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Classic Adventure from an 
SF Grand Master!

the COMPLETE 
ADVENTURES 

of LUCKY STARR
Back in the 1950s, Isaac Asimov was 
preparing to give te levision an outer space 
counterpart to "The Lone Ranger". The deal 
fe ll through but he carried on, producing 
(under the pseudonym Paul French) six 
science fiction mystery stories tha t readers 
have loved ever since.

"There was only one trouble  as time 
w en t on," he acknowledges in his 
introduction. "I had, unfortunately, w ritten  
the books just as astronomers began to use 
radar beams, satellites and probes as a w ay 
of studying the planets, and it turned out 
that a great deal of w ha t they thought they 
knew ...had  to be modified.” This e ffective ly 
rendered his solar system into myth— an 
entirely d ifferent place than the one you 
know.

Outdated science or not, these are 
still some of the finest stories of the time, 
th rill-packed classics tha t are not only fun 
to read, but also hint at the connection 
between Lucky's world  and the future history 
tha t forms the background of Asimov's 
acclaim ed Robot and Foundation stories.

M eet David "Lucky" Starr— the youngest 
man ever to become a member of Earth's 
Council of Science, a dauntless detective 
in the face of a hostile universe.

(continued on back flap)
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EDITOR’S NOTE

B ack in 1985, w e decided to republish Isaac A sim ov’s six Lucky  
Starr  novels as a set o f  two om nibus volum es. Isaac graciously agreed 
to w rite an introduction for each o f  our books; he also supplied the 
custom ary biographical note to appear at the end.

W hen w e set about preparing this one-volum e edition, we decided to 
retain both introductions. They explain why the books were w ritten—  
and how  the G ood D octor felt about them  thirty  years later.

The b iographical note is, sadly, out o f  date— Isaac died in 1992. 
H ow ever, w e felt it w as so charm ing and expressed his w arm th and 
hum or so w ell that w e decided to retain it exactly as it was.

Ellen A sher
Science F iction B o o k  Club  
Ju n e 2001
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INTRODUCTION

Introduction to The Adventures o f  
Lucky Starr

B ack in 1951, it occurred to D oubleday that it m ight be a good idea 
for m e to w rite a science fiction book for young people based on a 
continuing character. They hoped, you see, to place it on television 
w hich, at that tim e, w as still quite new. No one yet understood that 
the com bination o f  sight and sound w ould consum e program s at a 
fearful rate. They w ere still thinking o f  television as though it were 
m erely  an extension o f  radio, and on radio favorite program s would 
continue for decades.

The particular radio program  in m ind was “The Lone Ranger.” 
It seem ed to D oubleday that i f  a “ Space R anger” w ere invented who 
w ore a futuristic version o f  a m ask, the program  could then continue 
indefinitely, for as any actor dropped out for any reason, a new  one 
could substitute. W ith a m ask on, who could tell the difference?

I w as a little reluctant. I suspected that television w ould turn 
anything I w rote into trash and I d idn’t w ant m y nam e associated 
w ith it. Said D oubleday, “Use a pseudonym .” So I did. H aving ju st 
heard  that Cornell W oolrich deliberately chose a nationality for his 
pseudonym , becom ing “W illiam  Irish,” I thought “G ood enough!” 
and becam e Paul French.

I then w rote D avid  Starr— Space Ranger. It d idn’t take long after 
that first book cam e out, how ever, to realize that television was not 
in the cards. I was anything but broken-hearted, and sim ply kept on 
w riting  the books. I introduced D av id ’s nicknam e o f  Lucky, and 
w rote L ucky S tarr and  the P irates o f  the Asteroids  and Lucky Starr 
a n d  the O ceans o f  Venus.

There was only one trouble as tim e w ent on. I had, unfortunately, 
w ritten the books ju s t as astronom ers began to use radar beam s, sat
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ellites and probes as a w ay o f  studying the planets, and it turned out 
that a great deal o f  w hat they thought they knew  about the planets 
had to be modified. N aturally, I had gone along w ith the astronom ical 
know ledge o f  the early 1950’s w hen I w rote these books, and m y 
plots were prom ptly outm oded by the flood o f  new  know ledge.

I can’t change the plots w ithout w riting entirely new  books, and 
these books, except for the dated science, still hold  up as interesting 
adventures. All I can do, therefore, is point out w here the plots m ake 
use o f  no-longer-correct science.

Since D avid  Starr— Space Ranger  was w ritten, w e have sent 
probes past M ars, placed a later probe in orbit about it, and in 1976 
even landed probes upon its surface. W e now  know  the surface de
tails o f  M ars as well as w e know  those o f  our M oon. A lthough for 
nearly a century there had been a popular notion (not shared by m ost 
astronom ers) that there w ere canals on M ars and rem nants o f  a 
m ighty civilization— a notion I m ade use o f  for its dram atic possi
bilities— the probes show ed it to be wrong.

There are no canals on M ars. There are, instead, craters, giant 
volcanoes, and enorm ous canyons. The atm osphere is only 1 percent 
as dense as E arth’s and is alm ost entirely carbon dioxide. The tem 
perature is about that o f  A ntarctica and there are no signs that ad
vanced life ever existed on the planet. Indeed there don ’t seem  to be 
clear signs that any life at all exists upon it.

Please read D avid  Starr— Space R anger  w ith  this in m ind. I 
w ouldn’t want any readers to be m isled by thinking that m y descrip
tions o f  the planet are in line w ith the notions o f  the 1980’s. N or 
w ould I want them  to think that I don’t know  any better than to 
suppose there are canals on M ars, for instance.

Lucky Starr and the Pirates o f  the A steroids  holds up w ell, for
tunately. No new  discoveries have been m ade about the asteroids that 
spoil any part o f  the book.

W ith Lucky Starr and  the O ceans o f  Venus, how ever, the new  
astronom y ruined me. W ithin a couple o f  years after the book w as 
written, astronom ers found (to their ow n surprise) that V enus w as 
m uch hotter than they had ever expected. The surface tem perature, 
everywhere, was far above the boiling point o f  water, so there are no 
oceans.

The searing atm osphere o f  Venus is about 90 tim es the density 
o f  that o f  Earth and is alm ost all carbon dioxide. Even the cloud layer 
isn ’t ordinary w ater but is rather a solution o f  sulfuric acid. Y ou ju s t 
can’t think o f  a w orld w hich is so like Earth in dim ensions and yet 
so horrible in every other way. W hen you read L ucky S tarr and  the
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Oceans o f  Venus, ju s t rem em ber that y o u ’re reading about a m ythical 
p lanet and  not one that exists.

Too bad, but i t’s the fault o f  the astronom ers. W hy d idn’t they 
get it right in  the first place?

3

Introduction to The Further Adventures 
o f Lucky Starr

B y the tim e I had w ritten the first three Lucky Starr books I was so 
sick o f  the Paul French pseudonym  I could hardly stand to look at 
them . I rem em ber that one review er, who hated all the books I had 
w ritten (and w ho has long since sunk into total and deserved obliv
ion) w rote a review  in w hich he praised a Paul French book, and I 
w rote and told him  that Paul French was Isaac Asim ov, ha, ha.

Then, too, people who found out that Paul French was Isaac 
A sim ov w ould say things like “ Isaac A sim ov is a respectable pro
fessor o f  biochem istry who w rites science fiction under the nam e o f 
Paul French, hoping that no one w ill ever find out he does such 
th ings.”

Y ou have no idea how  that infuriated and frustrated me. I wrote 
all m y science fiction but the Lucky Starr novels under m y own name. 
I w as p ro u d  o f  science fiction and I had no intention o f  hiding my 
w ork  in  that field under a pseudonym .

I cou ldn ’t change, how ever— or I thought I couldn’t. I therefore 
w rote three m ore books under the Paul French byline: Lucky Starr 
and  the B ig  Sun o f  M ercury, L ucky Starr and the M oons o f  Jupiter, 
and L ucky S tarr and  the R ings o f  Saturn.

H ow ever, I desperately began to m ake the books as m uch like 
Isaac A sim ov books as I could. I dropped every last vestige o f  the 
“Space R anger” bit. I em phasized the m ystery-story aspects o f  the 
books even further since, by then, everyone knew  I was specializing 
in the science-fiction m ystery story. I even m entioned the Three Laws 
o f  R obotics, w hich w ere 'w ell-know n to be used only by me.

A fter the sixth Lucky Starr adventure, the press o f  other w ork
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forced m e to abandon the series. W hen, eventually, paperback pub
lishers decided to put out their ow n editions o f  the books, I took a 
deep breath and said, “N ot unless you w ill put m y real nam e on 
them .” A nd they did. From  then on, in a num ber o f  editions, both 
hard cover and soft cover, the books have been presented  as by “Isaac 
A sim ov w riting as Paul French.” Thank goodness.

I w ish I could handle the scientific “facts” in the books as easily. 
Unfortunately, scientific advances after  the books in this volum e w ere 
w ritten com pletely changed w hat we thought we knew  about the 
planets.

For instance, in Lucky Starr and  the B ig  Sun o f  M ercury , the plot 
hinges on the fact that M ercury faces only one side to the Sun at all 
times. T hat’s what astronom ers had thought for three quarters o f  a 
century. In 1965, however, nine years after I had published the book, 
astronom ers discovered that M ercury does not face one side to the 
Sun at all times. It rotates slow ly so that every portion  o f  the planet 
experiences both day and night. Please rem em ber this w hen you read 
the book, but pretend that you ’re reading about a different M ercury, 
the one that was thought to exist in the 1950’s.

Then again, consider L ucky Starr and the M oons o f  Jupiter. W e 
now  know, as a result o f  probes that passed through the Jupiter sys
tem  from  1973 onward, that Jupiter is surrounded by a very  large 
and intense m agnetic field that accum ulated vast quantities o f  ener
getic, electrically-charged particles. It w ould be difficult, or even im 
possible, for space ships to encounter those charged particles w ithout 
killing any hum an beings on board.

W hat’s more, we know  a great m any details about the satellites 
we d idn’t know  before. Io, for instance, is an active volcanic planet, 
w ith volcanoes erupting constantly and spew ing sulfur all over the 
planet. Europa has a glacier that covers all o f  it w ith (perhaps) a 
liquid ocean underneath. A nd there are other small satellites o f  Jupiter 
even closer than A m althea is. There was no w ay I could guess any 
o f  this in  the 1950’s.

Lucky Starr and  the Rings o f  Saturn  survives som ew hat better, 
but probes in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s have show n us that 
the rings are very com plicated affairs, consisting o f  hundreds and, 
perhaps, thousands o f  ringlets. A lso there are a num ber o f  sm all sat
ellites that astronom ers never saw from  their distant post on Earth. It 
w ould have been m uch fun to put in all that s tu ff and to describe a 
crater on M im as so large that the collision that form ed it m ust alm ost



have shattered the satellite. B ut there w as no w ay I could have 
guessed except through sheer luck.

In any case, I trust you will enjoy the stories, w hile m aking 
allow ance for the fact that they were w ritten in the 1950’s, w ith the 
astronom ical know ledge o f  that time.

INTRODUCTION 5
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DEDICATION

To W alter I. Bradbury,

w ithout w hom  this book w ould really  never have been w ritten
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1

The Plum from Mars

D avid Starr was staring right at the m an, so he saw it happen. He 
saw him  die.

D avid  had been w aiting patiently for Dr. H enree and, in the 
m eanw hile, enjoying the atm osphere o f  International C ity’s new est 
restaurant. This was to be his first real celebration now  that he had 
obtained his degree and qualified for full m em bership in the Council 
o f  Science.

He did not m ind waiting. The Cafe Suprem e still glistened from 
the freshly applied chrom osilicone paints. The subdued light that 
spread evenly over the entire dining room  had no visible source. At 
the wall end o f  D av id ’s table was the small, self-glow ing cube which 
contained a tiny three-dim ensional replica o f  the band whose music 
filled in a soft background. The leader’s baton was a half-inch flash 
o f  m otion and o f  course the table top itse lf was o f  the Sanito type, 
the u ltim ate in force-field m odernity  and, except for the deliberate 
flicker, quite invisible.

D av id ’s calm  brow n eyes sw ept the o ther tables, half-hidden in 
their alcoves, no t out o f  boredom , but because people interested 
h im  m ore than any o f  the scientific gadgetry  that the Cafe Suprem e 
could  gather. T ri-te lev ision  and force-fields w ere w onders ten years 
before, yet w ere already  accepted  by all. People, on the o ther hand, 
did not change, but even now , ten thousand years after the pyra
m ids w ere bu ilt and five thousand years after the first atom  bom b 
had  exploded, they w ere still the insoluble m ystery  and the unfaded 
w onder.

There w as a young girl in a pretty gow n laughing gently with 
the m an w ho sat opposite her; a m iddle-aged m an, in uncom fortable
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holiday clothing, punching the m enu com bination on the m echanical 
w aiter w hile his wife and two children w atched gravely; tw o busi
nessm en talking anim atedly over their dessert.

And it was as D avid’s glance flicked over the businessm en that 
it happened. One o f  them , face congesting w ith blood, m oved con
vulsively and attem pted to rise. The other, crying out, stretched out 
an arm in a vague gesture o f  help, but the first had already collapsed 
in his seat and was beginning to slide under the table.

David had risen to his feet at the first sign o f  disturbance and 
now  his long legs ate the distance betw een the tables in three quick 
strides. He was in the booth and, at a touch o f  his finger on the 
electronic contact near the tri-television cube, a v iolet curtain w ith 
fluorescent designs sw ept across the open end o f  the alcove. It w ould 
attract no attention. M any diners preferred to take advantage o f  that 
sort o f  privacy.

The sick m an’s com panion only now  found his voice. He said, 
“M anning is ill. I t’s some sort o f  seizure. A re you a doctor?”

D avid’s voice was calm  and level. It carried assurance. H e said, 
“N ow  sit quietly and m ake no noise. W e w ill have the m anager here 
and w hat can be done w ill be done.”

He had his hands on the sick m an, lifting him  as though he w ere 
a rag doll, although the m an was heavyset. He pushed the table as 
far to one side as possible, his fingers separated uncannily  by an inch 
o f  force-field as he gripped it. He laid the m an on the seat, loosening 
the M agnoseam s o f  his blouse, and began applying artificial respi
ration.

David had no illusion as to the possibility o f  recovery. He knew  
the symptoms: the sudden flushing, the loss o f  voice and breath, the 
few m inutes’ fight for life, and then, the end.

The curtain brushed aside. W ith adm irable dispatch the m anager 
had answ ered the em ergency signal w hich D avid had tapped even 
before he had left his ow n table. The m anager w as a short, plum p 
man, dressed in black, tightly fitting clothing o f  conservative cut. H is 
face was disturbed.

“Did som eone in this w ing-------” He seem ed to shrink in  upon
h im self as his eyes took  in the sight.

The surviving diner was speaking w ith hysterical rapidity. “W e 
were having dinner w hen m y friend had this seizure. A s for this other 
m an, I don’t know  who he is.”

David abandoned his futile attem pts at revival. H e brushed his 
thick brow n hair o ff  his forehead. He said, “Y ou are the m anager?”

“I am O liver G aspere, m anager o f  the Cafe Suprem e,” said the
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plum p m an bew ilderedly. “The em ergency call from  Table 87 sounds 
and w hen I com e, it is em pty. I am  told a young m an has ju st run 
into the booth o f  Table 94, and I follow and find this.” He turned. “I 
shall call the house doctor.”

D avid  said, “One m om ent. There is no use in that. This m an is 
dead.”

“W hat!” cried the other diner. He lunged forward, crying, “M an
ning!”

D avid Starr pulled him back, pinning him  against the unseeable 
table top. “Easy, m an. Y ou cannot help him  and this is no tim e for 
noise.”

“N o, no ,” G aspere agreed rapidly. “W e m ust not upset the other 
diners. B ut see here, sir, a doctor m ust still exam ine this poor m an 
to decide the cause o f  death. I can allow  no irregularities in my 
restaurant.”

“I am  sorry, M r. G aspere, but I forbid the exam ination o f  this 
m an by  anyone at the m om ent.”

“W hat are you talking about? I f  this m an dies o f  a heart 
attack------- ■”

“Please. Let us have co-operation and not useless discussion. 
W hat is your nam e, sir?”

The living diner said dully, “Eugene Forester.”
“W ell, then, Mr. Forester, I w ant to know  exactly w hat you and 

your com panion ate ju s t now .”
“ Sir!” The little m anager stared at David, with eyes swelling out 

o f  their sockets. “A re you suggesting that som ething in the food 
caused th is?”

“I ’m  not m aking suggestions. I ’m asking questions.”
“Y ou have no right to ask questions. W ho are you? You are 

nobody. I dem and that a doctor exam ine this poor m an.”
“M r. G aspere, this is Council o f  Science business.”
D avid bared the inner surface o f  his wrist, curling the flexible 

M etallite sleeve above it. For a m om ent it was m erely exposed skin, 
and then an oval spot darkened and turned black. W ithin it little 
yellow  grains o f  light danced and flickered in the fam iliar patterns o f  
the B ig D ipper and o f  Orion.

The m anager’s lips trem bled. The Council o f  Science was not an 
official governm ent agency, but its m em bers w ere nearly above the 
governm ent.

He said, “I am  sorry, sir.”
“N o apologies are necessary. N ow, Mr. Forester, will you answ er 

m y  first question?”
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Forester m uttered, “W e had the special dinner num ber three.” 
“Both o f  you?”
“T hat’s right.”
David said, “W ere there no substitutions on either part?” He had 

studied the m enu at his own table. The Cafe Suprem e featured ex
traterrestrial delicacies, but the special dinner num ber three w as one 
o f  the m ore ordinary m eals native to Earth: vegetable soup, veal 
chops, baked potato, peas, ice cream , and coffee.

“Yes, there was a substitution.” F orester’s brow s drew  together. 
“M anning ordered stew ed m arplum s for dessert.”

“A nd you didn’t?”
“N o.”
“And where are the m arplum s now ?” D avid had  eaten them  him 

self. They were plum s grow n in the vast M artian greenhouses, ju icy  
and pitless, with a faint cinnam on flavor superim posed on their fruit
iness.

Forester said, “He ate them . W hat do you suppose?”
“H ow  soon before he collapsed?”
“About five m inutes, I think. W e hadn’t even finished our cof

fee.” The m an was turning sickly pale. “W ere they poisoned?”
David did not answer. He turned to the m anager. “W hat about 

the m arplum s?”
“There was nothing wrong w ith them . N othing.” G aspere seized 

the curtains o f  the alcove and shook them  in his passion, but did not 
forget to speak in the softest o f  whispers. “They w ere a fresh ship
m ent from  M ars, governm ent tested and approved. W e have served 
hundreds o f  portions in the last three nights alone. N othing like this 
has happened till now .”

“Just the sam e you had  better give orders to elim inate m ar
plum s from  the list o f  desserts until w e can inspect them  again. 
And now, in case it w asn ’t the m arplum s at all, p lease bring m e a 
carton o f  som e sort and we w ill transfer w hat is left o f  the d inner 
for study.”

“Im m ediately. Im m ediately.”
“And o f  course speak to no one o f  this.”
The m anager returned in a few m om ents, sm earing his b row  w ith 

a feathery handkerchief. He said, “I cannot understand it. I really  
cannot.”

David stow ed the used plastic dishes, w ith  scraps o f  food still 
adhering to them , in the carton, added w hat w as left o f  the toasted  
rolls, recapped the w axed cups in w hich the coffee had  been served,
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and put them  aside. G aspere left o ff  rubbing his hands frantically to 
reach a finger tow ard the contact at the edge o f  the table.

D av id ’s hand m oved quickly, and the m anager was startled to 
find his w rist im prisoned.

“But, sir, the crum bs!”
“I ’ll take those too.” He used his penknife to collect each scrap, 

its sharp steel sliding easily along the nothingness o f  the force-field. 
D avid h im se lf doubted the w orth o f  force-field table tops. Their sheer 
transparency was anything but conducive to relaxation. The sight o f  
dishes and cutlery resting on nothing could not help but leave diners 
tense, so that the field had to be put deliberately out o f  phase to 
induce continual interference sparkles that gave rise to an illusion o f  
substance.

In restaurants they w ere popular since at the conclusion o f  a meal 
it w as necessary only to extend the force-field a fraction o f  an inch 
to destroy w hatever adhering crum bs and drops rem ained. It was only 
w hen D avid had  concluded his collection that he allow ed Gaspere to 
perform  the extension, rem oving the safety catch first by a touch o f  
the finger and then perm itting Gaspere to use his special key. A  new, 
absolutely  clean surface was instantly presented.

“A nd now , ju s t a m om ent.” D avid glanced at the m etal face o f  
his w rist w atch, then flicked a com er o f  the curtain aside.

H e said  softly, “Dr. H enree!”
The lanky m iddle-aged m an w ho was sitting on what had been 

D av id ’s seat fifteen m inutes earlier stiffened and looked about him 
w ith  surprise.

D avid  w as sm iling. “Here I am !” He put a finger to his lips.
Dr. H enree rose. His clothes hung loosely upon him  and his thin

ning gray hair w as com bed carefully  over a bald spot. He said, “My 
dear D avid, are you here already? I had thought you were late. But 
is anything w rong?”

D av id ’s sm ile had  been short-lived. He said, “I t ’s another 
one .”

Dr. H enree stepped w ithin the curtain, looked at the dead man, 
and  m uttered, “D ear m e.”

“T h at’s one w ay o f  putting it,” said David.
“I th ink,” said Dr. Henree, rem oving his glasses and playing the 

m ild  force-beam  o f  his pencil-cleaner over the lenses before replacing 
them , “I th ink w e had better close dow n the restaurant.”

G aspere opened and closed his m outh soundlessly, like a fish. 
F inally  he said in a strangled gasp, “Close the restaurant! It has been 
open only a week. It w ill be m in. A bsolute m in !”
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“Oh, but only for an hour or so. W e w ill have to rem ove the 
body and inspect your kitchens. Surely you w ant us to rem ove the 
stigm a o f  food poisoning i f  w e can, and surely it w ould  be even less 
convenient for you to have us m ake arrangem ents for this in  the 
presence o f  the diners.”

“V ery well then. I will see that the restaurant is m ade available 
to you, but I m ust have an hour’s grace to allow  present diners to 
finish their meals. I hope there will be no publicity .”

“None, I assure you.” Dr. H enree’s lined face w as a m ask  o f  
worry. “David, will you call Council Hall and ask to speak to  C on
way? W e have a procedure for such cases. He w ill know  w hat to 
do.”

“M ust I stay?” put in Forester suddenly. “ I feel sick.”
“W ho is this, D avid?” asked Dr. Henree.
“The dead m an’s dinner com panion. His nam e is Forester.”
“Oh. Then I am  afraid, Mr. Forester, you w ill have to be sick 

here.”

The restaurant was cold and repulsive in its em ptiness. Silent 
operatives had com e and gone. Efficiently they had  gone through the 
kitchens atom  by atom. N ow  only Dr. H enree and D avid Starr re 
mained. They sat in an em pty alcove. There w ere no lights, and the 
tri-televisions on each table w ere sim ply dead cubes o f  glass.

Dr. H enree shook his head. “W e will leam  nothing, I am  sure o f  
that from  experience. I am  sorry, David. This is not the proper cel
ebration we had planned.”

“Plenty o f  time for celebration later. Y ou m entioned in your let
ters these cases o f  food poisoning, so I w as prepared. Still, I w asn ’t 
aware o f  this intense secrecy w hich seems necessary. I m ight have 
been m ore discreet i f  I had know n.”

“No. It is no use. W e cannot hide this trouble forever. L ittle by 
little there are tiny leaks. People see other people die w hile eating 
and then hear o f  still other cases. A lw ays w hile th ey ’re eating. It is 
bad and will grow worse. W ell, we will talk m ore o f  this tom orrow  
w hen you talk  to C onw ay him self.”

“W ait!” D avid looked deep into the older m an ’s eyes. “There is 
som ething that w orries you m ore than the death o f  a m an or the death 
o f  a thousand. Som ething I don ’t know. W hat is it?”

Dr. Henree sighed. “I ’m  afraid, D avid, that Earth is in great dan
ger. M ost o f  the Council does not believe it and C onw ay is only half- 
convinced, but I am  certain that this supposed food poisoning is a
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clever and brutal attem pt at seizing control o f  E arth ’s econom ic life 
and governm ent. A nd so far, D avid, there is no hint as to who is 
beh ind  the threat and exactly how  it is being accom plished. The 
C ouncil o f  Science is entirely helpless!”



2

The Breadbasket in the Sky

H ector Conw ay, C h ief C ounselor o f  Science, stood at his w indow  
in the topm ost suite o f  Science Tow er, the slender structure w hich  
dom inated the northern suburbs o f  In ternational C ity. The city  w as 
beginning to sparkle in the early  tw ilight. Soon it w ould  tu rn  to 
streaks o f  w hite along the elevated  pedestrian  prom enades. The 
buildings w ould light up in jew e led  patterns as the w indow s cam e 
to life. A lm ost centered in his w indow  w ere the d istant dom es o f  
the Halls o f  C ongress, w ith the Executive M ansion snuggled b e 
tween.

He was alone in his office, and the autom atic lock w as adjusted 
to Dr. H enree’s fingerprints only. He could feel som e o f  his depres
sion lifting. David Starr was on his way, suddenly and m agically  
grown up, ready to receive his first assignm ent as a m em ber o f  the 
Council. He felt alm ost as though his son w ere about to visit him . In 
a way, that was how it was. D avid Starr was his son: his and A u
gustus H enree’s.

There had been three o f  them  at first, h im self and G us H enree 
and Law rence Starr. How he rem em bered Law rence Starr! They had 
all three gone through school together, qualified for the Council to 
gether, done their first investigations together; and then Law rence 
Starr had been prom oted. It was to be expected; he w as by far the 
m ost brilliant o f  the three.

So he had received a sem i-perm anent station on V enus, and 
that was the first tim e the three had not tackled  a proposition  to 
gether. He had gone with his w ife and child. The w ife  w as B ar
bara. Lovely B arbara Starr! N either H enree nor h im se lf had  ever 
m arried, and for neither w ere there any girls to com pete w ith  B ar
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bara  in  m em ory. W hen D avid  w as bom , it w as U ncle Gus and U n
cle H ector, un til he som etim es got confused and called  his father 
U ncle L aw rence.

A nd then  on the trip to V enus there was the pirate attack. It had 
been  a total m assacre. Pirate ships took virtually no prisoners in 
space, and m ore than a hundred hum an beings were dead before two 
hours had  passed. A m ong them  w ere Law rence and Barbara.

C onw ay could rem em ber the day, the exact m inute, w hen the 
new s had  reached Science Tower. Patrol ships had shot out into 
space, tracing the pirates; they attacked the asteroid lairs in a fury 
that w as com pletely unprecedented. W hether they caught the partic
u lar v illains w ho had  gutted the V enus-bound ship none could ever 
say, but the pirate pow er had been broken from  that year on.

A nd the patrol ships found som ething else: a tiny lifeboat w ind
ing a precarious orbit betw een Venus and Earth, radiating its coldly 
autom atic radio calls for help. O nly a child was inside. A  frightened, 
lonely four-year-old, w ho did not speak for hours except to say 
stoutly, “M other said I w asn ’t to cry.”

It w as D avid Starr. H is story, seen through childish eyes, was 
garbled, bu t interpretation w as only too easy. C onw ay could still see 
w hat those last m inutes w ithin the gutted ship m ust have been like: 
Law rence Starr, dying in the control room , w ith the outlaws forcing 
their w ay in; Barbara, a b last gun in her hand, desperately thrusting 
D avid into the lifeboat, trying to set the controls as best she could, 
rocketing  it into space. A nd then?

She had a gun in her hand. As long as she could, she m ust have 
used it against the enem y, and w hen that could be no longer, against 
herself.

C onw ay ached to think o f  it. A ched, and once again w ished they 
had allow ed him  to accom pany the patrol ships so that w ith his own 
hands he m ight have helped to turn the asteroid caves into flaming 
oceans o f  atom ic destm ction. But m em bers o f  the Council o f  Science, 
they said, w ere too valuable to risk in police actions, so he stayed 
hom e and read the new s bulletins as they rolled out on the ticker 
tape o f  his telenew s projector.

B etw een them  he and A ugustus H enree had adopted D avid Starr, 
bent their lives to erase those last horrible m em ories o f  space. They 
w ere both m other and father to him; they personally supervised his 
tutoring; they trained him  w ith one thought in mind: to m ake him 
w hat Law rence S tarr had  once been.

He had  exceeded their expectations. In height he was Lawrence, 
reaching six feet, rangy and hard, w ith the cool nerves and quick
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m uscles o f  an athlete and the sharp, clear brain o f  a first-class sci
entist. A nd beyond that there was som ething about his brow n hair 
with the suggestion o f  a w ave in it, in his level, w ide-set brow n eyes, 
in the trace o f  a cleft in his chin w hich vanished w hen he sm iled, 
that was rem iniscent o f  Barbara.

He had raced through his A cadem y days leaving a trail o f  sparks 
and the dead ash o f  previous records both on the p laying fields and 
in the classrooms.

Conway had been perturbed. “I t ’s not natural, Gus. H e ’s outdoing 
his father.”

A nd Henree, who d idn’t believe in  unnecessary speech, had 
puffed at his pipe and sm iled proudly.

“I hate to say this,” C onw ay had continued, “because y o u ’ll laugh 
at m e, but there’s som ething not quite norm al in it. R em em ber that 
the child was stranded in space for two days w ith ju s t a thin lifeboat 
hull betw een h im self and solar radiation. He w as only seventy m illion 
m iles from  the sun during a period o f  sunspot m axim um .”

“All you ’re saying,” said Henree, “is that D avid should have been 
burnt to death.”

“W ell, I don’t know ,” m um bled Conway. “The effect o f  radiation 
on living tissue, on human  living tissue, has its m ysteries.”

“W ell, naturally. I t’s not a field in w hich experim entation is very 
feasible.”

David had finished college w ith the h ighest average on record. 
He had m anaged to do original w ork in biophysics on the graduate 
level. He was the youngest m an ever to be accorded full m em bership 
in the Council o f  Science.

To Conway there had been a loss in all this. Four years earlier 
he had been elected C h ief Counselor. It w as an honor he w ould  have 
given his life for, yet he knew  had Law rence Starr lived, the election 
w ould have gone in a w orth ier direction.

A nd he had lost all but occasional contact w ith  young D avid 
Starr, for to be C h ief C ounselor m eant that one had no life other than 
the beetling problem s o f  all the Galaxy. Even at graduation exercises 
he had seen D avid only from  a distance. In  the last four years he 
m ight have spoken to h im  four times.

So his heart beat high w hen he heard  the door open. H e turned, 
w alking rapidly to m eet them  as they w alked in.

“Gus old m an.” He held out his hand, w rung the o ther’s. “A nd 
D avid boy!”

An hour passed. It w as true night before they could stop speaking 
o f  them selves and turn  to  the universe.
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It w as D avid w ho broke out. He said, “I saw m y first poisoning 
today, U ncle H ector. 1 knew  enough to prevent panic. I w ish I knew  
enough to  p revent poisoning.”

C onw ay said soberly, “N o one know s that m uch. I suppose, Gus, 
it w as a M artian  product again.”

“N o w ay o f  telling, H ector. B ut a m arplum  w as involved.” 
“ Suppose,” said D avid Starr, “you let m e know  anything I ’m 

allow ed to know  about th is.”
“I t’s rem arkably  sim ple,” said Conway. “H orribly simple. In the 

last four m onths som ething like tw o hundred people have died im 
m ediately  after eating som e M ars-grow n product. I t’s no know n poi
son, the sym ptom s are those o f  no know n disease. There is a rapid 
and  com plete paralysis o f  the nerves controlling the diaphragm  and 
the m uscles o f  the chest. It am ounts to a paralysis o f  the lungs, which 
is fatal in  five m inutes.

“It goes deeper than that too. In the few  cases where w e’ve 
caught the victim s in tim e, w e ’ve tried artificial respiration, as you 
did, and even iron lungs. They still died in five minutes. The heart 
is affected  as well. A utopsies show us nothing except nerve degen
eration that m ust have been unbelievably rapid.”

“W hat about the food that poisoned them ?” asked David.
“D ead end,” said Conway. “There is alw ays tim e for the poisoned 

item  or portion  to be com pletely consum ed. O ther specim ens o f  the 
sam e sort at the table or in the kitchen are harm less. W e’ve fed them  
to anim als and even to hum an volunteers. The stom ach contents o f  
the dead m en have yielded uncertain results.”

“Then how  do you know  it’s food poisoning at all?”
“B ecause the coincidence o f  death after eating a M artian p rod

uct tim e afte r tim e w ithou t know n exception, is m ore than coinci
dence.”

D avid said thoughtfully, “A nd it isn ’t contagious, obviously.” 
“N o. T hank the stars for that. Even so, i t ’s bad  enough. So far 

w e ’ve kep t this as quiet as we can, w ith full co-operation  from  
the P lanetary  Police. Tw o hundred  deaths in four m onths over the 
popu lation  o f  all E arth  is still a m anageable phenom enon, but the 
rate m ay increase. A nd i f  the people o f  Earth becom e aw are that 
any m outhful o f  M artian food m ight be their last, the consequences 
cou ld  be horrib le. E ven though w e w ere to point out that the 
death  rate is only  fifty p er m onth  out o f  a population  o f  five b il
lions, each person  w ould  th ink  h im se lf certain  to be one o f  those 
fifty .”

“Y es,” said D avid, “and that w ould m ean that the m arket for
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M artian food im ports w ould fall through the floor. It w ould  be too 
bad for the M artian Farm ing Syndicates.”

“That!” C onw ay shrugged his shoulders, thrusting aside the p rob
lem  o f  the Farm ing Syndicates as som ething o f  no m om ent. “D o you 
see nothing else?”

“I see that E arth’s ow n agriculture can’t support five billion  peo
ple.”

“T hat’s it exactly. W e can’t do w ithout food from  the colonial 
planets. There w ould be starvation on Earth in six w eeks. Y et i f  the 
people are afraid o f  M artian food, there will be no preventing that, 
and I don’t know  how  long it can be staved off. Each new  death is 
a new  crisis. W ill this be the one that the telenew s w ill get hold o f?  
W ill the truth com e out now? A nd there’s G us’s theory on top o f  
everything.”

Dr. H enree sat back, tam ping tobacco gently into his pipe. “ I feel 
sure, David, that this epidem ic o f  food poisoning is not a natural 
phenom enon. It is too w idespread. It strikes one day in B engal, the 
next day in N ew  York, the day after in Zanzibar. There m ust be 
intelligence behind it.”

“I tell you— ” began Conway.
“Let him  go on, Uncle H ector,” urged David.
“I f  any group w ere seeking to control Earth, w hat better m ove 

could they m ake than to strike at our w eakest point, our food supply? 
Earth is the m ost populous planet in all the Galaxy. It should be, 
since it is m ankind’s original home. B ut that very fact m akes us the 
w eakest world, in a sense, since w e ’re not self-supporting. O ur bread
basket is in the sky: on M ars; on Ganym ede; on Europa. I f  you cut 
the im ports in any m anner, either by pirate action or by the m uch 
m ore subtle system  being used now, we are quickly helpless. That is 
all.”

“But,” said David, “i f  that w ere the case, w ou ldn’t the respon
sible group com m unicate w ith the governm ent, i f  only to give an 
ultim atum ?”

“It w ould seem so, but they m ay be w aiting their tim e; w aiting 
for ripeness. O r they m ay be dealing w ith the farm ers o f  M ars d i
rectly. The colonists have m inds o f  their own, m istrust Earth, and, in 
fact, i f  they see their livelihood threatened, m ay throw  in w ith these 
crim inals altogether. M aybe even,” he puffed  strenuously, “they 
them selves are-------But I ’ll m ake no accusations.”

“And m y part,” said David. “W hat is it you w ould  have m e do?”
“Let me tell him ,” said Conway. “D avid, we w ant you to go to
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C entral Laboratories on the M oon. Y ou w ill be part o f  the research 
team  investigating the problem . A t this m om ent they are receiving 
sam ples o f  every shipm ent o f  food leaving M ars. W e are bound to 
com e across som e poisoned item. H a lf o f  all item s are fed to rats; 
the rem aining portions o f  any fatal pieces are analyzed by all the 
m eans at our d isposal.”

“I see. A nd i f  U ncle Gus is right, I suppose you have another 
team  on M ars?”

“V ery experienced m en. But m eanw hile, will you be ready to 
leave for the M oon tom orrow  night?”

“C ertainly. B ut i f  th a t’s the case, m ay I leave now  to get ready?” 
“O f course.”
“A nd w ould  there be any objection to m y using m y ow n ship?” 
“N ot at all.”

The tw o scientists, alone in the room , stared down at the fairy
tale lights o f  the city for a long tim e before either spoke.

F inally  C onw ay said, “H ow  like Law rence he is! But h e ’s still 
so young. It w ill be dangerous.”

H enree said, “Y ou really think it w ill w ork?”
“C ertain ly!” C onw ay laughed. “Y ou heard his last question about 

M ars. H e has no intention o f  going to the M oon. I know  him  that 
well. A nd i t ’s the best w ay to protect him. The official records will 
say he is going to the M oon; the m en at Central Laboratories are 
instructed  to report his arrival. W hen he does reach M ars, there will 
be no reason for your conspirators, i f  they exist, to take him  for a 
m em ber o f  the C ouncil, and o f  course he will m aintain an incognito 
because he w ill be busy fooling us, he thinks.”

C onw ay added, “H e’s brilliant. He m ay be able to do som ething 
the rest o f  us could not do. Fortunately, h e ’s still young and can be 
m aneuvered. In a few  years that will be im possible. He w ould see 
th rough us.”

C onw ay’s com m unicator tinkled gently. He flipped it open. 
“W hat is it?”

“Personal com m unication for you, sir.”
“For m e? Transm it it.” He looked w ildly at Henree. “It can ’t be 

from  the conspirators you babble about.”
“O pen it and see,” suggested Henree.
C onw ay sliced the envelope open. For a m om ent he stared. Then 

he laughed a b it w ildly, tossed the open sheet to Henree, and slum ped 
back  in his chair.
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H enree picked it up. There w ere only tw o scraw led lines w hich 
read, “Have it your way! M ars it is.” It w as signed, “D avid.”

H enree roared w ith laughter. “Y ou m aneuvered him  all right.” 
A nd C onw ay could not help but join.
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Men for the Farms of Mars

To a native Earthm an, Earth m eant Earth. It was ju s t the third planet 
from  that sun w hich was know n to the inhabitants o f  the Galaxy as 
Sol. In official geography, how ever, Earth was more: it included all 
the bodies o f  the Solar System. M ars was as m uch Earth as Earth 
itse lf was, and the m en and w om en who lived on M ars w ere as m uch 
Earthm en as though they lived on the hom e planet. Legally, at any 
rate. They voted for representatives in the A ll-Earth Congress and 
for P lanetary  President.

B ut that was as far as it went. The Earthm en o f  M ars considered 
them selves quite a separate and better breed, and the new com er had 
a long w ay to go to be accepted by the M artian farm boy as anything 
m ore than a casual tourist o f  not m uch account.

D avid  Starr found that out alm ost at once when he entered the 
Farm  Em ploym ent Building. A little m an was at his heels as he 
w alked in. A  really  little m an. He was about five feet two and his 
nose w ould  have rubbed against D av id ’s breastbone i f  they had stood 
face to face. H e had pale red hair brushed straight back, a wide 
m outh, and the typical open-collar, double-breasted overall and hip- 
high, b rightly  colored boots o f  the M artian farmboy.

A s D avid headed for the w indow  over w hich glow ed the legend, 
“Farm  Em ploym ent,” footsteps rattled about him , and a tenor voice 
cried out, “H old on. D ecelerate your footsteps, fella.”

The little m an w as facing him.
D avid  said, “Is there anything I can do for you?”
The little m an carefully  inspected him , section by section, then 

put out one arm  and leaned negligently  against the E arthm an’s w aist
line. “W hen did you descend the old gangplank?”
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“W hat gangplank?”
“Pretty volum inous for an Earthie at that. D id you get cram ped 

out there?”
“I ’m  from  Earth, yes.”
The little m an brought his hands down one after the other so that 

they slapped sharply against his boots. It w as the farm boy gesture o f  
self-assertion.

“In that case,” he said, “suppose you assum e a w aiting position 
and let a native attend to his business.”

D avid said, “As you please.”
“And i f  you have any objection to taking your turn, you can take 

it up w ith m e w hen w e’re through or any tim e thereafter at your 
convenience. M y nam e is Bigman. I ’m John B igm an Jones, but you 
can ask for m e anyw here in tow n by the nam e o f  B igm an.” He 
paused, then added, “That, Earthie, is m y cognom en. A ny com plaints 
about it?”

And David said gravely, “N one at all.”
Bigman said, “R ight!” and left for the desk, w hile D avid, b reak

ing into a sm ile as soon as the o ther’s back w as safely turned, sat 
down to wait.

He had been on M ars for less than tw elve hours, ju s t long enough 
to register his ship under an assum ed nam e in the large sub-surface 
garages outside the city, take a room  for the night at one o f  the hotels, 
and spend a few hours o f  the m orning w alking through the dom ed 
city.

There were only three o f  these cities on M ars, and their few ness 
was to be expected in view  o f  the expense required to m aintain the 
trem endous dom es and to supply the torrents o f  pow er necessary to 
provide the tem perature and gravity o f  Earth. This, W ingrad City, 
nam ed after Robert C lark W ingrad, the first m an to reach M ars, was 
the largest.

It was not very different from a city on Earth; it w as alm ost a 
piece o f  Earth cut out and put on a different planet; it w as as though 
the men on M ars, thirty-five m illion m iles aw ay at the very  nearest, 
had to hide that fact from them selves som ehow. In the center o f  town, 
where the ellipsoidal dom e was a quarter o f  a m ile high, there w ere 
even tw enty-story buildings.

There was only one thing m issing. There w as no sun and no blue 
sky. The dom e itself was translucent, and w hen the sun shone on it, 
light was uniform ly spread over all its ten square m iles. The light 
intensity at any region o f  the dom e w as sm all so that the “sky” to a



m an in the city w as a pale, pale yellow. The total effect, however, 
w as about equivalent to that o f  a cloudy day on Earth.

W hen night cam e, the dom e faded and disappeared into starless 
black. But then the street lights w ent on, and W ingrad City seemed 
m ore than ever like Earth. W ithin the buildings artificial light was 
used day and  night.

D avid Starr looked up at the sudden sound o f  loud voices. 
B igm an was still at the desk, shouting, “I tell you this is a case 

o f  blacklist. Y o u ’ve got m e blacklisted, by Jupiter.”
The m an behind the desk seem ed flustered. He had fluffy side- 

bum s w ith w hich his fingers kept playing. He said, “W e have no 
b lacklists, M r. Jones------- ”

“M y nam e is B igm an. W hat’s the m atter? Are you afraid to ex
hibit friendship? Y ou called m e B igm an the first few  days.”

“W e have no blacklists, Bigman. Farm hands ju st aren ’t in de
m and.”

“W hat are you talking about? Tim Jenkins got placed day before 
yesterday in  tw o m inutes.”

“Jenkins had  experience as a rocket m an.”
“I can handle a rocket as well as Tim  any day.”
“W ell, y o u ’re dow n here as a seeder.”
“A nd I ’m  a good one. D on’t they need seeders?”
“Look, B igm an,” said the m an behind the desk, “ I have your 

nam e on the roster. T hat’s all I can do. I ’ll let you know if  anything 
turns up .” He turned a concentrated attention on the record book 
before him , follow ing up entries w ith elaborate unconcern.

B igm an turned, then shouted over his shoulder, “All right, but 
I ’m  sitting right here, and the next labor requisition you get, I’m 
being sent out. I f  they d o n ’t w ant me, I w ant to hear them  say so to 
m e. To m e, do you understand? To me, J. Bigman. J., personally.” 

The m an behind the desk said nothing. B igm an took a seat, m ut
tering. D avid Starr rose and approached the desk. No other farm boy 
had entered  to  dispute his place in  line.

H e said, “I ’d like a jo b .”
The m an looked up, pulled an em ploym ent blank and hand 

prin ter tow ard him self. “W hat k ind?”
“A ny k ind  o f  farm  w ork available.”
The m an put dow n his hand printer. “Are you M ars-bred?”
“N o, sir. I ’m  from  E arth .”
“ Sorry. N othing open.”
D avid said, “W ell, look here. I can work, and I need work. Great 

G alaxy, is there a law  against Earthm en w orking?”
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“No, but there isn ’t m uch you can do on a farm  w ithout expe
rience.”

“I still need a jo b .”
“There are lots o f  jobs in town. N ext w indow  over.”
“I can’t use a jo b  in  tow n.”
The m an behind the desk looked speculatively at D avid, and 

D avid had no trouble in reading the glance. M en traveled to M ars 
for m any reasons, and one o f  them  was that Earth had becom e too 
uncom fortable. W hen a search call w ent out for a fugitive, the cities 
o f  M ars were com bed thoroughly (after all, they w ere part o f  Earth), 
but no one ever found a hunted m an on the M ars farms. To the 
Farm ing Syndicates, the best farm boy was one who had  no other 
place he dared go. They protected such and took care not to lose 
them  to the Earth authorities they half-resented and m ore than half- 
despised.

“N am e?” said the clerk, eyes back on the form.
“D ick W illiam s,” said David, giving the nam e under w hich he 

had garaged his ship.
The clerk did not ask for identification. “W here can I get in touch 

w ith you?”
“Landis Hotel, R oom  212.”
“A ny low -gravity experience at all?”
The questioning w ent on and on; m ost o f  the blanks had to be 

left empty. The clerk sighed, put the blank into the slot w hich au
tom atically m icrofilm ed it, filed it, and thus added it to the perm anent 
records o f  the office.

He said, “I ’ll let you know .” But he d idn’t sound hopeful.
David turned away. He had not expected m uch to com e o f  this, 

but at least he had established h im self as a som ew hat legitim ate 
seeker after a farm ing job. The next step-------

He whirled. Three m en were entering the em ploym ent office and 
the little fellow, Bigm an, had hopped angrily out o f  his seat. H e w as 
facing them  now, arm s carried loosely aw ay from his hips although 
he had no w eapons that David could see.

The three who entered stopped, and then one o f  the tw o who 
brought up the rear laughed and said, “Looks as i f  w e have Bigm an, 
the m ighty midget, here. M aybe h e ’s looking for a job , boss.” The 
speaker was broad across the shoulders and his nose w as flattened 
against his face. He had a chew ed-to-death, unlit cigar o f  green M ar
tian tobacco in his m outh and he needed a shave badly.

“Quiet, G risw old,” said the m an in front. He w as pudgy, not too 
tall, and the soft skin on his cheeks and on the back  o f  his neck was
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sleek and sm ooth. His overall w as typical M ars, o f  course, but it was 
o f  m uch finer m aterial than that o f  any o f  the other farm boys in the 
room . H is hip-high boots were spiraled in pink and rose.

In all his later travels on M ars, D avid Starr never saw two pairs 
o f  boots o f  identical design, never saw  boots that w ere other than 
garish. It w as the m ark o f  individuality am ong the farmboys.

B igm an was approaching the three, his little chest swelling and 
his face tw isted  w ith anger. He said, “I want m y papers out o f  you, 
H ennes. I ’ve got a right to them .”

The pudgy m an in front was Hennes. He said quietly, “Y ou’re 
no t w orth  any papers, B igm an.”

“I can ’t get another jo b  w ithout decent papers. I w orked for you 
fo r tw o years and did m y part.”

“Y ou did a blasted  lot m ore than your part. Out o f  m y w ay.” He 
tram ped past B igm an, approached the desk, and said, “I need an 
experienced seeder— a good one. I w ant one tall enough to see in 
order to replace a little boy I had to get rid  of.”

B igm an felt that. “B y Space,” he yelled, “you’re right I did m ore 
than m y part. I w as on duty w hen I w asn ’t supposed to be, you mean. 
I w as on duty long enough to see you go driving w heels-over-sand 
into the desert at m idnight. O nly the next m orning you knew nothing 
about it, except that I got heaved for referring to it, and w ithout 
reference papers------- ”

H ennes looked over his shoulder, annoyed. “G risw old,” he said, 
“throw  that fool out.”

B igm an did not retreat, although G risw old w ould have m ade two 
o f  him . He said in his high voice, “All right. One at a tim e.”

B ut D avid Starr m oved now, his sm ooth stride deceptively slow.
G risw old said, “Y o u ’re in m y way, friend. I ’ve got some trash 

to th row  out.”
From  behind D avid, B igm an cried out, “It’s all right, Earthie. Let 

h im  at m e.”
D avid ignored that. He said to Griswold, “This seems to be a 

public place, friend. W e’ve all got the right to be here.”
G risw old said, “L e t’s not argue, friend.” He put a hand roughly 

on D av id ’s shoulder as though to thrust him  to one side.
B ut D av id ’s left hand shot up to catch the w rist o f  G risw old’s 

outstretched arm , and his right hand straight-arm ed the o ther’s shoul
der. G risw old w ent w hirling backw ard, slam m ing hard against the 
plastic partition  that divided the room  in two.

“I ’d  ra ther  argue, friend,” said David.
The clerk had com e to his feet w ith a yell. O ther desk workers
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swarm ed to the openings in the partition, but m ade no m ove to  in 
terfere. B igm an was laughing and clapping D avid on the back. ‘"Pretty 
good for a fellow  from  Earth.”

For the m om ent Hennes seem ed frozen. The rem aining farm boy, 
short and bearded, w ith the pasty face o f  one w ho had spent too 
m uch time under the small sun o f  M ars and not enough under the 
artificial sun lamps o f  the city, had allow ed his m outh to drop rid ic
ulously open.

G risw old recovered his breath slowly. He shook his head. His 
cigar, w hich had dropped to the ground, he kicked aside. Then he 
looked up, his eyes popping w ith fury. He pushed h im self aw ay from  
the wall and there was a m om entary glint o f  steel that w as sw allow ed 
up in his hand.

B ut David stepped to one side and brought up his arm. The sm all, 
crooked cylinder that ordinarily rested snugly betw een his upper arm  
and body shot down the length o f  his sleeve and into his gripping 
palm.

H ennes cried out, “W atch your step, G riswold. H e ’s got a 
blaster.”

“Drop your blade,” said David.
G risw old swore w ildly, but m etal clattered against the floor. B ig

m an darted forw ard and picked up the blade, chortling at the stubbled 
one’s discomfiture.

David held out his hand for it and spared it a quick glance. “N ice, 
innocent baby for a farm boy to have,” he said. “W hat’s the law  in 
M ars against carrying a force-blade?”

He knew  it as the m ost vicious w eapon in the Galaxy. O utw ardly, 
it was m erely a short shaft o f  stainless steel that w as a little th icker 
than the haft o f  a knife but w hich could still be held  nicely in the 
palm. W ithin it was a tiny m otor that could generate an invisible 
nine-inch-long, razor-thin force-field that could cut through anything 
com posed o f  ordinary matter. A rm or w as o f  no use against it, and 
since it could slice through bone as easily as through flesh, its stab 
was alm ost invariably fatal.

H ennes stepped betw een them . He said, “W here’s your license 
for a blaster, Earthie? Put it aw ay and w e’ll call it quits. G et back 
there, G risw old.”

“H old on,” said D avid, as H ennes turned away. “Y o u ’re looking 
for a m an, aren’t you?”

H ennes turned back, his eyebrow s lifting in am usem ent. “I ’m  
looking for a man. Y es.”

“A ll right. I ’m  looking for a jo b .”
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“I ’m  looking for an experienced seeder. Do you qualify?” 
“W ell, no .”
“H ave you ever harvested? Can you handle a sand-car? In short, 

y o u ’re just, i f  I m ay judge from  your costum e”— and he stepped back 
as though to get a better over-all view — “an Earthm an who happens 
to  be handy w ith a blaster. I can ’t use you.”

“N ot even,” D av id ’s voice fell to a w hisper, “i f  I tell you that 
I ’m  interested in  food poisoning?”

H ennes’s face d idn ’t change; his eyes d idn’t flicker. He said, “I 
d o n ’t see your point.”

“Think harder, then.” He was sm iling thinly, and there was little 
hum or in  that smile.

