betelgeuse said, switching on some more outside
cameras. We seemed to be jammed into a small space amongst what looked like the whole war fleet.
"How did you managethat? | said in wonderment.

“A little bit of luck. The worgt thing was the deceleration. The retro rockets didn't function at first and
then when they did, instead of coming on to full power gradudly, it all came at once.”

| looked at the TV screen. There below uswas agroup of people standing in the rain. Betelgeuse
opened the airlock door. A moment or two later the lift door opened and Ganges, Rhodes, Sir John
Fielding and two other heavily braided figuresfloated from the lift upwardsto the ceiling of the cabin.
Betelgeuse's voice bellowed with mirth at the Sght.

“The counters are just below danger level inside, but on the limit outside,’ Betelgeuse said. 'l vote we get
out of our armor.'

| struggled hard to get out, but | didn't make the mistake of letting go of the suit. 'Well, shal welet them
down? | smiled.

The punch machine was operated and then | felt weight return to my legs and body. Rhodes landed
reasonably sedately, but the others made quite ahash of it.

"Dick, Betelgeuse, why didn't you say it was you coming in? Rhodes said in exasperation.

"Radio mafunction, Betelgeuse said, helping the othersto their feet.

"How's everything here? | said.

“Fine, but alittle dangerousif you're out and about. It's been raining non-stop with tongues of flame
darting through the clouds from timeto time.'

"And theradigtion level?

“It's been constantly above danger level, but most of the population is underground somewhere.'

"Let's get back to the main building. The world's top brasswill be coming to celebrate, Sir John Fielding
sad. Weadl got into thellift.

"Have there been any messages from my fleet? Betel geuse asked.

Not yet,” Rhodes said. 'There is so much interference that messages might not be coming through.'

"My crew will repair this radio equipment and then we

might be able to find out what has been happening,’ Betelgeuse said, alittle disgusted at the thought of no



communicationswith hisflet.

Out in the open the rain came pouring down and the air smelled warm and damp. As we gpproached the
main building, Betelgeuse's crew came rushing up to us. Betelgeuse moved forward to greet them. Greet
hugging and kissing took place. Alcyone came running over to me and gave me ahuge hug and kiss.
“We come home, welcome home,' she said with tearsin her eyes.

"Rigd,' | heard Betelgeuse say. 'The radio equipment is not working.'

"Right. I'll go and fix it," Rigdl said, motioning one of the crewmen towards the ship.

"When it'sready, let me know and then contact our fleet.

Rigd smiled, saluted and moved off.

Wedl made our way out of therain and into the building. Betelgeuse was being questioned about the
evadve action held taken over the ground-to-air missiles. His replies were short and curt. | felt ashe
must. Anxious, wanting news of what had happened out there in pace.

‘It will not belong now," Alcyone said, coming over.

Drinks began to appear. It struck me asrather funny. Were they celebrating our safe return, or the
destruction we had wrought?

“Theré'samessage from your ship,’ said Ganges to Betelgeuse, handing over amicro-earpiece. A
message was given. Hisface didn't dter but | thought | noticed adight glint in hiseye.

“Gentlemen,’ said Betelgeuse. 'My second-in-command has signaled to say the enemy has retreated with
very heavy losses!

A cheer of rdlief went up, even Betel geuse looked reasonably happy. There was a shaking of handsand
theraising of glasses. | made my way over to Betelgeuse.

*| suppose you'll be on your way? | said.

Hmm. I'm not sure about that,’ he said. | redlized that his smile was afront.

"What'swrong?

"This," he said, giving me the micro-earphone.

For the time being you have won. But | am not defeated so easily,' the message came acrossin English. |
listened to it for several moments. It just repeated itself. Betelgeuse took the micro-earphone out of my
hand and smiled at me.

"Smile hesaid. | did and we turned to the rest of the party, who smiled back unknowing and innocent of
thingsto come.

END