H ennes said, “W orking on a M ars farm  isn ’t easy.”
“I ’m  no t the easy type,” said David.
The other looked over his rangy fram e again. “W ell, m aybe 

y o u ’re not. A ll right, w e ’ll lodge and feed you, start you w ith three 
changes o f  clothing and a pair o f  boots. F ifty dollars the first year, 
payable at the end o f  the year. I f  you don’t w ork out the year, the 
fifty is forfeited.”

“F air enough. W hat type o f  w ork?”
“The only kind you can do. G eneral helper at the chow house. I f  

you learn, y o u ’ll m ove up; i f  not, th a t’s where you spend the year.” 
“D one. W hat about B igm an?”
B igm an, w ho had been staring from  one to the other, squawked, 

“N o, sir. I don ’t w ork for that sand-bug, and I w ouldn’t advise you 
to, either.”

D avid  said over his shoulder. “H ow  about a short stretch in return 
for papers o f  reference?”

“W ell,” said B igm an, “a m onth, m aybe.”
H ennes said, “Is he a friend o f  yours?”
D avid  nodded. “I w o n ’t com e w ithout him .”
“I ’ll take him  too, then. One m onth, and h e ’s to keep his m outh 

shut. N o pay, except his papers. L e t’s get out o f  here. M y sand-car’s 
ou tside.”

The five left, D avid and B igm an bringing up the rear.
B igm an said, “I ow e you a favor, friend. You m ay collect at 

w ill.”
The sand-car was open ju s t then, but D avid could see the slots 

into w hich panels could slide in order that it m ight be enclosed 
against the drifting dust storm s o f  M ars. The wheels were broad to 
m inim ize the tendency to sink w hen crossing the soft drifts. The area
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o f  glass was reduced to a m inim um  and, w here it existed, m erged 
into the surrounding m etal as though they had been w elded together.

The streets were m oderately crowded, but no one paid  any atten
tion to the very com m on sight o f  sand-cars and farm boys.

Hennes said, “W e’ll sit in front. Y ou and your friend m ay sit in 
back, Earthm an.”

He had m oved into the d river’s seat as he spoke. The controls 
were in the m iddle o f  the front partition, w ith the w indshield centered 
above. G risw old took the seat at H ennes’s right.

B igm an m oved into the rear and D avid follow ed him . Som eone 
was behind him. D avid h a lf turned as B igm an called suddenly, 
“W atch out!”

It was the second o f  H ennes’s henchm en w ho was now  crouching 
in the car door, his pasty bearded face snarling and taut. D avid m oved 
quickly, but it w as far too late.

His last sight was that o f  the gleam ing m uzzle o f  a w eapon in 
the henchm an’s hand, and then he was conscious o f  a soft purring 
noise. There was scarcely any sensation to it, and a distant, d istant 
voice said, “All right, Zukis. Get in back and keep w atch,” in w ords 
that seem ed to com e from  the end o f  a long tunnel. There w as a last 
m om entary feeling o f  m otion forward, and then there w as com plete 
nothingness.

David Starr slum ped forw ard in his seat, and the last signs o f  
life about him  vanished.



4

Alien Life

R agged patches o f  light floated past D avid Starr. Slow ly he becam e 
aw are o f  a trem endous tingling all about him  and a separate pressure 
on his back. The back pressure resolved itself into the fact that he 
w as lying face up on a hard m attress. The tingling he knew  to be the 
afterm ath o f  a stun-gun, a w eapon w hose radiation w orked upon the 
nerve centers at the base o f  the brain.

Before light becam e coherent, before he was thoroughly aware 
o f  his surroundings, he felt his shoulders being shaken and the distant 
sting o f  sharp slaps on his cheeks. The light w ashed into his open 
eyes and he brought his tingling arm  up to w ard o ff  the next slap.

It was B igm an leaning over him , his little rabbity face w ith its 
round snub nose nearly  touching his. He said, “By G anym ede, I 
thought they finished you for good.”

D avid brought h im self up to an aching elbow. He said, “It alm ost 
feels as i f  they did. W here are w e?”

“In the farm  lockup. It’s no use trying to get out, either. The 
d oor’s locked; the w indow s are barred.” He looked depressed.

David felt under his arms. They had rem oved his blasters. N at
urally! So m uch was to be expected. He said, “D id they stun you, 
too, B igm an?”

Bigm an shook his head. “Zukis horizontaled m e w ith the gun 
butt.” He fingered a region o f  his skull w ith gingerly distaste. Then 
he sw elled, “ But I nearly broke his arm  first.”

There w as the sound o f  footsteps outside the door. David sat up 
and w aited. H ennes entered, and with him  there came an older man, 
w ith a long, tired-looking face set o ff  by faded blue eyes under bushy 
gray eyebrow s that seem ed fixed in a perm anent furrow. He was
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dressed in city costum e, w hich was m uch like that o f  Earth. He even 
lacked the M artian hip boots.

Hennes spoke to B igm an first. “Get out to the chow house and 
the first time you sneeze w ithout perm ission you’ll be broken in tw o.” 

B igm an scowled, w aved to D avid w ith an “ I ’ll be seeing you, 
Earthm an,” and sw aggered out w ith a clattering o f  boots.

Hennes w atched him  leave and locked the door behind him . He 
turned to the m an with the gray eyebrows. “This is the one, Mr. 
M akian. He calls h im self W illiam s.”

“You took a chance stunning him, Hennes. I f  you had  killed him , 
a valuable lead m ight have gone w ith the canal-dust.”

Hennes shrugged. “ He was armed. W e could take no chances. In 
any case, h e ’s here, sir.”

They were discussing him, D avid thought, as though he w eren ’t 
there or were ju st another inanim ate part o f  the bed.

M akian turned to him , his eyes hard. “Y ou, there, I ow n this 
ranch. O ver a hundred m iles in any direction is all M akian. I say 
who is to be free and who is to be in prison; w ho w orks and who 
starves; even who lives and who dies. Do you understand m e?” 

“Y es,” said David.
“Then answ er frankly, and you’ll have nothing to fear. Try to 

hide anything and w e’ll have it out o f  you one w ay or another. W e 
m ay have to kill you. Do you still understand m e?”

“Perfectly.”
“Is your nam e W illiam s?”
“I t’s the only nam e I w ill give on M ars.”
“Fair enough. W hat do you know about food poisoning?”
David swung his feet o ff the bed. He said, “Look, m y sister died 

over an afternoon snack o f  bread and jam . She was tw elve years old, 
and lay there dead with the jam  still on her face. W e called the doctor. 
He said it was food poisoning and told us not to eat anything in the 
house till he came back with certain analytical equipm ent. H e never 
came back.

“Som ebody else cam e instead. Som eone w ith a great deal o f  
authority. He had plain-clothes m en to escort him. He had  us describe 
all that had happened. He said to us, ‘It was a heart attack .’ W e told 
him  that was ridiculous because m y sister had nothing w rong w ith 
her heart, but he w ouldn’t listen to us. He told us that i f  w e spread 
ridiculous stories about food poisoning, we w ould  get in trouble. 
Then he took the ja r  o f  jam  w ith him. He w as even angry w ith  us 
for having w iped the jam  from  m y sister’s lips.

“I tried to get in touch w ith our doctor, but his nurse w ould  never
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adm it he w as in. I broke into his office and found him  there, but all 
he w ould  say w as that he had m ade a m istaken diagnosis. He seemed 
afraid to talk  about it. I w ent to the police, but they w ouldn’t listen.

“The ja r  o f  jam  the m en took aw ay was the only thing in the 
house m y sister ate that day that the rest o f  the family hadn’t eaten 
as w ell. That ja r  w as freshly opened and it was im ported from  M ars. 
W e’re old-fashioned people and like the old food. That was the only 
M ars product in the house. I tried to find out through the new spapers 
w hether there had been any other cases o f  food poisoning. It all 
seem ed so suspicious to me. I even w ent to International City. I quit 
m y jo b  and decided that in one w ay or another I w ould find out what 
had  killed  m y sister and try to nail anyone that m ight be responsible. 
Everyw here I hit a blank, and then there cam e policem en with a 
w arrant for m y  arrest.

“ I w as alm ost expecting that, and got out a step ahead o f  them. 
I cam e to M ars for tw o reasons. First, it was the only w ay to keep 
out o f  ja il  (though it doesn’t seem  so now, does it?), and second, 
because o f  one thing I d id  find out. There w ere two or three suspi
cious deaths in the restaurants o f  International City and in each case 
they w ere at restaurants w hich featured M artian cuisines. So I decided 
the answ er w as on M ars.”

M akian was running a thick thum b dow n the long line o f  his 
chin. He said, “The yam  hangs together, Hennes. W hat do you 
th ink?”

“I say, get nam es and dates, and check the story. W e don’t know 
w ho this m an is.”

M akian sounded alm ost quem lous. “You know  we can’t do that, 
H ennes. I don ’t w ant to do anything that w ould spread news o f  all 
this m ess. It w ould  break the entire Syndicate.” He turned to David. 
“I ’m  going to send B enson to speak to you; h e ’s our agronom ist.” 
Then, again to H ennes, “Y ou stay here till Benson com es.”

It w as about h a lf  an hour before Benson came. D uring that in
terval D avid  leaned carelessly back on the cot paying no attention to 
H ennes, w ho, for his part, p layed the sam e sort o f  game.

Then the door opened and a voice said, “I ’m  B enson.” It was a 
gentle, hesitant voice and it belonged to a round-faced individual o f  
about forty, w ith  thinning sandy hair and rim less eyeglasses. His 
sm all m outh  spread itse lf in  a smile.

B enson w ent on, “And. you, I suppose, are W illiam s?”
“T hat’s right,” said D avid Starr.
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Benson looked carefully at the young Earthm an, as though he 
were analyzing him  by eye. He said, “A re you disposed to  v io lence?” 

“I ’m  unarm ed,” D avid pointed out, “and surrounded by a farm  
full o f  m en quite ready to kill m e i f  I step out o f  line.”

“Quite right. W ould you leave us, H ennes?”
H ennes jum ped to his feet in protest. “T hat’s not safe, B enson.” 
“Please, H ennes.” B enson’s m ild  eyes peered over his spectacles. 
Hennes growled, clapped one hand against a boot in disgruntle- 

m ent, and w alked out the door. B enson locked it behind him.
“Y ou see, W illiam s,” he said apologetically, “in the last half-year 

I ’ve grow n to be an im portant m an here. Even H ennes listens to me. 
I ’m  still not used to it.” He sm iled again. “Tell me. M r. M akian says 
you actually w itnessed a death by this strange food poisoning.”

“M y sister’s.”
“O h!” Benson flushed. “I ’m  dreadfully sorry. I know  it m ust be 

a painful subject to you, but m ight I have the details? I t’s very  im 
portant.”

D avid repeated the story he had earlier told M akian.
Benson said, “A nd it happened as quickly as that.”
“ It could only have been five to ten  m inutes after she had  eaten.” 
“Terrible. Terrible. You have no idea how  distressing all this is.” 

He was rubbing his hands together nervously. “ In any case, W illiam s, 
I ’d like to fill in the story for you. Y ou’ve guessed m ost o f  it, anyw ay, 
and, som ehow, I feel responsible to you for w hat happened to  your 
sister. A ll o f  us here on M ars are responsible until such tim e as we 
clear up the m ystery. You see, this has been going on for m onths 
now, these poisonings. N ot m any, but enough to have us at our w it’s 
end.

“W e’ve traced back the poisoned foodstuffs and w e are certain 
they com e from  no one farm. B ut one thing did turn up: all the 
poisoned food is shipped out o f  W ingrad City; the other tw o cities 
on M ars are clean so far. That w ould seem  to indicate that the source 
o f  infection is w ithin the city, and H ennes has been w orking on the 
assum ption. He has taken to riding to the city, nights, on detective 
expeditions o f  his own, but he has turned up nothing.”

“I see. That explains B igm an’s rem arks,” said David.
“Eh?” B enson’s face tw isted in puzzlem ent, then cleared. “Oh, 

you m ean the little fellow  who goes about shouting all the tim e. Yes, 
he caught Hennes leaving once, and H ennes had  him  throw n out. 
H ennes is a m ost im pulsive m an. In  any case, I th ink H ennes is 
wrong. N aturally all the poison w ould travel through W ingrad City. 
It is the shipping point for the entire hem isphere.
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“N ow  M r. M akian h im self believes the infection to be deliber
ately spread through hum an agency. A t least he and several others 
o f  the Syndicate have received m essages offering to buy their farms 
for a rid iculously  sm all sum. There is no m ention o f  the poisoning 
and no evidence w hatsoever o f  any connection betw een the offers to 
buy and this horrible business.”

D avid was listening intently. He said, “A nd who m akes these 
offers to  buy?”

“W hy, how  should w e know ? I have seen the letters and they 
only say that i f  the offers are accepted, the Syndicate is to broadcast 
a coded m essage over a particular sub-etheric waveband. The price 
offer, the letters say, will decrease by 10 per cent each m onth.” 

“A nd the letters can ’t be traced?”
“I ’m  afraid not. They pass through the ordinary m ails w ith an 

‘A stero id ’ postm ark. H ow  can one search the A steroids?”
“H ave the P lanetary Police been inform ed?”
B enson laughed softly. “Do you think Mr. M akian, or any o f  the 

Syndicate for that m atter, w ould call in the police for a thing like 
this? This is a declaration o f  personal w ar to them . You don’t p rop
erly appreciate the M artian m entality, Mr. W illiam s. Y ou don’t run 
to the law  w hen y o u ’re in trouble unless you ’re w illing to confess 
i t’s som ething you can ’t handle yourself. No farm boy is ever w illing 
to do that. I ’ve suggested that the inform ation be subm itted to the 
C ouncil o f  Science, but M r. M akian w ouldn’t even do that. He said 
the Council was w orking on the poisoning w ithout success, and if  
that w ere the kind o f  darned fools they were, he w ould do w ithout 
them . A nd th a t’s w here I com e in.”

“Y ou’re w orking on the poisoning too?”
“T hat’s right. I ’m  the agronom ist here.”
“T hat’s the title M r. M akian gave you.”
“U h-huh. Strictly speaking, an agronom ist is a person who spe

cializes in scientific agriculture. I ’ve been trained in principles o f  
fertility  m aintenance, crop rotation, and m atters o f  that sort. I ’ve al
w ays specialized in M artian problem s. There aren’t m any o f  us and 
so one can get a ra ther good position, even though the farm boys 
som etim es lose patience w ith us and think w e’re ju st college idiots 
w ithout practical experience. A nyw ay, I ’ve had additional training as 
w ell in botany and bacteriology, so I ’ve been put in charge by Mr. 
M akian o f  the entire research program  on M ars with respect to the 
poisoning. The o ther m em bers o f  the Syndicate are co-operating.” 

“A nd w hat have you found out, Mr. Benson?"’
“A ctually  as little as the Council o f  Science, w hich is not sur



38 THE COMPLETE ADVENTURES OF LUCKY STARR.

prising considering how  little I have in the w ay of equipm ent and 
help in com parison with them. B ut I have developed certain theories. 
The poisoning is too rapid for anything but a bacterial toxin. A t least 
i f  we consider the nerve degeneration that takes place and the other 
sym ptoms. I suspect M artian bacteria.”

“W hat!”
“There is M artian life, you know. W hen Earthm en first arrived, 

M ars was covered w ith sim ple form s o f  life. There w ere g iant algae 
whose blue-green color was seen telescopically  even before space- 
travel was invented. There w ere bacteria-like form s that lived on the 
algae and even little insect-like creatures that w ere free-m oving, yet 
m anufactured their own food like p lants.”

“Do they still exist?”
“W hy, certainly. W e clear them  o ff the land com pletely before 

converting areas to our ow n farm s and introduce our ow n strains o f  
bacteria, the ones that are necessary to p lant growth. O ut in the un 
cultivated areas, however, M artian life still flourishes.”

“B ut how  can they be affecting our plants, then.”
“T hat’s a good question. Y ou see, M artian farm s are not like the 

Earth farm  lands you ’re used to. On M ars, the farm s are not open to 
sun and air. The sun on M ars doesn’t give enough heat for Earth 
plants and there is no rain. But there is good, fertile soil and there is 
quite enough carbon dioxide w hich the plants live on prim arily. So 
crops on M ars are grow n under vast sheets o f  glass. They are seeded, 
cared for, and harvested by nearly autom atic m achinery so that our 
farm boys are m achinists m ore than anything else. The farm s are ar
tificially w atered by a system  o f  planet-w ide piping that carries back 
to the polar icecaps.

“I tell you this so you w ill realize that it w ould be difficult to 
infect plants ordinarily. The fields are closed and guarded from  all 
directions except from  beneath.”

“W hat does that m ean?” asked David.
“ It m eans that underneath are the fam ous M artian caverns and 

w ithin them  there m ay be intelligent M artians.”
“You m ean M artian m en?”
“N ot men. But organism s as intelligent as m an. I have reason to 

believe that there are M artian intelligences that are probably  anxious 
to drive us intruding Earthm en from  the face o f  their p lanet!”



5

Dinnertime

“W hat reason?” dem anded David.
B enson looked em barrassed. He m oved one hand slowly over his 

head, sm oothing the sparse strands o f  light hair that did not m anage 
to hide the p ink streaks o f  hairless skull that lay between. He said, 
“N one that I could convince the Council o f  Science with. N one that 
I could even present to Mr. M akian. B ut I believe I ’m  right.”

“Is it anything you w ould care to talk about?”
“W ell, I don ’t know. Frankly, i t’s been a long time since I ’ve 

spoken to anyone but farm boys. Y ou’re a college m an obviously. 
W hat did you m ajor in?”

“H istory ,” said D avid prom ptly. “M y thesis concerned the inter
national politics o f  the early atom ic age.”

“O h.” B enson looked disappointed. “A ny courses in science at 
all?”

“I had  a couple in chem istry; one in zoology.”
“I see. It occurred to m e that I m ight be able to convince Mr. 

M akian to let you help m e in m y laboratory. It w ouldn’t be m uch o f  
a job , especially  since you have no scientific training, but it would 
be better than w hat H ennes will have you doing.”

“T hank you, M r. Benson. But about the M artians?”
“Oh yes. I t’s sim ple enough. Y ou m ay not know  it but there are 

extensive caves under the M artian surface, perhaps several m iles un
der. So m uch is know n from  earthquake data, or, rather, M arsquake 
data. Som e investigators claim  they are m erely the result o f  natural 
w ater action  in the days w hen M ars still had oceans, but then radi
ation has been picked  up that has its source beneath the soil and
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w hich can ’t have a hum an source but m ust have som e intelligent 
source. The signals are too orderly to be anything else.

“ It m akes sense, really, if  you stop to th ink about it. In the youth  
o f  the planet there was sufficient w ater and oxygen to support life, 
but w ith a gravity only two fifths that o f  Earth, both substances leaked 
slowly aw ay into space. I f  there w ere intelligent M artians, they m ust 
have been able to foresee that. They m ight have built huge caverns 
well underneath their soil, into w hich they could retire w ith enough 
w ater and air to continue indefinitely, i f  they kept their population 
stable. N ow  suppose these M artians found that their p lanet’s surface 
was harboring intelligent life once m ore— life from  another planet. 
Suppose they resented it or feared our eventual in terference w ith 
them. W hat we call food poisoning m ight be bacteriological w arfare.”

David said thoughtfully, “Yes, I see your point.”
“But w ould the Syndicate? O r the Council o f  Science? W ell, 

never mind. I ’ll have you w orking for m e soon, and perhaps w e’ll 
be able to convince them  yet.”

He sm iled and held out a soft hand w hich w as sw allow ed up in 
D avid S tarr’s large one.

“I think they ’ll be letting you out now ,” B enson said.
They did let him  out, and for the first tim e D avid had the chance 

to observe the heart o f  a M artian farm. It was dom ed, o f  course, as 
the city had been. David had been sure o f  that from  the instant he 
had regained consciousness. You couldn’t expect to be breathing free 
air and living under Earth-strength gravity unless you w ere w ithin a 
pow ered dome.

N aturally the dom e was m uch sm aller than that o f  a city. A t its 
highest it was only about one hundred feet, its translucent structure 
visible in all its details, strings o f  w hite fluorescent lights outdoing 
the translucent glim m er o f  the sunlight. The w hole structure covered 
about h a lf a square mile.

A fter the first evening, how ever, D avid had little tim e to  extend 
his observations. The farm dom e seem ed full o f  m en and they all had 
to be fed three tim es a day. In the evenings particularly, w ith  the 
d ay ’s work done, there seem ed no end to them . Stolidly he w ould  
stand behind the chow table w hile farm boys w ith plastic platters 
m oved past him. The platters, David found out eventually, w ere m an
ufactured especially for M artian farm  use. U nder the heat o f  hum an 
hands they could be m olded and closed about the food at such tim es 
as it was necessary to carry m eals out to the desert. M olded so, they 
kept the sand out and the heat in. W ithin the farm  dom e they could 
be flattened out again and used in the usual way.
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The farm boys paid  D avid little attention. Only Bigrnan, whose 
lithe fram e slipped am ong the tables replacing sauce bottles and spice 
containers, w aved to him. It was a terrible drop in social position for 
the little fellow , but he w as philosophical about it.

“I t ’s only for a m onth,” he had explained one time in the kitchen, 
w hen they w ere preparing the d ay ’s stew and the head cook had left 
on his ow n business for a few  m inutes, “and m ost o f  the fellows 
know  the score and are m aking it easy for me. O f course there’s 
G risw old, Zukis, and that bunch: the rats that try to get som ewhere 
by licking H ennes’s boots. But w hat in Space do I care? It’s only a 
few  w eeks.”

A nother tim e he said, “D on’t let it bother you about the boys not 
cottoning to you. They know  y o u ’re an Earthm an, see, and they don’t 
know  y o u ’re pretty  good for an Earthm an, like I do. H ennes is always 
poking about after m e, or else G risw old is, to m ake sure I don ’t talk 
to them , or else they w ould have heard the facts from  me. But they’ll 
get w ise.”

B ut the process w as taking time. For David, it rem ained the same: 
a farm boy and his platter; a dollop o f  m ashed potatoes, a ladle o f  
peas, and a sm all steak (anim al food was m uch scarcer on M ars than 
p lant food, since m eat had  to be im ported from  Earth). The farm boy 
then helped h im self to a sliver o f  cake and a cup o f  coffee. Then 
another farm boy w ith another platter; another dollop o f  m ashed po
tatoes, another ladle o f  peas, and so on. To them , it seemed, David 
Starr w as ju s t an Earthm an with a ladle in one hand and a large-tined 
fork in the other. He w asn ’t even a face; ju st a ladle and a fork.

The cook stuck his head through the door, his little eyes peering 
p iggily  over the sagging pouches beneath. “Hey, W illiam s. Rattle 
your legs and get some food into the special m ess.”

M akian, Benson, Hennes, and any others who w ere considered 
especially  w orthy in point o f  view  o f  position or o f  length o f  serv ice 
dined in a room  by them selves. They sat at tables and had the food 
brought to them . D avid had been through this before. He prepared 
special platters and brought them  into the room  on a w heeled service 
table.

H e threaded his w ay quietly through the tables, beginning with 
the one at w hich M akian, Hennes, and tw o others sat. A t B enson’s 
table he lingered. Benson accepted his platter w ith a sm ile and a 
“H ow  are you?” and proceeded to eat with relish. David, w ith an air 
o f  conscientiousness, brushed at invisible crumbs. His m outh m an
aged to get itse lf close to B enson’s ears and his lips scarcely m oved 
as he said, “A nyone ever get poisoned here at the farm ?”
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Benson started at the sudden sound o f  w ords and looked quickly 
at David. As quickly he looked away, tried  to appear indifferent. He 
shook his head in a sharp negative.

“The vegetables are M artian, aren ’t they?” m urm ured D avid.
A  new  voice sounded in the room. It w as a rough yell from  the 

other end o f  the room.
“ By Space, you long Earth jackass, get a m ove on!”
It was Griswold, his face still stubbled. He m ust shave som e

times, David thought, since the stubble never grew  longer, but no 
one ever seem ed to see it shorter, either.

G risw old was at the last table to be visited. He was still m um 
bling, his anger boiling over.

His lips drew back. “B ring over that platter, dish-jockey. Faster. 
Faster.”

D avid did so, but w ithout hurry, and G risw old’s hand, w ith the 
fork in it, jabbed  quickly. D avid m oved m ore quickly, and the fork 
clanged sharply against the hard plastic o f  the tray.

Balancing the tray in one hand, D avid caught G risw old’s fist w ith 
the other. His grip grew  tight. The other three at the table pushed 
back their chairs and rose.

D avid’s voice, low, icy, and dead level, sounded ju s t high enough 
to be heard by Griswold. “Drop it and ask for your ration decently, 
or y o u ’ll have it all at once.”

G risw old writhed, but D avid m aintained his hold. D av id ’s knee 
in the back o f  G risw old’s chair prevented the farm boy from  pushing 
aw ay from  the table.

“Ask nicely,” said David. He sm iled, deceptively gentle. “Like a 
m an w ith breeding.”

G risw old was panting harshly. The fork dropped from  betw een 
his num bed fingers. He growled, “Let m e have the tray .”

“Is that all?”
“Please.” He spat it out.
D avid lowered the tray and released the o ther’s fist from  w hich 

the blood had been crushed, leaving it white. G risw old m assaged it 
w ith his other hand and reached for his fork. He looked about him , 
m ad w ith fury, but there was only am usem ent or indifference in the 
eyes that m et his. The farm s on M ars w ere hard; each m an had  to 
care for himself.

M akian was standing. “W illiam s,” he called.
D avid approached. “Sir?”
M akian m ade no direct reference to w hat had  ju s t occurred, but 

he stood there for a m om ent, looking carefully at D avid, as though



he w ere seeing him  for the first tim e and liked what he saw. He said, 
“ W ould you like to jo in  the checkup tom orrow ?”

“The checkup, sir? W hat is that?” U nobtrusively he surveyed the 
table. M akian’s steak w as gone, but his peas rem ained behind and 
the m ashed potatoes w ere scarcely touched. He had not the grit, ap
parently , o f  Hennes, who had left a clean platter.

“The checkup is the m onthly drive through all the farm to check 
on the p lant rows. It’s an old farm  custom. W e check on possible 
accidental breaks in the glass, on the condition and w orkings o f  the 
irrigation pipes and farm  m achinery, also on possible poaching. W e 
need as m any good m en as possible out on the checkup.”

“I ’d  like to  go, sir.”
“Good! I think y o u ’ll do.” M akian turned to Hennes, who had 

been listening throughout w ith cold and unem otional eyes. “ I like the 
b o y ’s style, Hennes. W e m ay be able to m ake a farm boy out o f  him.
A nd, H ennes-------” His voice sank and David, m oving away, could
no longer catch it, but from  the quick hooded glance M akian cast in 
the direction o f  G risw old’s table, it could not have been very com 
plim entary  to the veteran  farm boy.

D avid Starr caught the footstep inside his own partitioning and 
acted even before he was fully awake. He slipped o ff the far side o f  
the bed and underneath. He caught the glim pse o f  bare feet glim 
m ering w hitely in the pale light o f  the residual fluorescents shining 
through the w indow . The residuals were allow ed to bum  in the farm 
dom e during the sleeping period to avoid darkness too inconveniently 
black.

D avid w aited, heard the rustle o f  the sheets as hands probed 
uselessly  through the bed, then a whisper. “Earthman! Earthman! 
W here in  Space------- ”

D avid touched one o f  the feet and was rew arded by a sudden 
w ithdraw al and a sharp intake o f  breath.

There w as a pause and then a head, shapeless in the dusk, was 
near his. “Earthm an? Y ou there?”

“W here else w ould I be sleeping, Bigm an? I like it here under 
the bed .”

The little fellow  fum ed and w hispered peevishly, “You m ight 
have squeezed a yell out o f  m e and then I w ould have been in the 
stew  to m y ears. I ’ve got to talk  to you .”

“N o w ’s your chance.” D avid chuckled softly and craw led back 
into bed.

B igm an said, “Y o u ’re a suspicious space bug for an Earthm an.”
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“You bet,” said David. “ I intend living a long life.”
“I f  you ’re not careful, you w o n ’t.”
“N o?”
“No. I ’m  foolish to be here. I f  I ’m  caught, I ’ll never get m y 

reference papers. I t’s ju s t that you helped m e w hen I could use it, 
and it’s m y turn to pay back. W hat was it you did to this louse, 
G risw old?”

“Just a little m ixup in  the special m ess.”
“A little m ixup? He was raving m ad. It was all H ennes could do 

to hold him  back.”
“Is this what you came to tell m e, B igm an?”
“Part o f  it. They w ere behind the garage ju s t after lights-out. 

They d idn’t know  I was around, and I d idn’t tell them . A nyw ay, 
Hennes was yanking the stuffings out o f  G risw old; first for starting 
som ething w ith you w hen the O ld M an w as w atching; and second, 
for not having the sand to finish once he had started it. G risw old was 
too m ad to talk  sense. N ear as I could judge, he w as ju s t gargling 
som ething about how  he w ould have your gizzard. Hennes said— ” 
He broke off. “Listen, d idn’t you tell m e that H ennes w as all clear 
as far as you w ere concerned?”

“He seems so.”
“Those m idnight trips-------”
“Y ou only saw him  once.”
“Once is enough. I f  it was legitim ate, w hy can ’t you give m e the 

straight stuff?”
“It’s not m ine to give, B igm an, but it all seem s legitim ate.”
“If  tha t’s the case, w hat’s he got against you? W hy doesn ’t he 

call o ff his dogs?”
“W hat do you m ean?”
“W ell, w hen G risw old finished talking, H ennes said he w as to 

hold off. He said you would be out on checkup tom orrow  and that 
w ould be the time. So I thought I ’d com e and w arn you, Earthm an. 
Better stay o ff checkup.”

D avid’s voice rem ained unflurried. “C heckup w ould  be tim e for 
what? D id Hennes say?”

“ I d idn’t hear past that. They m oved aw ay and I cou ldn’t follow, 
or I w ould have been out in the open. B ut I assum e it’s pretty  p lain .” 

“M aybe. But suppose we try  to find out for sure exactly  w hat 
they’re after.”

B igm an leaned close, as though he w ere trying to extract a read
ing from  D avid’s face despite the gloom . “H ow  do you m ean?”



D avid  said, “H ow  do you suppose. I ’ll be at the checkup and 
give the boys a chance to  show  m e.”

“Y ou can ’t do that,” gasped Bigman. “You couldn’t handle your
se lf  on a checkup against them . Y ou don’t know  anything about 
M ars, you  p oor Earthm an you.”

“T hen,” said D avid phlegm atically, “it could m ean suicide, I sup
pose. L e t’s w ait and see.” He patted B igm an on the shoulder, turned 
over, and  w ent to  sleep again.
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“Sand Away!”

Checkup excitem ent began w ithin the farm  dom e as soon as the m ain 
fluorescents were turned on. There was a w ild  noise and a m ad scurry. 
Sand-cars were brought out in rows, each farm boy tending his own.

M akian was here and there, never too long at any one point. 
Hennes, in his flat, efficient voice, assigned the parties and set the 
routes across the farm ’s vast expanse. He looked up as he passed 
D avid and stopped.

“W illiam s,” he said, “are you still o f  a m ind to be on the 
checkup?”

“I w ouldn’t m iss it.”
“All right then. Since you haven’t any car o f  your own, I ’ll assign 

you one out o f  general stock. Once it’s assigned, it’s yours to take 
care o f  and keep in w orking condition. A ny repairs or dam age w hich 
we consider avoidable will com e out o f  your pay. U nderstood?”

“Fair enough.”
“I ’ll put you on G risw old’s team . I know  that you and he d o n ’t 

get along, but h e ’s our best m an in the fields and y o u ’re an Earthie 
w ithout experience. I w ouldn’t care to load you onto a lesser m an. 
Can you drive a sand-car?”

“I think I can handle any m oving vehicle w ith a little practice.”
“You can, eh? W e’ll give you your chance to m ake good on 

that.” He was about to step aw ay w hen his eyes caught som ething. 
He barked, “And where do you think y o u ’re going?”

Bigm an had ju st stepped into the assem bly room . H e w as in a 
new  outfit and his boots had  been polished to  m irror-shine. H is hair 
was slicked dow n and his face w as scrubbed and pink. He draw led, 
“On the checkup, H ennes— M ister  Hennes. I ’m  not on detention and
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I still have m y rating as licensed farm boy even though you have put 
m e on chow  detail. That m eans I can go on checkup. It also m eans 
I have a right to m y old car and m y old squad.”

H ennes shrugged. “Y ou read the rule books a lot, and tha t’s what 
they say, I suppose. B ut one m ore week, B igm an, one m ore week. 
A fter that, i f  you ever show  your nose anyw here on M akian territory 
I ’ll have a real m an step on you and squash you.”

B igm an m ade a threatening gesture at H ennes’s retreating back 
and then turned to D avid. “Ever used a nosepiece, Earthm an?” 

“N ever actually. I ’ve heard about them , o f  course.”
“H earing isn ’t using. I ’ve checked an extra one out for you. 

Look, let m e show  you how  to get it on. No, no, get your thum bs 
out o f  there. N ow  w atch how  I hold m y hands. T hat’s right. N ow  
over the head and m ake sure the straps aren ’t tw isted in the back o f  
the neck, or y o u ’ll end w ith a headache. N ow  can you see through 
them ?”

The upper part o f  D av id ’s face was transform ed into a plastic- 
encased m onstrosity , and the double hose leading from  the oxygen 
cylinders up each side o f  his chin subtracted further from  any ap
pearance o f  hum anity.

“D o you have trouble breath ing?” asked Bigman.
D avid w as struggling, fighting to suck in air. He yanked the nose- 

piece off. “H ow  do you turn it on? T here’s no gauge.”
B igm an w as laughing. “T hat’s the return for the scare you gave 

m e last night. Y ou d o n ’t need a gauge. The cylinders autom atically 
feed oxygen as soon as the w arm th and pressure o f  your face trip a 
contact; and it autom atically  closes o ff w hen you take it off.”

“Then th e re ’s som ething w rong w ith it. I-------”
“N othing w rong w ith it. It feeds at a gas pressure o f  one fifth 

norm al to m atch the pressure o f  the M ars atm osphere, and you can’t 
suck it in out here w hen y o u ’re fighting the pressure o f  a norm al 
Earth atm osphere. O ut there in the desert it w ill be fine. A nd it will 
be enough, too, because even though it’s one fifth norm al, i t’s all 
oxygen. Y o u ’ll have as m uch oxygen as you always had. Just re
m em ber one thing: breathe in through your nose but breathe out 
through your m outh. I f  you breathe out through your nose, you ’ll fog 
up your eyepieces, and that w o n ’t be good.”

He strutted about D av id ’s tall, straight body and shook his head. 
“D o n ’t know  w hat to do about your boots. B lack and white! You 
look like a garbage detail or som ething.” He glanced dow n at his 
ow n chartreuse-and-verm ilion creations w ith m ore than a little com 
placency.
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David said, “I ’ll manage. Y ou’d better get to your car. It looks 
as though they ’re getting ready to m ove.”

“Y ou’re right. W ell, take it easy. W atch out for the gravity  change. 
T hat’s hard to take i f  you ’re not used to it. A nd, E arthm an-------”

“W ell.”
“Keep your eyes open. Y ou know  w hat I m ean.”
“Thanks. I shall.”
The sand-cars were lining up now  in squares o f  nine. There w ere 

m ore than a hundred all told, each w ith its farm boy peering over its 
tires and controls. Each vehicle had its handm ade signs intended as 
humor. The sand-car trundled out for D avid was speckled w ith such 
signs from  half-a-dozen previous owners, beginning w ith a “W atch 
Out, G irls” circling the bullet-like prow  o f  the car and ending w ith 
a “This A in’t N o D ust Storm, This Is M e,” on the rear bum per.

David clim bed in and closed the door. It fit tightly. N ot even a 
seam showed. Im m ediately above his head there w as the filtered and 
refiltered vent that allow ed equalization o f  air pressure w ithin and 
w ithout the car. The glass was not quite clear. It had a faint m isting 
that was p roo f o f  dozens o f  dust storm s m et and w eathered. D avid 
found the controls fam iliar enough. They w ere standard for ground 
cars, for the m ost part. The few unfam iliar buttons explained them 
selves upon m anipulation.

G risw old came past, gesturing at him  furiously. He opened his 
door.

Griswold yelled, “G et your front flaps down, you jerk . W e’re not 
heading into any storm .”

David searched for the proper button and found it on the steering- 
wheel shaft. The w indshields, w hich looked as though they w ere 
w elded to m etal, disengaged them selves and sank dow n into sockets. 
V isibility im proved. O f course, he thought. M ars’s atm osphere w ould 
scarcely raise wind enough to disturb them , and this w as M artian 
summer. It w ould not be too cold.

A voice called, “Hey, Earthm an!” He looked up. B igm an was 
w aving at him. He was in G risw old’s group o f  nine also. D avid 
w aved back.

A section o f  the dom e lifted up. N ine cars trundled  in, m oving 
sluggishly. The section closed behind them . M inutes passed, then  it 
opened, em pty, and nine m ore m oved in.

G risw old’s voice sounded suddenly and loudly next to D av id ’s 
ear. David turned and saw the small receiver in  the car top ju s t behind 
his head. The small grilled opening at the head o f  the steering-w heel 
shaft w as a m outhpiece.
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“ Squad eight, ready?”
The voices sounded consecutively: “N um ber one, ready.” “N um 

ber tw o, ready.” “N um ber three, ready.” There was a pause after 
num ber six. Just a few  seconds. D avid then called, “N um ber seven, 
ready.” There follow ed “N um ber eight, ready.” B igm an’s reedy tones 
cam e last. “N um ber nine, ready.”

The dom e section was raising again and the cars ahead o f  David 
began m oving. D avid slowly stepped on the resistor, cutting the coils, 
allow ing electricity  to pour into the m otor. His sand-car leaped ahead, 
all but crashing into the rear o f  the one in front. He let out the resistor 
w ith  a je rk  and felt the car trem ble beneath him. G ently he babied it 
along. The section enclosed them  like a small tunnel, shutting o ff 
behind.

H e becam e conscious o f  the hiss o f  air being pum ped out o f  the 
section back into the dom e proper. He felt his heart begin to pound, 
but his hands w ere steady upon the wheel.

His clothing bellied aw ay from  him  and the air was seeping out 
along the cylindrical line w here boots m et thigh. There was a tingling 
in  his hands and chin, a feeling o f  puffiness, o f  distention. He sw al
low ed repeatedly, to relieve the gathering pain in his ears. A fter five 
m inutes he found h im self panting in an effort to gather enough oxy
gen fo r his needs.

The others w ere slipping on their nosepieces. He did the same, 
and this tim e oxygen slid sm oothly up his nostrils. He breathed 
deeply, puffing it out through his mouth. His arm s and feet still tin 
gled, but the feeling was beginning to die away.

A nd now  the section w as opening ahead o f  them , and the flat, 
ruddy sands o f  M ars glittered in the sun’s feeble light. There was a 
yell in unison from  eight farm boy throats as the section lifted.

“ Sand aw a-a-a-ay!” and the first cars in line began to move.
It w as the traditional farm boy cry, m ade thin and alm ost soprano 

in the th in  air o f  M ars.
D avid let in the resistor and craw led across the line that m arked 

the boundary betw een dom e m etal and M artian soil.
A nd it h it him!

The sudden gravity  change w as like a sharp fall o f  a thousand 
feet. One hundred and tw enty pounds o f  his tw o hundred disappeared 
as he crossed the line, and it left him  by w ay o f  the pit o f  his stomach. 
He clu tched at the w heel as the sensation o f  fall, fall, fa l l  persisted. 
The sand-car veered  wildly.
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There was the sound o f  G risw old’s voice, w hich m aintained its 
hoarseness even in the incongruous hollow ness forced upon it by  the 
thin air which carried sound w aves so poorly. “N um ber seven! B ack 
in line!”

David fought with the wheel, fought w ith his ow n sensations, 
fought to m ake h im self see clearly. He dragged at the oxygen through 
his nosepiece and slowly the w orst passed.

He could see B igm an looking anxiously in his direction. He took 
one hand aw ay from  the w heel m om entarily  to w ave, then concen
trated on the road.

The M artian desert was alm ost flat, flat and bare. N ot even a 
scrub o f  vegetation existed here. This particular area had been dead 
and deserted for who knew how  m any thousands or m illions o f  years. 
The thought suddenly struck him  that perhaps he was wrong. Perhaps 
the desert sands had been coated w ith blue-green m icroorganism s 
until Earthm en had com e and burned them  aw ay to m ake room  for 
their farms.

The cars ahead trailed faint dust that rose slowly, as i f  it w ere 
part o f  a m otion-picture film that had been slow ed down. It settled 
as slowly.

D avid’s car was trailing badly. He added speed and still m ore 
speed, and found that som ething was going wrong. The others, ahead 
o f  him, were hugging the ground but he, him self, was bounding like 
a jackrabbit. At every trifling im perfection in the ground surface, at 
every projecting line o f  rock, his car took off. It drifted lazily up into 
the air, inches high, its wheels w hining against nothing. It cam e dow n 
as gently, then lurched forw ard with a je rk  as the straining w heels 
caught hold.

It caused him to lose ground, and w hen he poured the ju ice in 
to gain again, the jum ping  grew worse. It was the low gravity that 
did it, o f  course, but the others m anaged to com pensate for it. He 
w ondered how.

It was getting cold. Even at M artian sum m er, he guessed the 
tem perature to be barely above freezing. He could look directly  at 
the sun in the sky. It was a dw arfed sun in a purple sky in w hich he 
could m ake out three or four stars. The air was too thin to b lank them  
out or to scatter light in such a m anner as to form  the sky-blue o f  
Earth.

G risw old’s voice was sounding again: “Cars one, four, and seven 
to the left. Cars two, five, and eight to the center. Cars three, six, and 
nine to the right. Cars two and three will be in charge o f  their sub
sections.”
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G risw old’s car, num ber one, was beginning to curl to the left, 
and D avid, follow ing it w ith  his eyes, noticed the dark line on the 
leftw ard horizon. N um ber four was follow ing one, and D avid turned 
his w heel sharply left to m atch the angle o f  veer.

W hat follow ed caught him  by surprise. His car w ent into a rapid 
skid, scarcely allow ing him  tim e to realize it. He yanked desperately 
at the w heel, spinning it in the direction o f  skid. He shut o ff all pow er 
and felt the w heels rasp as the car w hirled onward. The desert circled 
before him , so that only its redness could m ake any impression.

A nd then there w as B igm an’s thin cry through the receiver, 
“ Stam p on the em ergency traction. I t’s ju st to the right o f  the resis
to rs.”

D avid probed desperately for the em ergency traction, w hatever 
it w as, but his aching feet found nothing. The dark line on the horizon 
appeared before him  and then vanished. It was m uch sharper now, 
and broader. Even in that rapid flash, its nature becam e appallingly 
evident. It w as one o f  the fissures o f  M ars, long and straight. Like 
the far m ore num erous ones on E arth ’s M oon, they were cracks in 
the p lanetary  surface, m ade as the w orld dried through m illions o f  
years. They w ere up to a hundred feet across and no m an had 
plum bed their depth.

“ I t’s a pink, stubby button,” yelled Bigman. “ Stamp everyw here.”
D avid did so, and there was a sudden slight yielding beneath his 

toes. The sw ift m otion o f  his sand-car becam e a rebellious grinding 
that tore at him . The dust cam e up in clouds, choking him  and ob
scuring everything.

H e bent over the w heel and waited. The car was definitely slow 
ing. A nd then, finally, it stopped.

He sat back and breathed quietly for a m oment. Then he w ith
drew  his nosepiece, w iped the inner surfaces while the cold air stung 
at nose and eyes, and replaced it. H is clothes were ruddy gray with 
dust and his chin was caked with it. He could feel its dryness upon 
his lips, and the interior o f  his car was filthy w ith it.

The tw o o ther cars o f  his sub-section had pulled up next to him. 
G risw old w as clim bing out o f  one, his stubbled face m ade m on
strously ugly  by the nosepiece. D avid was suddenly aw are o f  the 
reason for the popularity  o f  beards and stubble am ong the fam iboys. 
They w ere protection  against the cold, thin w ind o f  Mars.

G risw old w as snarling, show ing yellow ed and broken teeth. He 
said, “Earthm an, the repairs for this sand-car will com e right out o f  
your w ages. Y ou had  H erm es’s w arning.”
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David opened the door and clim bed out. From  outside, the car 
was a worse w reck still, i f  that w ere possible. The tires w ere tom  
and from them  projected the huge teeth w hich w ere obviously the 
“em ergency traction.”

He said, “N ot one cent com es out o f  m y wages, G risw old. There 
was som ething w rong with the car.”

“T hat’s for sure. The driver. A  stupid, dum b-lug driver, th a t’s 
w hat’s w rong w ith the car.”

A nother car came squealing up, and G risw old turned to it.
His stubble seem ed to bristle. “Get the b last out o f  here, you 

cinch-bug. Get on w ith your jo b .”
B igm an jum ped out o f  his car. “N ot till I take a look at the 

Earthm an’s car.”
B igm an w eighed less than fifty pounds on M ars, and in one long, 

flat leap he was at D avid’s side. He bent for a m om ent, then straight
ened. He said, “W here are the w eight-rods, G risw old?”

D avid said, “W hat are the w eight-rods, B igm an?”
The little fellow spoke rapidly. “W hen you take these sand-cars 

out into low  gravity, you put foot-thick beam s over each o f  the axles. 
Y ou take them  out when you’re on high grav. I ’m sorry, fella, but I
never once thought that this m ight be w hat-------”

D avid stopped him. His lips drew  back. It w ould explain why 
his car had floated upw ard at each bum p w hile the others w ere glued 
to the soil. He turned to Griswold. “Did you know  they w ere gone?” 

G risw old swore. “Each m an is responsible for his ow n car. I f  
you d idn’t notice they were gone, th a t’s your negligence.”

All the cars were now  on the scene. A  circle o f  hairy m en w ere 
forming around the three, quiet, attentive, not interfering.

B igm an stormed. “Y ou big hunk o f  silica, the m an ’s a tenderfoot. 
He can ’t be expected to-------”

“Quiet, B igm an,” said David. “This is m y job. I ask you again, 
Griswold. Did you know  about this in advance?”

“And I told you, Earthie. In the desert a m an has to w atch h im 
self. I ’m  not going to m other you .”

“All right. In that case I ’ll w atch m yself right now .” D avid 
looked about. They were alm ost at the edge o f  the fissure. A nother 
ten feet and he would have been a dead m an. “H ow ever, y o u ’ll have 
to w atch yourself, too, because I ’m  taking your car. Y ou can drive 
m ine back to the farm  dom e or you can stay here for all I care.” 

“By M ars!” G risw old’s hand shot to his hip and there w as a 
sudden rough cry from  the circle o f  w atching men.
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“F air fight! Fair fight!”
The code o f  the M artian deserts was a hard one, but it drew the 

line at advantages considered unfair. That was understood and en
fo rced . O nly by such m utual precautions could any m an be protected 
from  an eventual force-knife in the back or blast-gun in the belly.

G risw old looked at the hard faces about him. He said, “W e’ll 
have it out back in the dome. On your jobs, m en.”

D avid said, “ I ’ll see you in the dom e if  you wish. M eanwhile, 
step aside.”

He w alked forw ard unhurriedly, and G risw old stepped back. 
“Y ou stupid greenhorn. W e can ’t have a fist-fight w ith nosepieces 
on. Do you have anything but bone inside your skull?”

“Take your nosepiece off, then,” said David, “and I’ll take mine 
off. Stop m e in  fair fight, i f  you can.”

“Fair fight!” cam e the approving shout from  the crowd, and Big- 
m an yelled, “Put up or back down, G risw old.” He leaped forward, 
ripping G risw old’s b laster from  his hip.

D avid  put his hand on his nosepiece. “R eady?”
B igm an called, “I ’ll count three.”
The m en yelled confusedly. They were w aiting now, in keen 

anticipation. G risw old glanced w ildly about him.
B igm an w as counting, “O ne------- ”
A nd at the count o f  “Three” David quietly rem oved his nose

piece, and tossed it, w ith the attached cylinders, to one side. He stood 
there, unprotected, holding his breath against the unbreathable atm o
sphere o f  M ars.
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Bigman Makes a Discovery

G risw old did not stir, and his nosepiece rem ained in place. There w as 
a threatening growl from  the spectators.

D avid m oved as quickly as he dared, gauging his steps against 
the light gravity. He lunged clum sily (it w as alm ost as though w ater 
were holding him  up) and caught G risw old about the shoulder. He 
tw isted sideways, avoiding the farm boy’s knee. One hand reached to 
G risw old’s chin, caught the nosepiece and yanked it up and off.

G risw old grabbed for it w ith the beginning o f  a th in  yell, but 
caught h im self and clam ped his m outh shut against the loss o f  any 
air. He broke away, staggering a bit. Slow ly he circled David.

N early a m inute had passed since D avid had  draw n his last 
breath. His lungs felt the strain. G risw old, eyes bloodshot, crouched 
and sidled tow ard David. His legs w ere springy, his m otions graceful. 
He was used to low gravity and could handle him self. D avid realized 
grim ly that he h im self probably could not. One quick, injudicious 
m ove and he m ight find h im self sprawling.

Each second took its strain. D avid kept out o f  reach and w atched 
the tw isting grim ace on G risw old’s face tauten and grow  tortured. 
He would have to outw ait the farm boy. He h im self had  an a th lete’s 
lungs. G risw old ate too m uch and drank too m uch to be in proper 
shape. The fissure caught his eye. It w as som e four feet beh ind  him  
now, a sheer cliff, dropping perpendicularly. It w as tow ard it that 
G risw old w as m aneuvering him.

He halted his retreat. In ten seconds G risw old w ould  have to 
charge. H e w ould  have to.

A nd G risw old did.
D avid let h im self drop to one side, and caught the o ther w ith  his
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shoulder. He w hirled  under the im pact and allow ed the force o f  the 
w hirl to add itse lf to his ow n thrusting fist w hich caught G risw old’s 
jaw bone at its socket.

G risw old  staggered blindly. He let out his breath in a huge p u ff 
and  filled his lungs w ith a m ixture o f  argon, neon, and carbon di
oxide. Slow ly, dreadfully, he crum pled. W ith a last effort he tried to 
raise him self, h a lf  succeeded, started falling again, tottered forw ard 
in  an attem pt to m aintain  his balance-------

There w as a confused yelling in D avid’s ears. On trem bling legs, 
d ea f and blind  to everything but his nosepiece on the ground, he 
w alked back  to the car. Forcing his tortured, oxygen-craving body to 
w ork  slow ly and w'ith dignity, he buckled on his cylinders w ith care 
and adjusted  his nosepiece. Then, finally, he took a shuddering drag 
o f  oxygen that poured into his lungs like the rush o f  cold w ater into 
a desiccated  stom ach.

It w as a full m inute before he could do anything but breathe, his 
huge chest rising and falling, in large, rapid sweeps. He opened his 
eyes.

“W here’s G risw old?”
They w ere around him , all o f  them ; B igm an in the very fore.
B igm an looked surprised. “D idn’t you see?”
“I knocked him  dow n.” D avid looked about sharply. G risw old 

w as now here.
B igm an m ade a dow n-sw eeping m otion with his hand. “Into the 

fissure.”
“W hat?” D avid frow ned beneath the nosepiece. “This is a bad 

joke .”
“N o, no .” “O ver the edge like a diver.” “By Space, it was his 

ow n fault.” “C lear case o f  self-defense for you, Earthie.” They were 
all talk ing at once.

D avid said, “W ait, w hat happened? D id I  throw  him over?”
“No, E arth ie,” B igm an clam ored. “It w asn’t your doing. You hit 

him  and the bug w ent down. Then he tried to get up. He started going 
dow n again, and w hen he tried to keep his balance, he sort o f  hopped 
forw ard, too blind to see w hat lay ahead o f  him. W e tried to get him, 
but there w asn ’t enough time, and over he went. I f  he hadn’t been 
so busy m aneuvering you to the edge o f  the fissure so he could throw 
you  over, it w ou ldn’t have happened.”

D avid  looked at the m en. They looked at him.
Finally  one o f  the farm boys thrust out a hard hand. “G ood show, 

farm boy.”
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It was calm ly said, but it m eant acceptance, and it broke the log
jam .

Bigm an yelled a trium ph, jum ped  six feet into the air, and sank 
slowly down, w ith legs tw iddling under him  in a m aneuver no ballet 
dancer, how ever expert, could have duplicated under Earth gravity. 
The others were crow ding close now. M en w ho had addressed D avid 
only as “Earthie” or “Y ou,” or not at all, w ere clapping him  on the 
back and telling him  he was a m an M ars could be proud of.

B igm an shouted, “M en, le t’s continue the checkup. Do we need 
G risw old to show us how ?”

They how led back, “N o!”
“Then how  about it?” H e vaulted  into his car.
“Come on, farm boy,” they yelled at D avid, who jum ped  into 

what had been G risw old’s car fifteen m inutes before and set it in 
motion.

Once again the call o f  “ Sand aw a-a-a-ay!” shrilled and ululated 
through the M artian wisps.

The news spread by sand-car radio, leaping across the em pty 
spaces betw een the glass-enclosed stretches o f  farm  lands. W hile D a
vid m aneuvered his vehicle up and down the corridors betw een the 
glass walls, w ord o f  G risw old’s end m ade its w ay across all the 
expanse o f  the farm.

The eight rem aining farm boys o f  what had been G risw old’s sub
section gathered together once again in the dying ruddy light o f  
M ars’s sinking sun and retraced the early-m orning drive back to the 
farm dome. W hen D avid returned, he found h im self already notori
ous.

There was no formal evening m eal that day. It had  been eaten 
out in the desert before the return, so in less than h a lf  an hour o f  the 
com pletion o f  the checkup, m en had gathered before the M ain House, 
waiting.

There was no doubt that by now  Hennes and the O ld M an h im self 
had heard o f  the fight. There w ere enough o f  the “H ennes crow d,” 
that is, m en who had been hired since Hennes had becom e forem an 
and whose interests w ere tied thoroughly to those o f  H ennes, to insure 
the fact that the new s had spread in that direction. So the m en w aited 
w ith p leased anticipation.

It was not that they had any great hate for Hennes. H e w as ef
ficient and no brute. B ut he was not liked. He w as cold and aloof, 
lacked the quality o f  easy m ixing w hich had m arked earlier forem en. 
On M ars, w ith its lack o f  social distinctions, that w as a serious short



DAVID STARR— SPACE RANGER 57

com ing and  one w hich the m en could not help but resent. A nd G ris
w old  h im se lf had  been anything but popular.

A ll in all, it was m ore excitem ent than the M akian farm had seen 
in  three M artian years, and a M artian year is ju s t one m onth short o f  
being  tw o Earth-years long.

W hen D avid appeared, a considerable cheer w ent up and w ay 
w as m ade for him , though a sm all group well to one side looked 
glum  and hostile.

Inside, the cheers m ust have been heard, for M akian, Hennes, 
B enson, and  a few  others stepped out. D avid w alked up the foot o f  
the ram p w hich led to the doorw ay and Hennes m oved forw ard to 
the head o f  the ram p, w here he stood, looking down.

D avid said, “Sir, I have com e to explain today’s incident.”
H ennes said evenly, “A  valuable em ployee o f  the M akian farms 

died today as the result o f  a quarrel w ith you. Can your explanation 
rem ove that fact?”

“N o, sir, but the m an G risw old was beaten in fair fight.”
A  voice called out from  the crowd, “G risw old tried to kill the 

boy. He forgot to have the w eight-rods included in the boy’s car by 
accident.'’' There w ere several scattered squaw ks o f  laughter at the 
final sarcastic word.

H ennes paled. His fist clenched. “W ho said that?”
There w as silence, and then from  the very front o f  the crowd a 

sm all, subdued voice said, “Please, teacher, it w asn’t I.” B igm an was 
standing there, hands clasped before him , eyes looking m odestly 
down.

The laughter cam e again, and this tim e it w as a roar.
H ennes suppressed fury w ith an effort. He said to David, “Do 

you claim  an attem pt on  your life?”
D avid said, “N o, sir. I claim  only a fair fight, w itnessed by seven 

farm boys. A  m an w ho enters a fair fight m ust be w illing to com e out 
as best he can. D o you intend to set up new  rules?”

A  yell o f  approval w ent up from  the audience. Hennes looked 
about him . He cried, “I am  sorry that you m en are being m isled and 
agitated  into actions you will regret. N ow  get back to your w ork, all 
o f  you, and be assured that your attitude this evening will not be 
forgotten. As for you, W illiam s, we will consider the case. This is 
not the end.”

He slam m ed back into M ain H ouse and, after a m om ent’s hesi
tation, the rest follow ed him.
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David was called to B enson’s office early the next day. It had 
been a long night o f  celebration, w hich D avid could neither avoid 
nor break aw ay from, and he yaw ned prodigiously as he stooped to 
avoid hitting the lintel.

Benson said, “Com e in, W illiam s.” He w as dressed in a w hite 
sm ock and the air in the office had a characteristic anim al odor that 
came from  the cages o f  rats and ham sters. He smiled. “Y ou look 
sleepy. Sit dow n.”

“Thanks,” said David. “ I am  sleepy. W hat can I do for you?”
“It’s what I can do for you, W illiam s. Y o u ’re in trouble and you 

could be in worse trouble. I ’m  afraid you don’t know  w hat conditions 
on M ars are like. Mr. M akian has the full legal authority to order 
you blasted i f  he believes the death o f  G risw old can be considered 
m urder.”

“W ithout a trial?”
“No, but Hennes could find tw elve farm boys w ho w ould th ink 

his w ay easily enough.”
“H e’d have trouble w ith the rest o f  the farm boys i f  he tried to 

do that, w ouldn’t he?”
“1 know. I told Hennes that over and over again last night. D o n ’t 

think that Hennes and I get along. H e’s too dictatorial for me; too 
fond, by far, o f  his ow n ideas, such as that private detective w ork o f  
his which I m entioned to you the other time. And Mr. M akian agreed 
with me com pletely. He m ust let H ennes take charge o f  all direct 
dealings with the m en, o f  course, w hich is w hy he d idn’t interfere 
yesterday, but he told Hennes afterw ard, to his face, that he w asn ’t 
going to sit by and see his farm  destroyed over a stupid rascal such 
as Griswold, and Hennes had to prom ise to let the m atter stew  for a 
while. Just the same, he w on’t forget this in a hurry, and H ennes is 
a bad enem y to have here.”

“I ’ll have to risk it, w o n ’t I?”
“W e can run the risk to a m inim um . I ’ve asked M akian i f  I m ay 

use you here. You could be quite useful, you know , even w ithout 
scientific training. You can help feed the anim als and clean the cages. 
I could teach you how  to anesthetize them  and m ake injections. It 
w on’t be m uch, but it w ill keep you out o f  H ennes’s w ay and prevent 
disruption o f  farm  m orale w hich is som ething we can ’t afford now , 
as you should know. A re you w illing?”

W ith the utm ost gravity D avid said, “ It w ould be rather a social 
com edow n for a m an w ho’s been told h e ’s an honest-to-goodness 
farm boy now .”

The scientist frowned. “Oh, com e now, W illiam s. D o n ’t take se
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riously  w hat those fools tell you. Farm boy! Huh! It’s a fancy name 
for a sem i-skilled agricultural laborer and nothing more. Y ou’d be 
silly to listen to their upside-dow n notions o f  social status. Look, if  
you w ork w ith m e you m ight be helping to w ork out the m ystery o f 
the poisonings; help avenge your sister. T hat’s why you came to 
M ars, w asn ’t it?”

“I ’ll w ork  for you ,” said David.
“G ood.” B enson’s round face stretched in a sm ile o f  relief. 
B igm an looked through the door cautiously. He h a lf whispered, 

“H ey!”
D avid turned around and closed the cage door. “Hello, B igm an.” 
“Is B enson around?”
“N o. H e ’s gone for the day.”
“O kay.” B igm an entered, w alking carefully, as though to prevent 

even an accidental contact betw een his clothing and any object in the 
laboratories.

“D o n ’t tell m e you have som ething against B enson.”
“W ho, m e? No. H e ’s ju s t a bit— you know .” He tapped his tem 

ple a few  times. “W hat kind o f  a grown m an w ould com e to M ars 
to fool around w ith little anim als? A nd then h e ’s always telling us 
how  to run the p lanting and harvesting. W hat does he know ? You 
can ’t learn anything about M ars farm ing in some Earth college. At 
that, he tries to m ake h im self seem  better than we are. You know 
w hat I m ean? W e have to slap him  dow n som etim es.”

He looked gloom ily at David. “And now  look at you. H e’s got 
you all spiffed out in a nightgow n, too, playing nursem aid to a mouse. 
W hy do you  let h im ?”

“It’s ju s t fo r a w hile,” said David.
“W ell.” B igm an pondered a m om ent, then thrust out his hand 

aw kw ardly. “I w ant to say good-by.”
D avid  took it. “Leaving?”
“M y m on th ’s up. I have m y papers so now  I ’ll be getting a job  

som ew here else. I ’m glad I m et up with you, Earthie. M aybe when 
your ow n tim e’s up w e can m eet again. You w on’t want to stay under 
Fiennes.”

“H old on.” David did not release the little fe llow ’s hand. “Y ou’ll 
be going to W ingrad C ity now, w o n ’t you?”

“Till I find a job . Y es.”
“Good. I ’ve been w aiting for this for a week. I can ’t leave the 

farm , B igm an, so will you do an errand for m e?”
“Y ou bet. Just nam e itr”
“ I t’s a little risky. Y o u ’d have to com e back here.”
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“All right. I ’m  not afraid o f  Hennes. Besides, there are w ays for 
us to m eet he doesn’t know  a thing about. I ’ve been on M akian farm s 
a lot longer than he has.”

David forced B igm an into a seat. He squatted next to him , and 
his voice was a whisper. “Look, there’s a library at the com er o f  
Canal and Phobos streets in W ingrad City. I w ant you to get som e 
book films for m e along w ith a viewer. The inform ation that will get 
you the proper films is in  this sealed— —”

B igm an’s hand claw ed out sharply, seizing D av id ’s right sleeve, 
forcing it upward.

“Here, w hat are you doing?” dem anded David.
“I w ant to see som ething,” panted Bigm an. He had bared D av id ’s 

w rist now, holding it, inner surface upw ard, w atching it breathlessly.
D avid m ade no m ove to w ithdraw  it. He w atched his ow n w rist 

w ithout concern, “W ell, w hat’s the idea?”
“W rong one,” m uttered Bigman.
“R eally?” D avid took his w rist aw ay from  B igm an’s clutch ef

fortlessly and exposed the other wrist. He held them  both before him. 
“W hat are you looking for?”

“Y ou know  w hat I ’m  looking for. I thought your face w as fa
m iliar ever since you came here. C ouldn’t place it. I could kick m y
self. W hat kind o f  an Earthm an w ould com e here and be rated as 
good as any native farm boy in less than a m onth? A nd I have to wait 
for you to send m e to the library at the Council o f  Science before 1 
tum ble.”

“I still don’t understand you, B igm an.”
“ I think you do, D avid Starr.” He nearly shouted the nam e in his 

triumph.
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Night Meeting

D avid  said, “Quiet, m an!”
B igm an’s voice sank. “ I ’ve seen you in video reels often enough. 

B ut w hy don’t your w rists show  the m ark? I ’ve heard all the m em bers 
o f  the C ouncil w ere m arked.”

“W here did you hear this? A nd who told you the library at Canal 
and Phobos is the C ouncil o f  Science?”

B igm an flushed. “D o n ’t look dow n at the farm boy, mister. I ’ve 
lived in  the city. I ’ve even had  schooling.”

“M y apologies. I d idn’t m ean it that way. W ill you still help 
m e?”

“N ot until I understand about your w rists.”
“T hat’s not hard. I t ’s a colorless tattoo that will turn dark in air, 

bu t only i f  I w ant it to .”
“H ow ’s that?”
“I t ’s a m atter o f  em otion. Each hum an em otion is accom panied 

by  a particu lar horm one pattern in the blood. One and only one such 
pattern  activates the tattoo. I happen to know  the em otion that fits.”

D avid  did nothing visibly, but slowly a patch on the inner surface 
o f  his right w rist appeared and darkened. The golden dots o f  the Big 
D ipper and O rion glow ed m om entarily  and then the whole faded 
rapidly.

B igm an’s face glow ed and his hands came down for that auto
m atic sm ack against his boots. D avid caught his arm s roughly.

“H ey,” said B igm an.
“N o excitem ent, please. A re you w ith  m e?”
“ Sure I ’m  w ith you. I ’ll be back tonight w ith the stu ff you want
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and I ’ll tell you where we can m eet. T here’s a place outside, near
the Second Section-------” He w ent on, w hispering directions.

David nodded. “Good. H ere’s the envelope.”
B igm an took it and inserted it betw een his hip boot and thigh. 

He said, “T here’s a pocket on the inside top o f  the better-quality  hip 
boots, Mr. Starr. Do you know  that?”

“I do. D on’t look dow n at this farm boy, either. A nd m y nam e, 
Bigman, is still W illiam s. That leaves ju s t one last statem ent. The 
Council librarians will be the only ones w ho will be able to open 
that envelope safely. I f  anyone else tries, h e ’ll be hurt.”

B igm an drew h im self up. “N o one else w ill open it. There are 
people who are bigger than I am. M aybe you think I don ’t know  
that, but I do. Just the same, b igger or not, nobody, and I m ean 
nobody, will take this from  m e w ithout killing me. W hat’s m ore, I 
w asn’t thinking o f  opening it myself, either, i f  y o u ’ve given that any 
thought.”

“I have,” said David. “I try to give all possibilities som e thought, 
but I d idn’t give that one very m uch.”

Bigm an smiled, m ade a m ock pass w ith his fist at D av id ’s chin, 
and w as gone.

It was alm ost dinnertim e w hen Benson returned. He looked un
happy and his plum p cheeks were drooping.

He said listlessly, “How are you, W illiam s?”
David was w ashing his hands by dipping them  into the special 

detergent solution w hich was universally  used on M ars for this pur
pose. He w ithdrew  his hands into the stream  o f  w arm  air for drying, 
while the w ash w ater flushed aw ay into the tanks w here it could be 
purified and returned to the central supply. W ater w as expensive on 
M ars and was used and reused w herever possible.

D avid said, “Y ou look tired, M r. B enson.”
Benson closed the door carefully behind him. H e blurted  it out. 

“Six people died yesterday o f  the poisoning. T hat’s the highest num 
ber yet for a single day. It’s getting w orse all the tim e and th ere ’s 
nothing we seem to be able to do.”

He glowered at the lines o f  anim al cages. “All alive, I suppose.” 
“All alive,” said David.
“W ell, what can I do? Every day M akian asks m e i f  I have 

discovered anything. Does he think I can find discoveries under m y 
pillow  in the m orning? I was in the grain bins today, W illiam s. It 
was an ocean o f  wheat, thousands and thousands o f  tons all set for 
shipm ent to Earth. I dipped into it a hundred times. F ifty  grains here; 
fifty grains there. I tried every com er o f  every bin. I had  them  dip
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tw enty  feet dow n for sam ples. But what good is it? U nder present 
conditions it w ould be a generous estim ate to suppose that one out 
o f  a  b illion  grains is infected.”

He nudged at the suitcase he had brought w ith him. “Do you 
th ink the fifty thousand grains I ’ve got here have the one in a billion 
am ong them ? One chance in tw enty thousand!”

D avid  said, “Mr. Benson, you told m e that no one ever died on 
the farm  here, even though we eat M artian food alm ost exclusively.”

“N ot as far as I know .”
“H ow  about M ars as a  w hole?”
B enson frowned. “I don’t know. I suppose not or I w ould have 

heard o f  it. O f  course life isn ’t as tightly organized here on M ars as 
it is on Earth. A  farm boy dies and usually he is sim ply buried w ithout 
form ality. There are few  questions.” Then, sharply, “W hy do you 
ask?”

“I w as ju s t thinking that i f  it were a M artian germ, people on 
M ars m ight be m ore accustom ed to it than Earth people. They m ight 
be im m une.”

“W ell! N ot a bad thought for a non-scientist. In fact, i t’s a good 
idea. I ’ll keep it in m ind.” He reached up to pat D avid’s shoulder. 
“Y ou go on and eat. W e’ll begin feeding the new  sam ples tom orrow .”

A s D avid left, B enson turned to his suitcase and was lifting out 
the carefully  labeled little packets, one o f  w hich m ight hold the all- 
im portant poisoned kernel. By tom orrow  those sam ples w ould be 
ground, each little pile o f  pow der carefully m ixed and painstakingly 
d ivided into twenty' sub-sam ples, some for feeding and some for test
ing.

B y tom orrow ! D avid sm iled tightly to him self. He w ondered 
w here he w ould  be tom orrow . He even w ondered i f  he w ould be 
alive tom orrow .

The farm  dom e lay asleep like a giant prehistoric m onster curled 
upon the surface o f  M ars. The residual fluorescents w ere pale glim 
m ers against the dom e roof. A m id the silence the ordinarily unheard 
v ibrations o f  the dom e’s atm ospherics, w hich com pressed M artian 
atm osphere to the norm al Earth level and added m oisture and oxygen 
from  the quantities supplied by the grow ing plants o f  the vast green
houses, sounded in  a low  grum ble.

D avid  was m oving quickly from  shadow  to shadow  with a cau
tion that was, to a large extent, not necessary. There was no one 
w atching. The hard com position o f  the dom e was low overhead,
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bending rapidly to the ground, w hen he reached Lock 17. H is hair 
brushed it.

The inner door was open and he stepped inside. H is pencil flash
light swept the walls w ithin and found the controls. They w eren ’t 
labeled, but B igm an’s directions had been clear enough. H e depressed 
the yellow  button. There was a faint click, a pause, and then the 
soughing o f  air. It was m uch louder than it had been on the day o f  
the checkup, and since the lock w as a small one designed for three 
or four m en rather than a giant one designed for nine sand-cars, the 
air pressure dropped m uch m ore quickly.

He adjusted his nosepiece, w aited for the hissing to die away, 
the silence indicating pressure equilibrium . O nly then did he depress 
the red button. The outer section lifted and he stepped out.

This tim e he was not trying to control a car. He low ered himsfelf 
to the hard, cold sands and w aited for the stom ach-turning sensations 
to pass as he accustom ed h im self to the gravity change. It took 
scarcely two m inutes for that to happen. A  few  m ore gravity-change 
passages, David thought grim ly, and he w ould have w hat the farm - 
boys called “gravity legs.”

He rose, turned to get his bearings, and then found him self, quite 
involuntarily, frozen in fascination!

It was the first tim e he had ever seen the M artian night sky. The 
stars them selves were the old fam iliar ones o f  Earth, arranged in  all 
the fam iliar constellations. The distance from  M ars to Earth, great 
though it was, was insufficient to alter perceptibly the relative posi
tions o f  the distant stars. But though the stars w ere unchanged in 
position, how  vastly they were changed in brilliance.

The thinner air o f  M ars scarcely softened them , but left them  
hard and gem -bright. There was no m oon, o f  course, not one such as 
Earth knew. M ars’s two satellites, Phobos and D eim os, w ere tiny 
things only five or ten m iles across, sim ply m ountains flying loose 
in space. Even though they w ere m uch closer to M ars than the M oon 
was to Earth, they w ould show no disk and be only tw o m ore stars.

He searched for them , even though he realized they m ight easily 
both be on the other side o f  M ars. Low  on the w estern horizon he 
caught som ething else. Slow ly he turned to it. It w as by far the brigh t
est object in the sky, w ith a faint blue-green tinge to it that w as 
m atched for beauty by nothing else in the heavens he w atched. Sep
arated from  it by about the w idth o f  M ars’s shrunken sun w as another 
object, yellow er, bright in itself but dw arfed by  the m uch greater 
brilliance o f  its neighbor.
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D avid needed no star m ap to identify the double object. They 
w ere the Earth and the M oon, the double “evening star” o f  Mars.

He tore his eyes away, turned tow ard the low  outcropping o f  
rock visible in the light o f  his pencil flash, and began walking. Big- 
m an had told him  to use those rocks as a guide. It was cold in the 
M artian night, and D avid was regretfully  aw are o f  the heating pow ers 
o f  even the M artian sun, one hundred and thirty m illion m iles away.

The sand-car was invisible, or nearly so, in the w eak starlight, 
and he heard the low, even purr o f  its engines long before he saw it.

He called, “ B igm an!” and the little fellow  popped out o f  it.
“Space!” said Bigm an. “I was beginning to think you w ere lost.”
“W hy is the engine running?”
“T h at’s easy. H ow  else do I keep from  freezing to death? We 

w o n ’t be heard, though. I know  this place.”
“D o you have the film s?”
“Do I? Listen, I don ’t know  w hat you had in the m essage you 

sent but they had five or six scholars circling m e like satellites. It 
was ‘Mr. Jones th is’ and ‘Mr. Jones tha t.’ I said, ‘M y nam e’s B ig
m an ,’ I said. A nd then it was ‘Mr. Bigman, i f  you please .’ A ny
w ay”— Bigm an ticked item s o ff  on his fingers— “before the day was 
gone, they had four films for m e, two view ers, a box as big as m yself 
w hich I haven’t opened, and the loan (or m aybe the gift for all I 
know ) o f  a  sand-car to carry it all in .”

D avid sm iled but m ade no answer. He entered into the w elcom e 
w arm th o f  the car and quickly, in a race to outrun the fleet night, 
adjusted the view ers for projection and inserted a film in each. D irect 
view ing w ould have been quicker, m ore preferable, but even in the 
w arm  interior o f  the sand-car his nosepiece was still a necessity, and 
the bulbous transparent covering o f  his eyes m ade direct viewing 
im possible.

Slow ly the sand-car lurched forw ard through the night, repeating 
alm ost exactly  the route o f  G risw old’s subsection on the day o f  the 
checkup.

“ I d o n ’t get it,” said Bigm an. He had been m uttering under his 
breath uselessly for fifteen m inutes and now  he had to repeat his 
louder statem ent tw ice before the brooding David w ould respond.

“D on’t get w hat?”
“ W hat y o u ’re doing. W here y o u ’re going. I figure this is my 

business because I ’m  going to stay w ith you from  here on. I ’ve been 
thinking today, Mr. St— W illiam s, thinking a lot. Mr. M akian’s been 
in a kind o f  b iting tem per for m onths now, and he w asn ’t a bad joe
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at all before that. Hermes cam e in at that tim e, w ith a new  shuffle 
for all hands. And Schoolboy Benson gets his licks in all o f  a sudden. 
Before it all started he was nobody, and now  h e ’s real pally w ith the 
big shots. Then, to top it off, you ’re here, w ith the Council o f  Science 
ready to put up anything you want. It’s som ething big, I know , and 
I w ant to be in on it.”

“Do you?” said David. “Did you see the m aps I was view ing?” 
“Sure. Just old m aps o f  Mars. I ’ve seen them  a m illion tim es.” 
“How about the ones with the crosshatched areas? Do you know  

what those areas stood for?”
“Any farm boy can tell you that. There are supposed to be caverns 

underneath, except that I don ’t believe it. M y point is this. H ow  in 
Space can anyone tell there are holes tw o m iles underneath the 
ground i f  no one’s been dow n there to see? Tell m e that.”

David did not bother to describe the science o f  seism ography to 
Bigman. Instead, he said, “Ever hear o f  M artians?”

Bigman began, “ Sure. W hat kind o f  a question-------” and then
the sand-car screeched and trem bled as the little fe llow ’s hands 
m oved convulsively on the wheels. “You m ean real M artians? M ars  
M artians; not people  M artians like us? M artians living here before 
people cam e?”

His thin laugh rattled piercingly inside the car and w hen he 
caught his breath again (it is difficult to laugh and breathe at the same 
time with a nosepiece on), he said, “Y ou’ve been talking to that guy 
Benson.”

David rem ained gravely unruffled at the o ther’s glee. “W hy do 
you say that, B igm an?”

“We once caught him  reading some kind o f  book about it, and 
we ribbed the pants o ff him. Jum ping A steroids, he got sore. He 
called us all ignorant peasants, and I looked up the w ord in the 
dictionary and told the boys w hat it meant. There w as talk  o f  m ayhem  
for a while, and he got shoved around sort o f  by accident, i f  you 
know what 1 m ean, for a w hile after that. He never m entioned any
thing about M artians to us after that; w ou ldn’t have had the nerve. I 
guess, though, he figured you w ere an Earthm an and w ould  fall for 
that kind o f  com et gas.”

“A re you sure i t’s com et gas?”
“Sure. W hat else can it be? People have been on M ars for hun

dreds and hundreds o f  years. N o o ne’s ever seen M artians.”
“Suppose they ’re dow n in the caverns two m iles underneath .” 
“No one’s seen the caverns either. B esides, how  w ould the M ar

tians get there in the first place? People have been over every inch



o f  M ars and there sure aren ’t staircases going down anywhere. Or 
elevators, either.”

“A re you  certain? I saw  one the other day.”
“W hat?” B igm an looked back over his shoulder. He said, “K id

ding m e?”
“It w asn ’t a staircase, but it was a hole. And it was at least two 

m iles deep.”
“Oh, you m ean the fissure . Nuts, that doesn’t m ean anything. 

M ars is full o f  fissures.”
“Exactly, B igm an. A nd I’ve got detailed m aps o f  the fissures on 

M ars too. R ight here. T here’s a funny thing about them  which, as 
nearly  as I can tell from  the geography you brought me, hasn’t been 
noticed before. N ot a single fissure crosses a single cavern.”

“W hat does that prove?”
“It m akes sense. I f  you w ere building airtight caverns, w ould you 

w ant a hole in the roof? A nd there’s another coincidence. Each fissure 
cuts close to a cavern, but w ithout ever touching, as though the M ar
tians used them  as points o f  entrance into the caverns they were 
bu ild ing .”

The sand-car stopped suddenly. In the dim  light o f  the viewers, 
w hich w ere still focused on two m aps projected sim ultaneously upon 
the flat w hite surface o f  the built-in screens, B igm an’s face blinked 
som berly  at D avid  in the back seat.

He said, “W ait a m inute. W ait a jum ping  m inute. W here are we 
going?”

“To the fissure, Bigman. A bout two m iles past the place where 
G risw old w ent over. T hat’s where it gets nearest the cavern under 
the M akian farm s.”

“A nd once w e get there?”
D avid said calm ly, “Once w e get there, w hy, I ’ll clim b down into
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it.”
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Into the Fissure

“A re you serious?” asked Bigman.
“Quite serious,” said David.
“Y ou m ean”— he tried to sm ile— “there really are  M artians?”
“W ould you believe m e i f  I said there w ere?”
“N o.” He cam e to a sudden decision. “B ut that doesn’t m atter. I 

said I w anted to be in this, and I don’t back out.” O nce again the car 
m oved forward.

The feeble daw n o f  the M artian heavens w as beginning to light 
the grim  landscape when the car approached the fissure. It had been 
creeping for h a lf an hour previous, its pow erful headlights probing 
the darkness, lest, as B igm an had put it, they find the fissure a little 
too quickly.

David clim bed out o f  the car and approached the giant crack. N o 
light penetrated it as yet. It was a b lack and om inous hole in the 
ground, stretching out o f  sight in either direction, w ith the opposing 
lip a featureless gray prom inence. He pointed his flash dow nw ard and 
the beam  o f  light faded into nothing.

Bigman cam e up behind him. “A re you sure this is the right 
place?”

David looked about him . “A ccording to the m aps, this is the 
closest approach to a cavern. How far are w e from  the nearest farm  
section?”

“Tw o m iles easy.”
The Earthm an nodded. Farm boys w ere unlikely  to touch this spot 

except possibly during checkup.
He said, “N o use w aiting then.”
B igm an said, “H ow  are you going to do it, anyw ay?”
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D avid  had  already lifted the box w hich B igm an had obtained in 
% ingrad C ity out o f  the car. He tore it open and took out the contents. 
“E ver see one o f  these?” he asked.

B igm an shook his head. He tw iddled a piece o f  it betw een gloved 
thum b and forefinger. It consisted o f  a pair o f  long ropes w ith a silky 
sheen connected  at tw elve-inch intervals by crosspieces.

“I t ’s a  rope ladder, I suppose,” he said.
“Y es,” said D avid, “but not rope. This is spun silicone, lighter 

than m agnesium , stronger than steel, and barely affected by any tem 
peratures w e ’re likely to m eet on M ars. M ostly, i t’s used on the 
M oon, w here the gravity  is really low  and the m ountains really  high. 
On M ars, there’s not m uch use for it because i t’s a rather flat world. 
In fact, it w as a stroke o f  luck that the Council could locate one in 
the city .”

“W hat good will this do you?” B igm an was running the length 
o f  it through his hands until the ladder ended in a thick bulb o f  metal.

“C areful,” said D avid. “I f  the safety catch isn ’t on, you can dam 
age y o u rse lf pretty  badly .”

He took it gently  out o f  B igm an’s hand, encircled the m etal bulb 
w ith  his ow n strong hands, and tw isted each hand in opposing direc
tions. There w as a sharp little click, but w hen he released his hold, 
the bulb  seem ed unchanged.

“N ow  look.” The soil o f  M ars thinned and vanished at the ap
proaches o f  the fissure, and the c liff  edge was naked rock. David bent 
and, w ith a light pressure, touched the bulb end o f  the ladder to the 
crag, faintly  ruddy in the flushing sky o f  morning. He took his hand 
aw ay, and it rem ained there, balanced at an odd angle.

“L ift it up ,” he said.
B igm an looked at him , bent, and lifted. For a m om ent he looked 

puzzled  as the bulb rem ained w here it was; then he yanked with all 
his m ight and still nothing happened.

H e looked up angrily. “W hat did you do?”
D avid sm iled. “W hen the safety is released, any pressure at the 

tip  o f  the bulb releases a thin force-field about tw elve inches long 
that cuts right into the rock. The end o f  the field then expands out
w ard  in each direction about six inches, to m ake a ‘T ’ o f  force. The 
lim its o f  the field are blunt, not sharp, so you can’t loosen it by 
yanking it from  side to side. The only w ay you can pull out the bulb 
is to  break  the rock  clean off.”

“H ow  do you  release it?”
D avid ran the hundred^foot length o f  ladder through his hands 

and cam e up w ith a sim ilar bulb at the other end. He tw isted it, then
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pushed it at the rock. It rem ained there, and after som e fifteen seconds 
the first bulb fell on its side.

“If  you activate one bulb,” he said, “the other is autom atically  
deactivated. Or, o f  course, i f  you adjust the safety catch o f  an acti
vated bulb”— he bent dow n and did so— “it is deactivated”— he lifted 
it up— “and the other rem ains unaffected.”

B igm an squatted. W here the tw o bulbs had  been there w ere now  
narrow  cuts about four inches long in the living rock. They w ere too 
narrow  for him  to insert his fingernail.

D avid Starr was speaking. He said, “I ’ve got w ater and food for 
a week. I ’m  afraid m y oxygen w o n ’t last m ore than tw o days, but 
you wait a w eek anyway. I f  I ’m  not back then, this is the letter y o u ’re 
to deliver to the Council headquarters.”

“H old on. Y ou don’t really think these fairy-tale M artians------- ”
“I m ean lots o f  things. I m ean I m ay slip. The rope ladder m ay 

be faulty. I m ay accidentally anchor it to a po in t at w hich there is a 
fault in the rock. Anything. So can I rely on you?”

Bigm an looked disappointed. “B ut th a t’s a fine situation. A m  I 
supposed to sit around up here w hile you take all the risks?”

“I t’s the w ay a team  w orks, B igm an. Y ou know  that.”
He was stooping at the lip o f  the fissure. The sun w as edging 

over the horizon before them  and the sky had faded from  b lack  to 
purple. The fissure, how ever, rem ained a forbidding dusky abyss. The 
sparse atm osphere o f  M ars did not scatter light very  w ell, and only 
w hen the sun was directly overhead w as the eternal night o f  the 
fissure dispelled.

Stolidly D avid tossed the ladder into the fissure. Its fiber m ade 
no noise as it swung against the rock, upheld  by the knob w hich held  
tightly to the stony lip. A  hundred feet below  they could hear the 
other knob thum p once or tw ice.

D avid yanked at the rope to test its hold, then, seizing the to p 
m ost rung w ith his hands, he vaulted into the abyss him self. It w as 
a feathery feeling floating down at less than h a lf  the speed one w ould  
have on Earth, but there it ended. His actual w eight w as not far below  
Earth norm al, considering the two oxygen cylinders he carried, each 
the largest size available at the farm.

His head projected above surface. B igm an w as staring at him , 
wide-eyed. D avid said, “N ow  get aw ay and take the car w ith  you. 
Return the films and view ers to the Council and leave the scooter.” 

“R ight,” said Bigm an. A ll cars carried em ergency four-w heeled 
platform s that could travel fifty m iles under their ow n pow er. They 
w ere uncom fortable and no protection  at all against cold or, w orse



still, against dust storm s. Still, w hen a sand-car broke dow n m iles 
from  hom e, scooters w ere better than w aiting to be found.

D avid  Starr looked dow nw ard. It was too dark to see the end o f  
the ladder, the sheen o f  w hich glim m ered into grayness. A llow ing 
his legs to dangle free, he scram bled down the face o f  the c liff rung 
by  rung, counting as he did so. A t the eightieth rung he reached for 
the free end  o f  the ladder and reeled it in after hooking an arm  about 
and through a rung, leaving both hands free.

W hen the low er bulb was in his hand, he reached to the right 
and thrust it at the face o f  the cliff. It rem ained there. He yanked 
hard  at it, and it held. Q uickly he swung h im self from  his previous 
position  to the branch o f  the rope ladder now  dangling from the new 
anchor. One hand rem ained on the portion  o f  the ladder he had left, 
w aiting  for it to give. W hen it did so, he swung it outward, so that 
the bulb from  above w ould  swing w ide o f  h im self as it fell.

H e felt a slight pendulum  effect upon h im self as the bulb, w hich 
had  been at the lip o f  the fissure thirty  seconds before, now  lashed 
back and forth som e one hundred and eighty feet below  the surface 
o f  M ars. H e looked up. There was a broad swath o f  purple sky to be 
seen, but he knew  it w ould  get narrow er w ith each rung he descended.

D ow n he w ent, and at every eighty rungs he set h im self a new  
anchor, first to the right o f  the old one and then to the left, m ain
tain ing in general a straight passage downward.

Six hours had  passed, and once again D avid paused for a bite o f  
concentrated ration and a swig o f  w ater from  his canteen. Catching 
his feet in rungs and relaxing the pressure on his arms was all he 
could  do in the w ay o f  resting. N ow here in all the descent had there 
been a horizontal ledge large enough for him  to catch his breath upon. 
A t least now here w ithin the reach o f  his flashlight.

T hat w as bad in other w ays. It m eant that the trip upward, sup
posing that there ever was to be a trip upward, w ould have to be 
m ade by  the slow  m ethod o f  jabb ing  each bulb, in turn, at a spot as 
high as one could reach. It could be done and had been— on the 
M oon. O n M ars the gravity w as m ore than tw ice w hat it was on the 
M oon, and progress w ould be horribly slow, far slow er than the jo u r
ney dow n was. A nd that, D avid realized grim ly, was slow enough. 
H e could not be m uch m ore than a m ile below  surface.

D ow nw ard there w as only black. A bove, the now  narrow  streak 
o f  sky had  brightened. D avid decided to wait. It was past eleven by 
his Earth-tim e w atch, and that had fair significance on M ars, where 
the period  o f  rotation  w as-on ly  h a lf  an hour longer than on Earth. 
The sun w ould  soon be overhead. .
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He thought soberly that the m aps o f  the M artian caverns w ere at 
best only rough approxim ations from  the action o f  vibration  w aves 
under the p lanet’s surface. W ith very slight errors existing he could 
be m iles aw ay from  the true entrance into the caverns.

A nd then, too, there m ight be no entrances at all. The caverns 
m ight be purely natural phenom ena, like the C arlsbad C averns on 
Earth. Except, o f  course, that these M artian caverns w ere hundreds 
o f  m iles across.

He waited, alm ost drowsily, hanging loosely over nothing, in 
darkness and silence. He flexed his num bed fingers. Even under the 
gloves, the M artian cold nipped. W hen he was descending, the activ
ity kept him  warm; w hen he waited, the cold burrow ed in.

He had alm ost decided to renew  his clim bing to keep from  freez
ing w hen he caught the first approach o f  dim  light. H e looked up and 
saw the slowly descending dim  yellow  o f  sunlight. O ver the lip o f  
the fissure, into the small streak o f  sky that rem ained to  his vision, 
the sun came. It took ten m inutes for the light to increase to m axi
mum, w hen the entire burning globe had becom e visible. Small 
though it was to an Earthm an’s eyes, its w idth w as one quarter that 
o f  the fissure opening. D avid knew  the light w ould last h a lf  an hour 
or less and that the darkness w ould return for tw enty-four hours 
thereafter.

He looked about rapidly, sw inging as he did so. The wall o f  the 
fissure was by no m eans straight. It was jagged, but it w as everyw here 
vertical. It was as though a cut had been m ade into the M artian soil 
w ith a badly crim ped knife, but one w hich cut straight down. The 
opposite wall was considerably closer than it had been at the surface, 
but David estim ated that there w ould be at least another m ile or two 
o f  descent before it w ould be close enough to touch.

Still, it all am ounted to nothing. Nothing!
And then he saw the patch o f  blackness. D avid’s breath w histled  

sharply. There was considerable blackness elsew here. W herever an 
outcropping o f  rock cast a shadow, there was blackness. It w as ju st 
that this particular patch was rectangular. It had perfect, or w hat 
seem ed to be perfect, right angles. It had  to be artificial. It w as like 
a door o f  some sort set into the rock.

Quickly he caught up the low er knob o f  the ladder, set it as far 
out in the direction o f  the patch as he could reach, gathered in the 
other knob as it fell, and set it still farther out in the sam e direction. 
He alternated them  as rapidly as he could, hoping savagely that the 
sun w ould hold out, that the patch itse lf was not, som ehow , an illu 
sion.
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The sun had crossed the fissure and now  touched ;hc lip o f  the 
wall from  w hich he dangled. The rock he faced, w hich had been 
yellow -red, turned gray again. But there was still light upon the other 
w all, and he could see well enough. He was less than a hundred feet 
aw ay, and each alternation o f  ladder knobs brought him  a yard closer.

G lim m ering, the sunlight traveled up the opposite wall, and the 
dusk w as closing in w hen he reached the edge o f  the patch. His 
gloved fingers closed upon the edge o f  a cavity set into the rock. It 
was smooth. The line had neither fault nor flaw. It had  to be made 
by  intelligence.

He needed sunlight no longer. The small beam  o f  the flashlight 
w ould  be enough. He sw ung his ladder into the inset, and w hen he 
dropped a knob he felt it clunk sharply on rock beneath. A  horizontal 
ledge!

He descended quickly, and in a few m inutes found h im self stand
ing on rock. For the first tim e in m ore than six hours he was standing 
on som ething solid. He found the inactive bulb, thrust it into rock at 
w aist level, brought dow n the ladder, then adjusted the safety latch 
and pulled  out the bulb. For the first tim e in m ore than six hours both 
ends o f  the ladder w ere free.

D avid looped the ladder around his w aist and arm  and looked 
about. The cavity in the face o f  the c liff  was about ten feet high and 
six across. W ith his flashlight pointing the way, he walked inward 
and cam e face to face w ith a sm ooth and quite solid stone slab that 
barred  farther progress.

It, too, w as the w ork o f  intelligence. It had to be. But it rem ained 
an effective barrier to further exploration ju st the same.

There w as a sudden pain in his ears, and he spun sharply. There 
could be only one explanation. Som ehow  the air pressure about him 
se lf w as increasing. He m oved back tow ard the face o f  the c liff and 
w as not surprised to find that the opening through which he had come 
w as barred  by rock w hich had not previously been there. It had slid 
into p lace w ithout a sound.

His heart beat quickly. He was obviously in an air lock o f  some 
sort. C arefully  he rem oved his nosepiece and sam pled the new  air. It 
fe lt good in  his lungs, and it was warm.

He advanced to the inner slab o f  rock and w aited confidently for 
it to lift up and  away.

It did exactly  that, but a full m inute before it did so David felt 
his arm s com pressed suddenly against his body as though a steel lasso 
had  been throw n about him  and tightened. He had tim e for one star-
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tied cry, and then his legs pushed one against the other under sim ilar 
pressure.

A nd so it was that w hen the inner door opened and the w ay to 
enter the cavern was clear before him , D avid Starr could m ove neither 
hand nor foot.



Birth of the Space Ranger

D avid waited. There w as no use in speaking to em pty air. Presum ably 
the entities who had built the caverns and who could so im mobilize 
him  in so im m aterial a fashion w ould be perfectly capable o f  playing 
all the cards.

He felt h im self lift from  the ground and slowly tip backw ard 
until the line o f  his body was parallel with the floor. He tried to crane 
his head upw ard but found it to be nearly im m ovable. The bonds 
w ere not so strong as those w hich had tightened about his limbs. It 
w as rather like a harness o f  velvety rubber that gave, but only so far.

He m oved inw ard sm oothly. It was like entering warm, fragrant, 
breathable water. As his head left the air lock, the last portion o f  his 
body to do so, a dream less sleep closed over him.

D avid Starr opened his eyes w ith no sensation o f  any passage o f  
tim e but, w ith the sensation o f  life near by. Exactly what form that 
sensation took he could not say. He was first conscious o f  the heat. 
It was that o f  a hot sum m er day on Earth. Second, there was the dim 
red light that surrounded him  and that scarcely sufficed for vision. 
By it he could barely m ake out the w alls o f  a small room as he turned 
his head. N ow here w as there m otion; now here life.

A nd yet som ew here near there m ust be the w orking o f  a powerful 
intelligence. D avid felt that in a w ay he could not explain.

C autiously he tried to m ove a hand, and it lifted w ithout hin
drance. W onderingly he sat upright and found h im self on a surface 
that yielded and gave but w hose nature he could not m ake out in the 
dim ness.

The voice cam e suddenly. “The creature is aw are o f  its surround
ings . . .” The last part o f  the statem ent was a jum ble o f  m eaningless



sound. David could not identify the direction from  which the voice 
came. It was from  all directions and no direction.

A second voice sounded. It was different, though the difference 
was a subtle one. It was gentler, sm oother, m ore fem inine, som ehow . 
“A re you well, creature?”

D avid said, “I cannot see you .”
The first voice (D avid thought o f  it as a m an’s) sounded again. 

“ It is then as I t o l d . .  .” A gain the jum ble. “You are not equipped to 
see m ind.”

The last phrase was blurred, but to D avid it sounded like “see 
m ind.”

“ I can see m atter,” he said, “but there is scarcely light to see by .”
There was a silence, as though the two w ere conferring apart, 

and then there was the gentle thrusting o f  an object into D av id ’s hand. 
It was his flashlight.

“Has this,” came the m asculine voice, “any significance to you 
w ith regard to light?”

“W hy, certainly. D on’t you see?” He flashed it on and quickly 
splashed the light beam  about him self. The room  was em pty o f  life, 
and quite bare. The surface he rested upon was transparent to light 
and some four feet o ff  the floor.

“It is as I said,” said the fem inine voice excitedly. “The creatu re’s 
sight sense is activated by short-w ave radiation.”

“But m ost o f  the radiation o f  the instrum ent is in the infrared. It 
was that I judged  by,” protested the other. The light w as brightening 
even as the voice sounded, turning first orange, then yellow , and 
finally white.

D avid said, “C an you cool the room  too?”
“ But it has been carefully adjusted to the tem perature o f  your 

body.”
“N evertheless, I w ould have it cooler.”
They were co-operative, at least. A  cool w ind sw ept over D avid, 

welcom e and refreshing. He let the tem perature drop to seventy b e
fore he stopped them.

David thought, “ I think you are com m unicating directly w ith m y 
mind. Presum ably that is w hy I seem  to hear you speaking In terna
tional English.”

The m asculine voice said, “The last phrase is a jum ble, but cer
tainly we are com m unicating. H ow  else w ould  that be done?”

D avid nodded to him self. That accounted for the occasional noisy 
blur. W hen a proper nam e was used that had no accom panying p ic 
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ture for his ow n m ind to interpret, it could only be received as a blur. 
M ental static.

The fem inine voice said, “ In the early history o f  our race there 
are legends that our m inds w ere closed to one another and that we 
com m unicated  by  m eans o f  sym bols for the eye and ear. From your 
question I cannot help but w onder i f  this is the case w ith your own 
people, creature.”

D avid  said, “That is so. H ow  long is it since I was brought into 
the cavern?”

The m asculine voice said, “N ot quite a planetary rotation. W e 
apologize for any inconvenience w e caused you, but it was our first 
opportunity  to study one o f  the new  surface creatures alive. W e have 
salvaged several before this, one only a short while ago, but none 
w ere functional, and the am ount o f  inform ation obtained from such 
is, o f  necessity , lim ited.”

D avid w ondered i f  G risw old had been the recently salvaged 
corpse. He said cautiously, “ Is your exam ination o f  m yself over?” 

The fem inine voice responded quickly. “You fear harm. There is 
a distinct im pression in your m ind that we m ay be so savage as to 
interfere w ith your life functions in order to gain knowledge. How 
horrib le!”

“I ’m  sorry i f  I have offended you. It is m erely that I am unac
quainted  w ith  your m ethods.”

The m asculine voice said, “W e know  all we need. W e are quite 
capable o f  m aking a m olecule-by-m olecule investigation o f  your 
body w ithout the need o f  physical contact at all. The evidence o f  our 
psycho-m echanism s is quite sufficient.”

“W hat are these psycho-m echanism s you m ention?”
“A re you acquainted w ith m atter-m ind transform ations?”
“I am  afraid no t.”
There w as a pause, and then the m asculine voice said curtly, “ I 

have ju s t investigated your m ind. I am afraid, judging  by its texture, 
that your grasp o f  scientific principles is insufficient for you to un
derstand m y explanations.”

D avid felt pu t in his place. He said, “M y apologies.”
The m asculine voice w ent on. “ I w ould ask you some questions.” 
“Proceed, sir.”
“W hat was the last part o f  your statem ent?”
“It w as m erely a m anner o f  honorable address.”
A  pause. “Oh yes, I see. Y ou com plicate your com m unication 

sym bols in accordance w ith the person you address. An odd custom.
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B ut I delay. Tell m e, creature, you radiate an enorm ous heat. A re 
you ill o r can this be norm al?”

“It is quite norm al. The dead bodies you exam ined w ere un
doubtedly at the tem perature o f  their environm ent, w hatever it was. 
But while functioning, our bodies m aintain a constant tem perature 
that best suits us.”

“Then you are not natives o f  this p lanet?”
David said, “Before I answ er this question, m ay I ask you w hat 

your attitude w ould be tow ard creatures like m yself i f  we originated 
from  another planet?”

“I assure you that you and your fellow  creatures are a m atter o f  
indifference to us except in so far as you arouse our curiosity. I see 
from  your m ind that you are uneasy w ith regard to nor m otives. I 
see that you fear our hostility. R em ove such thoughts.”

“Can you not read in m y m ind, then, the answ er to your ques
tions? W hy do you question m e specifically?”

“I can only read em otions and general attitudes in  absence o f  
precise com m unication. But, then, you are a creature and w ould  not 
understand. For precise inform ation, com m unication m ust involve an 
effort o f  will. If  it w ill help to ease your m ind, I w ill inform  you that 
we have every reason to believe you to be a m em ber o f  a race not 
native to this planet. For one thing, the com position o f  your tissues 
is utterly different from  that o f  any living thing ever know n to have 
existed on the face o f  the world. Y our body heat indicates also that 
you com e from another w orld, a w arm er one.”

“Y ou are correct. W e com e from  E arth.”
“I do not understand the last w ord.”
“From  the planet next nearer the sun than this one.”
“ So! That is m ost interesting. At the tim e our race retired  to the 

caverns some h a lf a m illion revolutions ago w e knew  your p lanet to 
possess life, though probably not intelligence. W as your race in tel
ligent then?”

“Scarcely,” said David. One m illion Earth-years had  passed since 
the M artians had left the surface o f  their planet.

“ It is indeed interesting. I m ust carry this report to the Central 
M ind directly. C o m e ,-----------.”

“Let m e rem ain b e h in d ,-----------. I w ould like to com m unicate
further w ith this creature.”

“As you please.”

The fem inine voice said, “Tell m e o f  your w orld .”
David spoke freely. He felt a pleasant, alm ost delicious, languor.
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Suspicion departed and there w as no reason he could not answ er 
tru thfu lly  and in full. These beings w ere kind and friendly. He bub
b led  w ith  inform ation.

A nd then she released her hold on his m ind and he stopped 
abruptly. A ngrily  he said, “W hat have I been saying?”

“N othing o f  harm ,” the fem inine voice assured him. “I have 
m erely  repressed the inhibitions o f  your mind. It is unlawful to do
so, and I w ould  not have dared do it i f ---------- w ere here. B ut you
are only  a creature and I am  so curious. I knew  that your suspicion 
w as too deep to let you talk  w ithout a little help from  m e and your 
suspicion is so m isplaced. W e w ould never harm  you creatures as 
long as you  do no t intrude upon us.”

“W e have already done so, have w e not?” asked David. “W e 
occupy your p lanet from  end to  end.”

“Y ou are still testing me. Y ou m istrust me. The surface o f  the 
p lanet is o f  no interest to us. This is home. A nd yet,” the feminine 
voice seem ed alm ost w istful, “there m ust be a certain thrill in trav
eling from  w orld to world. W e are well aware that there are m any 
planets in space and m any suns. To think that creatures like yourself 
are inheriting all that. It is all so interesting that I am  thankful again 
and again that w e sensed you m aking your clum sy w ay dow n tow ard 
us in  tim e to  m ake an opening for you.”

“W hat!” D avid could not help but shout, although he knew  that 
the sound w aves his vocal cords created went unheeded and that only 
the thoughts o f  his m ind w ere sensed. “Y ou m ade  that opening?”

“N ot I alone. -----------helped. That is w hy we w ere given the
chance to investigate you .”

“B ut how  did you do it?”
“W hy, by w illing it.”
“I d o n ’t understand.”
“B ut it is simple. Can you not see it in m y m ind? But I forget. You 

are a creature. Y ou see, w hen w e retired to the caverns we w ere forced 
to destroy m any thousands o f  cubic m iles o f  m atter to m ake space for 
ourselves under the surface. There was now here to store the m atter as
such, so w e converted it to energy a n d ------------------------------------------- .”

“N o, no, I don ’t follow  you.”
“Y ou d o n ’t understand? In that case, all I can say is that the 

energy w as stored in such a w ay that it could be tapped by an effort 
o f  the m ind .”

“B ut i f  all the m atter that was once in these vast caverns were 
converted  into energy-------”
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“There w ould be a great deal. Certainly. W e have lived on that 
energy for h a lf a m illion revolutions, and it is calculated that w e have 
enough for tw enty m illion m ore revolutions. Even before w e left the 
surface we had studied the relation o f  m ind and m atter and since we 
have com e to the caverns we have perfected the science to such a 
degree that we have abandoned m atter entirely as far as our personal 
use is concerned. W e are creatures o f  pure m ind and energy, w ho 
never die and are no longer bom . I am  here w ith you, but since you 
cannot sense m ind, you are not aware o f  me except w ith your m ind.”

“But surely people such as yourselves can m ake them selves heir 
to all the universe.”

“You fear that we shall contest the universe w ith poor m aterial 
creatures such as yourself? That we shall fight for a place am ong the 
stars? That is silly. All the universe is here w ith us. W e are sufficient 
to ourselves.”

David was silent. Then slowly he put his hands to his head as 
he had the sensation o f  fine, very fine tendrils gently touching his 
mind. It was the first time the feeling had com e, and he shrank from  
its intimacy.

She said, “M y apologies again. But you are such an interesting 
creature. Y our m ind tells me that your fellow  creatures are in  great 
danger and you suspect that we m ight be the cause. I assure you, 
creature, it is not so.”

She said it simply. David had no course but to believe.
He said, “Y our com panion said m y tissue chem istry w as entirely 

different from  that o f  any life on M ars. M ay I ask how ?”
“It is com posed o f  a nitrogenous m aterial.”
“Protein,” explained David.
“I do not understand that w ord.”
“W hat are your tissues com posed of?”
“O f ------------------ -- It is entirely different. There is p rac

tically no nitrogen in it.”
“Y ou could offer m e no food, then?”
“I am afraid n o t . ---------- says any organic m atter o f  our p lanet

w ould be quickly poisonous to you. W e could m anufacture sim ple 
com pounds o f  your life type that you m ight feed on, but the com plex 
nitrogenous m aterial that forms the bulk o f  your tissue is quite b e
yond us w ithout m uch study. A re you hungry, creature?” There w as 
no m istaking the sym pathy and concern in her thoughts. (D avid p er
sisted in thinking o f  it as a voice.)

He said, “ For the m om ent I have still m y ow n food.”
The fem inine voice said, “It seems unpleasant for m e to th ink  o f
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you sim ply as a creature. W hat is your nam e?” Then, as though she 
feared she m ight not be understood, “H ow  do your fellow  creatures 
identify  you?”

“I am  called D avid Starr.”
“I do not understand that except that there seems a reference to 

the suns o f  the universe. Do they call you that because you are a 
traveler through space?”

“No. M any o f  m y people travel through space. ‘S tarr’ has no 
particu lar m eaning at present. It is sim ply a sound to identify me, as 
your nam es are sim ply sounds. A t least they m ake no picture; I can
not understand them .”

“W hat a pity. Y ou should have a nam e w hich w ould indicate 
your travels through space; the w ay in w hich you range from  one 
end o f  the universe to the other. I f  I w ere a creature such as yourself, 
it seem s to m e that it w ould be fitting I should be called ‘Space 
R anger.’ ”

A nd so it was that from  the lips o f  a living creature he did not 
see and could never see in its true form  D avid Starr heard, for the 
first tim e, the nam e by w hich, eventually, all the Galaxy w ould know 
him.



The Storm

A deeper, slow er voice now  took form  in D avid’s mind. It said
gravely, “ I greet you, creature. It is a good nam e -----------has ju st
given you.”

The fem inine voice said, “I m ake w ay for y o u ----------------------- .”
By the loss o f  a faint touch upon his m ind D avid becam e un 

m istakably aware that the ow ner o f  the fem inine voice was no longer 
in mental contact. He turned warily, laboring once m ore under the 
illusion that there was direction to these voices and finding his untried 
m ind still attem pting to interpret in the old inadequate w ays som e
thing with which it had never before com e in contact. The voice cam e 
from no direction, o f  course. It w as w ithin his mind.

The creature o f  the deep voice gauged the difficulty. It said, “Y ou 
are disturbed by the failure o f  your sense equipm ent to detect m e and 
I do not wish you to be disturbed. I could adopt the outw ard physical 
appearance o f  a creature such as yourse lf but that w ould be a poor 
and undignified imposture. W ill this suffice?”

David Starr w atched the glim m er appear in the air before him . 
It was a soft streak o f  blue-green light about seven feet high and a 
foot wide.

He said calm ly, “That is quite sufficient.”
The deep voice said, “Good! A nd now  let m e explain w ho 1 am.

I am the A dm inistrator o f -----------------------. The report o f  the capture
o f a live specim en o f  the new  surface life cam e to m e as a m atter o f  
course. I w ill exam ine your m ind.”

The office o f  the new  being had been a jum ble o f  sound, and 
nothing more, to David, but he had caught the unm istakable sense o f
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dignity  and responsibility  that accom panied it. N evertheless he said 
firm ly, “ I w ould  m uch prefer that you rem ained outside m y m ind.” 

“Y our m odesty',” said the deep voice, “is quite understandable 
and praisew orthy. I should explain that m y inspection w ould be con
fined m ost carefully  to the outer fringes only. I w ould avoid very 
scrupulously any intrusion on your inner privacy.”

D avid tensed his m uscles uselessly. For long m inutes there was 
nothing. Even the illusive feathery touch upon his m ind, that had 
been present w hen the ow ner o f  the fem inine voice had probed it, 
w as absent from  this new  and m ore experienced inspection. A nd yet 
D avid w as aw are, w ithout know ing how  he could possibly be aware, 
o f  the com partm ents o f  his m ind being delicately opened, then closed, 
w ithout pain  o r disturbance.

The deep voice said, “I thank you. Y ou will be released very 
shortly  and  returned to the surface.”

D avid said defiantly, “W hat have you found in m y m ind?” 
“Enough to pity  your fellows. W e o f  the Inner Life were once like 

yourselves so we have some com prehension o f  it. Y our people are out 
o f  balance w ith  the universe. You have a questioning m ind that seeks 
to understand w hat it dim ly senses, w ithout possessing the truer, 
deeper senses that alone can reveal reality to you. In your futile seeking 
after the shadow s that encom pass you, you drive through space to the
outerm ost lim its o f  the Galaxy. It is as I have sa id ;---------- has nam ed
you well. Y ou are a race o f  Space Rangers indeed.

“Y et o f  w hat use is your ranging? The true victory is within. To 
understand the m aterial universe, you m ust first becom e divorced 
from  it as we are. W e have turned aw ay from  the stars and tow ard 
ourselves. W e have retreated to the caverns o f  our one w orld and 
abandoned our bodies. W ith us there is no longer death, except when 
a m ind w ould  rest; or birth, except w hen a m ind gone to rest m ust 
be rep laced .”

D avid said, “Y et you are not all-sufficient to yourselves. Some 
o f  you suffer from  curiosity. The being who spoke to m e before 
w ished to know  o f  E arth.”

“-----------is recently  bom . H er days are not equal to a hundred
revolutions o f  the p lanet about the sun. H er control o f  thought pat
terns is im perfect. W e who are m ature can easily conceive all the 
various designs into w hich your Earth history could have been w o
ven. Few  o f  them  w ould be com prehensible to yourself, and not in 
an infinity o f  years could w e have exhausted the thoughts possible 
in the consideration o f  your one world, and each thought w ould have 
been as fascinating and stim ulating as the. one thought w hich happens 
to represent reality. In t im e -----------will learn that this is so.”
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“Y et you yourse lf take the trouble to exam ine m y m ind.”
“In order that I m ay m ake certain o f  that w hich I previously 

m erely suspected. Y our race has the capacity for growth. U nder the 
best circum stances a m illion revolutions o f  our p lanet— a m om ent in 
the life o f  the G alaxy— m ay see it achieve the Inner Life. That w ould 
be good. M y race w ould have a com panion in eternity and com pan
ionship w ould benefit us m utually.”

“Y ou say we may  achieve it,” said D avid cautiously.
“Y our species have certain tendencies m y people never had. 

From your m ind I can see easily that there are tendencies against the 
w elfare o f  the w hole.”

“If  you speak o f  such things as crim e and war, then see in m y 
m ind that the vast m ajority o f  hum ans fights the anti-social tendencies 
and that though our progress against them  is slow, it is certain .”

“I see that. I see more. I see that you yourse lf are eager for the 
w elfare o f  the whole. Y ou have a strong and healthy m ind, the es
sence o f  w hich I w ould not be sorry to see m ade into one o f  ours. I 
w ould like to help you in  your strivings.”

“H ow ?” dem anded David.
“Your m ind is full o f  suspicion again. R elieve your tension. M y 

help would not be through personal interference in the activities o f  
your people, I assure you. Such interference w ould be incom prehen
sible to yourselves and undignified for myself. Let m e suggest instead 
the two inadequacies w hich you are m ost aw are o f  in yourself.

“First, since you are com posed o f  unstable ingredients, you are 
a creature o f  no perm anence. N ot only will you decom pose and dis
solve in a few revolutions o f  the planet, but i f  before then you are 
subjected to any o f  a thousand different stresses, you will die. Sec
ondly, you feel that you can w ork best in secrecy, yet not long ago 
a fellow creature recognized your true identity although you had  p re
tended to a different identity altogether. Is w hat I have said true?” 

D avid said, “It is true. But w hat can you do about it?”
The deep voice said, “It is already done and in your hand.”
And there was a soft-textured som ething in D avid S tarr’s hand. 

His fingers alm ost let it drop before they realized  they w ere holding
it. It was a nearly w eightless strip o f -----------W ell, o f  what?

The deep voice answ ered the unspoken thought placidly. “It is 
neither gauze, nor fiber, nor plastic, nor m etal. It is not m atter at all
as your m ind understands m atter. It i s ------- . Put it over your eyes.”

David did as he was told, and it sprang from  his hands as though 
it had a prim itive life o f  its own, folding softly and w arm ly against
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every fold o f  structure o f  his forehead, eyes, and nose; yet it did not 
prevent h im  from  breathing or from  blinking his eyes.

“W hat has been accom plished?” he asked.
B efore the w ords w ere out o f  his m outh there was a m irror before 

him , m anufactured  out o f  energy as silently and quickly as thought 
itself. In it he could see h im self but dimly. His farm boy costum e, 
from  hip boots to w ide lapels, appeared out o f  focus through a shad
ow y m ist that changed continuously, as though it were a thin smoke 
that drifted yet never vanished. From  his upper lip to the top o f  his 
head all w as lost in a shim m er o f  light that blazed w ithout blinding 
and through w hich nothing could be seen. As he stared, the m irror 
vanished, returning to the store o f  energy from w hich it had been 
m om entarily  w ithdraw n.

D avid asked w onderingly, “ Is that how  I w ould appear to oth
ers?”

“Yes, i f  those others had only the sensory equipm ent you yourself 
have.”

“Y et I can see perfectly. That m eans that light rays enter the 
shield. W hy m ay they not leave then and reveal m y face?”

“They do leave, as you say, but they are changed in the passage 
and reveal only w hat you see in the mirror. To explain that properly, 
I m ust use concepts lacking in your m ind’s understanding.”

“A nd the rest?” D av id ’s hands m oved slowly over the smoke that 
encircled  him . H e felt nothing.

The deep voice again answ ered the voiceless thought. “You feel 
nothing. Y et w hat appears to you as smoke is a barrier which is 
resistant to short-w ave radiation and im passable to m aterial objects 
o f  larger than m olecular size.”

“Y ou m ean it is a personal force-shield?”
“T hat is a  crude description, yes.”
D avid said, “G reat Galaxy, i t ’s im possible! It has been definitely 

proven that no force-field small enough to protect a man from radi
ation and from  m aterial inertia can be generated by any m achine 
capable o f  being carried  by  a m an.”

“A nd so it is to any science o f  which your fellows are capable 
o f  evolving. B ut the m ask you w ear is not a pow er source. It is 
instead a storage device o f  energy w hich, for instance, can be derived 
from  a few  m om ents’ exposure to a sun radiating as strongly as ours 
is from  the distance o f  this planet. It is, further, a m echanism  for 
releasing that energy at m ental dem and. Since your own m ind is 
incapable o f  controlling the 'pow er, it has been adjusted to the char
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acteristics o f  your m ind and w ill operate autom atically  as needed. 
Rem ove the m ask now .”

D avid lifted his hand to his eyes and, again responsive to his 
will, the m ask fell aw ay and was only a strip o f  gauze in his hand.

The deep voice spoke for a last time. “A nd now  you m ust leave 
us, Space Ranger.”

And as gently as can be im agined, consciousness left D avid Starr.
N or was there any transition in his return to consciousness. It 

came back in its entirety. There w asn’t even a m om ent’s uncertainty 
as to his whereabouts; none o f  the “W here am  I?” attitude.

He knew  with surety that he was standing on his good tw o legs 
upon the surface o f  M ars; that he w as w earing the nosepiece again 
and breathing through it; that behind him  was the exact place at the 
lip o f  the fissure where he had thrust the rope ladder’s anchor for the 
beginning o f  the descent; that to his left, half-hidden am ong the rocks, 
was the scooter w hich B igm an had left behind.

He even knew  the exact m anner in w hich he had  been returned 
to the surface. It was not m em ory; it was inform ation deliberately 
inserted in his m ind, probably as a final device to im press h im  w ith 
the pow er o f  the M artians over m atter-energy interconversions. They 
had dissolved a tunnel to the surface for him . They had  lifted him  
against gravity at alm ost rocket speed, turning the solid rock to en
ergy before him  and congealing the energy to rock once m ore behind 
him, until he was standing on the p lanet’s outer skin once m ore.

There were even w ords in his m ind that he had  never consciously 
heard. They were in the fem inine voice o f  the caverns, and the w ords 
were sim ply these: “Have no fear, Space R anger!”

He stepped forw ard and w as aw are that the w arm , Earth-like 
surroundings that had been prepared for him  in the cavern below  no 
longer existed. He felt the cold the m ore for the contrast and the w ind 
was stronger than any he had felt yet on M ars. The sun w as low  in 
the east as it had been w hen he first descended the fissure. W as that 
the previous dawn? He had no w ay o f  judg ing  the passage o f  tim e 
during his unconscious intervals, but he felt certain his descent had 
not been m ore than two daw ns before anyway.

There was a difference to the sky. It seem ed b luer and the sun 
was redder. David frow ned thoughtfully for a m om ent, then shrugged. 
He was becom ing accustom ed to the M artian landscape, that w as all. 
It was beginning to seem m ore fam iliar and, through habit, he was 
interpreting it in the old Earthly patterns.

M eanw hile it w ould be better to begin the return to the farm



dom e im m ediately. The scooter w as by no m eans so quick as a sand- 
car nor as com fortable. The less tim e spent on it the better.

He took  approxim ate sightings am ong the rock form ations and 
felt like an old hand because o f  it. The farm boys found their way 
across w hat seem ed trackless desert by ju st this method. They would 
sight along a rock that “looked like a w aterm elon on a hat,” proceed 
in that direction  until level w ith one that “ looked like a spaceship 
w ith  tw o off-center je ts” and head betw een it and a farther rock that 
“ looked like a box w ith its top stove in.” It was a crude m ethod but 
it required  no instrum ents other than a retentive m em ory and a p ic
turesque im agination, and the farm boys had those in plenty.

D avid  was follow ing the route B igm an had recom m ended for 
speediest return  w ith the least chance o f  going w rong am ong the less 
spectacular form ations. The scooter jounced  along, leaping crazily 
w hen it struck ridges and kicking up the dust w hen it turned. David 
rode w ith it, d igging his heels firmly into the sockets provided for 
them  and holding a m etal steering leash tightly  in each hand. He 
m ade no effort to cut his speed. Even i f  the vehicle turned over, there 
w ould  be little chance for m uch harm  to h im self under M artian grav
ity.

It w as another consideration that stopped him: the queer taste in 
his m outh  and the itch along the side o f  his jaw bone and down the 
line o f  his backbone. There w as a faint grittiness in his m outh, and 
he looked back with distaste at the plum e o f  dust that je tted  out 
behind  him  like rocket exhaust. Strange that it should w ork its w ay 
forw ard and around him  to fill his m outh as it did.

Forw ard and around! Great Galaxy! The thought that came to 
h im  at that m om ent clam ped a cold, stifling hand upon his heart and 
throat.

H e slow ed the scooter and headed for a rocky ridge where it 
could  stir up no dust. There he stopped it and w aited for the air to 
grow  clear. B ut it d idn’t. His tongue w orked about, tasting the inside 
o f  his m outh and shrinking from  the increasing roughness that came 
o f  fine grit. He looked at the redder sun and b luer sky with new 
understanding. It w as the general dust in the air that was scattering 
m ore light, taking the blue from  the sun and adding it to the sky in 
general. H is lips w ere grow ing dry and the itching was spreading.

There w as no longer doubt about it, and w ith a grim  intensity o f  
purpose he flung h im self upon his scooter and dashed at top speed 
across the rocks, gravel, and dust.

Dust!
Dust!
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Even on Earth m en knew  intim ately o f  the M artian dust storm, 
w hich resem bled only in sound the sandstorm  o f  the Earthly deserts. 
It was the deadliest storm  know n to the inhabited Solar System . N o 
m an, caught as D avid Starr was now, w ithout a sand-car as pro tec
tion, m iles from the nearest shelter, had ever, in all the history  o f  
M ars, survived a dust storm. M en had rolled in death throes w ithin 
fifty feet o f  a dome, unable to m ake the distance w hile observers 
within neither dared nor could sally to the rescue w ithout a sand-car.

David Starr knew  that only m inutes separated him  from  the same 
agonizing death. A lready the dust w as creeping rem orselessly be
tw een his nosepiece and the skin o f  his face. He could feel it in his 
watering, blinking eyes.



The Missing Piece

The nature o f  the M artian dust storm  is not well understood. Like 
E arth ’s M oon, the surface o f  M ars is, to a large extent, covered by 
fine dust. U nlike the M oon, M ars possesses an atm osphere capable 
o f  stirring up that dust. U sually  this is not a serious matter. The 
M artian atm osphere is thin and w inds are not long-sustained.

B ut occasionally, for reasons unknow n, though possibly con
nected w ith  electron bom bardm ents from  space, the dust becom es 
electrically  charged and each particle repels its neighbors. Even w ith
out w ind they w ould  tend to lift upward. Each step w ould raise a 
cloud that w ould  refuse to settle, but w ould drift and wisp out through 
the air.

W hen to this a w ind is added, a fully developed dust storm  m ight 
be said to exist. The dust is never thick enough to obscure vision; 
that isn ’t its danger. It is rather the pervasiveness o f  the dust that 
kills.

The dust particles are extrem ely fine and penetrate everywhere. 
C lothes cannot keep them  out; the shelter o f  a rocky ledge m eans 
nothing; even the nosepiece w ith its broad gasket fitting against the 
face is helpless to prevent the individual particle from  w orking its 
w ay through.

A t the height o f  a storm  two m inutes w ould suffice to arouse an 
unbearable itching, five m inutes w ould v irtually  blind a m an, and 
fifteen m inutes w ould kill him. Even a m ild storm, so gentle that it 
m ay not even be noticed by the people exposed, is sufficient to redden 
exposed skin in w hat are called dust bum s.

D avid Starr knew  all this and more. He knew  that his ow n skin 
w as reddening. H e w as coughing w ithout its having any effect on



clearing his caking throat. He had tried clam ping his m outh shut, 
blow ing his breath out during exhalations through the sm allest open
ing he could manage. It d idn’t help. The dust crept in, w orking its 
w ay past his lips. The scooter w as jerk ing  irregularly now  as the dust 
did to its m otor w hat it was doing to David.

His eyes were swollen nearly closed now. The tears that stream ed 
out were accum ulating against the gasket at the bottom  of the nose- 
piece and were fogging the eyepieces, through w hich he could see 
nothing anyway.

N othing  could stop those tiny dust particles but the elaborately 
m achined seams o f  a dom e or a sand-car. Nothing.

Nothing?
Through the m addening itch and the racking cough he w as th ink

ing desperately o f  the M artians. W ould they have know n that a dust 
storm was brewing? C ould  they have? W ould they have sent him  to 
the surface i f  they had known? From  his m ind they m ust have gleaned 
the inform ation that he had only a scooter to carry him  back to the 
dome. They m ight have as easily transported him  to the surface ju st 
outside the farm dome, or, for that m atter, even inside the dome.

They m ust have know n conditions w ere right for a dust storm. 
He rem em bered how the being with the deep voice had been so 
abrupt in his decision to return David to the surface, as though he 
hurried in order that time m ight be allow ed for D avid to be caught 
in the storm.

And yet the last words o f  the fem inine voice, the w ords he had 
not consciously heard and w hich, therefore, he w as certain had been 
inserted in his m ind while he was being borne through rock to the 
surface, were: “H ave no fear, Space R anger.”

Even as he thought all this he knew  the answer. One hand w as 
fum bling in his pocket, the other at his nosepiece. As the nosepiece 
lifted off, the partially protected nose and eyes received a fresh surge 
o f  dust, burning and irritating.

He had the irresistible desire to sneeze, but fought it back. The 
involuntary intake o f  breath w ould fill his lungs w ith  quantities o f  
the dust That in itse lf m ight be fatal.

But he was brining up the strip o f  gauze he had taken from  his 
pocket, letting it wrap about his eyes and nose, and then over it he 
slapped the nosepiece again.

Only then did he sneeze. It m eant he drew  in vast quantities o f  
M ars’s useless atm ospheric gases, but no dust w as com ing. He fol
lowed that by force-breathing, gasping in as m uch oxygen as he could 
and puffing it out, flinging the dust o f  his m outh aw ay; alternating

90 THE COMPLETE ADVENTURES OF LUCKY STARR



DAVID STARR----SPACE RANGER 91
that w ith deliberate inhalations through the m outh to prevent any 
oncom ing o f  oxygen drunkenness.

G radually, as the tears w ashed the dust out o f  his eyes and no 
new  dust entered, he found he could see again. His limbs and body 
w ere obscured by the sm okiness o f  the force-shield that surrounded 
him , and he knew  the upper part o f  his head to be invisible in the 
g low  o f  his m ask.

A ir m olecules could penetrate the shield freely, but, small though 
they w ere, the dust particles w ere large enough to be stopped. David 
could see the process w ith the naked eye. As each dust particle struck 
the shield, it was halted and the energy o f  its m otion converted into 
light, so that at its point o f  attem pted penetration a tiny sparkle 
showed. D avid found his body an ocean o f  such sparkles crowding 
one another, all the brighter as the M artian sun, red and sm okily dim  
through the dust, allow ed the ground below  to rem ain in sem i
darkness.

D avid slapped and brushed at his clothing. Dust clouds arose, 
too fine to see even i f  the cloudiness o f  the shield had not prevented 
sight in any case. The dust left but could not return. G radually he 
becam e alm ost clear o f  the particles. He looked dubiously at the 
scooter and attem pted to start its m otor. He was rew arded only by a 
short, grating noise and then silence. It was to be expected. Unlike 
the sand-cars, scooters did not, could  not, have enclosed motors.

He w ould have to walk. The thought was not a particularly fright
ening one. The farm  dom e was little m ore than two m iles aw ay and 
he had plenty  o f  oxygen. His cylinders were full. The M artians had 
seen to  that before sending him  back.

He thought he understood them  now. They did  know the dust 
storm  w as com ing. They m ight even have helped it along. It would 
be strange if, w ith  their long experience with M artian w eather and 
their advanced science, they had not learned the fundam ental causes 
and m echanism s o f  dust storms. But in sending him  out to face the 
storm , they knew  he had the perfect defense in his pocket. They had 
not w arned him  o f  either the ordeal that aw aited him or o f  the defense 
he carried. It m ade sense. I f  he were the m an who deserved the gift 
o f  the force-shield, he w ould, or should, think o f  it him self. If  he did 
not, he w as the w rong m an for the job.

D avid sm iled grim ly even as he w inced at the touch o f  his cloth
ing against inflam ed skin as he stretched his legs across the M artian 
terrain. The M artians w ere coldly unem otional in risking his life, but 
he could alm ost sym pathize w ith them . He had thought quickly
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enough to save him self, but he denied h im self any pride in that. He 
should have thought o f  the m ask m uch sooner.

The force-shield that surrounded him  w as m aking it easier to 
travel. He noted that the shield covered the soles o f  his boots so that 
they never m ade contact w ith the M artian surface but cam e to rest 
some quarter inch above it. The repulsion betw een h im self and the 
planet was an elastic one, as though he w ere on m any steel springs. 
That, com bined w ith the low  gravity, enabled him  to devour the dis
tance betw een h im self and the dom e in sw inging giant strides.

He was in a hurry. M ore than anything else at the m om ent he 
felt the need o f  a hot bath.

By the time D avid reached one o f  the outer locks o f  the farm  
dom e the w orst o f  the storm was over and the light flashes on his 
force-shield had thinned to occasional sparks. It w as safe to rem ove 
the m ask from  his eyes.

W hen the locks had opened for him , there w ere first o f  all stares, 
and then cries, as the farm boys on duty sw arm ed about him. 

“Jum ping Jupiter, i t’s W illiam s!”
“W here’ve you been, boy?”
“W hat happened?”
And above the confused cries and sim ultaneous questioning there 

cam e the shrill cry, “H ow  did you get through the dust storm ?”
The question penetrated, and there w as a short silence.
Someone said, “Look at his face. I t’s like a peeled  tom ato .”
That was an exaggeration, but there was enough truth to it to 

im press all who were there. Hands w ere yanking at his collar w hich 
had been tightly bound about his neck in the fight against the M artian 
cold. They shuffled him  into a seat and put in a call for Hennes.

H ennes arrived in ten m inutes, hopping o ff a scooter and ap
proaching with a look that was com pounded o f  annoyance and anger. 
There were no visible signs o f  any re lie f at the safe return o f  a m an 
in his employ.

He barked, “W hat’s this all about, W illiam s?”
D avid lifted his eyes and said coolly, “ I w as lost.”
“Oh, is that w hat you call it? G one for two days and you w ere 

ju st lost. H ow  did you m anage it?”
“I thought I ’d take a w alk and I w alked too far.”
“Y ou thought you needed a breath o f  air, so y o u ’ve been w alking 

through two M artian nights? Do you expect m e to believe that?” 
“A re any sand-cars m issing?”
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O ne o f  the farm boys interposed hastily as H ennes reddened fur
ther. “H e’s knocked out, Mr. Hennes. He was out in the dust storm .” 

H ennes said, “D o n ’t be a fool. I f  he w ere out in the dust storm, 
he w ou ldn ’t be sitting here alive.”

“W ell, I know ,” the farm boy said, “but look at him .”
H ennes looked at him . The redness o f  his exposed neck and 

shoulders w as a fact that could not be easily argued away.
H e said, “W ere you in  the storm ?”
“I ’m  afraid  so,” said David.
“H ow  did  you  get through?”
“There was a m an,” said David. “A  m an in smoke and light. The 

dust d idn ’t bother him . He called h im self the Space Ranger.”
The m en w ere gathering close. H ennes turned on them  furiously, 

his plum p face w orking.
“G et the Space out o f  here!” he yelled. “B ack to your work. And 

you, Jonnitel, get a sand-car out here.”
It w as nearly  an hour before the hot bath he craved was allowed 

D avid. H ennes perm itted no one else to approach him. O ver and over 
again, as he paced the floor o f  his private office, he w ould stop in 
m idstride, w hirl in sudden fury, and dem and o f  David, “W hat about 
this Space Ranger? W here did you m eet him ? W hat did he say? W hat 
did he do? W hat’s this sm oke and light you speak of?”

To all o f  w hich David w ould only shake his head slightly and 
say, “I took a walk. I got lost. A m an calling h im self the Space 
R anger brought m e back.”

H ennes gave up eventually. The dom e doctor took charge. David 
got his hot bath. His body was anointed w ith cream s and injected 
w ith  the proper horm ones. He could not avoid the injection o f  So- 
porite as well. He w as asleep alm ost before the needle was w ith
drawn.

He w oke to find h im self betw een clean, cool sheets in the sick 
bay. The reddening o f  the skin had subsided considerably. They 
w ould  be at him  again, he knew , but he w ould have to fight them 
o ff  bu t a little w hile longer.

He w as sure he had the answ er to the food-poisoning m ystery 
now; alm ost the w hole answer. He needed only a m issing piece or 
tw o, and, o f  course, legal proof.

H e heard the light footstep beyond the head o f  his bed and stiff
ened slightly. W as it going to begin again so soon? But it was only 
B enson w ho m oved into his line o f  vision. Benson, w ith his plum p
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lips pursed, his thin hair in disarray, his w hole face a picture o f  w orry. 
He carried som ething that looked like an old-fashioned clum sy gun. 

He said, “W illiam s, are you aw ake?”
D avid said, “Y ou see I am .”
Benson passed the back o f  his hand across a perspiring forehead. 

“They don’t know  I ’m  here. I shouldn’t be, I suppose.”
“W hy not?”
“Hennes is convinced you’re involved w ith this food poisoning. 

H e’s been raving to M akian and m yself about it. He claim s y o u ’ve 
been out som ewhere and have nothing to say about it now  other than 
ridiculous stories. Despite anything I can do, I ’m  afraid y o u ’re in 
terrible trouble.”

“Despite anything you can do? Y ou don’t believe H ennes’s the
ory about m y com plicity in all th is?”

Benson leaned forward, and D avid could feel his breath  w arm  
on his face as he whispered, “N o, I don ’t. I don ’t because I th ink 
your story is true. T hat’s w hy I ’ve com e here. I m ust ask you about 
this creature you speak of, the one you claim  was covered w ith sm oke 
and light. Are you sure it w asn ’t a hallucination, W illiam s?”

“I saw him ,” said David.
“How do you know  he was hum an? D id he speak English?”
“He d idn’t speak, but he was shaped like a hum an.” D av id ’s eyes 

fastened upon Benson. “Do you think it was a M artian?”
“A h”— B enson’s lips drew  back in a spasm odic sm ile— “you re

m em ber m y theory. Yes, I think it was a M artian. Think, m an, thinkl 
T hey’re com ing out in the open now  and every piece o f  inform ation 
m ay be vital. W e have so little tim e.”

“W hy so little tim e?” David raised h im self to one elbow.
“O f course you don’t know  w hat’s happened since y o u ’ve been 

gone, but frankly, W illiam s, we are all o f  us in despair now .” He 
held up the gun-like affair in his hand and said bitterly, “D o you 
know  w hat this is?”

“I ’ve seen you w ith it before.”
“ It’s my sam pling harpoon; i t’s m y ow n invention. I take it w ith  

m e w hen I ’m at the storage bins in the city. It shoots a little hollow  
pellet attached to it by a m etal-m esh cord into a b in  of, let us say, 
grain. A t a certain time after shooting an opening appears in  the front 
o f  the pellet long enough to allow  the hollow  w ithin to becom e 
packed with grain. A fter that the pellet closes again. I drag it back 
and em pty out the random  sam ple it has accum ulated. B y varying 
the tim e after shooting in w hich the pellet opens, sam ples can be 
taken at various depths in the b in.”
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D avid  said, “T hat’s ingenious, but why are you carrying it now ?”
“B ecause I ’m w ondering i f  I oughtn’t to throw  it into the disposal 

unit after I leave you. It was m y only w eapon for fighting the poi
soners. It has done m e no good so far, and can certainly do me no 
good in the future.”

“W hat has happened?” D avid seized the o ther’s shoulder and 
gripped it hard. “Tell m e.”

B enson w inced at the pain. He said, “Every m em ber o f  the farm 
ing syndicates has received a new  letter from  w hoever is behind the 
poisoning. T here’s no doubt that the letters and the poisonings are 
caused by the sam e m en, or rather, entities. The letters adm it it now .”

“W hat do they  say?”
B enson shrugged. “W hat difference do the details m ake? W hat 

it am ounts to is a dem and for com plete surrender on our part or the 
food-poisoning attacks will be m ultiplied a thousandfold. I believe it 
can and w ill be done, and i f  that happens, Earth and Mars, the whole 
system , in  fact, w ill pan ic.”

H e rose to his feet. “ I ’ve told M akian and Hennes that I believe 
you, that your Space R anger is the clue to the whole thing, but they 
w o n ’t believe me. H ennes, I think, even suspects that I ’m in it w ith 
you .”

H e seem ed absorbed in  his ow n wrongs.
D avid said, “H ow  long do we have, Benson?”
“Tw o days. N o, that was yesterday. W e have thirty-six hours 

now .”
Thirty-six  hours!
D avid w ould have to w ork quickly. V ery quickly. But m aybe 

there w ould  yet be time. W ithout know ing it Benson had given him 
the m issing  piece to the m ystery.



13

The Council Takes Over

Benson left some ten m inutes later. N othing that D avid to ld  him  
satisfied him  w ith regard to his theories connecting M artians and 
poisoning, and his uneasiness grew rapidly.

He said, “I don’t w ant Hennes catching me. W e’ve had— w ords.”
“W hat about M akian? H e’s on our side, isn ’t he?”
“I don’t know. He stands to be ruined by  day after tom orrow . I 

don’t think he has enough spine left to stand up to the fellow . Look, 
I ’d better go. I f  you think o f  anything, anything at all, get it to m e 
som ehow, w ill you?”

He held out a hand. D avid took it briefly, and then B enson w as 
gone.

David sat up in bed. His ow n uneasiness had grow n since he had 
aw akened. His clothes were throw n over a chair at the other end o f  
the room. His boots stood upright by the side o f  the bed. H e had  not 
dared inspect them  in B enson’s presence; had scarcely dared look at 
them.

Perhaps, he thought pessim istically, they had not tam pered w ith 
them. A  farm boy’s hip boots are inviolate. Stealing from  a farm boy’s 
hip boots, next to stealing his sand-car in the open desert, w as the 
unforgivable crime. Even in death, a farm boy’s boots w ere buried  
w ith him , w ith the contents unrem oved.

D avid groped inside the inner pocket o f  each boot in turn, and 
his fingers m et nothingness. There had been a handkerch ief in one, 
a few  odd coins in the other. U ndoubtedly they had  gone through his 
clothing; he had expected that. B ut apparently  they had  not draw n 
the line at his boots. He held  his breath  as his arm  dived into the
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recesses o f  one boot. The soft leather reached to his arm pit and crum 
pled dow n as his fingers stretched out to the toes. A  surge o f  pure 
gladness filled him  as he felt the soft gauze-like m aterial o f  the M ar
tian  m ask.

He had hidden it there on general principles before the bath, but 
he had not anticipated the Soporite. It was luck, purely, that they had 
not searched the toes o f  his boots. He w ould have to be m ore careful 
hence-forw ard.

He put the m ask into a boot pocket and clipped it shut. He picked 
up the boots; they had been polished w hile he slept, w hich was good 
o f  som eone, and show ed the alm ost instinctive respect w hich the 
farm boy had  for boots, anyone’s boots.

His clothes had been put through the R efresher Spray as well. 
The shining plastic fibers o f  w hich they w ere com posed had a brand- 
new  sm ell about them . The pockets were all em pty, o f  course, but 
underneath the chair all the contents w ere in a careless heap. He 
sorted them  out. N othing seem ed to be m issing. Even the handker
ch ie f and coins from  his boot pockets w ere there.

He put on underclothes and socks, the one-piece overall, and then 
the boots. He was buckling his belt w hen a brow n-bearded farm boy 
stepped in.

D avid looked up. He said coldly, “W hat do you want, Zukis?”
The farm boy said, “W here do you think you’re going, Earthie?” 

His little eyes w ere glaring viciously, and to D avid the o ther’s ex
pression was m uch the sam e as it had been the first day he had laid 
eyes on him. D avid could recall H erm es’s sand-car outside the Farm 
Em ploym ent Office, h im self ju st settling into the seat, and the 
bearded angry face glow ering at him , while a w eapon fired before he 
could  m ove to  defend him self.

“N ow here,” said D avid, “that I need ask your perm ission.”
“That so? Y o u ’re wrong, m ister, because you’re staying right 

here. H ennes’s orders.” Zukis blocked the door w ith his body. Two 
blasters w ere conspicuously displayed at either side o f  his drooping 
belt.

Zukis waited. Then, his greasy beard splitting in two as he smiled 
yellow ly, he said, “Think m aybe y o u ’ve changed your m ind, Ear
th ie?”

“M aybe,” said David. He added, “ Som eone got in to see m e ju st 
now. H ow  com e? W eren’t you w atching?”

“ Shut up ,” snarled Zukis.
“O r w ere you paid o ff  to look the other w ay for a while? Hennes 

m ight not like that.”
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Zukis spat, m issing D av id ’s boots by halt an inch.
David said, “You want to toss out your blasters and try  that 

again?”
Zukis said, “Just w atch out i f  you want any feeding, E arth ie.” 
He closed and locked the door behind him  as he left. A  few 

m inutes passed and there was the sound o f  clattering m etal against it 
as it opened again. Zukis carried a tray. There w as the yellow  o f  
squash on it and the green o f  som ething leafy.

“Vegetable salad,” said Zukis. “G ood enough for you.”
A blackened thum b showed over one end o f  the tray. The other 

end balanced upon the back o f  his w rist so that the farm boy’s hand 
was not visible.

David straightened, leaping to one side, bending his legs under 
him  and bringing them  dow n upon the m attress o f  the bed. Zukis, 
caught by surprise, turned in alarm, but D avid, using the springs o f  
the m attress as extra leverage, launched into the air.

He collided heavily w ith the farm boy, brought dow n one hand 
flatly on the tray, ripping it out o f  the o ther’s grasp and hurling it to 
the ground while tw ining his other hand in the farm boy’s beard.

Zukis dropped, yelling hoarsely. D av id ’s booted foot cam e dow n 
on the farm boy’s hand, the one that had been hidden under the tray. 
The o ther’s yell becam e an agonized scream  as the sm ashed fingers 
flew open, releasing the cocked blaster they had been holding.

D avid’s hand w hipped aw ay from  the beard  and caught the 
o ther’s unharm ed w rist as it groped for the second blaster. He brought 
it up roughly, across the prone chest, under the head and out again. 
He pulled.

“Q uiet,” he said, “or I ’ll tear your arm  loose from  its socket.” 
Zukis subsided, his eyes rolling, his breath puffing out w etly. He 

said, “W hat are you after?”
“W hy were you hiding the blaster under the tray?”
“1 had to protect m yself, d idn’t I? In case you jum ped  m e w hile 

m y hands w ere full o f  tray?”
“Then why d idn’t you send som eone else w ith the tray and cover 

him ?”
“I d idn’t think o f  that,” w hined Zukis.
David tightened pressure a bit and Z uk is’s m outh tw isted  in ag

ony. “ Suppose you tell the truth, Z ukis.”
“I— I was going to kill you .”
“A nd what w ould you have told M akian?”
“Y ou w ere— trying to escape.”
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“W as that your ow n idea?”
“No. It was H ennes’s. Get Hennes. I ’m  ju st following orders.” 
D avid  released him. He picked up one blaster and flicked the 

o ther out o f  its holster. “G et up .”
Zukis rolled over on one side. He groaned as he tried to lift his 

w eight on a m ashed right hand and nearly tom  left shoulder.
“W hat are you going to do? You w ouldn’t shoot an unarm ed 

m an, w ould  you?”
“W ouldn’t you?” asked David.
A  new  voice broke in. “Drop those guns, W illiam s,” it said 

crisply.
D avid m oved his head quickly. H ennes was in the doorway, 

b laster leveled. B ehind him  was M akian, face gray and etched with 
lines. H ennes’s eyes show ed his intentions plainly enough and his 
b laster w as ready.

D avid dropped the blasters he had ju st tom  from  Zukis.
“K ick them  over,” said Hennes.
D avid did so.
“N ow . W hat happened?”
D avid said, “Y ou know  w hat happened. Zukis tried a little as

sassination at your orders and I d idn’t sit still and take it.”
Zukis was gabbling. “N o, sir, Mr. Hennes. No, sir. It was no such 

thing. I was bringing in his lunch w hen he jum ped me. M y hands 
w ere lull o f  tray; I had  no chance to defend m yself.”

“ Shut up ,” said H ennes contem ptuously. “W e’ll have a talk about 
that later. G et out o f  here and be back w ith a couple o f  pinions in 
less than no tim e.”

Zukis scram bled out.
M akian said m ildly, “W hy the pinions, H ennes?”
“B ecause this m an is a dangerous im postor, Mr. M akian. You 

rem em ber I brought him  in because he seem ed to know  som ething 
about the food poisoning.”

“Yes. Y es, o f  course.”
“He to ld  us a story about a younger sister being poisoned by 

M artian jam , rem em ber? I checked on that. There haven’t been too 
m any deaths by poisoning that have reached the authorities the way 
this m an claim ed his s iste r’s death had. Less than two hundred and 
fifty, in fact. It w as easy to check them  all and I had that done. None 
on record  involved a tw elve-year-old girl, w ith a brother o f  W illiam s’ 
age, w ho died over a ja r  o f  jam .”

M akian w as startled. “H ow  long have you know n this, H ennes?”
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“A lm ost since he cam e here. B ut I let it go. I w anted  to see w hat
he was after. I set G risw old to w atching him ------- ”

“To trying to kill m e, you m ean,” interrupted David.
“Yes, you w ould say that, considering that you killed him  b e

cause he was fool enough to let you suspect him .” He turned back 
to M akian. “Then he m anaged to w iggle h im self in w ith that soft
headed sap, Benson, w here he could keep close check on our progress 
in investigating the poisoning. Then, as the last straw , he slipped out 
o f  the dom e three nights ago for a reason he w o n ’t explain. Y ou w ant 
to know w hy? He was reporting to the m en who hired him — the ones 
who are behind all this. I t’s m ore than ju s t a coincidence that the 
ultim atum  came w hile he w as gone.”

“A nd where were you?” dem anded D avid suddenly. “D id you 
stop keeping tabs on m e after G risw old died? I f  you knew  I w as gone 
on the kind o f  deal you suspected, w hy w asn’t a party  sent out after 
m e?”

M akian looked puzzled, and began, “W ell-------”
But D avid interrupted. “Let m e finish, Mr. M akian. I th ink that 

m aybe H ennes w asn’t in the dom e the night I left and even the day 
and night after I left. W here w ere you, H ennes?”

H ennes stepped forward, his m outh tw isting. D av id ’s cupped 
hand was near his face. He did not believe H ennes w ould shoot, but 
he was ready to use the shield-m ask i f  he had to.

M akian placed a nervous hand on H ennes’s shoulder. “I suggest 
we leave him  for the Council.”

David said quickly, “W hat is this about the C ouncil?”
“N one o f  your business,” snarled Hennes.
Zukis was back w ith the pinions. They w ere flexible plastic rods 

that could be bent in any w ay and then frozen in position. They w ere 
infinitely stronger than ropes or even m etal handcuffs.

“H old out your hands,” ordered Hennes.
D avid did so w ithout a word. The pinion w as w rapped tw ice 

about his wrists. Zukis, leering, drew  them  savagely tight then drew  
out the pin, w hich action resulted in an autom atic m olecular rear
rangem ent that hardened the plastic. The energy developed in that 
rearrangem ent m ade the plastic w arm  to the touch. A nother pinion 
w ent about D avid’s ankles.

David sat quietly down upon the bed. In one hand he still had 
the shield-m ask. M akian’s rem ark about the Council w as p ro o f 
enough to David that he w ould not rem ain pinioned long. M eanw hile 
he was content to allow  m atters to develop further.

He said again, “W hat’s this about the C ouncil?”
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B ut he need not have asked. There was a yell from  outside, and 
a catapulting figure hurled itse lf through the door w ith the cry of, 
“W here’s W illiam s?”

It w as B igm an him self, as large as life, w hich w asn’t very large. 
H e w as paying no attention to anything but D avid’s seated figure. He 
w as speaking rapidly and breathlessly. “I d idn’t hear you were through 
a dust storm  till I landed inside the dome. Sizzling Ceres, you m ust
have been fried. H ow  did you get through it? I-------1-------”

He noticed D av id ’s position for the first tim e, and turned furi
ously. “W ho in Space has the boy tied up like this?”

H ennes had  caught his breath by now. One o f  his hands shot out 
and caught B igm an’s overall collar in a brutal grip that lifted his 
slight body o ff  the floor. “I to ld  you w hat w ould happen, slug, i f  I 
caught you here again.”

B igm an yelled, “Let go, you pulp-m outh jerk! I ’ve got a right in 
here. I give you a second and a h a lf  to let m e go or y o u ’ll answer 
to  the C ouncil o f  Science.”

M akian said, “For M ars’ sake, Hennes, let him  go.”
H ennes let h im  drop. “G et out o f  here.”
“N ot on your life. I ’m  an accredited em ployee o f  the Council. I 

cam e here w ith Dr. Silvers. A sk him .”
He nodded at the tall, thin m an ju st outside the door. His nam e 

suited him. His hair was silver-w hite and he had a m ustache o f  the 
sam e shade.

“I f  y o u ’ll pardon m e,” said Dr. Silvers, “ I w ould like to take 
charge o f  m atters. The governm ent at International City on Earth has 
declared a state o f  System  Em ergency and all the farm s will be under 
the control o f  the Council o f  Science henceforw ard. I have been as
signed to take over the M akian Farm s.”

“I expected  som ething like this,” m uttered M akian unhappily. 
“R em ove this m an ’s pin ions,” order Dr. Silvers.
H ennes said, “H e’s dangerous.”
“I w ill take full responsibility .”
B igm an jum ped  and clicked his heels. “On your way, Hermes.” 
H ennes paled  in anger, but no w ords came.

Three hours had passed w hen Dr. Silvers m et M akian and Hennes 
again in  M akian’s private quarters.

He said, “ I ’ll w ant to go over all the production records o f  this 
farm  for the last six m onths: I will have to see your Dr. Benson with 
regard  to w hatever advances he has m ade in connection with solving
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this food-poisoning problem . W e have six w eeks to break this m atter. 
N o m ore.”

“ Six w eeks,” exploded Hennes. “Y ou m ean one day.”
“No, sir. I f  we haven’t the answ er by the tim e the ultim atum  

expires, all exports o f  food from  M ars will be stopped. W e w ill not 
give in w hile a single chance rem ains.”

“By Space,” said Hennes. “Earth will starve.”
“N ot for six w eeks,” said Dr. Silvers. “Food supplies w ill last 

that long, w ith rationing.”
“T here’ll be panic and rioting,” said Hennes.
“True,” said Dr. Silvers grimly. “ It will be m ost unpleasant.” 
“Y ou’ll ruin the farm  syndicates,” groaned M akian.
“It will be ruined anyway. N ow , I intend to see Dr. B enson this 

evening. W e will have a four-w ay conference tom orrow  at noon. 
Tom orrow  m idnight, i f  nothing breaks anyw here on M ars o r at the 
M oon’s Central Laboratories, the em bargo goes into effect and ar
rangem ents will be m ade for an all-M ars conference o f  the various 
syndicate m em bers.”

“W hy?” asked Hennes.
“Because,” said Dr. Silvers, “there is reason to th ink that w hoever 

is behind this mad crim e m ust be connected w ith the farm s closely. 
They know  too m uch about the farm s for any other conclusion to  be 
arrived at.”

“W hat about W illiam s?”
“I ’ve questioned him. He sticks to his story, w hich is, I ’ll adm it, 

queer enough. I ’ve sent him  to the city, w here h e ’ll be questioned 
further; under hypnosis, i f  necessary.”

The door signal flashed.
Dr. Silvers said, “O pen the door, Mr. M akian.”
M akian did so, as though he w ere not ow ner o f  one o f  the largest 

farm s on M ars and, by virtue o f  that fact, one o f  the richest and m ost 
pow erful m en in the Solar System.

Bigm an stepped in. He looked at H ennes challengingly. H e said, 
“W illiam s is on a sand-car heading back for the city under guard.” 

“Good,” said Dr. Silvers, his thin lips set tightly.

A m ile outside the farm  dom e the sand-car stopped. D avid Starr, 
nosepiece in place, stepped out. He w aved to the driver, w ho leaned 
out and said, “Rem em ber! Lock 7! W e’ll have one o f  our m en there 
to let you in.”

D avid sm iled and nodded. He w atched the sand-car continue its 
trip tow ard the city and then turned back on foot to  the farm  dome.
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The m en o f  the Council co-operated, o f  course. They had helped 
him  in his desire to leave openly and to return secretly, but none o f 
them , not even Dr. Silvers, knew  the purpose o f  his request.

H e had  the p ieces to the puzzle, but he still needed the proof.



“I Am the Space Ranger!"

Hennes entered his bedroom  in a haze com pounded equally o f  w ear
iness and anger. The w eariness was simple. It was nearing 3 a .m . He 
had not had too m uch rest the last two nights or, for that m atter, 
m uch re lief o f  tension in the last six m onths. Yet he had felt it nec
essary to sit through the session this Dr. Silvers o f  the Council had 
had w ith Benson.

Dr. Silvers had not liked that, and that accounted for one bit o f  
the anger that drenched and drow ned him. Dr. Silvers! A n old in
com petent who cam e bustling down from  the city thinking he could 
get to the bottom  o f  the trouble in a day and a night w hen all the 
science o f  Earth and M ars had been exerting itse lf for m onths to  no 
avail. And Hennes was angry at M akian as well for becom ing as limp 
as well-oiled boots and nothing m ore than the sim ple lackey o f  the 
w hite-headed fool. M akian! Two decades ago he had been alm ost a 
legend as the toughest ow ner o f  the toughest farm  on M ars.

There was Benson, too, and his interference w ith H ennes’s plans 
for settling the interfering greenhorn, this W illiam s, in the quickest 
and easiest way. And G risw old and Zukis, who w ere too stupid to 
carry through the necessary steps that w ould have w on over the w eak
ness o f  M akian and the sentim entality o f  Benson.

He pondered briefly the advisability o f  a Soporite pill. O n this 
night he w anted rest for the necessary keenness o f  the next day and 
yet his anger m ight keep sleep away.

He shook his head. No. He could not risk drugged helplessness 
in the event o f  some crucial turn o f  events in the night.

He com prom ised by throw ing the toggle sw itch that m agnetically  
bound the door in place. He even tested the door briefly to m ake sure
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the electrom agnetic circuits worked. Personal doors, in the totally 
m asculine and inform al life o f  a farm  dome, w ere so infrequently 
locked that it w as not uncom m on to have insulation w ear through, 
w ires fall loose, w ithout anyone being the w iser over the years. His 
ow n door had not been locked, to his know ledge, since he had first 
taken the job .

The circuit was in order. The door did not even trem ble as he 
pu lled  at it. So m uch for that.

He sighed heavily, sat dow n upon the bed, and rem oved his 
boots, first one, then the other. He rubbed his feet wearily, sighed 
again, then stiffened; stiffened so suddenly that he shot o ff the bed 
w ithout really  being aw are o f  m oving.

His stare w as one o f  com plete bew ilderm ent. It couldn’t be. It 
c o u ld n ’t be! It w ould m ean that W illiam s’ foolish story was true. It 
w ould  m ean that B enson’s ridiculous m outhings about M artians 
m ight, after all, turn  out to be-------

N o, he refused to believe that. It w ould be easier to believe that 
his lack-sleep m ind was having a private joke.

Y et the dark o f  the room  was alight w ith the cold blue-w hite 
brilliance that carried no glare w ith it. By it he could see the bed, 
the w alls, the chair, the dresser, even his boots, standing where he 
had  ju s t p laced them. A nd he could see the m an creature w ith only 
a blaze o f  light w here a head ought to be and no distinct feature 
elsew here; ra ther a kind o f  sm oke instead.

He felt the w all against his back. He had not been conscious o f  
his re treat backw ard.

The object spoke, and the w ords were hollow  and boom ing as 
though they  carried an echo w ith them.

The object said, “I am the Space Ranger!”
H ennes drew  h im self up. First surprise over, he forced h im self 

into calm ness. In a steady voice he said, “W hat do you w ant?”
The Space R anger did not m ove or speak, and H ennes found his 

eyes fastened upon the apparition.
The forem an w aited, his chest pum ping, and still the thing o f  

sm oke and light did not m ove. It m ight have been a robot geared to 
m ake the one statem ent o f  identity. For a m om ent H ennes w ondered 
i f  that m ight be the case, and surrendered the thought as soon as it 
w as bom . He w as standing next to the chest o f  drawers, and not all 
his w onder allow ed him  to forget that fact. Slow ly his hand was 
m oving.

In the light o f  the thing its e lf  his m otion was not invisible, but 
it paid  no attention. H ennes’s hand was resting lightly on the surface
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o f  the bureau in a pretense o f  innocent gesture. The robot, M artian, 
man, w hatever it was, H ennes thought, w ould  not know  the secret o f  
the bureau. It had hidden in the room , w aiting, but it had not searched 
the room. Or i f  it had done so, it had been a m ost skillful job , since 
even now  H ennes’s flicking eye could note no single abnorm al thing 
about the room; nothing m isplaced; nothing w here it should not be, 
except for the Space R anger itself.

His fingers touched a little notch in the wood. It was a com m on 
m echanism  and few  farm  m anagers on M ars, lacked one. In a w ay 
it was old-fashioned, as old-fashioned as the im ported w ooden bureau 
itself, a tradition dating back to the law less old days o f  the farm ing 
pioneers, but tradition dies hard. The little notch m oved slightly under 
his fingernail and a panel in the side o f  the chest dropped outward. 
Hennes was ready for it, and the hand w as a b lur o f  m otion tow ard 
the blaster which the m oving panel had revealed.

He held the blaster now, aim ed dead center, and in all that tim e 
the creature had not m oved. W hat passed for arm s dangled em ptily.

Hennes found confidence sw eeping back. Robot, M artian, or 
m an, the object could not w ithstand a blaster. It w as a small w eapon, 
and the projectile it hurled was alm ost contem ptible in size. The old- 
fashioned “guns” o f  ancient days carried m etal slugs that w ere rocks 
in com parison. But the small projectile o f  the b laster w as far m ore 
deadly. Once set in m otion, anything that stopped it tripped a tiny 
atom ic trigger that converted a sub-m icroscopic fraction o f  its m ass 
into energy, and in that conversion the object that stopped it, w hether 
rock, m etal, or hum an flesh, was consum ed to the accom panim ent o f  
a tiny noise like the flick o f  a fingernail against rubber.

Hennes said in a tone that borrow ed m enace from  the b laster he 
held, “W ho are you? W hat do you w ant?”

Once again the object spoke, and once again it said slowly, “I 
am  the Space R anger!”

H ennes’s lips curved in cold ferocity as he fired.
The projectile left the m uzzle, raced squarely at the object o f  

smoke, reached it, and stopped. It stopped instantaneously, w ithout 
touching the body that was still one quarter o f  an inch beyond its 
final penetration. Even the concussion o f  collision w as not carried 
beyond the force-shield barrier w hich absorbed all the p ro jec tile’s 
m om entum , converting it into a flare o f  light.

That flare o f  light was never seen. It was drow ned out in the 
intense blaze that was the b laster projectile exploding into energy as 
it stopped w ith no surrounding m atter to shield the b last o f  light. It
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w as as though a pin-sized sun existed in the room  for a tiny fraction 
o f  a  second.

H ennes, w ith a w ild yell, threw  his hands to his eyes as though 
to protect them  against a physical blow. It was too late. M inutes later, 
w hen he dared open his eyelids, his aching, burning eyes could tell 
him  nothing. O pen or closed, he saw only red-studded blackness. He 
could not see the Space R anger whirl into m otion, pounce upon his 
boots, search their pockets w ith flying fingers, break the door’s m ag
netic circuit, and slip out o f  the room  seconds before the inevitable 
crow d o f  people w ith their confused cries o f  alarm  had begun to 
gather.

H ennes’s hand still covered his eyes when he heard them. He 
called, “G et the thing! Get him! H e’s in the room. Tackle him, you 
M ars-forsaken, black-booted  cow ards.”

“T here’s no one in the room ,” half-a-dozen voices called, and 
som eone added, “ Sm ells like a blaster, though.”

A firmer, m ore authoritative voice said, “W hat’s wrong, H en
nes?” It w as Dr. Silvers.

“ Intruders,” said Hennes, shaking in frustration and wrath. 
“D oesn’t anyone see him ? W hat’s the m atter w ith all o f  you? Are
you------- ” He cou ldn’t say the word. His blinking eyes were watering
and blurred light was ju st beginning to m ake its w ay into them  again. 
H e cou ldn’t say “blind .”

Silvers asked, “W ho was the intruder? Can you describe h im ?”
A nd H ennes could only shake his head helplessly. How could he 

explain? C ould he tell them  o f  a nightm are o f  smoke that could speak 
and against w hich a b laster bullet could only explode prem aturely 
and w ithout dam age except to the m an who sped it on its way?

Dr. Jam es Silvers m ade his w ay back to his room  in dull gloom. 
This disturbance that had routed him  out o f  his room  before he had 
com pleted  preparation  for bed, this aim less running about o f  men, 
the tongue-tied  lack o f  explanation on the part o f  Hennes, all were 
to him  nothing but a series o f  pinpricks. His eyes were fixed on 
tom orrow .

H e had no faith in victory, no faith in the efficacy o f  any em 
bargo. Let the food shipm ents stop. Let even a few on Earth find out 
w hy, or, w orse still, invent their own theories therefor, and the results 
m ight be m ore frightful than any m ass poisoning.

This young D avid Starr expressed confidence, but so far his ac
tions inspired none in him self. H is story o f  a Space R anger was a 
poorly  calculated one, fit only to arouse the suspicions o f  m en such 
as H ennes and bringing him  alm ost to his death. It was fortunate for
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the youngster that he, Silvers, had arrived at the proper tim e. N or 
had he explained the reasons for such a story. He had m erely ex
pounded his plans for leaving the city and then secretly returning. 
Y et w hen Silvers had first received S tarr’s letter, brought by the little 
fellow, the one that called h im self B igm an in trem endous defiance 
o f  the truth, he had quickly checked w ith Council headquarters on 
Earth. It had confirmed that D avid Starr was to be obeyed in all 
particulars.

Y et how  could such a young m an-------
Dr. Silvers halted. That w as strange! The door to his room , w hich 

he had left ajar in his haste, was still ajar, but no light shone out into 
the hall. Yet he had not put it out before leaving. He could rem em ber 
its glow  behind him as he had hastened dow n the hall tow ard the 
stairs.

H ad som eone put it out for him  on som e strange im pulse tow ard 
econom y? It seem ed hardly likely.

There was no sound w ithin the room . He drew  his blaster, threw  
the door open, and stepped firmly to w here he knew  the light sw itch 
to be located.

A  hand dropped over his mouth.
He squirm ed, but the arm  was a large and m uscular one, and the 

voice in his ear was familiar.
“It’s all right, Dr. Silvers. I ju s t d idn’t w ant you to give m e aw ay 

by yelling in surprise.”
The arm dropped away. Dr. Silvers said, “ Starr?”
“Yes. Close the door. It seem ed your room  w ould be the best 

hiding place while the search goes on. In any case, I m ust speak to 
you. Did Hennes say w hat had happened?”

“No, not really. W ere you involved in that?”
D avid’s sm ile was lost in the darkness. “In a way, Dr. Silvers. 

Hennes was visited by the Space Ranger, and in the confusion I was 
able to reach your room  with no one, I hope, having seen m e.”

The old scientist’s voice rose despite him self. “W hat are you 
saying? I am  in no m ood for jokes.”

“ I am not joking. The Space R anger exists.”
“That will not do. The story did not im press H ennes and I deserve 

the truth.”
“ It im presses H ennes now, I am  sure, and you will have the truth 

when tom orrow  is done. M eanw hile, listen to me. The Space Ranger, 
as I say, exists, and he is our great hope. The gam e w e play is a 
rickety one and though I know w ho is behind the poisoning, the 
know ledge m ay be useless. It is not a crim inal or two, intending to
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gain a few  m illions by colossal blackm ail, that we face, but rather a 
w ell-organized group that intends to gain control o f  the entire Solar 
System . It can carry on, I am  convinced, even if  we pick o ff the 
leaders, unless w e leam  enough o f  the details o f  the conspiracy to 
stop its w orkings cold.”

“ Show m e the leader,” said Dr. Silvers grim ly, “and the Council 
w ill leam  all necessary details.”

“N ever quickly enough,” said David, ju st as grimly. “W e m ust 
have the answ er, all the answer, in less than tw enty-four hours. V ic
tory after that w ill not stop the death o f  m illions upon Earth.”

Dr. Silvers said, “W hat do you  plan  then?”
“In theory ,” said D avid, “ I know  who the poisoner is and how 

the poisoning was accom plished. To be m et w ith anything but a flat 
denial on the part o f  the poisoner I need a bit o f  m aterial proof. That 
I w ill have before the evening is over. To gain from  him, even then, 
the necessary  inform ation, w e m ust break his m orale com pletely. 
There w e m ust use the Space Ranger. Indeed, he has begun the pro
cess o f  m orale-cracking already.”

“The Space R anger again. You are bew itched by this thing. If  he 
does exist, i f  this is not a trick o f  yours in which even I m ust be a 
victim , w ho is he and w hat is he? H ow  do you know  he is not 
deceiving you?”

“I can tell no one the details o f  that. I can only tell you that I 
know  him  to be on the side o f  hum anity. I trust him  as I would 
m yself, and I w ill take full responsibility for him. You m ust do as I 
say, Dr. Silvers, in this m atter, or I w arn you we will have no choice 
bu t to proceed w ithout you. The im portance o f  the gam e is such that 
even you  m ay not stand in m y w ay.”

There w as no m istaking the firm resolution o f  the voice. Dr. 
Silvers could not see the expression o f  D avid’s face in the darkness, 
but som ehow  he did not have to. “W hat is it you w ish me to do?” 

“Tom orrow  noon you will m eet w ith M akian, Hennes, and Ben
son. B ring B igm an w ith you as a personal bodyguard. He is small, 
bu t he is quick and know s no fear. Have the Central Building pro
tected  by  C ouncil m en, and I w ould advise that you have them  armed 
w ith  repeater blasters and gas pellets ju st in case. N ow  rem em ber 
this, betw een tw elve-fifteen and tw elve-thirty  leave the rear entrance 
unguarded and unobserved. I will guarantee its safety. Show no sur
p rise at w hatever happens thereafter.”

“W ill you be there?”
“N o. M y presence w ill not be necessary.”
“T hen?”
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“There will be a visit from  the Space Ranger. H e know s w hat I 
know, and from  him  the accusations w ill be m ore shattering to  the 
crim inal.”

Dr. Silvers felt hope arising in spite o f  him self. “D o you think, 
then, that w e’ll succeed?”

There was a long silence. Then D avid Starr said, “H ow  can I 
tell? I can only hope so.”

There was a longer silence. Dr. Silvers felt a tiny draft as though 
the door had opened. He turned to the light switch. The room  flooded 
w ith light, and he found h im self alone.
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The Space Ranger Takes Over

D avid Starr w orked as quickly as he dared. N ot m uch was left o f  the 
night. Som e o f  the excitem ent and tension w ere beginning to fade, 
and the u tter w eariness that he had been refusing to acknow ledge for 
hours w as soaking in ju s t a bit.

H is sm all pencil flash flickered here and there. He hoped ear
nestly  that w hat he sought for w ould not be behind still additional 
locks. I f  it w ere, he w ould have to use force, and he was in no m ood 
to  attract attention ju s t then. There was no safe that he could see; 
nothing equivalent to such an object. That was both good and bad. 
W hat he looked for w ould not be out o f  reach, but then again it m ight 
no t be in  the room  at all.

T hat w ould  be a p ity  after the carefully planned m anner in which 
he had  obtained the key to this room. Hennes w ould not recover 
quickly from  the w orking out o f  that plan.

D avid  sm iled. He h im se lf had been alm ost as surprised as H ennes 
at the very first. His w ords, “I am the Space R anger,” had been the 
first he had spoken through the force-shield since his em ergence from 
the M artian caverns. He could not rem em ber w hat his voice had 
sounded like there. Perhaps he had not truly heard it. Perhaps, under 
M artian  influence, he had sim ply sensed his ow n thoughts as he did 
theirs.

H ere on the surface, how ever, the sound o f  his ow n voice had 
left him  thunderstruck. Its hollow ness and boom ing depth had been 
entirely  unexpected. He recovered, o f  course, and understood alm ost 
im m ediately. A lthough the shield let air m olecules pass, it probably 
slow ed them . Such interference w ould naturally  affect sound waves.
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David was not exactly sorry for that. The voice, as it was, w ould 
be helpful.

The shield had w orked w ell against the b laster radiation. The 
flash had not been stopped entirely; he had seen it clearly. A t least 
the effect upon h im self had been nothing com pared to that upon 
Hennes.

M ethodically, even as his w eary m ind turned these things over, 
he was inspecting the contents o f  shelves and cabinets.

The light beam  held steady for a m om ent. D avid reached past 
other gadgets to pick up a small m etal object. He turned it over and 
over in the small light. He w ound a little button w hich set at different 
positions and observed w hat happened afterward.

His heart bounded.
It was the final proof. The p ro o f o f  all his speculations— the 

speculations that had been so reasonable and so com plete and yet 
had rested upon nothing m ore than logic. N ow  the logic had  been 
borne out by som ething m ade o f  m olecules, som ething that could be 
touched and felt.

He put it in his hip-boot pocket to jo in  his m ask and the keys he 
had taken from H ennes’s boots earlier in the night.

He locked the door behind him  and stepped out into the open. 
The dom e above was beginning to gray visibly. Soon the m ain flu- 
orescents would go on and day w ould officially begin. The last day, 
either for the poisoners or for Earth civilization as it then was.

M eanwhile there w ould be a chance for sleep.

The M akian farm  dom e lay in a frozen quiet. Few  o f  the farm - 
boys could even guess at w hat w as going on. That it w as som ething 
serious was, o f  course, obvious, but further than that it w as im pos
sible to see. Some few  w hispered that M akian had been caught in 
serious financial irregularities, but no one could believe it. It w asn ’t 
even logical, since why w ould they send in an arm y ju s t for that?

Certainly hard-faced m en in uniform  circled Central Building 
with repeater blasters cradled in their arms. On the ro o f o f  the bu ild
ing two artillery pieces had been set up. A nd the area around it was 
deserted. All farm boys, except those necessary for the m aintenance 
o f  essential utilities, had been restricted to barracks. Those few  ex
cepted were ordered to rem ain strictly at their jobs.

At 12:15 p.m. exactly, the two m en patrolling the rear o f  the 
building separated, m oved away, leaving that area unguarded. A t 
tw elve-thirty they returned and took up their patrols. One o f  the ar
tillerym en on the ro o f afterw ard stated that he had  seen som eone
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enter the building in that interval. He adm itted he had caught only a 
b rie f  g lim pse and his description did not m ake very m uch sense, since 
he said it seem ed to  be a m an on fire.

N obody believed him  at the time.

Dr. Silvers was not certain o f  anything. N ot at all certain. He 
scarcely knew  how  to begin the session. He looked at the other four 
that sat about the table.

M akian. He looked as i f  he h adn’t slept in a week. Probably 
h adn’t, either. He h adn’t spoken a w ord so far. Silvers w ondered if  
he was com pletely aw are o f  his surroundings.

Hermes. He was w earing dark glasses. He took them  o ff at one 
tim e and his eyes w ere bloodshot and angry. N ow  he sat there m ut
tering  to  him self.

Benson. Q uiet and unhappy. Dr. Silvers had spent several hours 
w ith him  the night before and there was no doubt in his m ind that 
the failures o f  his investigations w ere an em barrassm ent and a g rief 
to him . He had spoken about M artians, native M artians, as causes o f  
the poisonings, but Silvers had know n better than to take that seri
ously.

Bigm an. The only happy one o f  the lot. To be sure he understood 
only a fragm ent o f  the real crisis. He was leaning back in his chair, 
obviously pleased at being at the same table w ith im portant people, 
savoring his role to the full.

A nd there was one additional chair that Silvers had brought to 
the table. It stood there, em pty and waiting. No one com m ented on 
the fact.

Dr. Silvers kept the conversation going som ehow, m aking insub
stantial rem arks, trying to m ask his ow n uncertainties. Like the em pty 
chair, he w as waiting.

A t tw elve-sixteen he looked up and rose slowly to his feet. No 
w ords came. B igm an pushed his chair back and it w ent over w ith a 
crash. H ennes’s head turned sharply and he grasped the table with 
fingers that becam e w hite w ith strain. Benson looked about and 
w him pered. O nly M akian seem ed unm oved. His eyes lifted, then, 
apparently, took in the sight m erely as another incom prehensible el
em ent in a w orld that had grow n too large and strange for him.

The figure in the doorw ay said, “ I am  the Space R anger!”
In the bright lights o f  the room  the glow  that surrounded his head 

w as som ew hat subdued, the sm oke that concealed his body som ewhat 
m ore substantial than H ennes had seen it the night before.

The Space R anger m oved in. A lm ost autom atically the seated
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m en pushed their chairs away, clearing a place at the table, so that 
the one em pty chair stood in lonely isolation.

The Space R anger sat down, face invisible behind light, sm oky 
arms extended before him , resting on the table, and yet not resting 
upon it. Between the table and the arm s one quarter o f  an inch o f  
em pty space existed.

The Space Ranger said, “I have com e to speak to crim inals.”
It was Hennes who broke the sticky silence that follow ed. He 

said, in a voice that dripped with husky venom , “Y ou m ean bur
glars?”

His hand went m om entarily to his dark glasses but did not re 
m ove them . His fingers shook visibly.

The Space R anger’s voice was a m onotone o f  slow, hollow  
words. “It is true I am a burglar. Here are the keys I abstracted from  
your boots. I need them  no longer.”

Slivers o f  m etal flashed across the table tow ard Hennes, w ho did 
not pick them  up.

The Space R anger w ent on, “B ut the burglary took place in order 
to prevent a greater crime. There is the crim e o f  the trusted forem an, 
for instance, who periodically spent nights in W ingrad City on a one- 
m an search for poisoners.”

B igm an’s little face puckered in glee. “Hey, H ennes,” he called, 
“sounds like y o u ’re being paged.”

But Hennes had eyes and ears only for the apparition across the 
table. He said, “W hat is the crim e in that?”

“The crim e,” said the Space Ranger, “o f  a fast trip out in the 
direction o f  the A steroids.”

“W hy? W hat for?”
“ Is it not from the Asteroids that the po isoners’ u ltim ata have 

com e?”
“Are you accusing me o f  being behind the food poisoning? I 

deny it. I dem and your proof. That is, i f  you think you need any 
proof. Perhaps you think that your m asquerade can force m e to adm it 
a lie.”

“W here were you the two nights before the final ultim atum  was 
received?”

“ I will not answer. I deny your right to question m e.”
“ I will answ er the question for you then. The m achinery o f  the 

vast poisoning com bine is located in the A steroids, w here w hat is 
left o f  the old pirate bands have gathered. The brains o f  the com bine 
is here at M akian Farm s.”

Here M akian rose unsteadily  to his feet, his m outh w orking.



The Space R anger w aved him  dow n with a firm m otion o f  his 
sm oky arm  and continued, “You, Hennes, are the go-betw een.” 

H ennes did rem ove his glasses now. His plum p, sleek face, som e
w hat m arred  by his red-rim m ed eyes, was set into a hard mold.

He said, “Y ou bore m e, Space Ranger, or w hatever you call 
yourself. This conference, as I understand it, was for the purpose o f  
d iscussing m eans o f  com bating the poisoners. I f  it is being converted 
into a forum  for the stupid accusations o f  a play actor, I am  leaving.” 

Dr. Silvers reached across B igm an to grasp H ennes’s wrist. 
“Please stay, Hennes. I w ant to hear m ore o f  this. N o one will convict 
you  w ithout am ple proof.”

H ennes dashed S ilvers’s hand aw ay and rose from  his chair. 
B igm an said quietly, “I ’d love to see you shot, Hennes, w hich is 

exactly  w hat you will be i f  you go out the door.”
“B igm an is right,” said Silvers. “There are arm ed m en outside, 

w ith instructions to allow  no one to leave w ithout orders from  m e.” 
H ennes’s fists clenched and unclenched. He said, “ I will not con

tribute another w ord to this illegal procedure. Y ou are all w itnesses 
that I am  being detained by force.” He sat dow n again and folded 
his arm s across his chest.

The Space R anger began again, “A nd yet H ennes is only the go- 
betw een. He is too great a villain to be the real villain.”

B enson said faintly, “You speak in contradictions.”
“O nly apparently. C onsider the crime. You can leam  a great deal 

about a crim inal from  the nature o f  the crim e he com m its. First, there 
is the fact that few  people, com paratively, have died so far. Presum 
ably the crim inals could have gained what they wanted m ore quickly 
by beginning w ith w holesale poisonings, instead o f  m erely threat
ening for six m onths during w hich they risked capture and gained 
nothing. W hat does this m ean? It w ould seem that the leader som e
how  hesitates to kill. That is certainly not in character for Hennes. I 
have obtained m ost o f  m y inform ation from  W illiam s, who is not 
am ong us now, and from  him  I know  that after his arrival at the farm 
H ennes tried several tim es to arrange his m urder.”

H ennes forgot his resolve. He shouted, “A lie!”
The Space R anger w ent on, unheeding, “So Hennes w ould have 

no com punction against killing. W e w ould have to find som eone o f  
gentler m old. Y et w hat w ould force an essentially gentle person to 
kill people he has never seen, who have done him no harm ? A fter 
all, though an insignificant percentage o f  E arth’s population has been 
poisoned, the dead num ber several hundred. Fifty o f  them  were chil
dren. Presum ably, then, there is a strong drive for wealth and pow er
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w hich overcom es his gentleness. W hat lies behind that drive? A  life 
o f  frustration, perhaps, w hich has driven him  into a m orbid hatred  o f  
hum anity as a w hole, a desire to show  those who despised him  how  
great a m an he really is. W e look for a m an, then, w ho m ight be 
expected to have an advanced inferiority com plex. W here can we 
find such a one?”

All were w atching the Space R anger now  w ith an intentness that 
burned in every eye. Som ething o f  keenness had returned even to 
M akian’s expression. Benson was frow ning in thought, and B igm an 
had forgotten to grin.

The Space R anger continued, “M ost im portant as a clue is w hat 
follow ed the arrival o f  W illiam s at the farm. He w as at once sus
pected o f  being a spy. His story o f  the poisoning o f  his sister was 
easily shown to be false. Hennes, as I have said, w as for outright 
murder. The leader, w ith his softer conscience, w ould  take another 
method. He tried to neutralize the dangerous W illiam s by  developing 
a friendship for him  and pretending to unfriendliness w ith Hennes.

“Let us summarize. W hat do we know  about the leader o f  the 
poisoners? He is a m an w ith a conscience who has seem ed  friendly 
to W illiam s and unfriendly to Hennes. A m an w ith an inferiority  
com plex resulting from  a life o f  frustration because he w as different 
from  others, less o f  a m an, sm aller—— ■”

There was a rapid m ovem ent. A chair w as thrust from  the table, 
and a figure backed rapidly away, a blaster in his hand.

Benson rose to his feet and yelled, “G reat Space. B igm an /”
Dr. Silvers cried helplessly, “ But— but I was to bring him  here 

as a bodyguard. H e’s arm ed.”
For a m om ent B igm an stood there, b laster ready, w atching each 

o f  them  out o f  his sharp little eyes.
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Solution

B igm an said, his high voice firm, “D on’t le t’s draw  any quick con
clusions now. It m ay sound as i f  the Space R anger is describing me, 
bu t he h asn ’t said so yet.”

T hey w atched him . N o one spoke.
B igm an flipped his blaster suddenly, caught it by the m uzzle, and 

tossed it onto the table where it skim m ed noisily across in the direc
tion o f  the Space Ranger. “I say I ’m not the man, and there’s m y 
w eapon to  show  I m ean it.”

The Space R anger’s sm oke-obscured fingers reached for it.
“I also say y o u ’re not the m an,” he said, and the blaster skim m ed 

back  to Bigm an.
B igm an pounced upon it, shoved it back in his holster, and sat 

dow n once m ore. “N ow  suppose you keep on talking, Space Ranger.”
The Space R anger said, “It m ight have been Bigman, but there 

are m any reasons w hy it could not have been. In the first place, the 
enm ity betw een B igm an and H ennes arose long before W illiam s ap
peared  on the scene.”

Dr. Silvers protested. “But look here. I f  the leader was pretending 
to be on the outs w ith Hennes, it m ight not have been ju st for W il
liam s’ sake. It m ight have been a long-standing schem e.”

The Space R anger said, “Y our point is well taken, Dr. Silvers. 
B ut consider this. The leader, w hoever he is, m ust be in com plete 
control o f  the g an g ’s tactics. He m ust be able to enforce his own 
squeam ishness about killing upon a group o f  w hat are probably the 
m ost desperate outlaw s in the system. There is only one w ay he can 
do that, and that is by arranging it so that they cannot possibly con
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tinue w ithout him. How? By controlling the supply o f  po ison and the 
m ethod o f  poisoning. Surely B igm an could do neither? '

“H ow  do you know  that?” dem anded Dr. Silvers.
“Because B igm an doesn’t have the training that w ould enable 

him  to develop and produce a new  poison m ore virulent than any 
known. He doesn’t have the laboratory or the botanical and bacteri
ological training. He doesn’t have access to the food bins at W ingrad 
City. All o f  which, however, does apply to B enson .”

The agronom ist, perspiring profusely, raised his voice in a w eak 
yell. “W hat are you trying to do? Test m e as you tested B igm an ju s t 
now ?”

“I d idn’t test B igm an,” said the Space Ranger. “I never accused 
him. I do accuse you, Benson. Y ou are the brains and leader o f  the 
food-poisoning com bine.”

“No. Y ou’re m ad.”
“N ot at all. Quite sane. W illiam s first suspected you and passed 

his suspicions on to m e.”
“He had no reason to. I was perfectly  frank w ith h im .”
“Too frank. Y ou m ade the m istake o f  telling him  that it w as your 

opinion that M artian bacteria grow ing upon farm  products w ere the 
source o f  the poison. A s an agronom ist, you m ust have know n that 
was im possible. M artian life is not protein in nature and could no 
m ore feed on Earth plants than we could feed on rocks. So you told 
a deliberate lie, and that m ade everything else about you suspect. It 
m ade W illiam s w onder i f  perhaps you had yourse lf m ade an extract 
o f  M artian bacteria. The extract w ould be poisonous. D o n ’t you think 
so?”

Benson cried w ildly, “But how  could I possib ly  spread the po i
son? Y ou don’t m ake sense.”

“You had access to the M akian farm  shipm ents. A fter the first 
few poisonings you could arrange to obtain sam ples from  the storage 
bins at the city. Y ou told W illiam s how  you carefully  took sam ples 
from different bins, from different levels o f  a single bin. Y ou to ld  
him  how you used a harpoon-like affair you invented yourself.”

“But w hat is there w rong w ith that?”
“A good deal. Last night I obtained keys from  Hennes. I used 

them  to get into the one place in the farm  dom e w hich is consistently  
kept locked— your laboratory. There I found this.” He held  the sm all 
m etal object up to the light.

Dr. Silvers said, “W hat is it, Space R anger?”
“It is B enson’s sam ple taker. It fits at the end o f  his food harpoon. 

O bserve how  it w orks.”



The Space R anger adjusted a small knob at one end. “Firing the 
harpoon,” he said, “trips this safety catch. So! N ow  w atch.”

There was the faintest buzzing noise. It ended after five seconds, 
and the fore end o f  the sam pler gaped open, rem ained so for a second, 
then closed.

“T hat’s the w ay it’s supposed to w ork,” cried Benson. “1 m ade 
no secret o f  it.”

“N o, you d idn’t,” said the Space R anger sternly. “Y ou and Hen- 
nes had  been quarreling for days over W illiam s. Y ou hadn’t the stom 
ach to have him  killed. A t the very last you brought the harpoon with 
you  to  W illiam s’ bedside to see i f  the sight o f  it w ould surprise him  
into som e action that w ould  give him  away. It d idn’t, but Hermes 
w ould  w ait no longer, anyw ay. Zukis was sent in to kill him .”

“B ut w h a t’s w rong w ith the sam pler?” dem anded Benson.
“Let m e show  its w orkings again. B ut this time, Dr. Silvers, 

please observe the side o f  the sam pler tow ard yourse lf now .”
Dr. Silvers leaned across the table, w atching closely. Bigman, 

b laster out once m ore, divided his attention betw een Benson and Hen- 
nes. M akian w as on his feet, leathery cheeks flushed.

O nce again the sam pler was set, once again the little m outh flew 
open, and this tim e, as they w atched the neutral side indicated, a 
covering sliver o f  m etal w ithdrew  there as well, revealing a shallow 
depression that glistened gum m ily.

“T here,” said the Space Ranger, “you can see w hat happened. 
E ach tim e B enson took a sam ple, a few  grains o f  wheat, a piece o f  
fruit, a le a f o f  lettuce w as sm eared w ith that colorless gum, a poi
sonous extract o f  M artian bacteria. It is a sim ple poison, no doubt, 
that is not affected  by subsequent food processing and eventually 
turns up in  a lo a f  o f  bread, a ja r  o f  jam , a can o f  baby food. It was 
a clever and  diabolical trick.”

B enson w as beating on the table. “I t ’s all a lie, a rotten lie!”
“B igm an,” said the Space Ranger, “gag the man. Stand near him  

and  d o n ’t let him  m ove.”
“R eally ,” protested  Dr. Silvers, “you’re m aking a case, Space 

Ranger, but you m ust let the m an defend him self.”
“There is no tim e,” said the Space Ranger, “and p ro o f that will 

satisfy even you w ill be forthcom ing quickly.”
B igm an used his handkerch ief as a gag. Benson struggled and 

then sat in sw eating stillness as the butt o f  B igm an’s blaster collided 
noisily  w ith  his skull.

“The next tim e,” said B igm an, “it w ill be hard enough to knock 
you out; m aybe fix you up w ith a concussion.”
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The Space R anger rose. “Y ou all suspected, or pretended to sus
pect, B igm an w hen I spoke o f  a m an w ith an inferiority  com plex 
because he was small. There are m ore w ays o f  being sm all than in 
size. B igm an com pensates for his size by belligerence and loud as
sertion o f  his own opinions. The m en here respect him  because o f  
this. Benson, however, living here on M ars am ong m en o f  action 
finds h im self despised as a ‘college farm er,’ ignored as a w eakling, 
and looked down upon by m en w hom  he considers m uch his inferi
ors. To be unable to com pensate for this except by m urder o f  the 
m ost cow ardly sort is another and w orse kind o f  sm allness.

“B ut Benson is m entally sick. To get a confession out o f  him  
w ould be difficult; perhaps im possible. H ow ever, Hennes w ould  do 
alm ost as well as a source o f  know ledge about the future activities 
o f  the poisoners. He could tell us exactly w here in the A steroids we 
could find his various henchm en. He could tell us w here the supply 
o f  poison, for use at m idnight tonight, is kept. He could tell us m any 
things.”

H ennes sneered. “I could tell you nothing, and I will tell you 
nothing. I f  you shoot Benson and m yself right now, m atters w ill 
proceed exactly as they w ould i f  w e w ere alive. So do your w orst.”

“W ould you talk ,” said the Space Ranger, “ i f  we guaranteed your 
personal safety?”

“W ho w ould believe in your guarantee?” said Hennes. “ I ’ll stick 
to m y story. I ’m an innocent man. K illing us will do you no good.”

“Y ou realize that i f  you refuse to talk, m illions o f  m en, w om en, 
and children m ay die.”

H ennes shrugged.
“Very w ell,” said the Space Ranger. “ I have been told som ething 

about the effects o f  the M artian poison Benson has developed. O nce 
in the stom ach, absorption is very quick; the nerves to the chest 
m uscles are paralyzed; the victim  can ’t breathe. It is painful stran
gulation stretched over five minutes. O f course that is w hen the po i
son has been introduced into the stom ach.”

The Space Ranger, as he spoke, drew  from  his pocket a small 
glass pellet. He opened the sam pler and drew  it across the gum m ed 
surface until the glitter o f  the glass had been obscured by  a sticky 
coating.

“N ow  if,” he said, “the poison w ere placed ju st w ithin the lips, 
m atters w ould be different. It w ould be absorbed m uch m ore slow ly 
and w ould take effect m uch m ore gradually. M akian,” he called sud
denly, “there’s the m an who betrayed you, used your farm  to organize



the poisoning o f  m en and the ruin o f  the farm  syndicates. Grab his 
arm s and  pin ion them .”

The Space R anger tossed a pinion upon the table.
M akian, w ith a cry o f  long-pent rage, threw  h im self on Hennes. 

For a m om ent w rath restored to him  some o f  the strength o f  his youth 
and H ennes struggled in vain against him.

W hen M akian stepped away, Hennes was strapped to his chair, 
his arm s drawn painfully behind and around its back, his wrists p in
ioned tightly.

M akian said betw een rasping pants, “A fter you talk, it will be 
m y pleasure to take you apart w ith m y ten fingers.”

The Space R anger circled the table now, approaching Hennes 
slowly, the sm eared glass pellet held in two fingers before him. H en
nes shrank away. A t the other end o f  the table Benson w rithed des
perately, and B igm an kicked him  into stillness.

The Space R anger pinched H ennes’s low er lip and drew  it out, 
exposing his teeth. Hennes tried to snap his head away, but the Space 
R anger’s fingers pinched together and Hennes let out a m uffled 
scream .

The Space R anger dropped the pellet in the space betw een lip 
and teeth.

“ I believe it w ill take about ten m inutes before you absorb 
enough poison through the m outh m em branes to begin taking notice
able effect,” said the Space Ranger. “ If  you agree to talk before then, 
w e w ill rem ove the pellet and let you rinse your mouth. O therwise, 
the poison will take effect slowly. G radually it will becom e m ore and 
m ore difficult and painful to breathe, and finally, in about an hour, 
you will die o f  very slow  strangulation. A nd i f  you do die, you will 
have accom plished nothing, because the dem onstration will be very 
educational for Benson and we will proceed to sweat the truth out o f  
h im .”

The perspiration trickled down H ennes’s tem ples. He m ade chok
ing noises in  the back  o f  his throat.

The Space R anger w aited  patiently.
H ennes cried, “I ’ll talk. I ’ll talk. Take it out! Take it out!”
The w ords w ere m uffled through his distorted lips, but their intent 

and the hideous terror in every line o f  his face were plain enough.
“Good! Y ou had  better take notes, Dr. Silvers.”

It w as three days before Dr. Silvers m et D avid Starr again. He 
had had little sleep in that interval and he was tired, but not too tired
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to greet David gladly. Bigman, who had not left Silvers in  all that 
interval, was equally effusive in his greetings.

“It w orked,” said Silvers. “Y ou’ve heard about it, I ’m  sure. It 
w orked unbelievably w ell.”

“I know ,” said David, sm iling. “The Space R anger to ld  m e all 
about it.”

“Then you’ve see him  since.”
“O nly for a m om ent or tw o.”
“He disappeared alm ost im m ediately afterward. I m entioned him  

in m y report; I had to, o f  course. B ut it certainly m ade m e feel 
foolish. In any case, I have B igm an here and old M akian as w it
nesses.”

“A nd m yself,” said David.
“Yes, o f  course. W ell, i t’s over. W e located the poison stores 

and cleaned out the Asteroids. T here’ll be tw o dozen m en up for life 
sentences and B enson’s w ork w ill actually be beneficial in the end. 
His experim ents on M artian life were, in their w ay, revolutionary. 
I t’s possible a whole new  series o f  antibiotics m ay be the final results 
o f  his attem pts to poison Earth into subm ission. I f  the poor fool had 
aim ed at scientific em inence, he w ould have ended a great man. 
Thank H ennes’s confession for stopping him .”

David said, “That confession was carefully planned for. The 
Space Ranger had been w orking on him  since the night before.” 

“Oh, well, 1 doubt that any hum an could have w ithstood the 
danger o f  poisoning that H ennes was subject to. In fact, w hat w ould 
have happened if  Hennes had been really innocent? The chance the 
Space R anger took w as a big one.”

“N ot really. There was no poison involved. Benson knew  that. 
Do you suppose Benson w ould have left his sam pler in his laboratory 
sm eared with poison as evidence against him self? Do you suppose 
he kept any poison where it m ight be found by accident?”

“B ut the poison on the pellet.”
“ . . . was simple gelatin, unflavored. Benson w ould  have know n 

it would be som ething like that. T hat’s w hy the Space R anger did 
not try to get a confession out o f  him. T hat’s why he had him  gagged, 
to prevent a warning. H ennes m ight have figured it out for him self, 
i f  he hadn’t been in blind  panic.”

“W ell, I’ll be tossed out into Space,” said Dr. Silvers blankly. 
He was still rubbing his chin w hen he finally m ade his excuses 

and w ent o ff  to bed.
D avid turned to Bigman,
“A nd what will you be doing now, B igm an?”
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B igm an said, “Dr. Silvers has offered m e a perm anent job  with 
the Council. B ut I don ’t think I ’ll take it.”

“W hy not?”
“W ell, I ’ll tell you, Mr. Starr. I sort o f  figure on going with you, 

w herever you happen to be going after this.”
“I ’m  ju s t  going to E arth,” said David.
They w ere alone, yet B igm an looked cautiously over his shoulder 

before he spoke. “It seems to m e y o u ’ll be going lots o f  places be
sides Earth— Space R anger.”

“What?”
“ Sure. I knew  that w hen I first saw you com e in w ith all that 

light and smoke. T hat’s w hy I d idn’t take you serious when it looked 
as i f  you w ere accusing m e o f  being the poisoner.” His face was 
broken out in  a g iant grin.

“D o you know  w hat y o u ’re talking about?”
“I sure do. I couldn’t see your face, or the details o f  your cos

tum e, but you w ere w earing hip boots and you were the right height 
and  build .”

“C oincidence.”
“M aybe. I cou ldn’t see the design on the hip boots but I made 

out a little o f  them , the colors, for instance. A nd you’re the only 
farm boy I ever heard o f  that was w illing to w ear sim ple black and 
w hite.”

D avid  Starr threw  his head back and laughed. “You win. Do you 
really  w ant to  jo in  forces w ith m e?”

“I ’d be proud to ,” said Bigman.
D avid held out his hand and the two shook.
“Together then,” said David, “w herever we go.”
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1

The Doomed Ship

Fifteen m inutes to zero time! The A tlas  w aited to take off. The sleek, 
burnished lines o f  the space-ship glittered in the bright Earthlight that 
filled the M oon’s night sky. Its blunt prow  pointed upw ard into em pty 
space. V acuum  surrounded it and the dead pum ice o f  the M oon’s 
surface w as under it. The num ber o f  its crew w as zero. There w asn’t 
a living person aboard.

Dr. H ector Conw ay, C h ief C ouncilor o f  Science, said, “W hat 
tim e is it, G us?”

He felt uncom fortable in the M oon offices o f  the Council. On 
Earth he w ould have been at the very top o f  the stone and steel needle 
they called Science Tower. He w ould have been able to look out the 
w indow  tow ard International City.

H ere on the M oon they did their best. The offices had m ock 
w indow s w ith brilliantly  designed Earth scenes behind them. They 
w ere colored naturally, and lights w ithin them  brightened and soft
ened during the day, sim ulating m orning, noon, and evening. During 
the sleep periods they even shone a dim , dark blue.

It w asn ’t enough, though, for an Earthm an like Conway. He knew 
that i f  he broke through the glass o f  the w indow s there w ould be 
only pain ted  m iniatures before his eyes, and i f  he got behind that, 
then there w ould be ju s t another room , or m aybe the solid rock o f  
the M oon.

Dr. A ugustus Henree, w hom  C onw ay had addressed, looked at 
his wrist. He said, betw een puffs at his pipe, “T here’s still fifteen 
m inutes. T here’s no point in worrying. The Atlas  is in perfect shape. 
I checked it m y se lf yesterday.”
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“I know  that.” C onw ay’s hair was pure w hite and he looked older 
than the lank, thin-faced Henree, though they w ere the sam e age. He 
said, “I t’s Lucky I ’m  w orried about.”

“Lucky?”
Conway sm iled sheepishly. “I ’m  catching the habit, I ’m  afraid. 

I ’m talking about D avid Starr. I t’s ju st that everyone calls him  Lucky 
these days. H aven’t  you heard them ?”

“Lucky Starr, eh? The nam e suits him . B ut w hat about him ? This 
is all his idea, after all.”

“Exactly. I t’s the sort o f  idea he gets. I th ink h e ’ll tackle the 
Sirian Consulate on the M oon next.”

“I w ish he w ould.”
“D on’t joke. Sometim es I think you encourage him  in his idea 

that he ought to do everything as a one-m an job . I t’s w hy I cam e 
here to the M oon, to keep an eye on him, not to w atch the ship.”

“I f  tha t’s w hat you came here for, Hector, y o u ’re not on the jo b .” 
“Oh well, I can’t follow him  about like a m other hen. B ut B igm an 

is w ith him. I told the little fellow  I w ould skin him  alive if  Lucky 
decided to invade the Sirian Consulate singlehanded.”

Henree laughed.
“I tell you h e ’d do it,” grum bled Conway. “W hat’s w orse, h e ’d 

get aw ay w ith it, o f  course.”
“W ell, then.”
“It w ould ju st encourage him , and then som eday h e ’ll take one 

risk too many, and h e ’s too valuable a m an to lose!”

John B igm an Jones teetered across the packed clay flooring, 
carrying his stein o f  beer w ith the utm ost care. They d idn’t extend 
the pseudo-gravity fields outside the city itself, so that out here at the 
spaceport you had to do the best you could under the M oon’s ow n 
gravity field. Fortunately John B igm an Jones had been b om  and bred 
on M ars, where the gravity was only tw o fifths norm al anyw ay, so 
it w asn’t too bad. R ight now  he w eighed tw enty pounds. O n M ars 
he w ould have w eighed fifty, and on the Earth one hundred and 
twenty.

He got to the sentry, who had been w atching him  w ith am used 
eyes. The sentry was dressed in the uniform  o f  the Lunar N ational 
Guard, and he was used to the gravity.

John B igm an Jones said, “Hey. D on’t stand there so gloom ylike. 
I brought you a beer. H ave it on m e.”

The sentry looked surprised, then said regretfully, “I can ’t. N ot 
w hen I ’m  on duty, you know .”



“O h well. I can handle it m yself, I guess. I ’m  John B igm an Jones. 
Call m e B igm an.” He only cam e up to the sentry’s chin and the sentry 
w asn ’t particularly  tall, but B igm an held out his hand as though he 
w ere reaching dow n w ith it.

“ I ’m  Bert W ilson. Y ou from  M ars?” The sentry looked at Big- 
m an ’s scarlet and verm ilion hip boots. Nobody but a M artian farm boy 
w ould  let h im se lf be caught dead in space w ith them.

B igm an looked dow n at them  proudly. “You bet. I ’m  stuck here 
for about a week. G reat space, w hat a rock the M oon is. D on’t any 
o f  you guys ever go out on the surface?”

“ Som etim es. W hen w e have to. There isn ’t m uch to see there.” 
“I sure w ish I could go. I hate being cooped up.”
“T here’s a surface lock back there.”
B igm an follow ed the thum b that had been jerked  back across the 

sergeant’s shoulder. The corridor (rather poorly lit at this distance 
from  Luna City) narrow ed into a recess in the wall.

B igm an said, “I d o n ’t  have a suit.”
“Y ou couldn’t go out even i f  you had one. N o one’s allow ed out 

w ithout a special pass for a w hile.”
“H ow  com e?”
W ilson yaw ned. “T hey’ve got a ship out there tha t’s getting set 

to go ,” he looked at his watch, “in about tw elve minutes. M aybe the 
heat w ill be o ff after i t’s gone. I don ’t know  the story on it.”

The sentry rocked on the balls o f  his feet and w atched the last 
o f  the beer drain dow n B igm an’s throat. He said, “Say, did you get 
the beer at P atsy ’s Port Bar? Is it crow ded?”

“I t’s em pty. Listen, tell you what. I t’ll take you fifteen seconds 
to get in there and have one. I ’ve got nothing to do. I ’ll stay right 
here and m ake sure nothing happens while you ’re gone.”

W ilson looked longingly in the direction o f  the Port Bar. “I better 
no t.”

“ I t’s up to  you .”
N either one o f  them , apparently, was conscious o f  the figure that 

drifted past behind them  along the corridor and into the recess where 
the space-lock’s huge door barred the w ay to the surface.

W ilson’s feet took him  a few  steps tow ard the Bar, as though 
they w ere dragging the rest o f  him . Then he said, “Nah! I better not.” 

Ten m inutes to zero  time.
It had been Lucky S tarr’s idea. He had been in C onw ay’s hom e 

office the day the new s arrived that the T.S.S, Waltham Zachary  had 
been gutted by p irates, its cargo gone, its officers frozen corpses in 
space and m ost o f  the m en captives. The ship itself had put up a
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pitifully futile fight and had been too dam aged to be w orth the p ira te s’ 
salvage. They had taken everything m ovable though, the instrum ents, 
o f  course, and even the motors.

Lucky said, “ It’s the asteroid belt th a t’s the enemy. One hundred 
thousand rocks.”

“M ore than that.” C onw ay spat out his cigarette. “B ut w hat can 
we do? Ever since the Terrestrial Em pire has been a going concern, 
the asteroids have been m ore than we could handle. A  dozen tim es 
w e’ve gone in there to clean out nests o f  them , and each tim e w e ’ve 
left enough to breed the troubles again. Twenty-five years ago, 
w hen— ”

The w hite-haired scientist stopped short. Tw enty-five years ago 
L ucky’s parents had been killed in space and he him self, a little boy, 
had been cast adrift.

L ucky’s calm  brow n eyes show ed no em otion. He said, “The 
trouble is we don’t even know  w here all the asteroids are.”

“N aturally not. It w ould take a hundred ships a hundred years to 
get the necessary inform ation for the sizable asteroids. A nd even then 
the pull o f  Jupiter w ould be forever changing asteroidal orbits here 
and there.”

“W e m ight still try. I f  we sent out one ship, the pirates m ight not 
know  it was an im possible jo b  and fear the consequences o f  a real 
m apping. I f  the w ord got out that we had started a m apping survey, 
the ship w ould be attacked.”

“A nd then w hat?”
“ Suppose we sent out an autom atic ship, com pletely equipped, 

but w ith no hum an personnel.”
“It w ould be an expensive thing to do.”
“It m ight be worth it. Suppose we equipped it w ith  lifeboats 

autom atically designed to leave the ship w hen its instrum ents re
corded the energy pattern o f  an approaching hyperatom ic m otor. 
W hat do you suppose the pirates w ould do?”

“Shoot the lifeboats into m etal drift, board the ship, and take it 
to their base.”

“Or one o f  their bases. Right. A nd if  they see the lifeboats try  
to get away, they w on’t be surprised at finding no crew  aboard. A fter 
all, it would be an unarm ed survey ship. Y ou w ouldn’t expect the 
crew to attem pt resistance.”

“W ell, w hat are you getting at?”
“ Suppose further that the ship is w ired to explode once its tem 

perature is raised to m ore than tw enty degrees absolute, as it certainly 
w ould i f  it were brought into an asteroid hangar.”
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“Y o u ’re proposing a booby trap, then?”
“A gigantic one. It w ould blow  an asteroid apart. It m ight destroy 

dozens o f  pirate ships. Furtherm ore, the observatories at Ceres, Vesta, 
Juno, or Pallas m ight p ick  up the flash. Then, i f  we could locate 
surviving pirates, w e m ight get inform ation that w ould be very useful 
indeed.”

“I see.”
A nd so they  started w ork on the Atlas.

The shadow y figure in the recess leading to the M oon’s surface 
w orked w ith sure quickness. The sealed controls o f  the air-lock gave 
under the needle beam  o f  a m icro-heatgun. The shielding m etal disc 
sw ung open. Busy, black-gloved fingers flew for a m oment. Then the 
disc w as replaced and fused tightly back by a w ider and cooler beam  
from  the sam e heatgun.

The cave door o f  the lock yaw ned. The alarm  that rang routinely 
w henever it did so was silent this tim e, its circuits behind the tam 
pered  disc disarranged. The figure entered the lock and the door 
closed behind him. Before he opened the surface door that faced out 
into the vacuum , he unrolled the pliant plastic he carried under his 
arm. He scram bled into it, the m aterial covering him  w holly and 
clinging to him , broken only by a strip o f  clear silicone plastic across 
his eyes. A  sm all cylinder o f  liquid oxygen was clam ped to a short 
hose that led to the headpiece and was hooked on to the belt. It was 
a sem i-space-suit, designed for the quick trip across an airless surface, 
not guaranteed to be serviceable for stretches o f  m ore than h a lf an 
hour.

Bert W ilson, startled, sw iveled his head. “Did you hear that?”
B igm an gaped at the sentry. “I d idn’t hear anything.”
“I could sw ear it w as a lock door closing. There isn ’t any alarm, 

though.”
“Is there supposed to be?”
“ Sure. Y o u ’ve got to know  w hen one door is open. I t’s a bell 

w here th ere ’s air and a light where there isn ’t. O therw ise som eone 
is liable to open the other door and blow  all the air out o f  a ship or 
corridor.”

“All right. I f  th ere ’s no alarm , there’s nothing to w orry about.”
“ I ’m  not so sure.” W ith flat leaps, each one covering tw enty feet 

in the M oon’s baby gravity, the sentry passed up the corridor to the 
air-lock recess. He stopped at a wall panel on the w ay and activated
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three separate banks o f  ceiling Floressoes, turning the area into a 
noonday o f  light.

B igm an followed, leaping clum sily and in perpetual danger o f  
overbalancing into a slow nose landing.

W ilson had his blaster out. He inspected the door, then turned to 
look up the corridor again. “A re you sure you d idn’t hear anything?”

“N othing,” said Bigman. “O f course, I w asn ’t listening.”
Five m inutes to zero time.
Pumice kicked up as the space-suited figure m oved slow -m otion 

tow ard the Atlas. The space-ship glittered in the Earthlight, but on 
the M oon’s airless surface the light did not carry even an inch into 
the shadow o f  the ridge that hem m ed in the port.

In three long leaps the figure m oved across the lighted portion  
and into the pitchy shadow o f  the ship itself.

He m oved up the ladder hand over hand, flinging h im se lf into 
an upw ard drift that carried him  ten rungs at a time. He cam e to  the 
ship’s air-lock. A m om ent at the controls and it yaw ned open, then 
closed.

The Atlas had a passenger. One passenger!

The sentry stood before the corridor air-lock and considered its 
appearance dubiously.

B igm an was rattling on. He said, “I been here nearly a w eek. I ’m  
supposed to follow m y side-kick around and m ake sure he doesn ’t 
get into trouble. H ow ’s that for a space w rangler like m e. I h aven ’t 
had a chance to get aw ay— ”

The anguished sentry said, “Give it a rest, friend. Look, y o u ’re 
a nice kid and all that, but le t’s have it some other tim e.”

For a m om ent he stared at the control seal. “T hat’s funny,” he 
said.

B igm an was swelling om inously. His little face had reddened. 
He seized the sentry by the elbow  and sw ung him  about, alm ost 
overbalancing h im self as he did so.

“Hey, bud, w h o ’re you calling a k id?”
“Look, go aw ay!”
“Just a m inute. L et’s get som ething straight. D o n ’t th ink  I let 

m yself get pushed around because I ’m  not as tall as the next fellow. 
Put ’em  up. Go ahead. Get your fists up or I ’ll splatter your nose all 
over your face.”

He was sparring and slipping about.
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W ilson looked at him  w ith astonishm ent. “W hat’s got into you? 
Stop being  foolish.”

“ Scared?”
“I can ’t fight on duty. Besides, I d idn’t m ean to hurt your feel

ings. I ’ve ju s t got a jo b  to do and I haven’t got any tim e for you.”
B igm an low ered his fists. “Hey, I guess the sh ip’s taking off.”
There w as no sound, o f  course, since sound w ould not travel 

th rough a vacuum , but the ground under their feet vibrated softly in 
response to the ham m er blow s o f  a rocket exhaust lifting a ship o ff 
a planet.

“T h at’s it, all right.” W ilson’s forehead creased. “Guess there’s 
no use m aking a report. I t’s too late anyw ay.” He had forgotten about 
the control seal.

Zero tim e!
The ceram ic-lined exhaust p it yaw ned under the Atlas  and the 

m ain  rockets blasted  their fury into it. Slow ly and m ajestically the 
ship lifted and m oved upw ard ponderously. Its speed increased. It 
p ierced the black sky, shrinking until it was only a star am ong stars, 
and  then  it w as gone.

Dr. H enree looked at his w atch for the fifth tim e and said, “W ell, 
i t’s gone. It m ust be gone now .” He pointed with the stem  o f  his pipe 
to  the dial.

C onw ay said, “L e t’s check with the port authorities.”
Five seconds later they w ere looking at the em pty space-port on 

the visiscreen. The exhaust pit was still open. Even in the near- 
u ltim ate frigidity o f  the M oon’s dark side it was still steaming.

C onw ay shook his head. “It w as a beautiful ship.”
“ Still is.”
“I th ink o f  it in the past. In a few days it w ill be a rain o f  m olten 

m etal. I t ’s a doom ed ship.”
“L et’s hope that th ere ’s a pirate base som ew here th a t’s also 

doom ed.”
H enree nodded som berly.
They both turned as the door opened. It was only Bigman.
H e broke into a grin. “Oh, boy, it sure was nice com ing in to 

L una City. Y ou could feel the pounds going back on with each step 
you took .” H e stam ped his feet and hopped tw o or three times. “See,” 
he said, “you try  that out w here I was and you hit the ceiling and 
look like one b ig  fool.”
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C onw ay frowned. “W here’s L ucky?”
Bigm an said, “I know  where he is. I know  w here he is every 

m inute. Say, the A tlas  has ju s t taken off.”
“I know  that,” said Conway. “A nd w here is L ucky?”
“On the Atlas, o f  course. W here do you think h e ’d be?”



2

Vermin of Space

Dr. H enree dropped his pipe and it bounced on the linolite flooring. 
H e paid  it no attention.

“W hat!”
C onw ay reddened and his face stood out, plum ply pink, against 

his snow y hair. “Is this a jo k e?”
“No. He got on five m inutes before it blasted. I talked to the 

sentry, guy called W ilson, and kept him  from  interfering. I had to 
p ick  a fight w ith the fellow  and I w ould have given him  the old 
b ingo-bango,” he dem onstrated the one-tw o punch with quick, hard 
blow s at the atm osphere, “but he backed off.”

“Y ou let him ? Y ou d idn’t w arn us?”
“H ow  could I? I ’ve got to do what Lucky says. He said he had 

to get on at the last m inute and w ithout anyone knowing, or you and 
Dr. H enree w ould  have stopped him .”

C onw ay groaned. “He did it. By space, Gus, I should have known 
better than to trust that pint-sized M artian. Bigman, you fool! You 
know  that sh ip ’s a booby trap .”

“ Sure. Lucky know s it too. He says not to send out ships after 
h im  or things w ill be ru ined.”

“They will, w ill they? T here’ll be m en after him  w ithin the hour 
ju s t the sam e.”

H enree clutched his friend’s sleeve. “M aybe not, Hector. W e 
d o n ’t know  w hat h e ’s p lanning to do, but we can trust him  to scram 
ble out safely w hatever it is. L e t’s not in terfere.”

C onw ay fell back, trem bling w ith anger and anxiety.
B igm an said, “He says w e ’re to m eet him  on Ceres, and also, 

Dr. C onw ay, he says y o u ’re to control your tem per.”
“Y ou— ” began Conw ay, and B igm an left the room  in a hurry.
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*  *  *

The orbit o f  M ars lay behind and the sun was a shrunken thing.
Lucky Starr loved the silence o f  space. Since he had  graduated 

and jo ined  the Council o f  Science, space had been his hom e, rather 
than any planetary surface. And the Atlas  was a com fortable ship. It 
had been provisioned for a full crew  w ith only so m uch om itted as 
m ight be explained by consum ption before reaching the asteroids. In 
every w ay the Atlas was intended to look as though, until the m om ent 
o f  the p irates’ appearance, it had been fully m anned.

So Lucky ate Syntho-steak from  the yeast beds o f  V enus, M artian 
pastry, and boneless chicken from  Earth.

I ’ll get fat, he thought, and w atched the skies.
He was close enough to m ake out the larger asteroids. There was 

Ceres, the largest o f  all, nearly five hundred m iles in diam eter. V esta 
was on the other side o f  the sun, but Juno and Pallas w ere in sight.

If  he were to use the sh ip’s telescope, he w ould have found m ore, 
thousands more, m aybe tens o f  thousands. There was no end to them .

Once it had been thought that there had been a planet betw een 
M ars and Jupiter and that geologic ages earlier it had exploded into 
fragm ents, but that w asn ’t so. It was Jupiter that w as the villain. Its 
giant gravitational influence had disrupted space for hundreds o f  m il
lions o f  m iles about it in the eons w hen the Solar System  w as being 
formed. The cosm ic gravel betw een itse lf and M ars could never co
alesce into a single planet w ith Jupiter pulling and pulling. Instead it 
coalesced into m yriads o f  little worlds.

There were the four largest, each a hundred or m ore m iles in 
diameter. There w ere fifteen hundred m ore that w ere betw een ten and 
a hundred m iles in diam eter. A fter that there w ere thousands (no one 
knew exactly how m any) that w ere betw een one and ten m iles in 
diam eter and tens o f  thousands that w ere less than a m ile in diam eter 
but still as large or larger than the G reat Pyram id.

They were so plentiful that astronom ers called them  “the verm in 
o f  space.”

The asteroids were scattered over the entire region betw een M ars 
and Jupiter, each w hirling in its own orbit. N o other planetary system  
known to m an in all the Galaxy had such an asteroid belt.

In a sense it was good. The asteroids had form ed steppingstones 
out tow ard the m ajor planets. In a sense it was bad. A ny crim inal 
who could escape to the asteroids was safe from  capture by all but 
the m ost im probable chance. N o police force could search every one 
o f  those flying m ountains.

The sm aller asteroids w ere no m an ’s land. There w ere w ell-



m anned astronom ical observatories on the largest, notably on Ceres. 
There w ere beryllium  m ines on Pallas, w hile V esta and Juno were 
im portant fueling stations. But that still left fifty thousand sizable 
asteroids over w hich the Terrestrial Em pire had no control whatever. 
A  tew  w ere large enough to harbor fleets. Some were too small for 
m ore than a single speed-cruiser w ith additional space, perhaps, for 
a six-m onth supply o f  fuel, food, and water.

A nd it was im possible to m ap them. Even in the ancient, pre- 
atom ic tim es, before space travel, w hen only fifteen hundred or so 
w ere know n, and those the largest, m apping had been impossible. 
T heir orbits had been carefully calculated via telescopic observation 
and still asteroids w ere forever being “lost,” then “ found” again.

Lucky snapped out o f  his reverie. The sensitive Ergom eter was 
picking up pulsations from  the outer reaches. He was at the control 
board in  a step.

The steady energy outpourings o f  the sun, w hether direct or by 
w ay o f  the relatively tiny reflected dribbles from  the planets, were 
canceled  out on the m eter. W hat w as com ing in now  w ere the char
acteristically  interm ittent energy pulses o f  a hyperatom ic motor.

Lucky threw  in the Ergograph connection and the energy pattern 
traced itse lf out in a series o f  lines. He follow ed the graphed paper 
as it em erged and his jaw  m uscles hardened.

There had alw ays been a chance that the Atlas  m ight m eet an 
ordinary trading ship or passenger liner, but the energy pattern was 
none o f  that. The approaching ship had m otors o f  advanced design, 
and different from  any o f  the Terrestrial fleet.

Five m inutes passed before he had enough spread o f  m easure
m ent to be able to calculate the distance and direction o f  the energy 
source.

He adjusted the visiplate for telescopic view ing and the star field 
speckled enorm ously. Carefully he searched am ong the infinitely si
lent, infinitely distant, infinitely m otionless stars until a flicker o f  
m ovem ent caught his eyes and the E rgom eter’s reading dials lined 
up at m ultip le zero.

It w as a pirate. N o doubt! He could m ake out its outlines by the 
h a lf  that glittered in the sun and by the port lights in the shaded half. 
It w as a thin, graceful vessel, having the look o f  speed and m aneu
verability . It had  an alien look about it, too.

Sirian design, thought Lucky.
H e w atched the ship grow  slow ly larger on the screen. W as it
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such a ship that his father and m other w atched on the last day o f  
their lives?

He scarcely rem em bered his father and m other, but he had seen 
pictures o f  them  and had heard endless stories about Law rence and 
B arbara Starr from  H enree and Conway. They had been inseparable, 
the tall, grave Gus Henree, the choleric, persevering H ector Conw ay, 
and the quick, laughing Larry Starr. They had  gone to school to 
gether, graduated sim ultaneously, entered the Council as one and 
done all their assignm ents as a team.

And then Law rence Starr had been prom oted and assigned to a 
tour o f  duty on Venus. He, his wife, and his four-year-old son w ere 
V enus-bound w hen the pirate ship attacked.

For years Lucky had unhappily im agined w hat that last hour upon 
the dying ship m ust have been like. First, the crippling o f  the m ain 
pow er drives at the stem  o f  the ship w hile pirate and victim  w ere 
still apart. Then the blasting o f  the air-locks and the boarding. The 
crew  and passengers scram bling into space-suits against the loss o f  
air w hen the air-locks caved in. The crew  arm ed and w aiting. The 
passengers huddling in the interior room s w ithout m uch hope. 
W om en weeping. C hildren scream ing.

His father w asn’t am ong the hiders. His father was a Council 
m ember. He had been arm ed and fighting. Lucky was sure o f  that. 
He had one m em ory, a short one that had been burned into his mind. 
His father, a tall, strong m an, was standing w ith b laster raised  and 
face set in what m ust have been one o f  the few  m om ents o f  cold 
rage in his life, as the door o f  the control room  crashed inw ard in a 
cloud o f  black smoke. And his m other, face w et and sm udged but 
clearly seen through the space-suit face-plate, w as forcing him  into 
a small lifeboat.

“D on’t cry, D avid, it w ill be all right,”
Those were the only w ords he rem em bered ever having heard 

his m other say. Then there was thunder behind him  and he was 
pressed back against a wall.

They found him  in the lifeboat tw o days later, w hen they fo l
lowed its coldly autom atic radio calls for help.

The governm ent had launched a trem endous cam paign against 
the asteroid pirates im m ediately afterw ard and the Council had lent 
that drive every last ounce o f  their ow n effort. For the pirates it turned 
out that to attack and kill key m en o f  the Council o f  Science was 
bad business. Such asteroid hideouts as w ere located w ere blasted



into dust, and the pirate m enace w as reduced to the m erest flicker for 
tw enty  years.

B ut often Lucky w ondered i f  they had ever located the particular 
pirate ship that had carried the m en who had killed his parents. There 
w as no w ay o f  telling.

A nd now  the m enace had revived in a less spectacular but far 
m ore dangerous fashion. Piracy w asn’t a m atter o f  individual jabs 
any longer. It bore the appearance o f  an organized attack on Terres
trial com m erce. There w as m ore to it. From  the nature o f  the warfare 
carried  on Lucky felt certain that one m ind, one strategic direction, 
lay behind  it. That one m ind, he knew, he w ould have to find.

He lifted his eyes to the Ergom eter once more. The energy re
cordings w ere strong now. The other vessel was well within the dis
tance at w hich space courtesy required routine m essages o f  m utual 
identification. For that m atter, it was well w ithin the distance at which 
a pirate m ight have m ade its initial hostile move.

The floor shuddered under Lucky. It w asn ’t a blaster bolt from 
the o ther ship, but rather the recoil o f  a departing lifeboat. The energy 
pulses had becom e strong enough to activate their autom atic controls.

A nother shudder. A nd another. Five altogether.
H e w atched the oncom ing ship closely. O ften pirates shot up such 

lifeboats, partly  out o f  the perverted fun o f  it and partly to prevent 
escapees from  describing the vessel, assum ing they had not done so 
already through the sub-ether.

This tim e, how ever, the ship ignored the lifeboats altogether. It 
approached w ithin locking range. Its m agnetic grapples shot out, 
clam ped on the A tla s’s hull, and the two vessels were suddenly 
w elded together, their m otions through space well m atched.

Lucky w aited.
He heard the air-lock open, then shut. He heard the clang o f  feet 

and the sound o f  helm ets being unclipped, then the sound o f  voices.
H e d idn ’t m ove.
A  figure appeared in the door. H elm et and gauntlets had been 

rem oved, but the rest o f  the m an was still swathed in ice-coated 
space-suit. Space-suits had a habit o f  doing that w hen one entered 
from  the near-absolute zero o f  space into the w arm  m oist air o f  the 
in terior o f  a ship. The ice was beginning to melt.

The pirate caught sight o f  Lucky only w hen he was two full steps 
into the control room . He,.stopped, his face frozen in an alm ost com 
ical expression o f  surprise. Lucky had tim e to note the sparse black
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hair, the long nose, and the dead w hite scar that ran from  nostril to 
canine tooth splitting the upper lip into two unequal parts.

Lucky bore the p ira te’s astonished scrutiny calm ly. He had  no 
fear o f  recognition. Councilm en on active duty alw ays w orked w ith
out publicity w ith the very thought that a too-w ell-know n face w ould  
dim inish their usefulness. His ow n father’s face had appeared over 
the sub-ether only after his death. W ith fleeting bitterness Lucky 
thought that perhaps better publicity  during life m ight have prevented  
the pirate attack. But that was silly, he knew. By the tim e the pirates 
had seen Law rence Starr the attack had proceeded too far to  be 
stopped.

Lucky said, “I ’ve got a blaster. I ’ll use it only i f  you  reach for 
yours. D on’t m ove.”

The pirate had opened his mouth. He closed it again.
Lucky said, “I f  you w ant to call the rest, go ahead.”
The pirate stared suspiciously, then, eyes firm ly on L ucky’s 

blaster, yelled, “Blinking space, there’s a ripper w ith  a gat here.”
There was laughter at that, and a voice shouted, “Q uiet!”
A nother m an stepped into the room. “ Step aside, D ingo,” he said.
His space-suit was o ff entirely and he w as an incongruous sight 

aboard ship. His clothing m ight have com e out o f  the m ost fashion
able tailor shop in International C ity, and w ould have suited better a 
dinner party back on Earth. His shirt had a silken look you got only 
out o f  the best plastex. Its iridescence was subtle rather than garish, 
and his tight-ankled breeches blended in so well that, but for the 
ornam ented belt, it w ould have seem ed one garm ent. He w ore a w rist
band that m atched his belt and a fluffy, sky-blue neck sash. H is crisp 
brow n hair was curly and looked as though it received frequent at
tention.

He was h a lf a head shorter than Lucky, but from  the w ay he 
carried h im self the young Councilm an could see that any assum ption 
o f  softness he m ight m ake on the basis o f  the m an ’s dude costum e 
w ould be quite wrong.

The new com er said pleasantly, “A nton is m y nam e. W ould  you 
put dow n your gun?”

Lucky said, “A nd be shot?”
“Y ou m ay be shot eventually, but not at the m om ent. I w ould 

like to question you first.”
Lucky held fast.
Anton said, “ I keep m y w ord.” A  tiny flush appeared on his 

cheekbones. “It is m y only virtue as m en count virtue, bu t I hold  fast 
to it.”



Lucky put dow n his b laster and A nton picked it up. He handed 
it to the o ther pirate.

“Put it aw ay, D ingo, and get out o f  here.” He turned to Lucky. 
“The o ther passengers got aw ay in the lifeboats? R ight?”

Lucky said, “T hat’s an obvious trap, A nton— ”
“C aptain A nton, p le a se .” He smiled, but his nostrils flared.
“W ell, then, i t’s a trap, Captain Anton. It was obvious that you 

knew  there w ere no passengers or crew  on this ship. Y ou knew  it 
long before you  boarded.”

“Indeed? H ow  do you  m ake that out?”
“Y ou approached the ship w ithout signaling and w ithout a w arn

ing shot. Y ou m ade no particular speed. Y ou ignored the lifeboats 
w hen they shot out. Y our m en entered the ship carelessly, as though 
they  expected no resistance. The m an who first found me entered this 
room  w ith  his b laster w ell holstered. The conclusion follow s.”

“V ery good. A nd w hat are you doing on a ship w ithout crew  or 
passengers?”

Lucky said grim ly, “I cam e to see you, Captain A nton.”
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Duel in Word

A nton’s expression did not change. “A nd now  you see m e.”
“But not privately, C aptain.” L ucky’s lips thinned and closed 

w ith great deliberation.
Anton looked quickly about. A  dozen o f  his m en in every stage 

o f  space-suit undress had crow ded into the room , w atching and lis
tening w ith gaping interest.

He reddened slightly. His voice rose. “G et on your business, 
scum. I w ant a com plete report on this ship. A nd keep your w eapons 
ready. There m ay be m ore m en on board and i f  anyone else gets 
caught as Dingo did, h e ’ll be tossed out an air-lock.”

There was slow, shuffling m otion outward.
A nton’s voice was a sudden scream. “Quickly! Q uickly!” One 

snaking gesture, and a blaster was in his hand. “I ’ll count three and 
shoot. One . . .  tw o . . . ”

They were gone.
He faced Lucky again. His eyes glittered and his breath  cam e 

and went quickly through pinched w hite nostrils.
“Discipline is a great thing,” he breathed. “They m ust fear me. 

They m ust fear me m ore than they fear capture by the Terrestrial 
Navy. Then a ship is one m ind and one arm .”

Yes, thought Lucky, one m ind and one arm, but w hose? Y ours?
A nton’s sm ile had returned, boyish, friendly, and open. “N ow  

tell me w hat you w ant.”
Lucky jerked  a thum b tow ard the o ther’s blaster, still draw n and 

ready. He m atched the o ther’s smile. “Do you intend shooting? I f  so, 
get it over w ith.”

Anton was shaken. “ Space! Y ou’re a cool one. I ’ll shoot w hen I



please. I like it this way. W hat’s your nam e?” The blaster held on 
its line w ith  deadly steadiness.

“W illiam s, C aptain.”
“Y o u ’re a tall m an, W illiam s. Y ou look strong. And yet here I 

sit and w ith ju s t a pressure o f  m y thum b y o u ’re dead. I think it’s 
very instructive. Tw o m en and one blaster is the w hole secret o f  
pow er. D id you ever think o f  pow er, W illiam s?”

“ Som etim es.”
“I t ’s the only m eaning to life, don ’t you think?”
“M aybe.”
“I see y o u ’re anxious to do business. L e t’s begin. W hy are you 

here?”
“I ’ve heard  o f  p irates.”
“W e’re the m en o f  the asteroids, W illiam s. N o other nam e.” 
“That suits me. I ’ve com e to jo in  the m en o f  the asteroids.” 
“Y ou flatter us, but m y thum b is still on the blaster contact. W hy 

do you w ant to jo in ?”
“Life is closed on Earth, Captain. A m an like m yself could settle 

dow n to be an accountant or an engineer. I m ight even run a factory 
or sit behind a desk and vote at stockholders’ m eetings. It doesn’t 
m atter. W hatever it is, it w ould be routine. I w ould know  m y life 
from  beginning to end. There w ould be no adventure, no uncertainty.” 

“Y o u ’re a philosopher, W illiam s. Go on.”
“There are the colonies, but I ’m not attracted by a life as a farm 

boy on M ars or as a vat tender on Venus. W hat does attract me is 
the life on the asteroids. Y ou live hard and dangerously. A m an can 
rise to pow er as you have. As you say, pow er gives m eaning to life.” 

“So you stow  aw ay on an em pty ship?”
“I d idn ’t know  it was em pty. I had to stow aw ay somewhere. 

Legitim ate space passage com es high and passports to the asteroids 
aren ’t being handed out these days. I knew  this ship was part o f  a 
m apping expedition. The w ord had got around. It was headed for the 
asteroids. So I w aited till ju s t before it blasted off. T hat’s when every
body w ould  be busy getting ready for takeoff and yet the air-locks 
w ould still be open. I had a pal take a sentry out o f  circulation.

“I figured w e’d stop at Ceres. It w ould be bound to be Prime 
Base for any asteroid expedition. Once there, it seem ed to m e I could 
get o f f  w ithout trouble. The crew  w ould be astronom ers and m athe
m aticians. Snatch o ff  their glasses and th ey ’d be blind. Point a blaster
at them  and th ey ’d die o f  fright. Once on Ceres I ’d contact the pi-------
The m en o f  the asteroids, som ehow. Sim ple.”
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“Only you got a surprise w hen you boarded ship? Is that it?” 
asked Anton.

“ I’ll say. No one aboard and before I could get it straight in m y 
m ind that there w a sn ’t anyone aboard, it b lasted off.”

“W hat’s it all about, W illiam s? H ow  do you figure it?”
“I don’t. It beats m e.”
“W ell, le t’s see i f  we can find out. Y ou and I together.” He 

gestured with his blaster and said sharply, “Com e on.”
The pirate ch ief led the w ay out o f  the control room  into the long 

central corridor o f  the ship. A  group o f  m en cam e out o f  a door up 
ahead. They rum bled short com m ents at one another and stilled into 
silence w hen they caught A nton’s eyes.

A nton said, “Com e here.”
They approached. One w iped a grizzled m ustache w ith the back 

o f  his hand and said, “No one else on board this ship, C aptain.”
“All right. W hat do you think o f  the ship?”
There were four o f  them. The num ber increased as m ore m en 

jo ined  the group.
A nton’s voice grew  edgy. “W hat do any o f  you think o f  the 

ship?”
Dingo pushed his w ay forward. He had got rid o f  his space-suit 

and Lucky could see him  as a man. It was not altogether a p leasant 
sight. He was broad and heavy and his arm s w ere slightly bow ed as 
they hung loosely from  bulging shoulders. There w ere tufts o f  dark 
hair on the back o f  his fingers and the scar on his upper lip tw itched. 
His eyes glared at Lucky.

He said, “I don’t like it.”
“You don’t like the ship?” Anton asked sharply.
Dingo hesitated. He straightened his arms, threw  back his shoul

ders. “It stinks.”
“W hy? W hy do you say that?”
“I could take it apart w ith a can opener. Ask the rest and see i f  

they don’t agree w ith me. This crate is put together w ith toothpicks. 
It w ouldn’t hold together for three m onths.”

There were m urm urs o f  agreem ent. The m an w ith the gray m us
tache said, “Beg your pardon, Captain, but the w iring is taped in 
place. I t’s a tw o-bit job. The insulation is alm ost burnt through al
ready.”

“All the w elding was done in a real hurry,” said another. “The 
seams stand out like that.” He held out a th ick  and dirty thum b. 

“W hat about repairs?” asked Anton.
Dingo said, “It w ould take a year and a Sunday. It isn ’t w orth



it. A nyw ay, w e cou ldn’t do it here. W e’d have to take it to one o f  
the rocks.”

A nton turned to Lucky, explaining suavely, “W e alw ays refer to 
the asteroids as ‘rocks,’ you understand.”

L ucky nodded.
A nton said, “A pparently  m y m en feel that they w ouldn’t care to 

ride this ship. W hy do you suppose the Earth governm ent w ould send 
out an em pty ship and such a jerry-built jo b  to boot?”

“It keeps getting m ore and m ore confusing,” said Lucky.
“L e t’s com plete our investigation, then.”
A nton w alked first. Lucky follow ed closely. The m en tagged be

hind silently. The back o f  L ucky’s neck prickled. A nton’s back was 
straight and fearless, as though he expected no attack from  Lucky. 
He m ight w ell feel so. Ten arm ed m en were on L ucky’s heels.

They glanced through the small room s, each designed for utm ost 
econom y in space. There was the com putation room, the small ob
servatory, the photographic laboratory, the galley and the bunk 
room s.

They slipped down to the low er level through a narrow  curving 
tube w ithin w hich the pseudo-grav field was neutralized so that either 
direction could be “up” or “dow n” at will. Lucky was m otioned down 
first, A nton follow ing so closely that Lucky barely had time to scram 
ble out o f  the w ay (his legs buckling slightly w ith the sudden access 
o f  w eight) before the pirate ch ie f was upon him. Hard, heavy space- 
boots m issed his face by  inches.

Lucky regained his balance and w hirled angrily, but A nton was 
standing there sm iling pleasantly, his blaster lined up straight and 
true at L ucky’s heart.

“A  thousand apologies,” he said. “Fortunately you are quite ag
ile.”

“Y es,” m uttered  Lucky.
On the low er level w ere the engine room  and the pow er plant; 

the em pty berths w here the lifeboats had been. There were the fuel 
stores, the food and w ater stores, the air fresheners, and the atomic 
shielding.

A nton m urm ured, “W ell, w hat do you think o f  it all? Shoddy, 
perhaps, bu t I see nothing out o f  order.”

“I t ’s hard  to tell like this,” said Lucky.
“B ut you m ust have lived on this ship for days.”
“ Sure, but I d idn ’t spend tim e looking it over. I ju st waited for 

it to get som ew here.”
“I see. W ell, back  to upper level.” '
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Lucky was first “dow n” the travel tube again. This tim e he landed 
lightly and sprang six feet to one side w ith the grace o f  a cat.

Seconds passed before A nton popped out o f  the tube. “Jum py?” 
he asked.

Lucky flushed.
One by one the pirates appeared. A nton did not w ait for all o f  

them , but started dow n the corridor again.
“You know ,” he said, “y o u ’d think w e’d been all over this ship. 

M ost people w ould say so. W ouldn’t you say so?”
“N o,” said Lucky calm ly, “I w ouldn’t. W e haven’t been in the 

w ashroom .”
Anton scowled and for m ore than ju s t a m om ent the p leasantness 

was gone from  his face, and only a tight, w hite anger flashed in its 
place.

Then it passed. He adjusted a stray lock o f  hair on his head, then 
regarded the back o f  his hand w ith interest. “W ell, le t’s look there .”

Several o f  the m en w histled and the rest exclaim ed in a variety 
o f  ways when the appropriate door clicked open.

“V ery nice,” m urm ured Anton. “V ery nice. Luxurious, I w ould 
say.”

It was! There was no question o f  that. There w ere separate stall 
showers, three o f  them , w ith their plum bing arranged for sudsing 
w ater (luke-warm ) and rinsing w ater (hot or cold). There w ere also 
h a lf a dozen w ashbow ls in ivory-chrom e, w ith sham poo stands, hair 
driers and needle-jet skin stim ulators. N othing that w as necessary was 
missing.

“T here’s certainly nothing shoddy about this,” said Anton. “I t ’s 
like a show on the sub-etherics, eh, W illiam s? W hat do you m ake o f  
this?”

“I ’m  confused.”
A nton’s sm ile vanished like the fleeting flash o f  a speeding 

space-ship across a visiplate. “I ’m  not. D ingo, com e in here.”
The pirate ch ief said to Lucky, “I t’s a sim ple problem , you. W e 

have a ship here w ith no one aboard, throw n together in the cheapest 
possible way, as though it w ere done in a hurry, but w ith  a w ashroom  
that is the last word. W hy? I think it’s ju st in order to have as m any 
pipes as possible in the w ashroom . And w hy that? So that w e ’d never 
suspect that one or two o f  them  w ere dum m ies . . . D ingo, w hich pipe 
is it?”

Dingo kicked one.
“W ell, don ’t kick it, you m isbegotten fool. Take it apart.”
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D ingo did so, a m icro-heatgun flashing briefly. He yanked out 
w ires.

“W hat’s that, W illiam s?” dem anded Anton.
“W ires,” said L ucky briefly.
“I know  that, you lum p.” He w as suddenly furious. “W hat else? 

I ’ll tell you  w hat else. Those w ires are set to explode every ounce o f  
the atom ite on board  ship as soon as we take the ship back to base.” 

L ucky jum ped. “H ow  can you tell that?”
“Y o u ’re surprised? Y ou d idn’t know  this w as one big trap? You 

d idn ’t know  w e w ere supposed to take this back to base for repairs? 
Y ou d idn ’t know  w e w ere supposed to explode ourselves and the 
base, too, into hot dust? W hy, y o u ’re here as the bait to m ake sure 
w e w ere properly  fooled. O nly I ’m  not a fool!”

H is m en w ere crow ding close. Dingo licked his lips.
W ith a snap A nton brought up his b laster and there was no 

m ercy, no dream  o f  m ercy, in  his eyes.
“W ait! G reat G alaxy, wait! I know  nothing about this. Y ou have 

no right to shoot m e w ithout cause.” He tensed for a jum p, one last 
fight before death.

“N o righ t!” A nton, eyes glaring, low ered his blaster suddenly. 
“H ow  dare you say no right. I have all rights on this ship.”

“Y ou can ’t kill a good m an. The m en o f  the asteroids need good 
m en. D o n ’t th row  one aw ay for nothing.”

A  sudden, unexpected m urm ur cam e from  some o f  the pirates.
A  voice said, “H e’s got guts, C ap ’n. M aybe we could use— ”
It d ied  aw ay as A nton turned.
He turned back. “W hat m akes you a good m an, W illiam s? A n

sw er that and I ’ll consider.”
“ I ’ll hold  m y ow n against anyone here. Bare fists or any 

w eapon.”
“ So?” A n ton ’s teeth bared them selves. “You hear that, m en?” 
There w as an affirm ative roar.
“I t ’s your challenge, W illiam s. A ny w eapon. Good! Com e out o f  

this alive and you w o n ’t be shot. Y ou’ll be considered for m em ber
ship in  m y  crew .”

“I have your w ord, C aptain?”
“Y ou have m y w ord, and I never break m y word. The crew  hears 

m e. I f  you com e out o f  this alive.”
“W hom  do I fight?” dem anded Lucky.
“D ingo here. A  good man. A nyone w ho can beat him  is a very 

good m an.”
L ucky m easured the huge lum p o f  gristle and sinew standing
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before him , its little eyes glittering w ith  anticipation, and glum ly 
agreed with the captain.

B ut he said firmly, “W hat w eapons? O r is it bare fists?” 
“W eapons! Push-tubes, to be exact. Push-tubes in  open space.” 
For a m om ent Lucky found it difficult to m aintain an appropriate 

stolidity.
Anton smiled. “A re you afraid it w on’t be a proper test for you? 

D on’t be. Dingo is the best m an w ith a push-gun in  our entire fleet.” 
L ucky’s heart plum m eted. A  push-gun duel required an expert. 

N otoriously so! Played as he had played it in  college days, it w as a 
sport. Fought by professionals, it w as deadly!

A nd he was no professional!



4

Duel in Deed

Pirates crow ded the outer skin o f  the Atlas  and o f  their own Sirian- 
designed ship. Some w ere standing, held by the m agnetic field o f  
their boots. O thers had cast them selves loose for better viewing, 
m aintain ing their place by m eans o f  a short m agnetic cable attached 
to  the sh ip ’s hull.

F ifty m iles apart tw o m etal-foil goal posts had been set. N ot m ore 
than three feet square in their collapsed state aboard ship, they opened 
into a hundred feet either w ay o f  thin-beaten beryl-m agnesium  sheets. 
U ndim m ed and undam aged in the great em ptiness o f  space, they were 
set spinning, and the flickering reflections o f  the sun on their gleam 
ing surfaces sent beam s that w ere visible for miles.

“Y ou know  the ru les.” A nton’s voice was loud in L ucky’s ears, 
and  presum ably  in D ingo’s ears as well.

Lucky could m ake out the o ther’s space-suited shape as a sunlit 
speck h a lf  a m ile away. The lifeboat that had brought them here was 
racing aw ay now, back tow ard the pirate ship.

“Y ou know  the ru les,” said A nton’s voice. “The one who gets 
pushed back to his ow n goal post is the loser. I f  neither gets pushed 
back, the one w hose push-gun expires first is the loser. No tim e limit. 
N o off-side. Y ou have five m inutes to get set. The push-gun can’t be 
used till the w ord  is g iven.”

N o off-side, thought Lucky. That w as the giveaway. Push duels 
as a legal sport could not take place m ore than a hundred m iles from 
an asteroid  at least fifty m iles in diam eter. This w ould place a definite, 
though sm all, gravitational pull on the players. It w ould not be 
enough to affect m obility. It w ould be enough, how ever, to rescue a 
contestant w ho found h im self m iles out in space w ith an expired
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push-gun. Even i f  not picked up by the rescue boat he had  only to 
rem ain quiet and in a m atter o f  hours or, at m ost, one or tw o days, 
he w ould drift back to the asteroid’s surface.

Here, on the other hand, there w as no sizable asteroid w ithin 
hundreds o f  thousands o f  miles. A  real push w ould continue indefi
nitely. It w ould end, as likely as not, in the sun, long after the unlucky 
contestant had sm othered to death w hen his oxygen gave out. U nder 
such conditions it was usually understood that, w hen one contestant 
or another passed outside certain set lim its, tim e w as called until their 
return.

Saying “no off-side” w as saying “to the death.”
A nton’s voice cam e clear and sharp across the m iles o f  space 

betw een h im self and the radio receiver in L ucky’s helm et. H e said, 
“Two m inutes to go. A djust body signals.”

Lucky brought his hand up and closed the sw itch set into his 
chest. The colored m etal foil w hich had earlier been m agnet-set into 
his helm et was spinning. It was a m iniature goal post. D ingo’s figure, 
a m om ent before m erely a dim  dot, now  sprang into flickering ruddy 
life. His ow n signal, Lucky knew, w as a flashing green. A nd the goal 
posts w ere pure white.

Even now  a fraction o f  L ucky’s m ind w as far away. He had  tried 
to m ake one objection at the very beginning. He had said, “Look, 
this all suits me, you understand. But w hile w e ’re fooling around, a 
governm ent patrol ship m ight-------”

Anton barked contem ptuously, “Forget it. N o patrol ship w ould 
have the guts to get this far into the rocks. W e’ve a hundred ships 
w ithin call, a thousand rocks to hold us i f  we had to m ake a getaw ay. 
Get into your suit.”

A  hundred ships! A thousand rocks! I f  true, the pirates had  never 
yet shown their full hand. W hat w as going on?

“One m inute left!” said A nton’s voice through space.
G rim ly Lucky brought up his two push-guns. They w ere 

L-shaped objects connected by springy, gum m ed fabric tubing to the 
doughnut-like gas cylinders (containing carbon dioxide liquid under 
great pressure) that had been adjusted about his w aist. In the old days 
the connecting tubing had been m etal mesh. But that, though stronger, 
had also been m ore m assive and had added to the m om entum  and 
inertia o f  the guns. In push duels rapid aim ing and firing w as essen
tial. Once a fluorinated silicone had been invented w hich could re
m ain a flexible gum  at space tem peratures and yet not becom e tacky 
in the direct rays o f  the sun, the lighter tubing m aterial w as un iver
sally used.



“Fire w hen ready!” cried Anton.
O ne o f  D ingo’s push-guns triggered for an instant. The liquid 

carbon dioxide o f  his gas cylinder bubbled into violent gas and 
spurted out through the push-gun’s needlelike orifice. The gas froze 
into a line o f  tiny crystals w ithin six inches o f  its point o f  emersion. 
Even in the h a lf  second allow ed for release a line o f  crystals, m iles 
long, had been form ed. A s they pushed out one way, Dingo was 
pushed in the other. It was a spaceship and its rocket blast in m ini
ature.

Three tim es the “crystal line” flashed and faded in the distance. 
It pointed  into space directly aw ay from  Lucky, and each tim e Dingo 
gained speed tow ard Lucky. The actual state o f  affairs was deceptive. 
The only change visible to the eye was the slow brightening o f  
D ingo’s suit signal, but Lucky knew  that the distance betw een them  
w as closing w ith  hurtling velocity.

W hat Lucky did not know  was the proper strategy to expect; the 
appropriate defense. He w aited to let the o ther’s offensive m oves 
unfold.

D ingo w as large enough now  to see as a hum anoid shape with 
head and four limbs. He was passing to one side, and m aking no 
m ove to adjust his aim. He seem ed content to bear far to L ucky’s 
left.

Lucky still waited. The chorus o f  confused cries that rang in his 
helm et had died down. They cam e from  the open transm itters o f  the 
audience. Though these w ere too far aw ay to see the contestants, they 
could still follow  the passage o f  the body signals and the flashes o f  
the carbon dioxide streams. They w ere expecting som ething, Lucky 
thought.

It cam e suddenly.
A blast o f  carbon dioxide, then another appeared to D ingo’s right, 

and his line o f  flight veered tow ard the young C ouncilm an’s position. 
Lucky brought his push-gun up, ready to flash dow nw ard and avoid 
close quarters. The safest strategy, he thought, w as to do ju st that, 
and to m ove as slow ly and as little as possible otherw ise, in order to 
conserve carbon dioxide.

B ut D ingo’s flight did not continue tow ard Lucky. He fired 
straight ahead o f  him self, a long streak, and began to recede. Lucky 
w atched him , and only too late the streak o f  light m et his eyes.

The line o f  carbon dioxide that Dingo had last fired traveled 
forw ard, yes, but he had been m oving leftw ard at the time and so it 
d id  likew ise. The tw o m otions together m oved it directly tow ard 
Lucky and it struck his left shoulder b u ll’s-eye.
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To Lucky it felt like a sharp blow  pounding him. The crystals 
were tiny, but they extended for m iles and they w ere traveling at 
m iles per second. They all hit his suit in the space o f  w hat seem ed 
a fraction o f  an eyelid’s flicker. L ucky’s suit trem bled and the roar 
o f  the audience w as in  his ear.

“Y ou got him , D ingo!”
“W hat a blast!”
“Straight tow ard goal post. Look at him !”
“It was beautiful. B eautiful!”
“Look at the jo k er spin!”
U nderneath that there w ere m urm urs that seem ed, som ehow , less 

exuberant.
Lucky was spinning or, rather, it seem ed to his eyes that the 

heavens and all the stars in it w ere spinning. A cross the face-plate 
o f  his helm et the stars were w hite streaks, as though they w ere spar
kles o f  trillions o f  carbon dioxide crystals them selves.

He could see nothing but the num erous blurs. For a m om ent it 
was as though the blow  had knocked the pow er o f  thinking out o f  
him.

A blow  in the m idriff and one in the back sent him , still spinning, 
further on his hurtling w ay through space.

He had to do som ething or Dingo w ould m ake a football o f  him  
from  one end o f  the Solar System to the other. The first thing was 
to stop the spin and get his bearings. He was tum bling diagonally, 
left shoulder over right hip. He pointed the push-gun in the direction 
counter to that twist, and in lightning releases pum ped out stream s 
o f  carbon dioxide.

The stars slow ed until their turning was a stately m arch that left 
them  sharply defined points. The sky becam e the fam iliar sky o f  
space.

One star flickered and was too bright. Lucky knew  it to be his 
own goal post. A lm ost diam etrically opposed w as the angry red  o f  
D ingo’s body signal. Lucky could not fling h im self backw ard beyond 
the goal post or the duel w ould be over and he w ould have lost. 
Beyond the goal post and w ithin a m ile o f  it was the standard rule 
for a goal ending. Nor, on the other hand, could he afford to get 
closer to his opponent.

He brought his push-gun straight up over his head, closed con
tact, and held it so. He counted a full m inute before he released 
contact, and through all the sixty seconds he felt the pressure against 
the top o f  his helm et as he accelerated dow nw ard.



It w as a desperate m aneuver, for he threw  aw ay a h a lf hour’s 
supply o f  gas in that one m inute.

D ingo, in outrage, yelled hoarsely, “You flum stered coward! You 
yellow  m ugger!”

The cries o f  the audience also rose to a crescendo.
“L ook at h im  run .”
“H e got past D ingo. D ingo, get him .”
“H ey, W illiam s. Put up a fight.”
Lucky saw the crim son blur o f  his enem y again.
He had to keep on the m ove. There was nothing else he could 

do. D ingo was an expert and could hit a one-inch m eteorite as it 
flashed by. He him self, Lucky thought ruefully, w ould do well to hit 
C eres a t a mile.

He used his push-guns alternately. To the left, to the right; then 
quickly, to the right, to the left and to the right again.

It m ade no difference. It was as though Dingo could foretell his 
m oves, cut across the com ers, m ove in inexorably.

Lucky felt the perspiration beading out upon his forehead, and 
suddenly he w as aw are o f  the silence. He could not rem em ber the 
exact m om ent it had com e, but it had com e like the breaking o f  a 
thread. One m om ent there had been the yells and laughter o f  the 
pirates, and the next m om ent only the dead silence o f  space where 
sound could never be heard.

H ad he passed beyond range o f  the ships? Impossible! Suit ra
dios, even the sim plest type, w ould carry thousands o f  m iles in space. 
He pushed the sensitivity dial on his chest to maxim um.

“C aptain A nton!”
B ut it w as D ingo’s rough voice that answered. “ D on’t yell. 1 hear 

you .”
Lucky said, “Call time! T here’s som ething wrong with m y ra

dio.”
D ingo w as close enough to be m ade out as a hum an figure again. 

A  flashing line o f  crystals and he w as closer. Lucky m oved away, 
but the p irate follow ed on his heels.

“N othing w rong,” said Dingo. “Just a gim m icked radio. I’ve been 
w aiting. I ’ve been waiting. I could have knocked you past goal long 
ago, but I ’ve been w aiting for the radio to go. It’s ju st a little tran
sistor I g im m icked before you put on your suit. You can still talk to 
m e, though. I t’ll still carry a m ile or two. O r at least you can talk to 
m e for a little w hile.” He relished the joke  and barked his laughter.

L ucky said, “I d o n ’t get it.”
D ingo’s voice turned harshly cruel. “You caught me on the ship
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with m y blaster in its holster. Y ou trapped m e there. Y ou m ade me 
look like a fool. N o one traps m e and I don ’t let anyone m ake a fool 
out o f  me in front o f  the captain and live very long after that. I ’m 
not goaling you for som eone else to finish. I ’m  finishing you here! 
M yself!”

Dingo w as m uch closer. Lucky could alm ost m ake out the face 
behind the thick glassite o f  the face-plate.

Lucky abandoned attem pts at bobbing and weaving. That w ould 
lead, he decided, to being consistently out-m aneuvered. He consid
ered straight flight, pushing outw ard at increasing velocity as long as 
his gas held out.

But then afterw ard? A nd w as he going to be content to die w hile 
running away?

He w ould have to fight back. He aim ed the push-gun at D ingo, 
and Dingo w asn’t there w hen the line o f  crystals passed through the 
spot where a m om ent before he had  been. He tried again and again, 
but Dingo w as a flitting demon.

And then Lucky felt the hard im pact o f  the o ther’s push-gun blast 
and he was spinning again. D esperately he tried to com e out o f  the 
spin and before he could do so, he felt the clanging force o f  a body’s 
collision w ith his.

Dingo held his suit in tight em brace.
H elm et to helmet. Face-plate to face-plate. Lucky was staring at 

the white scar splitting D ingo’s upper lip. It spread tightly as Dingo 
smiled.

“Hello, chum ,” he said. “Pleased to m eet you .”
For a m om ent Dingo floated away, or seem ed to, as he loosened 

the grip o f  his arms. The p ira te’s thighs held firm about L ucky’s 
knees, their apelike strength im m obilizing him. L ucky’s ow n w hip
cord muscles w renched this w ay and that uselessly.

D ingo’s partial retreat had been designed only to free his arms. 
One lifted high, push-gun held butt-first. It cam e dow n directly  on 
the face-plate and L ucky’s head snapped back w ith the sudden, shat
tering impact. The relentless arm  swung up again, w hile the other 
curled about L ucky’s neck.

“H old your head still,” the pirate snarled. “I ’m finishing this.”
Lucky knew  that to be the literal truth unless he acted quickly. 

The glassite was strong and tough, but it w ould hold out only so long 
against the battering o f  metal.

He brought up the heel o f  his gauntleted hand against D ingo’s 
helm et, straightening his arm  and pushing the p ira te ’s head back.
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D ingo rocked  his head to one side, disengaging L ucky’s arm. He 
brought the butt o f  his push-gun dow n a second time.

Lucky dropped both push-guns, let them  dangle from  their con
necting tubes, and w ith a sure m ovem ent snatched at the connecting 
tubes o f  D ingo’s guns. He threaded them  betw een the fingers o f  his 
steel gloves. The m uscles o f  his arm s lum ped and tightened painfully. 
H is jaw s clenched and he felt the blood creep to his temples.

D ingo, his m outh tw isted in fierce joyfu l anticipation, disregarded 
everything but the upturned face o f  his victim  behind the transparent 
face-plate, contorted, as he thought, w ith fear. Once m ore the butt 
cam e down. A  sm all cracking star appeared where the m etal had 
struck.

Then som ething else gave and the universe seem ed to go mad.
First one and, alm ost im m ediately afterw ard, the other o f  the 

connecting tubes o f  D ingo’s two push-guns parted and an uncontrol
lable stream  o f  carbon dioxide raveled out o f  each broken tube.

The tubes w hipped like insane snakes, and Lucky was slam m ed 
against his suit first this way, then that, in violent reaction to the m ad 
and uncontrolled  acceleration.

D ingo yelled in jo lted  surprise and his grip loosened.
The tw o alm ost separated, but Lucky held on grim ly to one o f  

the p ira te ’s ankles.
The carbon dioxide stream  slackened and Lucky w ent up his 

opponen t’s leg hand over hand.
T hey w ere apparently  m otionless now. The chance w hippings o f  

the stream  had  left them  even w ithout any perceptible spin. D ingo’s 
push-gun tubes, now  dead and flaccid, stretched out in their last po
sition. A ll seem ed still, as still as death.

B ut that w as a delusion. Lucky knew  they w ere traveling at m iles 
per second in w hatever direction that last stroke o f  gas had sent them. 
They w ere alone and lost in space, the two o f  them.



5

The Hermit on the Rock

Lucky was on D ingo’s back now  and it was his thighs that gripped 
the o ther’s waist. He spoke softly and grimly. “Y ou can hear m e, 
Dingo, can’t you? I don’t know  where we are or w here w e ’re going, 
but neither do you. So we need each other now, D ingo. A re you 
ready to m ake a deal? Y ou can find out w here w e are because your 
radio will reach the ships, but you can ’t get back w ithout carbon 
dioxide. I have enough for both o f  us, but I ’ll need you to guide us 
back.”

“To space w ith you, you scupper,” yelled  Dingo. “W hen I ’m  
done w ith you, I ’ll have  your push-tubes.”

“I don’t think you w ill,” said Lucky coolly,
“You think you’ll let them  loose, too. Go ahead! Go ahead, you 

loshing ripper! W hat good will that do? The captain w ill com e for 
m e w herever I am while you’re floating around w ith a busted  helm et 
and frozen blood on your face.”

“N ot exactly, m y friend. There is som ething in your back, you 
know. M aybe you can’t feel it through the m etal, but i t’s there, I 
assure you.”

“A push-gun. So what. It doesn’t m ean a thing as long as w e ’re 
held together.” But his arms halted their w rithing attem pt to seize 
Lucky.

“I ’m not a push-gun duelist.” Lucky sounded cheerful about it. 
“But I still know  m ore than you do about push-guns. Push-gun shots 
are exchanged m iles apart. T here’s no air resistance to slow  and m ess 
up the gas stream, but there’s internal resistance. T here’s alw ays 
some turbulence in the stream. The crystals knock together, slow  up. 
The line o f  gas w idens. I f  it m isses its m ark, it finally spreads out in



space and vanishes, but i f  it finally hits, it still kicks like a m ule after 
m iles o f  travel.”

“W hat in space are you talking about? W hat are you running o ff 
about?” The pirate tw isted w ith bull strength, and Lucky grunted as 
he forced  h im  back.

L ucky said, “Just this. W hat do you suppose happens when the 
carbon dioxide hits at two inches, before turbulence has done any
th ing at all to  cut dow n its velocity or to broaden the beam. D on’t 
guess. I ’ll tell you. It w ould cut through your suit as though it were 
a b low torch, and through your body, too.”

“Y o u ’re nuts! Y o u ’re talking crazy!”
D ingo swore m adly, but o f  a sudden he was holding his body 

stiffly m otionless.
“Try it, then,” said Lucky. “M ove! M y push-gun is hard against 

your suit and I ’m  squeezing the trigger. Try it out.”
“Y o u ’re fouling m e,” snarled Dingo. “This isn ’t a clean w in.”
“I ’ve got a crack in m y face p late,” said Lucky. “The m en will 

know  w here the foul is. Y ou have h a lf a m inute to m ake up your 
m ind.”

The seconds passed in silence. Lucky caught the m otion o f 
D ingo’s hand.

H e said, “G ood-by, D ingo!”
D ingo cried thickly, “Wait! Wait! I ’m  ju st extending m y sending 

range.” Then he called, “Captain Anton . . . Captain A nton . . .”
It took an hour and a h a lf  to get back to the ships.

The A tlas  was m oving through space again in the wake o f  its 
p irate captor. Its autom atic circuits had been shifted to manual con
trols w herever necessary, and a prize crew o f  three controlled its 
pow er. As before, it had a passenger list o f  one— Lucky Starr.

Lucky w as confined to a cabin and saw the crew  only when they 
brought him  his rations. The A tla s 's  own rations, thought Lucky. Or, 
at least, such as w ere left. M ost o f  the food and such equipm ent that 
w asn ’t necessary  for the im m ediate m aneuvering o f  the ship had al
ready been transferred  to the pirate vessel.

A ll three pirates brought him  his first meal. They w ere lean men, 
b row ned by the unsoftened rays o f  the sun o f  space.

T hey gave him  his tray in silence, inspected the cabin cautiously, 
stood by w hile he opened the cans and let their contents warm  up, 
then  carried  aw ay the rem ains.

Lucky said, “Sit dow n^m en . Y ou don’t have to stand while I 
eat.”
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They did not answer. One, the thinnest and lankest o f  the three, 
w ith a nose that had once been broken and was now  bent sidew ays, 
and an A dam ’s-apple that ju tted  sharply outw ard, looked at the others 
as though he felt inclined to accept the invitation. He m et w ith no 
response, however.

The next m eal was brought by Broken N ose alone. He put dow n 
the tray, w ent back to the door, w hich he opened. He looked up and 
down the corridor, closed the door again, and said, “ I ’m  M artin 
M aniu.”

Lucky smiled. “I ’m  Bill W illiam s. The other tw o don’t talk  to 
m e, eh?”

“T hey’re D ingo’s friends. But I ’m  not. M aybe y o u ’re a govern
m ent m an like the captain thinks, and m aybe y o u ’re not. I don ’t 
know. But as far as I ’m  concerned, anyone who does w hat you did 
to that scupper, Dingo, is all right. H e ’s a w ise guy and he plays 
rough. He got me into a push fight once w hen I w as new . He nearly  
pushed m e into an asteroid. For no reason, either. He claim ed it was 
a m istake, but listen, he doesn’t m ake any m istakes w ith a pusher. 
You m ade quite a few  friends, m ister, w hen you dragged back that 
hyena by the seat o f  his pants.”

“I ’m  glad o f  that, anyw ay.”
“But w atch out for him . H e’ll never forget it. D on’t be alone 

with him  even tw enty years from  now. I ’m  telling you. It isn ’t ju s t 
beating him, you see. I t’s bluffing him  w ith the story about cutting 
through an inch o f  m etal w ith the carbon dioxide. E veryone’s laugh
ing at him  and h e ’s sick about it. M an, I m ean sick! I t’s the best 
thing that’s ever happened. Man, I sure hope the Boss gives you a 
clean bill.”

“The Boss? Captain A nton?”
“No, the Boss. The big fellow. Say, the food y o u ’ve got on board  

ship is good. Especially the m eat.” The pirate sm acked his lips loudly. 
“You get tired o f  all these yeast m ashes, especially  w hen y o u ’re in 
charge o f  a vat yourself.”

Lucky was brushing up the rem ainder o f  his m eal. “W ho is this
gUy?”

“W ho?”
“The Boss.”
M anui shrugged. “ Space! I don ’t know . Y ou d o n ’t th ink a guy 

like me w ould ever m eet him. Just som eone the fellow s talk  about. 
It stands to reason so m eo n e’s  boss.”

“The organization is pretty com plicated.”
“M an, you never know  till you join. Listen, I w as dead broke



w hen I cam e out here. I d idn’t know  w hat to do. I thought, well, 
w e ’ll bang up a few  ships and then I ’ll get m ine and it’ll be over. 
Y ou know , it w ould  be better than starving to death like I was doing.”

“It w asn ’t that w ay?”
‘Wo. I ’ve never been on a raiding expedition. H ardly any o f  us 

have. Just a few  like Dingo. H e  goes out all the time. He likes it, the 
scupper. M ostly w e go out and pick up a few  w om en som etim es.” 
The pirate sm iled. “I ’ve got a w ife and a kid. Y ou w ouldn’t believe 
that now, w ould  you? Sure, w e ’ve got a little project o f  our own. 
H ave our ow n vats. Once in a w hile I draw  space duty, like now, for 
instance. I t’s a soft life. Y ou could do all right, i f  you jo in  up. A 
good-looking fellow  like you could get a w ife in no tim e and settle 
dow n. O r there’s p lenty o f  excitem ent i f  tha t’s w hat you want.

“Y es, sir, Bill. I hope the Boss takes you .”
Lucky follow ed him  to the door. “W here are we going, by the 

w ay? O ne o f  the bases?”
“Just to one o f  the rocks, I guess. W hichever is nearest. Y ou’ll 

stay there till the w ord com es through. I t’s what they usually do.”
He added as he closed the door, “A nd don’t tell the fellows, or 

anybody, I’ve been talking to you. Okay, pal?”
“Sure thing.”
A lone again, Lucky pounded a fist slowly and softly into his 

palm . The Boss! W as that ju st talk? Scuttlebutt? Or did it m ean som e
thing? A nd w hat about the rest o f  the conversation?

H e had to wait. Galaxy! I f  only C onw ay and H enree had the 
good sense not to interfere for a while longer.

Lucky did not get a chance to view  the “rock” as the Atlas  ap
proached. He did not see it until, preceded by M artin M aniu and 
follow ed by a second pirate, he stepped out o f  the air-lock into space 
and found it a hundred yards below.

The asteroid was quite typical. Lucky judged  it to be two m iles 
across the longest way. It was angular and craggy, as though a giant 
had tom  o ff  the top o f  a m ountain and tossed it out into space. Its 
sunside glim m ered gray-brow n, and it was turning visibly, shadows 
shifting and  changing.

He pushed dow nw ard tow ard the asteroid as he left the air-lock, 
flexing his leg m uscles against the sh ip ’s hull. The crags floated up 
slow ly tow ard him self. W hen his hands touched ground, his inertia 
forced the rest o f  his body on dow nw ard, tum bling him  in slowest 
m otion until he could grasp a projection and bring h im self to a halt.

He stood up. There was alm ost the illusion o f  a planetary surface
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about the rock. The nearest jags o f  m atter, how ever, had nothing 
behind them, nothing but space. The stars, m oving visibly as the rock 
turned, were hard, bright glitters. The ship, w hich had been put into 
an orbit about the rock, rem ained m otionless overhead.

A pirate led the way, some fifty feet, to a rise in rock in no w ay 
distinguished from  its surroundings. He m ade it in two long steps. 
As they w aited a section o f  the rise slipped aside, and from  the open
ing a space-suited figure stepped out.

“Okay, H erm ,” said one o f  the pirates, gruffly, “here he is. H e’s 
in your care now .”

The voice that next sounded in L ucky’s receiver w as gentle and 
rather weary. “How long will he be w ith m e, gentlem en?”

“Till we com e to get him. A nd don’t ask questions.”
The pirates turned aw ay and leaped upw ard. The rock ’s gravity 

could do nothing to stop them. They dw indled steadily and after a 
few minutes, Lucky saw a b rie f flash o f  crystals as one o f  them  
corrected his direction o f  travel by m eans o f  a push-gun; a small one, 
routinely used for such purposes, that was part o f  standard suit equip
ment. Its gas supply consisted o f  a built-in  carbon dioxide cartridge.

M inutes passed and the sh ip’s rear je ts  gleam ed redly. It, too, 
began dwindling.

It was useless to try to check the direction in w hich it w as leav
ing, Lucky knew, w ithout some know ledge o f  his ow n location in 
space. And o f  that, except that he was som ew here in the asteroid belt, 
he knew  nothing.

So intense was his absorption that he w as alm ost startled at the 
soft voice o f  the other m an on the asteroid.

He said, “ft is beautiful out here. I com e out so rarely that som e
tim es I forget. Look there!”

Lucky turned to his left. The sm all Sun was ju st poking above 
the sharp edge o f  the asteroid. In a m om ent it w as too bright to look 
at. ft was a gleam ing tw enty-credit gold piece. The sky, black before, 
rem ained black, and the stars shone undim inished. That w as the w ay 
on an airless w orld where there was no dust to scatter sunlight and 
turn the heavens a deep, m asking blue.

The m an o f  the asteroid said, “In tw enty-five m inutes or so it 
will be setting again. Som etim es, w hen Jupiter is at its closest, you 
can see it, too, like a little m arble, w ith its four satellites like sparks 
lined up in m ilitary formation. But that only happens every three and 
a h a lf  years. This isn ’t the tim e.”

Lucky said bluntly, “Those m en called you Herm. Is that your 
nam e? Are you one o f  them ?”



“Y ou m ean am  I a pirate? No. But I ’ll adm it I m ay be an acces
sory after the fact. N or is m y nam e Herm. T hat’s ju st a term  they 
use for herm its in general. M y nam e, sir, is Joseph Patrick Hansen, 
and since w e are to be com panions at close quarters for an indefinite 
period, I hope w e shall be friends.”

H e held out a m etal-sheathed hand, and Lucky grasped it.
“I ’m  Bill W illiam s,” he said. “Y ou say y o u ’re a herm it? Do you 

m ean by that that you live here all the tim e?”
“T hat’s righ t.”
Lucky looked about the poor splinter o f  granite and silica and 

frow ned. “It doesn’t look very  inviting.”
“N evertheless I ’ll try  to do m y best to m ake you com fortable.”
The herm it touched a section o f  the slab or rock out o f  w hich he 

had  com e and a piece o f  it w heeled open once again. Lucky noted 
that the edges had been beveled and lined w ith lastium  or some sim 
ilar m aterial to insure air tightness.

“W on’t you step inside, Mr. W illiam s?” invited the hermit.
L ucky did so. The rock slab closed behind them. As it closed, a 

sm all F luoro lit up and shone aw ay the obscurity. It revealed a small 
air-lock, not m uch larger than was required to hold two men.

A  sm all red signal light flickered, and the herm it said, “You can 
open your face-plate now. W e’ve got air.” He did so h im self as he 
spoke.

Lucky follow ed suit, dragging in lungfuls o f  clear, fresh air. Not 
bad. B etter than the air on shipboard. Definitely.

B ut it w as w hen the inner door o f  the air-lock opened that the 
w ind  w ent out o f  L ucky in  one big gasp.
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What the Hermit Knew

Lucky had seen few  such luxurious room s even on Earth. It was thirty 
feet long, tw enty wide, and thirty high. A  balcony circled it. A bove 
and below  the walls w ere lined with book films. A  w all projector 
was set on a pedestal, w hile on another was a gem like m odel o f  the 
Galaxy. The lighting w as entirely indirect.

As soon as he set foot w ithin the room , he felt the tug o f  a 
pseudo-grav motor. It w asn’t set at Earth norm al. From  the feel o f  it 
it seem ed som ewhere betw een Earth and M ars norm al. There w as a 
delightful sensation o f  lightness and yet enough pull to allow  full 
m uscular coordination.

The herm it had rem oved his space-suit and suspended it over a 
white plastic trough into w hich the frost that had collected thickly 
over it w hen they stepped out o f  frozen space and into the w arm , 
m oist air o f  the room  m ight trickle as it m elted.

He was tall and straight, his face was pink and unlined, but his 
hair was quite white, as w ere his bushy eyebrow s, and the veins stood 
out on the back o f  his hands.

He said politely, “M ay I help you w ith your suit?”
Lucky came to life. “T hat’s all right.” He clam bered out quickly. 

“This is an unusual place you have here.”
“Y ou like it?” H ansen smiled. “It took m any years to m ake it 

look like this. N or is this all there is to m y little hom e.” He seem ed 
filled w ith a quiet pride.

“I im agine so,” said Lucky. “There m ust be a pow erplant for 
light and heat as well as to keep the pseudo-grav field alive. You 
m ust have an air purifier and replacer, w ater supplies, food stores, all 
that.”
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“T h at’s right.”
“A  h erm it’s life is not bad.”
The herm it w as obviously both proud and pleased. “It doesn’t 

have to be. ’ he said. “ Sit down, W illiam s, sit down. W ould you like 
a drink?”

“N o, thank you .” Lucky low ered h im self into an armchair. Its 
apparently  norm al seat and back m asked a soft diam agnetic field that 
gave under his w eight only so far, then achieved a balance that 
m olded itse lf  to every curve o f  his body. “U nless you can scare up 
a cup o f  coffee?”

“Easily!” The old m an stepped into an alcove. In seconds he was 
back  w ith a fragrant and steam ing cup, plus a second for himself.

The arm  o f  L ucky’s chair unfolded into a narrow  ledge at the 
proper touch o f  H ansen’s toe and the herm it set dow n one cup into 
an appropriate recess. A s he did so he paused to stare at the younger 
m an.

L ucky looked up. “Y es?”
H ansen shook his head. “Nothing. N othing.”
They faced one another. The lights in the m ore distant parts o f  

the large room  faded until only the area im m ediately surrounding the 
tw o m en w as clear to vision.

“A nd now  if  y o u ’ll pardon an old m an ’s curiosity,” said the her
m it, “I ’d like to ask you w hy y o u ’ve com e here.”

“I d idn ’t com e. I was brought,” said Lucky.
“Y ou m ean y o u ’re not one o f------ ” H ansen paused.
“N o, I ’m  not a pirate. A t least, not yet.”
H ansen put dow n his cup and looked troubled. “I don ’t under

stand. Perhaps I ’ve said things I shouldn’t have.”
“D o n ’t w orry about it. I ’m  going to be one o f  them  soon 

enough.”
Lucky finished his coffee and then, choosing his words carefully, 

began w ith his boarding o f  the Atlas  on the M oon and carried through 
to  the m om ent.

H ansen listened in absorption. “And are you sure this is what 
you w ant to do, young m an, now  that you ’ve seen a little o f  what 
life is like?”

“I ’m  sure.”
“W hy, for E arth ’s sake?”
“Exactly. For the sake o f  Earth and what it did to me. It’s no 

place to  live. W hy did yo u  com e out here?”
“I t’s a long story, I ’m  afraid. Y ou needn’t look alarm ed. I w on’t 

tell it. I bought this asteroid long ago as a place for small vacations,
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and I grew to like it. I kept enlarging the room  space, brought fur
niture and book films from  Earth little by little. Eventually  I found I 
had all I needed here. So w hy not stay here perm anently? I asked 
myself. And I did stay here perm anently .”

“Sure. W hy not? Y ou’re smart. Back there i t’s a m ess. Too m any 
people. Too m any rut jobs. N ext to im possible to get out to the 
planets, and i f  you do, it m eans a jo b  o f  m anual labor. N o opportunity  
for a m an any m ore unless he com es to the asteroids. I ’m  not old 
enough to settle dow n like you. B ut for a young fellow  it’s a free 
life and an exciting one. T here’s room  to be boss.”

“The ones who are already boss don’t like young fellow s w ith 
boss notions in their head. A nton, for instance. I ’ve seen him  and I 
know .”

“M aybe, but so far h e ’s kept his w ord,” said Lucky. “He said i f  
I came out w inner over this Dingo, I ’d have m y chance to  jo in  the 
m en o f  the asteroids. It looks as though I ’m  getting the chance.”

“It looks as though you’re here, tha t’s all. W hat i f  he returns w ith 
proof, or w hat he calls proof, that y o u ’re a governm ent m an?”

“He w on’t.”
“A nd i f  he does? Just to get rid  o f  you?”
L ucky’s face darkened and again H ansen looked at him  curi

ously, frow ning a bit.
Lucky said, “He w ouldn’t. He can use a good m an and he know s 

it. Besides, w hy are you preaching to m e? Y o u ’re out here yourse lf 
playing ball w ith them .”

H ansen looked down. “It’s true. I shouldn’t interfere w ith  you. 
It’s ju st that being alone here so long, I ’m  apt to talk  too m uch w hen 
a person does com e along, ju st to hear the sound o f  voices. Look, 
i t’s about tim e for dinner. I w ould be glad to have you eat w ith  m e 
in silence, if  you ’d rather. O r else w e ’ll talk  about anything you 
choose.”

“W ell, thanks, Mr. Hansen. No hard feelings.”
“Good.”
Lucky follow ed H ansen through a door into a sm all pantry  lined 

w ith canned food and concentrates o f  all sorts. N one o f  the brand 
nam es fam iliar to Lucky w ere represented. Instead the contents o f  
each can were described in brightly  colored etchings that w ere them 
selves integral parts o f  the m etal.

H ansen said, “ I used to keep m eat in a special freeze room . Y ou 
can get the tem perature down all the w ay on an asteroid, you know , 
but i t’s been two years since I could get that kind o f  supplies.”

He chose h a lf a dozen cans o ff the shelves, plus a container o f



m ilk concentrate. A t his suggestion Lucky took up a sealed gallon 
container o f  w ater from  a low er shelf.

The herm it set the table quickly. The cans w ere o f  the self
heating  type that opened up into dishes w ith enclosed cutlery.

H ansen said, w ith some am usem ent, indicating the cans, “I ’ve 
got a w hole valley  on the outside brim -filled with these things. D is
carded ones, that is. A  tw enty years’ accum ulation.”

The food w as good, but strange. It was yeast-base m aterial, the 
k ind only the Terrestrial Em pire produced. Now here else in the G al
axy was the pressure o f  population so great, the billions o f  people so 
num erous, that yeast culture had been developed. On Venus, where 
m ost o f  the yeast products w ere grown, alm ost any variety o f  food 
im itation  could be produced: steaks, nuts, butter, candy. It was as 
nourishing as the real thing, too. To Lucky, however, the flavor was 
not quite V enusian. There was a sharper tang to it.

“Pardon m e for being nosy,” he said, “but all this takes m oney, 
d oesn ’t it?”

“O h yes, and I have some. I have investm ents on Earth. Quite 
good ones. M y checks are alw ays honored, or at least they were until 
not quite tw o years ago.”

“W hat happened then?”
“The supply ships stopped com ing. Too risky on account o f  the 

pirates. It w as a bad blow. I had a good backlog o f  supplies in m ost 
things, but I can im agine how  it m ust have been for the others.”

“The others?”
“The o ther herm its. There are hundreds o f  us. T hey’re not all as 

lucky as I am. V ery few can afford to m ake their w orlds quite this 
com fortable, but they can m anage the essentials. I t’s usually old peo
ple like m yself, w ith w ives dead, children grow n up, the world 
strange and different, who go o ff  by them selves. I f  they have a little 
nest egg, they can get a little asteroid started. The governm ent doesn’t 
charge. A ny asteroid you w ant to settle on, i f  i t’s less than five m iles 
in  diam eter, is yours. Then i f  they w ant they can invest in a sub- 
etheric receiver and keep up w ith the universe. I f  not, they can have 
book films, or can arrange to have new s transcripts brought in by the 
supply ships once a year, or they can ju s t eat, rest, sleep, and wait 
to die i f  th ey ’d rather. I w ish, som etim es, I ’d got to know some o f 
them .”

“W hy h aven ’t  you?”
“ Som etim es I ’ve felt w illing, but they ’re not easy people to 

know . A fter all, th ey ’ve com e here to be alone, and for that matter, 
so have I.”
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“W ell, w hat did you do w hen the supply ships stopped com ing?” 
“N othing at first. I thought surely the governm ent w ould  clean 

up the situation and I had enough supplies for m onths. In  fact, I could 
have skim ped along a year, m aybe. But then the pirate ships cam e.” 

“A nd you threw in w ith them ?”
The herm it shrugged. His eyebrow s drew  together in  a troubled  

frow n and they finished their m eal in  silence.
A t the end he gathered the can plates and cutlery and placed 

them  in a wall container in the alcove that led to the pantry’. Lucky 
heard a dim grating noise o f  m etal on m etal that dim inished rapidly.

H ansen said, “The psuedo-grav field doesn’t extend to the dis
posal tube. A p u ff o f  air and they sail out to the valley I to ld  you of, 
even though it’s nearly a m ile aw ay.”

“It seems to m e,” said Lucky, “that i f  y o u ’d try  a little harder 
puff, y o u ’d get rid  o f  the cans altogether.”

“ So I would. I think m ost herm its do that. M aybe they all do. I 
don’t like the idea, though. It’s a w aste o f  air, and o f  m etal too. W e 
m ight reclaim  those cans som eday. W ho know s? B esides, even 
though m ost o f  the cans w ould scatter here and there, I ’m  sure that 
some w ould circle this asteroid like little m oons and it’s undignified 
to think o f  being accom panied on your orbit by your garbage. Care 
to smoke? N o? M ind i f  I do?”

He lit a cigar and with a contented sigh w ent on. “The m en o f  
the asteroids can’t supply tobacco regularly, so this is becom ing a 
rare treat for m e.”

Lucky said, “Do they furnish you the rest o f  your supplies?” 
“T hat’s right. W ater, m achine parts and pow er-pack renew als. 

I t’s an arrangem ent.”
“A nd w hat do you do for them ?”
The herm it studied his cigar’s lighted end. “N ot m uch. They use 

this world. They land their ships on it and 1 don ’t report them . They 
don’t com e in here and w hat they do elsew here on the rock isn ’t m y 
business. I don’t w ant to know. It’s safer that way. M en are left here 
som etimes, like yourself, and are picked up later. I have an idea they 
stop for m inor repairs som etim es. They bring m e supplies in  re turn .” 

“Do they supply all the herm its?”
“I w ouldn’t know. M aybe.”
“It w ould take an awful lot o f  supplies. W here w ould  they get 

them  from ?”
“They capture ships.”
“N ot enough to supply hundreds o f  herm its and  them selves. I 

m ean, it w ould take an aw ful lot o f  ships.”



“I w ou ldn ’t know .”
“A ren ’t you interested? I t’s a soft life you have here, but m aybe 

the food we ju s t ate cam e o ff  a ship whose crew  are frozen corpses 
circling som e other asteroid like hum an garbage. Do you ever think 
o f  that?”

The herm it flushed painfully. “Y o u ’re getting your revenge for 
m y having preached to you earlier. Y o u ’re right, but w hat can I do? 
I d idn ’t abandon or betray  the governm ent. They abandoned and be
trayed m e. M y estate on Earth pays taxes. W hy am I not protected 
then? I registered this asteroid w ith the Terrestrial O uter W orld Bu
reau in good faith. I t ’s part o f  the Terrestrial dom inion. I have every 
right to expect protection against the pirates. I f  th a t’s not forthcom 
ing; i f  m y source o f  supply coolly says that they can bring me nothing 
m ore at any price, w hat am  I supposed to do?

“Y ou m ight say I could have returned to Earth, but how  could I 
abandon all this? I have a w orld o f  m y ow n here. M y book films, 
the great classics that I love. I even have a copy o f  Shakespeare; a 
d irect film ing o f  the actual pages o f  an ancient printed book. I have 
food, drink, privacy: I could find now here as com fortable as this 
anyw here else in the Universe.

“D o n ’t think it’s been an easy choice, though. I have a sub- 
etheric transm itter. I could com m unicate w ith Earth. I ’ve got a little 
ship that can m ake the short haul to Ceres. The m en o f  the asteroids 
know  that, but they trust me. They know  I have no choice. As I told 
you w hen we first m et, I ’m  an accessory after the fact.

“I ’ve helped them . That m akes m e legally a pirate. It would be 
ja il, execution, probably, i f  I return. I f  not, i f  they free me provided 
I turn s ta te’s evidence, the m en o f  the asteroids w on’t forget. They 
w ould  find m e no m atter w here I went, unless I could be guaranteed 
com plete governm ent protection for life.”

“ It looks like y o u ’re in a bad w ay,” said Lucky.
“A m  I?” said the hermit. “I m ight be able to get that com plete 

pro tection  w ith  the proper help .”
It was L ucky’s turn. “I w ouldn’t know ,” he said.
“I think you w ould .”
“I d o n ’t get you .”
“Look, I ’ll give you a w ord o f  w arning in return for help.” 
“T here’s nothing /  can do. W hat’s your w ord?”
“G et o ff  the asteroid before. A nton and his men com e back.” 
“N ot on your life. I cam e here to jo in  them, not to go hom e.” 
“ I f  you d o n ’t leave, y o u ’ll stay forever. Y ou’ll stay as a dead 

m an. They w o n ’t let you on any crew. You w on’t qualify, m ister.”
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L ucky’s face tw isted in anger. “W hat in space are you talking 
about, old-tim er?”

“There it is again. W hen you get angry, I see it plainly. Y ou’re 
not Bill W illiams, son. W hat’s your relationship to Law rence Starr 
o f  the Council o f  Science? A re you S tarr’s son?”



7

To Ceres

L ucky’s eyes narrow ed. He felt the m uscles o f  his right arm tense as 
though to reach for a hip at w hich no blaster nestled. He m ade no 
actual m otion.

His voice rem ained under strict control. He said, “W hose son? 
W hat are you talk ing about?”

“I ’m sure o f  it.” The herm it leaned forward, seizing L ucky’s wrist 
earnestly. “ I knew  Law rence Starr well. He was m y friend. He helped 
m e once w hen I needed help. A nd y o u ’re his image. I couldn’t be 
w rong.”

Lucky pulled his hand away. “Y ou’re not m aking sense.” 
“Listen, son, it m ay be im portant to you not to give aw ay your 

identity. M aybe you don’t trust me. All right, I ’m  not telling you to 
trust m e. I ’ve been w orking w ith the pirates and I ’ve adm itted it. But 
listen to m e anyw ay. The m en o f  the asteroids have a good organi
zation. It m ay take them  weeks, but if  A nton suspects you, they w on’t 
stop till y o u ’re checked from  the ground up. No phony story will 
fool them . T hey’ll get the truth and they ’ll learn who you are. Be 
sure o f  that! T hey ’ll get your true identity. Leave, I tell you. Leave!” 

Lucky said, “ I f  I w ere this guy you say I am, old-tim er, aren’t 
you getting yourse lf into trouble? I take it you want me to use your 
ship.”

“Y es.”
“A nd w hat w ould yo u  do w hen the pirates returned?”
“I w ou ldn ’t be here. D o n ’t you see? I w ant to go with you.” 
“A nd  leave all you have here?”
The old m an hesitated. “Yes, i t’s hard. But I w o n ’t have a chance 

like this again. Y o u ’re a m an o f  influence; you m ust be. Y ou’re a
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m em ber o f  the Council o f  Science, perhaps. Y ou’re here on secret 
work. T hey’ll believe you. Y ou could protect m e, vouch for me. You 
w ould prevent prosecution, see that no harm  cam e to m e from  the 
pirates. It w ould pay the Council, young man. I w ould tell them  all 
I know  about the pirates. I w ould co-operate in every w ay I could.”

Lucky said, “W here do you keep your ship?”
“It’s a deal, then?”

The ship was a small one indeed. The tw o reached it through a 
narrow  corridor, w alking single file, their figures grotesque again in 
space-suits.

Lucky said, “Is Ceres close enough to p ick  out by sh ip’s te le
scope?”

“Yes indeed.”
“Y ou could recognize it w ithout trouble?”
“Certainly.”
“L et’s get on board, then.”
The fore end o f  the airless cavern that housed the ship opened 

outward as soon as the ship’s m otors w ere activated.
“Radio control,” explained Hansen.
The ship was fueled and provisioned. It w orked sm oothly, rising 

out o f  its berth and into space w ith the ease and freedom  possible 
only where gravitational forces were virtually lacking. For the first 
tim e Lucky saw H ansen’s asteroid from  space. He caught a glim pse 
o f  the valley o f  the discarded cans, brighter than the surrounding 
rock, ju st before it passed into shadow.

H ansen said, “Tell me, now. Y ou are the son o f  Law rence Starr, 
aren’t you?”

Lucky had located a w ell-charged blaster and a holster belt to 
boot. He w as strapping it on as he spoke.

“M y nam e,” he said, “is D avid Starr. M ost people call m e 
Lucky.”

Ceres is a m onster am ong the asteroids. It is nearly five hundred 
m iles in diam eter, and, standing upon it, the average m an actually 
weighs two full pounds. It is quite spherical in shape, and anyone 
very close to it in space could easily think it was a respectable planet.

Still, if  the Earth w ere hollow, it w ould be possible to throw  into 
it four thousand bodies the size o f  Ceres before filling it up.

B igm an stood on the surface o f  Ceres, his figure bloated  in a 
space-suit w hich had been loaded to bursting w ith lead w eights and 
on shoes the soles o f  w hich w ere foot-thick lead clogs. It had been
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his ow n idea, but it w as quite useless. He still w eighed less than four 
pounds and his every m otion threatened to tw ist him  up into space.

He had been on Ceres for days now, since the quick space flight 
w ith C onw ay and H enree from  the M oon, w aiting for this m om ent, 
w aiting  for Lucky Starr to send in the radio m essage that he was 
com ing in. Gus H enree and H ector C onw ay had been nervous about 
it, fearing L ucky’s death, w orrying about it. He, Bigman, had known 
better. Lucky could com e through anything. He told them  that. W hen 
L ucky’s m essage finally came, he told them  again.

B ut ju s t the sam e, out here on C eres’ frozen soil w ith nothing 
betw een h im self and the stars, he adm itted a sneaking sensation o f 
relief.

From  w here he sat he was looking directly at the dom e o f  the 
O bservatory, its low er reaches dipping ju st a little below  the close 
horizon. It w as the largest observatory in the Terrestrial Em pire for 
a very  logical reason.

In that part o f  the Solar System  inside the orbit o f  Jupiter, the 
planets V enus, Earth, and M ars had atm ospheres and were by that 
very  fact poorly  suited for astronom ic observation. The interfering 
air, even w hen it was as thin as that o f  Mars, blotted out the finer 
detail. It w avered and flickered star im ages and spoiled things gen
erally.

The largest airless object inside Jupiter’s orbit was M ercury, but 
that w as so close to the Sun that the observatory in its tw ilight zone 
specialized in solar observations. R elatively small telescopes sufficed.

The second largest airless object was the Moon. Here again cir
cum stances dictated specialization. W eather forecasts on Earth, for 
instance, had becom e an accurate, long-range science, since the ap
pearance o f  E arth ’s atm osphere could be view ed as a whole from a 
distance o f  a quarter o f  a m illion  miles.

A nd the third largest airless object was Ceres, and that was the 
best o f  the three. Its alm ost nonexistent gravity allow ed huge lenses 
and m irrors to be poured w ithout the danger o f  breakage, w ithout 
even the question o f  sag, due to its ow n weight. The structure o f  the 
telescope tube itse lf needed no particular strength. Ceres was nearly 
three tim es as far from  the Sun as was the M oon and sunlight was 
only one eighth as strong. Its rapid revolution kept C eres’ tem perature 
alm ost constant. In short, Ceres was ideal for observation o f  the stars 
and  o f  the outer planets.

O nly the day before B igm an had seen Saturn through the 
thousand-inch reflecting telescope, the grinding o f  the huge m in o r 
having consum ed tw enty years o f  painstaking and continuous labor.
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“W hat do I look through?” he had asked.
They laughed at him. “You don’t look through anything,” they 

said.
They w orked the controls carefully, three o f  them , each doing 

som ething that co-ordinated w ith the other two, until all w ere satis
fied. The dim red lights dim m ed further and in the p it o f  b lack  em p
tiness about which they sat a blob o f  light sprang into being. A touch 
at the controls and it focused sharply.

Bigman w histled his astonishm ent. It was Saturn!
It was Saturn, three feet wide, exactly as he had  seen it from  

space h a lf a dozen times. Its triple rings w ere bright and he could 
see three m arble-like moons. Behind it was a num erous dusting o f  
stars. Bigman w anted to w alk about it to see how  it looked w ith the 
night shadow cutting it, but the picture d idn’t change as he m oved.

“I t’s ju st an im age,” they told him , “an illusion. Y ou see the 
same thing no m atter w here you stand.”

N ow, from  the asteroid’s surface, B igm an could spot Saturn w ith 
the naked eye. It was ju st a white dot, but brighter than the other 
white dots that w ere the stars. It was tw ice as bright as it appeared 
from  Earth, since it was tw o hundred m illion m iles closer here. Earth 
itself was on the other side o f  Ceres near the pea-size Sun. Earth 
w asn’t a very im pressive sight, since the Sun invariably dw arfed it.

B igm an’s helm et suddenly rang w ith sound as the call flooded 
his left-open radio receiver.

“Hey, Shortie, get m oving. T here’s a ship com ing in.”
Bigman jum ped at the noise and m oved straight upw ard, lim bs 

flailing. He yelled, “W ho’re you calling Shortie?”
But the other was laughing. “Hey, how  m uch do you charge for 

flying lessons, little boy?”
“I ’ll little boy you,” scream ed B igm an furiously. He had reached 

the peak o f  his parabola and was slow ly and hesitatingly beginning 
to settle dow nw ard once more. “W hat’s your nam e, w ise guy? Say 
your name, and I ’ll crack your gizzard as soon as I get back and peel 
the suit.”

“Think you can reach m y gizzard?” cam e the m ocking rejoinder, 
and B igm an w ould have exploded into tiny pieces i f  he had  not 
caught sight o f  a ship slanting down from the horizon.

He loped in giant, clum sy strides about the leveled square m ile 
o f  ground that was the asteroid’s space-port, trying to jud g e  the exact 
spot on w hich the ship w ould  land.

It dropped dow n its steam ing je ts  to a feather-touch planetary  
contact and w hen the air-locks opened and L ucky’s tall, suited figure



em erged, B igm an, yelling his joy , m ade one long leap o f  it, and they 
w ere together.

C onw ay and H enree were less effusive in their w elcom e, but no 
less joyfu l. Each w rung L ucky’s hand as though to confirm, by sheer 
m uscular pressure, the reality o f  the flesh and blood they beheld.

Lucky laughed. “W hoa, w ill you? Give m e a chance to breathe. 
W h at’s the m atter? D idn’t you think I was com ing back?”

“Look here,” said Conw ay, “y o u ’d better consult us before you 
take o f f  on  ju s t any o ld  fool notion.”

“W ell, now, not i f  i t’s too m uch o f  a fool notion, please, or you 
w o n ’t let m e.”

“N ever m ind that. I can ground you for w hat you ’ve done. I can 
have you put under detention right now. I can suspend you. I can 
throw  you o ff  the C ouncil,” said Conway.

“W hich o f  them  are you going to do?”
“N one o f  them , you darned overgrow n young fool. But I may 

bea t your brains out one o f  these days.”
Lucky turned to A ugustus Henree. “Y ou w on’t let him , will 

you?”
“Frankly, I ’ll help him .”
“Then I give up in advance. Look, there’s a gentlem an here I ’d 

like to have you m eet.”
U ntil now  H ansen had rem ained in the background, obviously 

am used by the interchange o f  nonsense. The two older Councilm an 
had  been too full o f  Lucky Starr even to be aware o f  his existence.

“Dr. C onw ay,” said Lucky, “Dr. Henree, this is Mr. Joseph P. 
H ansen, the m an w hose ship I used to com e back. He has been o f  
considerable assistance to  m e.”

The old herm it shook hands w ith the two scientists.
“ I d o n ’t suppose you can possibly know  Drs. C onw ay and H en

ree,” said Lucky. The herm it shook his head.
“W ell,” he w ent on, “th ey ’re im portant officials in the Council 

o f  Science. A fter y o u ’ve eaten and had a chance to rest, they ’ll talk 
to you  and  help you, I ’m  sure.”

A n hour later the two C ouncilm en faced Lucky with som ber ex
pressions. Dr. H enree tam ped tobacco into his pipe w ith a little finger, 
and sm oked quietly as he listened to L ucky’s accounts o f  his adven
tures w ith  the pirates.

“H ave you told this to B igm an?” he asked;
“I ’ve ju s t spent som e tim e talking to him ,” said Lucky.
“A nd he d idn ’t assault you for not taking h im ?”
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“He w asn’t pleased,” Lucky adm itted.
B ut C onw ay’s m ind was m ore seriously oriented. “A  Sirian- 

designed ship, eh?” he mused.
“ U ndoubtedly so,” said Lucky. “A t least we have that piece o f  

inform ation.”
“The inform ation w asn’t w orth the risk,” said Conw ay, dryly. 

“I ’m m uch m ore disturbed over another piece o f  inform ation w e have 
now. I t’s obvious that the Sirian organization penetrates into the 
Council o f  Science itself.”

H enree nodded gravely. “Yes, I saw that, too. V ery bad .”
Lucky said, “H ow  do you m ake that out?”
“Galaxy, boy, i t’s obvious,” grow led Conway. “I ’ll adm it that w e 

had a large construction crew  w orking on the ship and that even w ith 
the best intentions careless slips o f  inform ation can take place. It 
rem ains truth, though, that the fact o f  the booby-trapping and partic
ularly the exact m anner o f  the fusing w ere know n only to Council 
m em bers and not too m any o f  those. Som ew here in that sm all group 
is a spy, yet I could have sworn that all w ere faithful.” He shook his 
head. “I still can’t believe otherw ise.”

“Y ou don’t have to,” said Lucky.
“Oh? And w hy not?”
“Because the Sirian contact was quite tem porary. The Sirian E m 

bassy got their inform ation from  m e ”



8

Bigman Takes Over

“Indirectly, o f  course, through one o f  their know n spies,” he am pli
fied, as the two older m en stared at him  in shocked astonishm ent.

“I d o n ’t understand you at all,” said H enree in a low  voice. Con
w ay w as obviously speechless.

“It w as necessary. I had to introduce m yself to the pirates w ithout 
suspicion. I f  they found m e on w hat they thought was a m apping 
ship, they w ould have shot m e out o f  hand. On the other hand, if  
they found m e on a booby-trapped ship the secret o f  w hich they had 
stum bled on by  w hat seem ed a stroke o f  fortune, they w ould have 
taken m e at face value as a stowaway. D on’t you see? On a m apping 
ship I ’m  only a m em ber o f  the crew  that d idn’t get aw ay in time. On 
a booby trap, I ’m  a poor je rk  who d idn’t realize what he was stowing 
aw ay on.”

“They m ight have shot you anyway. They m ight have seen 
through your double-cross and considered you a spy. In fact, they 
alm ost did.”

“True! T hey alm ost d id,” adm itted Lucky.
C onw ay finally exploded. “A nd w hat about the original plan? 

W ere we or w ere w e not going to explode one o f  their bases? W hen 
I consider the m onths w e spent on the construction o f  the Atlas, the 
m oney  that w ent into it— ”

“W hat good w ould  it have done to explode one o f  their bases? 
W e spoke about a huge hangar o f  pirate ships, but actually that was 
only w ishful thinking. A n organization based upon the asteroids 
w ould have to be decentralized. The pirates probably don’t have m ore 
than three or four ships in .any one place. There w ouldn’t be room  
for m ore. Exploding three or four ships w ould m ean very little com 
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pared with what would have been accom plished i f  I had  succeeded 
in penetrating their organization.”

“But you d idn’t succeed,” said Conway. “W ith all your fool risks, 
you d idn’t succeed.”

“U nfortunately the pirate captain who took the A tlas  was too 
suspicious, or perhaps too intelligent for us. I ’ll try not to underes
tim ate them  again. But it’s not all loss. W e know  for a fact that Sirius 
is behind them. In addition, we have m y herm it friend.”

“He w on’t help us,” said Conway. “From  w hat y o u ’ve said about 
him, it sounds as though he w ere only interested in having as little 
to do with the pirates as possible. So what can he know ?”

“He m ay be able to tell us m ore than he h im self thinks is p os
sible,” said Lucky coolly. “For instance, there’s one piece o f  infor
m ation he can give us that will enable m e to continue efforts at 
w orking against piracy from  the inside.”

“Y ou’re not going out there again,” said C onw ay hastily.
“I don’t intend to ,” said Lucky.
C onw ay’s eyes narrowed. “W here’s B igm an?”
“On Ceres. D on’t worry. In fact,” and a shadow  crossed L ucky’s 

face, “he should be here by now. The delay is beginning to bother 
me a little.”

John Bigman Jones used his special pass card to get past the 
guard at the door to the Control Tower. He was m uttering to h im self 
as he half-ran along the corridors.

The slight flush on his pug-nosed face dim m ed his freckles and 
his reddish hair stood up in tufts like fence pickets. Lucky had fre
quently told him he cultivated a vertical hair-do to m ake h im self look 
taller, but he always denied that vigorously.

The final door to the Tow er swung open as he broke the photo
electric beam. He stepped inside and looked about.

Three m en were on duty. One with earphones sat at the sub- 
etheric receiver, another was at the calculating m achine and the third 
was at the curved radarized visiplate.

Bigman said, “W hich one o f  you knotbrains called m e Shortie?” 
The three turned tow ard him  in unison, their faces startled and 

scowling.
The m an with the earphones pulled one aw ay from  his left ear. 

“W ho in space are you? How the dickens did you get in here?” 
Bigman stood erect and puffed out his small chest. “M y nam e is 

John Bigman Jones. M y friends call m e Bigm an. Everyone else calls



m e M r. Jones. N obody calls m e Shortie and stays in one piece. I 
w ant to know  w hich one o f  you m ade that m istake.”

The m an w ith the earphones said, “M y nam e is Lem  Fisk and 
you can call m e anything you blam e please as long as you do it 
som ew here else. G et out o f  here, or I ’ll com e down, pick you up by 
one leg, and  toss you  out.”

The fellow  at the calculating m achine said, “Hey, Lem, tha t’s the 
crackpot w ho w as haunting the port a w hile back. T here’s no point 
in  w asting tim e on him. G et the guards to throw  him  out.”

“N uts,” said Lem  Fisk, “w e don’t need guards for that guy.”
He took o ff  his earphones altogether and set the sub-etherics at 

automatic signal. He said, “W ell, son, you cam e in here and asked 
us a nice question in a nice way. I ’ll give you a nice answer. I called 
you Shortie, but wait, d o n ’t get m ad. I have a reason. Y ou see you ’re 
such a real tall fellow. Y o u ’re such a long drink o f  water. Y ou’re 
such a high-pockets. It m akes m y friends laugh to hear m e call you 
Shortie.”

H e reached into his hip pocket and drew  out a plastic container 
o f  cigarettes. The sm ile on his face was bland.

“C om e dow n here,” yelled Bigman. “Com e down here and back 
up your sense o f  hum or w ith a couple o f  fists.”

“Tem per, tem per,” said Fisk, clucking his tongue. “Here, boy, 
have a cigarette. K ing-size, you know. A lm ost as long as you are. 
L iable to create som e confusion, though, com e to think o f  it. W e 
w o n ’t be able to tell w hether y o u ’re sm oking the cigarette or the 
cigarette is sm oking you .”

The o ther tw o Tow er m en laughed vigorously.
B igm an w as a passionate red. W ords cam e thickly to his tongue. 

“Y ou w o n ’t fight?”
“I ’d rather sm oke. Pity you don’t jo in  m e.” Fisk leaned back, 

chose a cigarette, and held it before his face as though adm iring its 
slim  w hiteness. “A fter all, I can ’t be bothered to fight children.”

He grinned, brought his cigarette to his lips, and found them 
closing on  nothingness.

H is thum b and first tw o fingers still held their positions about 
three eighths o f  an inch apart, but there w as no cigarette between 
them .

“W atch out, Lem ,” cried the m an at the visiplate. “He has a 
needle-gun.”

“N o needle-gun,” snarled Bigm an. “Just a buzzer.”
There w as an im portant difference. A buzzer’s projectiles, al

though needle-like, w ere fragile and nonexplosive. They w ere used
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for target practice and small game. Striking hum an skin, a buzz nee
dle w ould do no serious dam age, but it w ould sm art like the devil.

F isk’s grin disappeared com pletely. He yelled, “W atch that, you 
crazy fool. Y ou can blind a m an w ith that.”

B igm an’s fist rem ained clenched at eye level. The thin snout o f  
the buzzer projected betw een his two m iddle fingers. He said, “I 
w on’t blind you. But I can fix it so you w on’t sit dow n for a month. 
And as you can see, m y aim  isn ’t bad. A nd you ,” he called over his 
shoulder to the one at the calculator, “ i f  you m ove an inch closer to 
the alarm  circuit, you ’ll have a buzz needle right through your hand.”

Fisk said, “W hat do you w ant?”
“Com e dow n here and fight.”
“A gainst a buzzer?”
“I’ll put it away. Fists. Fair fight. Y our buddies can see to that.”
“I can’t h it a guy sm aller than I am .”
“Then you shouldn’t insult him , either.” B igm an brought up the 

buzzer. “And I ’m not sm aller than you are. I m ay look that w ay on 
the outside, but inside I ’m  as big as you. M aybe bigger. I ’m  counting 
three.” He narrow ed one eye as he aimed.

“G alaxy!” swore Fisk. “ I ’m  com ing down. Fellas, be m y w itness 
that this was forced on me. I ’ll try not to hurt the crazy idiot too 
m uch.”

He leaped down from his perch. The m an at the calculating m a
chine took his place at the sub-etherics.

Fisk was five feet ten, eight inches taller than B igm an, w hose 
slight figure was m ore like a boy ’s than a m an ’s. B ut B igm an’s m us
cles were steel springs under perfect control. He w aited for the o ther’s 
approach w ithout expression.

Fisk did not bother to put up a guard. He sim ply extended his 
right hand as though he were going to lift B igm an by the collar and 
toss him  through the still open door.

Bigman ducked under the arm. His left and right thudded into 
the larger m an’s solar plexus in a rapid one-tw o, and alm ost in the 
same instant he danced out o f  reach.

Fisk turned green and sat down, holding his stom ach and groan
ing.

“Stand up, big boy,” said Bigman. “I ’ll w ait fo r you.”
The other two Tow er m en seem ed frozen into im m obility by the 

sudden turn o f  events.
Slow ly Fisk rose to his feet. H is face glow ed w ith rage, but he 

approached m ore slowly.
B igm an drifted away.
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Fisk  lunged! B igm an was not there by two inches. Fisk w hipped 
a sharp overhand right. Its thrust ended an inch short o f  B igm an’s 
jaw .

B igm an bobbed about like a cork on rippling water. His arms 
lifted  occasionally  to deflect a blow.

Fisk, yelling incoherently, rushed blindly at his gnat-like oppo
nent. B igm an stepped to one side and his open hand slapped sharply 
at the o ther’s sm ooth-shaven cheek. It hit w ith a sharp report, like a 
m eteor h itting the first layers o f  dense air above a planet. The marks 
o f  four fingers w ere outlined on F isk ’s face.

For a m om ent F isk stood there, dazed. Like a striking snake, 
B igm an stepped in again, his fists m oving upw ard to crack against 
F isk ’s jaw . Fisk w ent down into a h a lf crouch.

D istantly B igm an w as suddenly aware o f  the steady ringing o f  
the alarm.

W ithout a m om ent’s hesitation he turned on his heel and was out 
the door. He w ove through a startled trio o f  guards heading up the 
corridor at a clattering run, and was gone!

“A nd w hy,” questioned Conw ay, “are we w aiting for B igm an?” 
Lucky said, “H ere’s the w ay I see the situation. There is nothing 

we need so badly as m ore inform ation about the pirates. I m ean inside 
inform ation. I tried to get it and things d idn’t quite break the w ay I 
hoped they w ould. I ’m  a m arked m an now. They know me. But they 
d o n ’t know  Bigm an. He has no official connection with the Council. 
N ow  i t ’s m y idea that i f  w e can trum p up a crim inal charge against 
him , for realism , you know, he can hightail it out o f  Ceres in the
herm it’s ship------- ”

“Oh, space,” groaned Conway.
“Listen, will you! H e’ll go back to the herm it’s asteroid. I f  the 

pirates are there, good! I f  not, h e ’ll leave the ship in plain view  and 
w ait fo r them  inside. I t ’s a very com fortable place to wait in.”

“A nd w hen they com e,” said Henree, “they ’ll shoot him .”
“They will not. T hat’s w hy h e ’s taking the herm it’s ship. T hey’ll 

have to know  w here H ansen went, to say nothing o f  myself, where 
B igm an cam e from, how  he got hold o f  the ship. T hey’ll have  to 
know . T hat w ill give h im  tim e to talk .”

“A nd to explain how  he picked out H ansen’s asteroid out o f  all 
the rocks in creation? That w ould take some tall talking.”

“That w o n ’t take any talking at all. The herm it’s ship was on 
Ceres, w hich it is. I ’ve arranged to leave it out there unguarded, so 
he can take it. H e ’ll find the sh ip ’s hom e astero id’s space-tim e co
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ordinates in the log-book. It w ould ju s t be an asteroid to him , not too 
far from Ceres, as good as any other, and he w ould m ake a beeline 
for it in order to w ait for the furor on Ceres to die dow n.”

“I t’s a risk,” grum bled Conway.
“Bigm an knows it. A nd I tell you right now, w e ’ve go t to take 

risks. Earth is underestim ating the pirate m enace so badly  that-------”
He interrupted h im self as the signal light o f  the C om m uni-tube 

flashed on and o ff  in rapid dots o f  light.
Conway, w ith an im patient m otion o f  his hand, cut in the signal 

analyzer, then sat up straight.
He said, “ It’s on the Council w ave length and, by Ceres, i t’s one 

o f  the Council scram blings.”
The small visiplate above the Com m uni-tube was show ing a 

characteristic rapidly shifting pattern o f  light and dark.
Conway inserted a sliver o f  m etal, w hich he took from  a group 

o f  such in his wallet, into a narrow  slot in the Com m uni-tube. The 
sliver was a crystallite unscram bler, the active portion  o f  the gadget 
consisting o f  a particular pattern o f  tiny crystals o f  tungsten em bed
ded in an alum inum  m atrix. It filtered the sub-etheric signal in a 
specific way. Slowly C onw ay adjusted the unscram bler, pushing it in 
deeper and extracting it again until it m atched exactly a scram bler 
sim ilar in nature but opposite in function, at the other end o f  the 
signal.

The m om ent o f  com plete adjustm ent was heralded by  the sudden 
sharp focusing o f  the visiplate.

Lucky half-rose to his feet. “B igm an!” he said. “W here in space 
are you?”

B igm an’s little face was grinning puckishly out at them . “I ’m  in 
space all right. A hundred thousand m iles o ff Ceres. I ’m  in the her
m it’s ship.”

Conway w hispered furiously, “Is this another o f  your tricks? I 
thought you said he w as on C eres?”

“I thought he w as,” Lucky said. Then, “W hat happened, B ig
m an?”

“You said we had to act quickly, so I fixed things up m yself. 
One o f  the wise guys in the Control Tow er was giving m e the busi
ness. So I slam m ed him  around a little and took off.” H e laughed. 
“Check the guardhouse and see i f  th ey ’re not on the lookout for a 
guy like me w ith a com plaint o f  assault and battery against h im .”

“That w asn’t the brightest thing you could have done,” said 
Lucky gravely. “Y ou’ll have a hard tim e convincing the m en o f  the
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asteroids that y o u ’re the type for assault. I don’t w ant to hurt your 
feelings, but you look a little small for the jo b .”

“I ’ll knock dow n a few ,” B igm an retorted. “T hey’ll believe me. 
B ut th a t’s no t w hy I called.”

“W ell, w hy did you?”
“H ow  do I get to this guy ’s asteroid?”
Lucky frowned. “H ave you looked in the logbook?”
“G reat Galaxy! I ’ve looked everyw here. I ’ve looked under the 

m attress even. T here’s no record anyw here o f  any kind o f  co
ordinates.”

L ucky’s look o f  uneasiness grew. “T hat’s strange. In fact it’s 
w orse than strange. Look, B igm an,” he spoke rapidly and incisively, 
“m atch C eres’ speed. G ive m e your co-ordinates with respect to 
Ceres right now  and keep them  that way, w hatever you do, till I call 
you. Y o u ’re too close to Ceres now  for any pirates to bother you, 
but i f  you drift out further, you m ay be in a bad way. Do you hear 
m e?”

“Check. G ot you. Let m e calculate m y co-ordinates.”
Lucky w rote them  dow n and broke connections. He said, “Space, 

w hen w ill I learn not to m ake assum ptions.”
H enree said, “H adn’t you better have B igm an com e back? I t’s a 

foolhardy setup at best and as long as you haven’t the co-ordinates, 
give the w hole th ing up .”

“G ive it up?” said Lucky. “Give up the one asteroid we know to 
be a p ira te s’ base? Do you know  o f  any other? One single other? 
W e’ve got to find the asteroid. I t’s our only clue to the inside o f  this 
knot.”

C onw ay said, “H e’s got a point there, Gus. It is a base.”
Lucky jigg led  a sw itch on the intercom  briskly and waited. 
H ansen’s voice, sleep-filled but startled, said, “Hello! H ello!” 
Lucky said briskly, “This is Lucky Starr, Mr. Hansen. Sorry to 

disturb you, but I w ould like to have you com e down here to Dr. 
C onw ay’s room  as fast as you can.”

The herm it’s voice answ ered after a pause, “Certainly, but I don ’t 
know  the w ay.”

“The guard at your door will take you. I ’ll contact him. Can you 
m ake it in tw o m inutes?”

“Tw o and  a h a lf  anyw ay,” he said, good-hum oredly. He sounded 
m ore awake.

“G ood enough!”
H ansen was as good as his word. Lucky was w aiting for him. 
Lucky paused for a m om ent, holding the door open. He said to
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the guard, “Has there been any trouble at the base earlier this eve
ning? A n assault, perhaps?”

The guard looked surprised. “Yes, sir. The m an w ho got hurt 
refused to press charges, though. C laim ed it was a fair fight.”

Lucky closed the door. He said, “That follows. A ny norm al m an 
w ould hate to get up in a guardhouse and adm it a fellow  the size o f  
Bigman had given him  a banging. I ’ll call the authorities later and 
have them  put the charge on paper anyw ay. For the re c o rd .. . . Mr. 
H ansen.”

“Yes, Mr. Starr?”
“I have a question the answ er to w hich I did not w ant floating 

around this intercom  system. Tell me, w hat are the co-ordinates o f  
your hom e asteroid? Standard and tem poral both, o f  course.”

H ansen stared and his china-blue eyes grew  round. “W ell, you 
m ay find this hard to believe, but do you know, I really  cou ldn’t tell 
you.”



9

The Asteroid That Wasn't

L ucky m et his eye steadily. “That is hard to believe, Mr. Hansen. I 
should think you w ould know  your co-ordinates as well as a planet 
dw eller w ould  know  his hom e address.”

The herm it looked at his toes and said m ildly, “I suppose so. It 
is m y hom e address, really. Y et I don ’t know  it.”

C onw ay said, “I f  this m an is deliberately-------”
Lucky broke in. “N ow  wait. L e t’s force patience on ourselves if  

w e have to. Mr. H ansen m ust have some explanation.”
T hey  w aited  for the herm it to speak.
C o-ordinates o f  the various bodies in the G alaxy were the life

blood o f  space travel. They fulfilled the same function that lines o f  
latitude and longitude did on the tw o-dim ensional surface o f  a planet. 
H ow ever, since space is three-dim ensional, and since the bodies in it 
m ove about in every possible way, the necessary co-ordinates are 
m ore com plicated.

B asically  there is first a standard zero position. In the case o f  the 
Solar System , the Sun was the usual standard. Based on that standard, 
three num bers are necessary. The first num ber is the distance o f  an 
object or a position in space from  the Sun. The second and third 
num bers are two angular m easurem ents indicating the position o f  the 
object w ith reference to an im aginary line connecting the Sun and 
the center o f  the Galaxy. I f  three sets o f  such co-ordinates are know n 
for three different tim es, set well apart, the orbit o f  a m oving body 
could  be calculated and its position, relative to the Sun, know n for 
any  given time.

Ships could calculate their ow n co-ordinates w ith respect to the 
Sun or, i f  it w ere m ore convenient, w ith respect to the nearest large



body, w hatever it was. On the Lunar Lines, for instance, o f  which 
vessels traveled from Earth to the M oon and back, Earth w as the 
custom ary “zero point.” The Sun’s own co-ordinates could be cal
culated w ith respect to the Galactic C enter and the G alactic Prim e 
M eridian, but that was only im portant in traveling betw een the stars.

Some o f  all this m ight have been passing through the h erm it’s 
m ind as he sat there w ith the three Councilm en w atching him  nar
rowly. It w as hard to tell.

H ansen said suddenly, “Yes, I can explain.”
“W e’re w aiting,” said Lucky.
“ I ’ve never had occasion to use the co-ordinates in fifteen years.

I haven’t left m y asteroid at all for two years and before that any 
trips I m ade, m aybe one or two a year, w ere short ones to Ceres or 
V esta for supplies o f  one sort or another. W hen I did that, I used 
local co-ordinates which I always calculated out for the m om ent. I 
never w orked out a table because I d idn’t have to.

“ I ’d only be gone a day or two, three at the m ost, and m y ow n 
rock w ouldn’t drift far in that time. It travels w ith the stream , a little 
slower than Ceres or V esta w hen it’s further from  the Sun and a little 
faster when it’s nearer. W hen I ’d head back for the position I cal
culated, m y rock m ight have drifted ten thousand or even a hundred 
thousand m iles o ff its original spot, but it w as alw ays close enough 
to pick up with the ship’s telescope. A fter that, I could alw ays adjust 
my course by eye. I never used the solar standard co-ordinates b e
cause I never had to, and there it is.”

“W hat you’re saying,” said Lucky, “ is that you cou ldn’t get back 
to your rock now. O r did you calculate its local co-ordinates before 
you left?”

“1 never thought to ,” said the herm it sadly. “I t ’s been so long 
since I left it that I never gave the m atter a second’s attention. N ot 
until the m inute you called m e in here.”

Dr. Henree said, “W ait. W ait.” He had lit up a fresh pipeful o f  
tobacco and was puffing strongly. “ I m ay be w rong, M r. H ansen, but 
when you first took over ow nership o f  your asteroid, you m ust have 
filed a claim with the Terrestrial O uter W orld Bureau. Is that right?” 

“Y es,” said Hansen, “but it was only a form ality .”
“That could be. I ’m not arguing that. Still, the co-ordinates o f  

your asteroid w ould be on record there.”
Hansen thought a bit, then shook his head. “ I ’m  afraid not, Dr. 

Henree. They took only the standard co-ordinate set for January 1 o f  
that year. That was ju st to identify the asteroid, like a code num ber, 
in case o f  disputed ownership. They w eren’t interested in anything
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m ore than that and you can ’t com pute an orbit from  only one set o f  
num bers.”

“B ut you yourse lf m ust have had orbital values. Lucky told us 
that you first used the asteroid as an annual vacation spot. So you 
m ust have been able to find it from  year to year.”

“That w as fifteen years ago, Dr. Henree. I had  the values, yes. 
A nd those values are som ew here in m y record books on the rock, 
but th ey ’re no t in  m y m em ory.”

Lucky, his brow n eyes clouded, said, “T here’s nothing else at 
the m om ent, Mr. Hansen. The guard will take you back to the room  
and w e’ll let you know  w hen we need you again. And, Mr. H ansen,” 
he added as the herm it rose, “ i f  you should happen to think o f  the 
co-ordinates, let us know .”

“M y w ord on that, Mr. Starr,” said H ansen gravely.
The three were alone again. L ucky’s hand shot out to the Com- 

m uni-tube. “K ey m e in for transm ission,” he said.
The voice o f  the m an at Central C om m unications came back. 

“W as the previous incom ing m essage for you, sir? I couldn’t un
scram ble it so I thought-------”

“Y ou d id  well. T ransm ission, please.”
Lucky adjusted a scram bler and used B igm an’s co-ordinates to 

zero in the sub-etheric beam .
“B igm an,” he said when the o ther’s face appeared, “open the 

logbook again.”
“D o you  have the co-ordinates, Lucky?”
“N ot yet. H ave you got the logbook open?”
“Y es.”
“Is there a sheet o f  scrap paper som ew here in it? Loose, with 

calculations all over it?”
“W ait. Yes. Here it is.”
“H old it up in front o f  your transm itter. I want to see it.”
Lucky pulled  a sheet o f  paper before him  and copied down the 

figuring. “All right, B igm an, take it away. N ow  listen, stay put. Get 
m e? Stay put, no m atter what, till you hear from me. Signing off.” 

He turned to the tw o older men. “ I navigated the ship from the 
h erm it’s rock to Ceres by eye. I adjusted course three or four times, 
using his sh ip ’s telescope and vernier instrum ents for observation and 
m easurem ents. These are m y calculations.”

C onw ay nodded. “Now, I suppose, you intend calculating back
w ards to find out the rock ’s co-ordinates.”

“It can be done easily enough, particularly if  we m ake use o f  the 
C eres O bservatory .”
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Conway rose heavily. “I can’t help but think you m ake too m uch 
o f  all this, but I ’ll follow  your instinct for a while. L e t’s go to the 
O bservatory.”

Corridors and elevators took them  close to C eres’ surface, one 
h a lf mile above the Council o f  Science offices on the asteroid. It was 
chilly there, since the O bservatory m ade every attem pt to keep the 
tem perature as constant as possible and as near surface tem perature 
as the hum an body could endure.

Slowly and carefully a young technician was unraveling L ucky’s 
calculations, feeding them  into the com puter and controlling the op
erations.

Dr. Henree, in a not too com fortable chair, huddled his thin body 
together and seem ed to be trying to extract w arm th from  his pipe, 
for his large-knuckled hands hovered closely about its bowl.

He said, “ I hope this com es to som ething.”
Lucky said, “It had better.” He sat back, his eyes fixed thought

fully on the opposite wall. “Look, Uncle Hector, you referred to m y 
‘instinct’ a while back. It isn ’t instinct; not any m ore. This run o f  
piracy is entirely different from  that o f  a quarter century ago.”

“Their ships are harder to catch or stop, i f  tha t’s w hat you m ean,” 
said Conway.

“Yes, but doesn’t that m ake it all the stranger that their raids are 
confined to the asteroid belt? It’s only here in the asteroids that trade 
has been disrupted.”

“T hey’re being cautious. Twenty-five years ago, w hen their ships 
ranged all the w ay to Venus, we were forced to m ount an offensive 
and crush them. N ow  they stick to the asteroids and the governm ent 
hesitates to take expensive m easures.”

“So far, so good,” said Lucky, “but how  do they support them 
selves? It’s always been the assum ption that pirates d idn ’t raid  for 
pure joy  o f  it alone, but to pick up ships, food, w ater, and supplies. 
You w ould think that now m ore than ever that was a necessity. C ap
tain Anton boasted to m e o f  hundreds o f  ships and thousands o f  
worlds. That m ay have been a lie to im press m e, but he certainly 
took time for the push-gun duel, drifting openly in space for hours 
as though he had no fear w hatever o f  governm ent interference. A nd 
H ansen said, m oreover, that the pirates had appropriated the various 
herm it w orlds as stopping-off places. There are hundreds o f  herm it 
worlds. It the pirates dealt w ith all o f  them , or even a good part o f  
them , that also m eans a large organization.

N ow  where do they get the food to support a large organization



and at the sam e tim e m ount few er raids now  than pirates did twenty- 
five years ago? The pirate crew m an, M artin M aniu, spoke to me o f 
w ives and fam ilies. He w as a vat-m an, he said. Presum ably he cul
tured  yeast. H ansen had yeast foods on his asteroid and they w eren’t 
V enus yeast. I know  the taste o f  Venus yeast.

“Put it all together. They grow  their own food in small yeast 
farm s distributed am ong asteroid caverns. They can get carbon di
oxide directly  from  lim estone rocks, and w ater and extra oxygen from 
the Jovian satellites. M achinery and pow er units m ay be im ported 
from  Sirius o r obtained by an occasional raid. Raids will also supply 
them  w ith m ore recruits, both m en and wom en.

“W hat it am ounts to is that Sirius is building an independent 
governm ent against us. I t’s m aking use o f  discontented people to 
bu ild  a w idespread society that will be difficult or im possible to crush 
i f  w e w ait too long. The leaders, the Captain Antons, are after pow er 
in the first place and th ey ’re perfectly  w illing to give h a lf the Ter
restrial Em pire to Sirius i f  they them selves can keep the other half.”

C onw ay shook his head. “T hat’s an aw fully big structure for the 
sm all foundation o f  fact you have. I doubt i f  we could convince the 
governm ent. The Council o f  Science can act by itself only so far, 
you know. W e d o n ’t have a fleet o f  our own, unfortunately.”

“I know. T hat’s exactly w hy we need m ore inform ation. If, while 
it is still early in the gam e, we can find their m ajor bases, capture 
their leaders, expose their Sirian connections— ”

“W eil?”
“W hy, i t’s m y opinion the m ovem ent w ould be done with. I ’m 

convinced that the average ‘m an o f  the asteroids,’ to use their own 
phrase, has no idea h e ’s being m ade a Sirian puppet. He probably 
has a grievance against Earth. He m ay think h e ’s had a raw  deal, 
resent the fact that he cou ldn’t find a jo b  or advancem ent, that he 
w asn ’t getting along as well as he should have. He m ay have been 
attracted  to w hat he thought w ould be a colorfiil life. All that, maybe. 
Still, th a t’s a long w ay from  saying h e ’d be w illing to side with 
E arth ’s w orst enem y. W hen he finds out that his leaders have been 
tricking him  into doing ju s t that, the pirate m enace will fall apart.”

Lucky halted his intense w hispering as the technician ap
proached, holding a flexible transparent tape w ith the com puter’s 
code prickings upon it.

“ Say,” he said, “are you sure these figures you gave me were 
right?”

L ucky said, “I ’m  sure. W hy?”
The technician  shook his head. “T here’s som ething wrong. The
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final co-ordinates put your rock inside o f  the forbidden zones. T h a t’s 
allowing for proper m otion, too. I m ean it can ’t be .”

Lucky’s eyebrows lifted sharply. The m an w as certainly right 
about the forbidden zones. No asteroids could possib ly  be found 
within them. Those zones represented portions o f  the asteroid belt in 
which asteroids, i f  they had existed, w ould have had tim es o f  revo
lution about the Sun that w ere an even fraction o f  Jup iter’s tw elve- 
year period o f  revolution. That w ould have m eant that the asteroid 
and Jupiter would have continually approached, every few  years, in 
the same portion o f  space. Jup iter’s repeated pull w ould  slow ly m ove 
the asteroid out o f  that zone. In the two billion years since the planets 
had been form ed Jupiter had cleared every asteroid out o f  the for
bidden zone and that w as that.

“Are you sure,” Lucky said, “that your calculations are righ t?”
The technician shrugged as though to say, “ I know  m y business.” 

But aloud he only said, “W e can check it by telescope. The thousand- 
incher is busy, but th a t’s no good for close w ork anyw ay. W e’ll get 
one o f  the sm aller ones. W ill you follow m e, please?”

The Observatory proper was alm ost like a shrine, w ith the various 
telescopes the altars. M en were absorbed in their w ork and did not 
pause to look up w hen the technician and the three C ouncilm en en
tered.

The technician led the w ay to one o f  the w ings into w hich the 
huge, cavernous room  w as divided.

“C harlie,” he said to a prem aturely balding young m an, “can you 
swing B ertha into action?”

“W hat for?” Charlie looked up from  a series o f  photographic 
prints, star-speckled, over w hich he had been bending.

“1 want to check the spot represented by these co-ordinates.” He 
held out the com puter film.

Charlie glanced at it and frowned. “W hat for? T hat’s forbidden- 
zone territory.”

“W ould you focus the point anyw ay?” asked the technician. “I t’s 
Council o f  Science business.”

“Oh? Yes, sir.” He was suddenly far m ore pleasant. “It w o n ’t 
take long.”

He closed a switch and a flexible diaphragm  sucked inw ard high 
above, closing about the shaft o f  “B ertha,” a hundred-tw enty-inch 
telescope used for close work. The diaphragm  m ade an air-tight seal, 
and above it Lucky could m ake out the sm ooth w hir o f  the surface-



lock opening. B ertha’s large eye lifted upw ard, the diaphragm  cling
ing, and w as exposed to the heavens.

“M ostly ,” explained Charlie, “we used Bertha for photographic 
w ork. C eres’ rotation is too rapid for convenient optical observations. 
The point y o u ’re interested in is over the horizon, w hich is lucky.”

He took his seat near the eyepiece, riding the telescope’s shaft 
as though it w ere the s tiff trunk o f  a giant elephant. The telescope 
angled  and the young astronom er lifted high. C arefully he adjusted 
the focus.

H e lifted out o f  his perch then and stepped down the rungs o f  a 
w all ladder. A t the touch o f  his finger a partition directly below  the 
telescope m oved aside to show a black-lined pit. Into it a series o f 
m irrors and lenses could focus and m agnify the telescopic image.

There w as only blackness.
C harlie said, “T hat’s it.” He used a m eter stick as a point. “That 

little speck is M etis, w hich is a pretty  big rock. I t’s twenty-five m iles 
across, but i t’s m illions o f  m iles away. Here you have a few specks 
w ith in  a m illion  m iles o f  the point y o u ’re interested in, but they’re 
to  one side, outside the forbidden zone. W e’ve got the stars blanked 
out by phase polarization or th ey ’d confuse everything.”

“Thank you ,” said Lucky. He sounded stunned.
“A ny tim e. G lad to  help w henever I can.”

T hey w ere in the elevator, headed dow nw ard, before Lucky 
spoke again. He said distantly, “ It can ’t be.”

“W hy not?” said Henree. “Y our figures w ere w rong.”
“H ow  could  they  be? I got to C eres.”
“Y ou m ay have intended one figure and put down another by 

m istake, then m ade a correction by eye and forgot to correct the 
paper.”

Lucky shook his head. “I couldn’t have done that. I ju st don’t—  
W ait. G reat G alaxy /” He stared at them  wildly.

“W h a t’s the m atter, Lucky?”
“It w orks out! Space, it fits in! Look, I was wrong. It’s not early 

in the gam e at all; i t’s darned late in the game. It m ay be too late. 
I ’ve underestim ated them  again.”

The elevator had reached the proper level. The door opened and 
L ucky w as out w ith a rapid  stride.

C onw ay ran after, seized his elbow, swung him  about. “W hat are 
you  talk ing about?”

“ I ’m going out there. D o n ’t even think o f  stopping me. And if  1
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don’t com e back, for E arth’s sake, fo rc e  the governm ent to begin 
m ajor preparations. O therwise the pirates m ay be in control o f  the 
entire System  within a year. Perhaps sooner.”

“W hy?” dem anded Conway violently. “B ecause you cou ldn’t 
find an asteroid?”

“Exactly,” said Lucky.



The Asteroid That Was

B igm an had brought C onw ay and Henree to Ceres on L ucky’s own 
ship, the Shooting Starr , and for that Lucky was grateful. It m eant 
he could go out into space w ith it, feel its deck beneath his feet, hold 
its controls in  his hands.

The Shooting Starr  w as a tw o-m an cruiser, built this last year 
after L ucky’s exploits am ong the farm boys o f  M ars. Its appearance 
was as deceptive as m odem  science could m ake it. It had alm ost the 
appearance o f  a space-yacht in its graceful lines, and its extrem e 
length w as not m ore than tw ice that o f  H ansen’s little rowboat. No 
traveler in space, m eeting the Shooting Starr, w ould have estim ated 
it to be anything m ore than a rich m an ’s plaything, speedy perhaps 
but thin-skinned and unequal to hard knocks. C ertainly it w ould not 
have seem ed the type o f  vessel to tm st in the dangerous reaches o f  
the asteroid  belt.

A n investigation o f  the interior o f  the vessel m ight have changed 
som e o f  those notions, however. The gleam ing hyperatom ic m otors 
w ere the equal o f  those on arm ored space-cm isers ten tim es the 
Shooting  S ta rr 's  weight. Its energy reserve was trem endous and the 
capacity o f  its hysteretic shield was sufficient to stop the largest pro
jec tile  that could be put out against it by anything short o f  a dread
nought. O ffensively its lim ited m ass prevented it from  being 
first-class, but w eight for w eight it could outfight any ship.

It w as no w onder that B igm an capered with delight once he had 
entered the air-lock and throw n o ff  his space-suit.

“ Space,” B igm an said, “ I ’m glad to get o ff that other tub. W hat 
do w e do w ith it?”

“I ’ll have them  send up a ship from Ceres to scoop it in.”
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Ceres was behind them , a hundred thousand m iles away. In ap
pearance it was about h a lf the diam eter o f  the M oon as seen from  
Earth.

Bigman said curiously, “ How about letting m e in on all this, 
Lucky? W hy the sudden change o f  plans? I was heading out all by 
myself, the last I heard.”

“There aren’t any co-ordinates for you to head to ,” said Lucky. 
Grim ly he told him the events o f  the last several hours.

Bigman whistled. “Then where are w e going?”
“I ’m not sure,” said Lucky, “but we begin by aim ing at the place 

where the herm it’s rock ought to be now .”
He studied the dials, and added, “And we leave here fast, too.” 
He m eant fast. A cceleration on the Shooting Starr  w ent high as 

velocity built up. Bigman and Lucky w ere pinned back to their dia- 
m agnetically cushioned chairs and the grow ing pressure spread 
evenly over their entire body surfaces. The oxygen concentration in 
the cabin was built up by the acceleration-sensitive air-purifier con
trols and allowed shallow er breathing w ithout oxygen starvation. The 
g-ham ess (g being the usual scientific sym bol for acceleration) they 
both wore was light and did not ham per their m ovem ents, but under 
the stress o f  increasing velocity it stiffened and protected the bones, 
particularly the spine, from breaking. A nylotexm esh girdle kept the 
abdom inal viscera from  undue harm.

In every respect the cabin accessories had been designed by  ex
perts at the Council o f  Science to allow  for tw enty to thirty  per cent 
greater acceleration on the Shooting Starr  than on even the m ost 
advanced vessels o f  the fleet.

Even on this occasion the acceleration, though high, w as less than 
h a lf o f  that o f  which the ship was capable.

W hen velocity leveled off, the Shooting Starr  w as five m illion 
m iles from Ceres, and, if  Lucky or B igm an had  been interested in 
looking for it, they w ould have found it to have becom e, in appear
ance, m erely a speck o f  light, dim m er than m any o f  the stars.

B igm an said, “ Say, Lucky, I ’ve been w anting to ask you. Do you 
have your glim m er shield?”

Lucky nodded and Bigman looked grieved.
“W ell, you big dum b ox,” the little fellow  said, “w hy in space 

d idn’t you take it w ith you when you w ent out pirate-hunting then?” 
“I did have it with m e,” said Lucky calm ly. “I ’ve had  it w ith  m e 

since the day the M artians gave it to m e.”
As Lucky and B igm an (but no one else in the G alaxy) knew , the 

M artians to whom  Lucky referred w ere not the farm boys and ranchers
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o f  M ars. They w ere rather a race o f  im m aterial creatures who were 
the direct descendants o f  the ancient intelligences that once inhabited 
the surface o f  M ars in the ages before it had lost its oxygen and 
water. Excavating huge caverns below  M ars’ surface by destroying 
cubic m iles o f  rock, converting the m atter so destroyed into energy 
and storing that energy for future use, they now  lived in com fortable 
isolation. A bandoning their m aterial bodies and living as pure energy, 
their existence rem ained unsuspected by M ankind. Only Lucky Stan- 
had  penetrated  their fastnesses and as the one souvenir o f  that eerie 
trip  he had obtained w hat B igm an called the “glim m er shield.” 

B igm an’s annoyance increased. “W ell, i f  you had it, why didn’t 
you use it? W hat’s w rong w ith you?”

“You have the w rong idea o f  the shield, Bigman. It w on’t do 
everything. It w o n ’t feed me and w ipe m y lips w hen I ’m through.” 

“I ’ve seen w hat it can do. It can do p lenty .”
“It can, in certain ways. It can soak up all types o f  energy.” 
“Like the energy o f  a blaster bolt. Y ou’re not going to kick about 

that, are you?”
“N o, I adm it I ’d be im m une to blasters. The shield would soak 

up potential energy, too, if  the m ass o f  a body w eren’t too great or 
too small. For instance, a knife or an ordinary bullet couldn’t pene
trate, though the bullet m ight knock m e down. A good sledge ham m er 
w ould  swing right through the shield, though, and even i f  it d idn’t 
its m om entum  w ould crush me. A nd w hat’s more, m olecules o f  air 
can go through the shield as i f  it w eren’t there because they ’re too 
sm all to be handled. I ’m  telling you this so that y o u ’ll understand 
that i f  I w ere w earing the shield and Dingo had broken m y face plate 
w hen w e w ere both tangled up in space, I w ould have died anyway. 
The shield w ouldn’t have prevented the air in m y suit from  scattering 
aw ay in  a split second.”

“I f  you had used it in the first place, Lucky, you w ouldn’t have 
had  any trouble. D on’t I rem em ber when you used it on M ars?” 
B igm an chuckled at the rem iniscence. “It glim m ered all over you, 
sm oky-like, only lum inous, so you could ju st be seen in a haze. All 
except your face anyw ay. That was ju s t a sheet o f  w hite light.” 

“Y es,” said Lucky dryly, “I w ould have scared them. They would 
have hit at m e w ith blasters and I w ouldn’t have been hurt. So they 
w ould have all high-tailed  it o ff  the A tla s , gone o ff about ten miles, 
and blasted  the ship. I w ould have been stone dead. D on’t forget that 
the shield is only a shield. It doesn’t give m e any offensive powers 
w hatever.”

“A ren ’t you ever going to use it again?” asked Bigman.
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“W hen it’s necessary. N ot till then. I f  I use it too m uch, the effect 
w ould be lost. Its w eaknesses w ould be found out and I w ould be 
ju st a target for anyone I came up against

Lucky studied the instrum ents. C alm ly he said, “Ready for ac
celeration again.”

B igm an said, “Hey-------”
Then, as he was pushed back into his seat, he found h im self 

fighting for breath and could say nothing m ore. The redness was 
rising to his eyes and he could feel the skin draw ing backw ard as 
though it were trying to peel o ff his bones.

This time the Shooting S tarr's  acceleration was on full.
It lasted fifteen minutes. Tow ard the end B igm an w as scarcely 

conscious. Then it relaxed and life crept back.
Lucky was shaking his head and panting for breath.
B igm an said, “Hey, that w asn’t funny.”
“I know ,” said Lucky.
“W hat’s the idea? W eren’t w e going fast enough?”
“N ot quite. B ut it’s all right now. W e’ve shaken them .”
“Shaken w hom ?”
“W hoever was following us. W e w ere being follow ed, B igm an, 

from the m inute you stepped foot on the deck o f  the old Shooter. 
Look at the Ergom eter.”

B igm an did so. The Ergom eter resem bled the one on the Atlas  
in nam e only. The one on the Atlas  had been a prim itive m odel 
designed to pick up m otor radiation for the purpose o f  releasing the 
lifeboats. That had been its only purpose. The Ergom eter on the 
Shooting Starr could pick up the radiation pattern o f  a hyperatom ic 
m otor on ships no larger than an ordinary lifeboat and do it at a 
distance o f  better than tw o m illion miles.

Even now the inked line on the graphed paper jigg led  very 
faintly, but periodically.

“That isn’t anything,” said Bigman.
“It was, a while ago. Look for yourself.” Lucky unreeled  the 

cylinder o f  paper that had already passed the needle. The jigg lings 
grew deeper, m ore characteristic. “See that, B igm an?”

“ft could be any ship. It could be a Ceres freighter.”
“No. For one thing, it tried to follow  us and did a good jo b  o f  

it, too, w hich m eans it had a pretty  good Ergom eter o f  its own. B e
sides that, did you ever see an energy pattern like th is?”

“N ot exactly like this, Lucky.”
“I did, you see, in the case o f  the ship that boarded the Atlas. 

This Ergom eter does a m uch better jo b  o f  pattern  analysis, but the
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resem blance is definite. The m otor o f  the ship th a t’s following us is 
o f  Sirian design.”

“Y ou m ean it’s A n ton ’s ship.”
“That o r a sim ilar one. It doesn’t m atter. W e’ve lost them .”

“A t the m om ent,” said Lucky, “w e’re right w here the herm it’s 
rock should be, plus or m inus, say, a hundred thousand m iles.” 

“N o th in g ’s here,” said Bigm an.
“T hat’s right. The gravities register no asteroidal m ass anywhere 

near us. W e’re in w hat the astronom ers call a forbidden zone.” 
“U h-huh,” said B igm an w isely, “I see.”
Lucky sm iled. There was nothing to see. A  forbidden zone in the 

asteroid belt looked no different from  a portion o f  the belt that was 
thickly  strew n w ith rocks, at least not to the naked eye. Unless an 
asteroid  happened to be w ithin a hundred m iles or so, the view  was 
the same. Stars or things that looked like stars filled the heavens. I f  
som e o f  them  w ere asteroids and not stars, there was no w ay o f  telling 
the difference short o f  w atching intently for several hours to see 
w hich “ stars” changed relative position, or using a telescope to begin 
with.

B igm an said, “W ell, w hat do w e do?”
“Look around the neighborhood. It m ay take us a few days.” 
The path o f  the Shooting Starr grew  erratic. It headed outward 

from  the Sun, aw ay from  the forbidden zone and into the nearest 
constellation o f  asteroids. The gravities jum ped their needles at the 
pull o f  distant mass.

Tiny w orld after tiny w orld slid into the field o f  the visiplate, 
w as allow ed to rem ain there w hile it rotated, and was then perm itted 
to  slip out. The Shooting S tarr 's  velocity had decelerated to a relative 
craw l, but the m iles still passed by the hundreds o f  thousands and 
into the m illions. The hours passed. A dozen asteroids cam e and 
went.

“Y ou better eat,” said Bigm an.
B ut Lucky contented h im self w ith sandw iches and catnaps while 

he and B igm an w atched visiplate, gravities and Ergom eter in turn.
Then, w ith an asteroid in view , Lucky said in a strained voice, 

“I ’m  going dow n.”
B igm an was caught by surprise. “Is that the asteroid?” He looked 

at its angularity. “D o you recognize it?”
“I think I do, B igm an. In any case, i t’s going to be investigated.” 
It took h a lf  an hour to m anipulate the ship into the asteroid’s 

shadow.



198 THE COM PLETE A D V E N T U R E S OF L U C K Y  STA RR

“Keep it here,” Lucky said. “Som eone’s got to stay w ith the ship 
and you’re the one. D on’t forget it. It can be detected, but i f  i t’s in 
the shadow, w ith the lights out and the m otors at m inim um , it w ill 
m ake it as hard as possible for them . A ccording to the Ergom eter, 
there’s no ship in space near us now. R ight?”

“Right!”
“The m ost im portant thing to rem em ber is this: D o n ’t com e dow n 

after m e for any reason. W hen I ’m  through, I ’ll com e up to you. I f  
I ’m  not back in tw elve hours and haven’t called, either, back you go 
to Ceres w ith a report, after taking photographs o f  this asteroid at 
every angle.”

B igm an’s face grew sullenly stubborn. “N o.”
“This is the report,” said Lucky calm ly. He w ithdrew  a personal 

capsule from an inner pocket. “This capsule is keyed to Dr. Conw ay. 
H e’s the only one who can open it. H e’s got to get the inform ation, 
regardless o f  me. Do you understand?”

“W hat’s in it?” asked Bigm an, m aking no m ove to take it.
“Just theories, I ’m  afraid. I ’ve told no one o f  them , because I ’ve 

come out here to try to get facts to back them  up. I f  I can ’t m ake it, 
the theories, at least, m ust get through. C onw ay m ay believe them  
and he m ay get the governm ent to act upon them .”

“I w on’t do it,” said Bigman. “I w o n ’t leave you .”
“Bigman, i f  I can’t trust you to do w hat’s right regardless o f  

yourself and myself, you w on’t be m uch use to m e after this i f  I 
com e through safely.”

Bigman held out his hand. The personal capsule w as dropped 
into it.

“All right,” he said.

Lucky dropped through vacuum  to the astero id’s surface, hasten
ing the drop by use o f  the suit’s push-gun. He knew  the asteroid to 
be about the right size. It was roughly the shape he rem em bered it 
to be. It was jagged  enough and the sunlit portion  looked the right 
color. All that, however, m ight have held true for any asteroid.

But there was the other item. That was not likely to be duplicated 
very often.

From  his waist pouch he took out a small instrum ent that looked 
like a com pass. A ctually it was a pocket radar unit. Its enclosed 
em ission source could put out radio short w aves o f  alm ost any range. 
Certain octaves could be partially reflected by rock and partially  
transm itted through reasonable distances.

In the presence o f  a thick layer o f  rock the reflection o f  radiation
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activated  a needle on the dial. In the presence o f  a thin layer o f  rock, 
as, fo r instance, on a surface under w hich lay a cave or hollow, some 
radiation  w as reflected, but som e penetrated into the hollow  and was 
reflected from  the further wall. In this w ay a double reflection oc
curred, one com ponent o f  w hich was m uch w eaker than the second. 
In  response to such a double reflection the needle responded w ith a 
characteristic double quiver.

Lucky w atched the instrum ent as he leaped easily over the stony 
peaks. The n eed le’s sm ooth pulsing gained a quiver, and then a dis
tinct subsidiary m ovem ent. L ucky’s heart bounded. The asteroid was 
hollow . F ind w here the subsidiary m ovem ents were strongest and 
there the hollow  w ould  be nearest the surface. There w ould be the 
air-lock.

For a few  m om ents all o f  L ucky’s faculties w ere concentrated 
on the needle. Fie was unaw are o f  the m agnetic cable snaking its way 
tow ard h im  from  the near horizon.

Fie was unaw are o f  it until it snapped about him  in coil after 
coil, clinging close, its m om entum  tossing his nearly w eightless body 
first clear o f  the asteroid and then dow n to the rock, where he lay 
helpless.



At Close Quarters

Three lights came over the horizon and tow ard the prostrate Lucky. 
In the darkness o f  the asteroid’s night he could not see the figures 
that accom panied the lights.

Then there was a voice in his ear and the voice w as the w ell- 
known hoarseness o f  the pirate, Dingo. It said, “D on’t call your pal 
upstairs. I’ve got a jigger here that can p ick  up your carrier wave. I f  
you try to, I’ll blast you out o f  your suit right now, nark!”

He spat out the final word; the contem ptuous term  o f  all law 
breakers for those they considered to be spies o f  the law -enforcem ent 
agencies.

Lucky kept silent. From the m om ent he had first felt the trem or 
o f  his suit under the lash o f  the m agnetic cable he knew  that he had 
fallen into a trap. To call B igm an before he knew  m ore about the 
nature o f  the trap w ould have been putting the Shooting Starr  into 
danger, and that w ithout helping him self.

Dingo stood over him, a foot on either side. In the light o f  one 
o f  the flashes Lucky caught a quick glim pse o f  D ingo’s face-plate 
and o f  the stubby goggles that covered his eyes. Lucky knew  those 
to be infrared translators, capable o f  converting ordinary heat rad ia
tion into visible light. Even w ithout flashes and in the astero id ’s dark 
night they had been able to w atch him  by the energy o f  his ow n 
heaters.

Dingo said, “ W hat’s the m atter, nark? Scared?”
He lifted a bulky leg w ith its bulkier m etal sw athing and brought 

his heel down sharply in the direction o f  L ucky’s face-plate. Lucky 
turned his head swiftly aw ay to let the blow  fall on the sturdier m etal



o f  the helm et, but D ingo’s heel stopped m idway. He laughed whoop- 
ingly.

“Y ou w o n ’t get it that easy, nark,” he said.
His voice changed as he spoke to the other two pirates. “Hop 

over the ja g  and get the air-lock open.”
For a m om ent they hesitated. One o f  them  said, “But, Dingo, the 

captain said you w ere too------- ”
D ingo said, “Get going, or m aybe I ’ll start w ith him  and finish 

w ith  you .”
In the face o f  the threat the two hopped away. Dingo said to 

Lucky, “N ow  suppose w e get you to the air-lock.”
He was still holding the butt end o f  the m agnetic cable. W ith a 

flick at the sw itch he turned o ff  its current and m om entarily dem ag
netized it. He stepped aw ay and pulled it sharply tow ard himself. 
Lucky dragged along the rocky floor o f  the asteroid, bounced upward, 
and ro lled  partly  out o f  the cable. Dingo touched the switch again 
and the rem aining coils suddenly clung and held.

D ingo flicked the w hip upward. Lucky traveled with it, while 
D ingo m aneuvered skillfully to m aintain his own balance. Lucky 
hovered in space and Dingo w alked with him  as though he were a 
ch ild ’s balloon at the end o f  a string.

The lights o f  the other two were visible again after five minutes. 
They w ere shining into a patch o f  darkness o f  which regular bound
aries w ere p ro o f enough that it was an open air-lock.

D ingo called, “ W atch out! I ’ve got a package to deliver.”
He dem agnetized the cable again, and flicked it downward, rising 

six inches into the air as he did so. Lucky rotated rapidly, spinning 
com pletely  out o f  the cable.

D ingo leaped upw ard and caught him. W ith the skill o f  a man 
long used to w eightlessness, he avoided L ucky’s attem pts to break 
his hold, and hurled him  in the direction o f  the air-lock. He broke 
his ow n backw ard tum ble by a quick double spurt o f  his su it’s push- 
gun and righted  h im self in time to see Lucky enter the air-lock 
cleanly.

W hat follow ed was clearly visible in the light o f  the p irates’ 
flashes. C aught in the pseudo-grav field that existed within the air
lock, Lucky w as hurled suddenly dow nw ard, hitting the rocky floor 
w ith a clatter and force that knocked the breath out o f  him. D ingo’s 
braying laughter filled his helm et.

The outer door closed, the inner opened. Lucky got to his feet, 
actually  thankful for the norm ality o f  gravity.

“G et in, nark.” Dingo was holding a blaster.
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Lucky paused as he entered the astero id’s interior. H is eyes 
shifted quickly from side to side w hile the frost gathered at the rim s 
o f  his face-plate. W hat he saw  w as not the soft-lit library o f  the 
hermit, Hansen, but a trem endously long hallw ay, the ro o f o f  w hich 
was supported by a series o f  pillars. He could not see to the other 
end. Openings to room s pierced the wall o f  the corridors regularly. 
M en hurried to and fro and there was the smell o f  ozone and m achine 
oil in the air. In the distance he could hear the characteristic drum - 
dram  o f  what m ust have been gigantic hyperatom ic m otors.

It was quite obvious that this was no herm it’s cell, but a large 
industrial plant, inside an asteroid.

Lucky bit his low er lip thoughtfully and w ondered despondently 
i f  all this inform ation w ould die w ith him  now.

Dingo said, “In there, nark. G et in  there ,”
It was a storeroom  he indicated, its shelves and bins well filled, 

but em pty o f  hum an beings other than them selves.
“ Say, D ingo,” said one o f  the pirates nervously, “w hy are w e 

showing him  all this? I don’t think— ”
“Then don’t talk,” said Dingo, and laughed. “D o n ’t w orry, he 

w on’t tell anyone about anything he sees. I guarantee that. M eanw hile 
I have a little som ething to finish w ith him . G et that suit o ff  h im .” 

He was rem oving his own suit as he spoke. He stepped out, 
m onstrously bulky. One hand rubbed slowly over the hairy back o f  
the other. He was savoring the m om ent.

Lucky said firmly, “Captain A nton never gave you orders to kill 
me. Y ou’re trying to finish a private feud and it w ill only get you 
into trouble. I ’m  a valuable m an to the captain and he know s it.” 

Dingo sat down on the edge o f  a bin o f  sm all m etal objects, w ith 
a grin on his face. “To listen to you, nark, you ’d think you had a 
case. But you d idn’t fool us, not for one m inute. W hen w e left you 
on the rock with the herm it, what do you th ink w e did? W e watched. 
Captain A nton’s no fool. He sent m e back. He said, ‘W atch that rock 
and report back .’ I saw the herm it’s dinghy leave. I could have 
blasted you out o f  space then, but the order was to follow.

“I stayed o ff Ceres for a day and a h a lf  and spotted the herm it’s 
dinghy hitting out for space again. I w aited som e m ore. Then I caught 
this other ship com ing out to m eet it. The m an o ff the dinghy got on 
to the other ship and I follow ed you w hen you took off.”

Lucky could not help smiling. “Tried to follow, you m ean.” 
D ingo’s face turned a blotchy red. He spat out, “A ll right. Y ou 

were faster. Y our kind is good at running. W hat o f  it? I d idn ’t have



to chase you. I ju st cam e here and waited. I knew  where you were 
heading. I ’ve got you, h aven ’t  I?”

Lucky said, “All right, but w hat have you got? I was unarmed 
on the h erm it’s rock. I d idn’t have any weapons, while the hermit 
had a blaster. I had to do w hat he said. He w anted to get back to 
Ceres and he forced me along so he could claim  he was being kid
napped i f  the m en o f  the asteroids stopped him. You adm it yourself 
that I got o ff  Ceres as fast as I could and tried to get back here.”

“In a nice, shiny governm ent ship?”
“I stole it. So? It ju st m eans that you ’ve got another ship for your 

fleet. A nd a good one.”
Dingo looked at the other pirates. “D oesn’t he throw  the comet- 

dust, though?”
Lucky said, “ I w arn you again. The captain will take anything 

that happens to  m e out on you .”
“No he w o n ’t,” snarled Dingo, “because he knows who you are 

and so do I, Mr. D avid Lucky Starr. Com e on, m ove out into the 
m iddle o f  the room .”

D ingo rose. He said to his tw o com panions, “Get those bins out 
o f  the w ay. Pull them  over to one side.”

They looked at his staring, blood-congested face once and did as 
he said. D ingo’s bulbously thickset body was slightly stooped, his 
head sank dow n into his bulging shoulders, and his thick, som ewhat 
bandy, legs planted them selves firmly. The scar on his upper lip was 
a v iv id  white.

He said, “There are easy w'ays o f  finishing you and there are nice 
w ays. I d o n ’t like a nark and I especially don’t like a nark who fouls 
m e in a push-gun fight. So before I finish you, I ’m breaking you into 
little p ieces.”

Lucky, looking tall and spindly in com parison with the other, 
said, “A re you m an enough to take care o f  m e alone, Dingo, or will 
your tw o friends help you?”

“I d o n ’t need help, pretty  boy .” He laughed nastily. “But if  you 
try  to run, th ey ’ll stop you, and if  you keep on trying to run, they ’ve 
got neuronic w hips that will really  stop you.” He raised his voice. 
“A nd use them , you tw o, i f  you have to .”

Lucky w aited for the other to m ake his m ove. He knew that the 
one m ost nearly  fatal tactic w ould be to try to m ix it up at close 
quarters. Let the pirate enclose his chest in the hug o f  those enorm ous 
arm s and broken ribs w ould be the nearly certain result.

D ingo, right fist draw n back, ran forward. Lucky stood his ground 
as long as he dared, then stepped quickly to his right, seized his
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opponent’s extended left arm, pulled  backw ard, taking advantage o f  
the o ther’s forward m om entum , and caught the o ther’s ankle against 
his foot.

Dingo w ent spraw ling forw ard and dow n heavily. He w as up 
im mediately, however, one cheek scraped and little lights o f  m adness 
dancing in his eyes.

He thundered tow ard Lucky, who retired n im bly tow ard one o f  
the bins lining the wall.

Lucky seized the ends o f  the b in  and swung his legs up and out. 
D ingo caught them  in his chest, halted m om entarily. Lucky w hirled 
out o f  the w ay and was free in the center o f  the room  again.

One o f  the pirates called out, “Hey, D ingo, le t’s stop fooling 
around.”

Dingo panted, “I ’ll k ill him , I ’ll kill h im .”
B ut he was m ore cautious now. His little eyes w ere nearly  buried 

in the fat and gristle that surrounded his eyeballs. He crept forw ard, 
watching Lucky, w aiting for the m om ent he m ight strike.

Lucky said, “W hat’s the m atter, D ingo? A fraid o f  m e? Y ou get 
afraid very quick for such a b ig  talker.”

As Lucky expected, Dingo roared incoherently and dashed heav
ily and directly at him. Lucky had no trouble in evading the bull rush. 
The side o f  his hand cam e sharply and sw iftly dow n on the back  o f  
D ingo’s neck.

Lucky had seen any num ber o f  m en knocked unconscious by that 
particular blow; he had seen m ore than one killed. B ut Dingo m erely 
staggered. He shook it o ff and turned, snarling.

He walked flat-footedly tow ard the dancing Lucky. Lucky lashed 
out w ith his fist, w hich landed sharply on D ingo’s scraped cheek 
bone. Blood flowed, but Dingo did not so m uch as attem pt to b lock 
the blow, nor did he blink w hen it landed.

Lucky squirm ed aw ay and struck sharply tw ice m ore at the pirate. 
Dingo paid no attention. He came forward, alw ays forward.

Suddenly, unexpectedly, he w ent down, apparently  as a m an w ho 
had stumbled. But his arm s shot out as he fell and one hand closed 
about Lucky’s right ankle. Lucky w ent dow n too.

“I ’ve got you now ,” w hispered Dingo.
He reached up to catch L ucky’s w aist and in a m om ent, fast- 

locked, they w ere rolling across the floor.
Lucky felt the growing, enclosing pressure and pain  w ashed in

w ard like an advancing flame. D ingo’s fetid panting w as in his ear.
L ucky’s right arm  w as free, but his left w as enclosed in the 

num bing vise o f  the o ther’s grip about his chest. W ith the last o f  his



fading strength, Lucky brought his right fist up. The blow  traveled 
no m ore than four inches, catching the point where D ingo’s chin met 
his neck  w ith a force that sent stabs o f  pain the length o f  Lucky’s 
arm.

D ingo’s grip loosened for a m om ent and Lucky, writhing, flung 
h im se lf out o f  the deadly em brace and onto his feet.

D ingo got up m ore slowly. His eyes w ere glassy, and fresh blood 
w as trickling  out the com er o f  his mouth.

He m uttered  thickly, “The whip! The w hip!”
U nexpectedly he turned upon one o f  the pirates who had been 

standing there a frozen onlooker. He w rested the w eapon from  the 
o ther’s hand  and sent h im  sprawling.

Lucky tried  to duck, but the neuronic whip was up and flashing. 
It caught his right side and stim ulated the nerves o f  the area it struck 
into a bath o f  pain. L ucky’s body stiffened and went down again.

For a m om ent his senses recorded only confusion, and with what 
consciousness he possessed he expected death to be a second off. 
D im ly he heard  a p ira te ’s voice.

“Look, D ingo, the captain said to m ake it look like an accident. 
H e ’s a C ouncil o f  Science m an and . .

It w as all Lucky heard.
W hen he sw am  back to consciousness with an excm ciating tingle 

o f  pins and needles dow n the length o f  his side, he found h im self in 
a space-suit again. They w ere ju st about to put on his helmet. Dingo, 
lips puffed, cheek and jaw  bruised, w atched malignantly.

There w as a voice in the doorway. A  m an was entering hurriedly, 
full o f  talk.

Lucky heard him  say, “ — for Post 47. It’s getting so /  can ’t keep 
track o f  all the requisitions. I can ’t even keep our own orbit straight 
enough to keep up the co-ordinate corrections o f------ ”

The voice flickered out. Lucky tw isted his head and caught sight 
o f  a sm all m an w ith spectacles and gray hair. He was ju st inside the 
doorw ay, looking w ith m ingled astonishm ent and d isbelief at the dis
order that m et his eyes.

“G et out,” roared  Dingo.
“B ut I ’ve got to have a requisition— ”
“L ater!”
The little m an left and the helm et was fitted over L ucky’s head.
They took him  out again, through the air-lock, to a surface which 

w as now  in the feeble blaze o f  the distant Sun. A catapult waited on 
a relatively  flat table o f  rock. Its function was no m ystery to Lucky. 
A n autom atic w inch w as draw ing back a large m etal lever which
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bent m ore and m ore slowly till its original slant had strained back 
into a com plete horizontal at the tip. L ight straps w ere attached to 
the bent lever and then buckled about L ucky’s waist.

“Lie still,” said Dingo. His voice was dim  and scratchy in 
L ucky’s ear. There was som ething wrong w ith the helm et receiver, 
Lucky realized. “Y ou’re ju s t w asting your oxygen. Just to  m ake you 
feel better, w e’re sending ships up to b last your friend dow n before 
he can pick up speed, i f  he feels like running.”

A n instant after that Lucky felt the sharp tingling vibration o f  the 
lever as it was released. It sprang elastically back into its original 
position w ith terrific force. The buckles about him  parted  sm oothly 
and he was cast o ff at a speed o f  a m ile a m inute or better, w ith no 
gravitational field to slow him. There was one glim pse o f  the asteroid 
w ith the pirates looking up at him. The w hole was shrinking rapidly 
even as he watched.

He inspected his suit. He already knew  that his helm et radio had 
been m altreated. Sure enough, the sensitivity knob hung loose. It 
m eant his voice could penetrate no m ore than a few  m iles o f  space. 
They had left him  his space-suit’s push-gun. H e tried it but no thing 
happened. Its gas stores had been drained.

He was quite helpless. There w ere only the contents o f  one oxy
gen cylinder betw een h im self and a slow, unpleasant death.



Ship Versus Ship

W ith a clam m y constriction o f  his chest Lucky surveyed the situation. 
He thought he could guess the p irates’ plans. On the one hand, they 
w ished to get rid  o f  him , since he obviously knew  far too much. On 
the o ther hand, they m ust w ant him  to be found dead in such a way 
that the Council o f  Science w ould be unable to prove conclusively 
that his death  w as by  pirate violence.

O nce before, pirates had m ade the m istake o f  killing an agent o f  
the C ouncil and the resultant fury had been crushing. They w ould be 
m ore cautious this time.

H e thought, T hey ’ll rush the Shooting S tarr , blanket it w ith in
terference to keep B igm an from  sending out a call for help. Then 
they can use a cannon blast on its hull. It w ould m ake a good im i
tation  o f  a m eteorite collision. They can m ake that look better by 
sending their ow n engineers on board to hocus the shield activators. 
It w ould look as though a defect in the m echanism  had prevented the 
shield from  going up as the m eteorite approached.

They w ould know  his ow n course through space, Lucky knew. 
There w ould  be nothing to deflect him  from  w hatever his original 
angles o f  flight had been. Later, w ith him  safely dead, they would 
p ick  him  up and send him  w hirling in an orbit about the broken 
Shooting  Starr. The discoverers (and perhaps one o f  their ow n ships 
w ould  send in an anonym ous report o f  the find) w ould reach an 
obvious conclusion. B igm an at the controls, m aneuvering to the last, 
k illed  at his post. Lucky, on the other hand, scram bling into a suit, 
dam aging the external sensitivity knob o f  the su it’s radio in the ex
citem ent. H e w ould have been unable to call for help. He w ould have



expended his push-gun’s gas in a desperate and futile attem pt to find 
a place o f  safety. A nd he w ould  have died.

It would not work. N either C onw ay nor H enree could possib ly  
believe that Lucky w ould be concerned only w ith his ow n safety 
while Bigman stuck loyally at the controls. B ut then, the failure o f  
the scheme w ould be small satisfaction to a dead Lucky Starr. W orse 
yet, it w ould not only be Lucky Starr who w ould  die, but all the 
inform ation now  locked in Lucky S tarr’s head.

For a m om ent he was sick w ith outrage at h im se lf that he had 
not forced all his suspicions on C onw ay and H enree before leaving, 
that he had waited till he boarded the Shooting Starr  before preparing 
the personal capsule. Then he gained control o f  him self. N o one 
w ould have believed him  w ithout facts.

For that very reason he w ould have to get back.
Have to!
But how? W hat good was “have to” w hen one w as alone and 

helpless in space w ith a few  hours’ w orth o f  oxygen and nothing 
else?

Oxygen!
Lucky thought, T here’s m y oxygen. A nyone but D ingo w ould  

have drained his cylinder o f  all but dregs, to let death com e quickly. 
But if  Lucky knew  Dingo, the pirate had  sent him  on his w ay w ith 
a loaded cylinder sim ply to prolong the agony.

Good! Then he w ould reverse that. He w ould use the oxygen 
otherwise. A nd if  he failed, death w ould com e the sooner, despite 
Dingo.

O nly he m ust not fail.
The asteroid had been crossing his line o f  vision periodically  as 

he spun in space. First, it was a shrinking rock, its sunlit highlights 
slanting jaggedly  across the blackness o f  space. Then it had been  a 
bright star and a single line o f  light. The brightness w as fading 
quickly now. Once the asteroid becam e dim  enough to be sim ply one 
m ore in the m yriad o f  stars, it was all over. N ot m any m inutes w ere 
left before that w ould be the case.

His clum sy, m etal-covered fingers w ere already fum bling w ith 
the flexible tube that led from  the air inlet ju s t under the face-plate 
to the oxygen cylinder in back. He tw isted strenuously at the bolt 
that held the air tube tightly fixed to the cylinder.

It gave. He paused to fill his helm et and suit w ith  oxygen. O r
dinarily oxygen leaked slowly in from  the cylinders at about the rate 
it was used up by hum an lungs. The carbon dioxide and w ater form ed 
as the result o f  respiration were m ostly absorbed by  the chem icals
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contained in the valved canisters affixed to the inner surface o f  the 
su it’s chest plates. The result was the oxygen was kept at a pressure 
one fifth that o f  E arth ’s atm osphere. This was exactly right, since 
four fifths o f  E arth ’s atm osphere is nitrogen anyw ay, w hich is useless 
for breathing.

H ow ever, this left room  for higher concentrations, up to som e
w hat m ore than norm al atm ospheric pressure, before there was danger 
o f  toxic effects. Lucky let the oxygen pour into his suit.

Then, having done so, he closed the valve under his face-plate 
entirely  and rem oved the cylinder.

The cylinder w as itse lf a sort o f  push-gun. It was an unusual 
push-gun, to be sure. For a person m arooned in space to use the 
precious oxygen that stood betw een h im self and death as m otive 
powder, to blow  it into space, m eant desperation. O r else, a firm res
olution.

Lucky cracked the reducing valve and let a blast o f  oxygen issue 
out. There w as no line o f  crystals this time. Oxygen, unlike carbon 
dioxide, froze at very low tem peratures indeed and before it could 
lose sufficient heat to freeze, it had diffused out into space. Gas or 
solid, how ever, N ew ton’s third law o f  m otion still held. As the gas 
pushed out one way, Lucky was pushed in the opposite direction by 
a natural counter-push.

H is spinning slowed. Carefully he allow ed the asteroid to come 
into full view  before stopping the spin com pletely.

H e was still receding from  the rock. It was no longer particularly 
brighter than the neighboring stars. C onceivably he had already m is
taken his target, but he closed his m ind against that uncertainty.

He fixed his eyes firm ly on the spot o f  light he assum ed to be 
the asteroid and let the cylinder blast in the opposite direction. He 
w ondered i f  he w ould have enough to reverse the direction o f  his 
travel. There was no w ay o f  telling at the m oment.

In any case, he w ould have to save some gas. He would need it 
to m aneuver about the asteroid, get on its night side, find B igm an 
and the ship, unless . . .

U nless the ship had already been driven away, or destroyed, by 
the pirates.

It seem ed to Lucky that the vibration o f  his hands, due to the 
escaping oxygen, w as lessening. E ither the cylinder was running low, 
or its tem perature w as dropping. He was holding it aw ay from  his 
suit so it w as no longer absorbing heat from  it. It was from the suit 
that oxygen cylinders gained enough heat to be breathable, and the 
carbon dioxide cylinders o f  the push-guns gained enough heat to keep
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their contents gaseous. In the vacuum  o f  space heat could be lost 
only by radiation, a slow process, but, even so, the oxygen cylinder 
had had tim e to drop in tem perature.

He encircled the cylinder in his arms, hugged it to his chest, and 
waited.

It seem ed hours, but only fifteen m inutes passed before it seem ed 
to him  that the asteroid was grow ing brighter. W as he approaching 
the rock again? Or was it im agination? A nother fifteen m inutes 
passed and it was distinctly brighter. Lucky felt a deep gratitude to 
the chance that had shot him  out on the sunlit side o f  the rock so 
that he could see it p lainly as a target.

It was getting harder to breathe. There was no question o f  carbon 
dioxide asphyxiation. That gas was rem oved as it was form ed. Still, 
each breath also rem oved a small fraction o f  his precious oxygen. 
He tried to breathe shallowly, close his eyes, rest. A fter all, he could 
do nothing m ore until he had reached and passed the asteroid. There 
on the night side, B igm an m ight still be waiting.

Then, i f  he could get close enough to B igm an, i f  he could call 
him  on his limping radio before he passed out, there m ight yet be a 
chance.

The hours had passed slowly and torturously for B igm an. He 
longed to descend, but dared not. He reasoned w ith h im self that, i f  
the enemy existed, he w ould have shown h im self by now. Then he 
argued it out bitterly and came to the conclusion that the very silence 
and m otionlessness o f  space m eant a trap, and that Lucky w as caught.

He put L ucky’s personal capsule before him  and w ondered about 
its contents. I f  only there w ere some w ay o f  bursting it, o f  reading 
the thin roll o f  m icrofilm  within. I f  he could do that, he could radio 
it to Ceres, get it o ff his hands, and be free to go slam m ing down to 
the rock. He w ould blast them  all, drag Lucky out o f  w hatever m ess 
he was in.

No! In the first place he dared not use the subetherics. True, the 
pirates could not break the code, but they w ould detect the carrier 
wave and he had been instructed not to give aw ay the location o f  the 
ship.

Besides, what was the use o f  thinking o f  breaking into a personal 
capsule. A solar furnace could m elt and destroy it, an atom  b last 
could disintegrate it, but nothing could open it and leave its m essage 
intact except the living touch o f  the person for w hom  it had been 
“personalized.” That w as that.
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M ore than h a lf  of the tw elve-hour period had passed w hen the 
gravities gave their entirely distinctive warning.

B igm an roused h im self out o f  his frustrated reverie and stared 
w ith shocked surprise at the Ergom eter. The pulsations o f  several 
ships w ere b lending them selves into com plicated curves that m elted 
snakelike from  one configuration to another.

The Shooting S tarr 's  shield, w hich had been glim m ering rou
tinely  at a strength sufficient to w ard o ff casual “debris” (the usual 
space term  for w andering m eteorites an inch or less in diam eter) 
stiffened to m axim um . B igm an heard the soft pun- o f  the pow er out
put grow  strident. One by one, he let the short-range visiplates grow 
into life, bank  on bank  o f  them.

His m ind churned. The ships w ere rising from the asteroid, since 
none could be detected further away. Lucky m ust be caught, then; 
dead, probably. He d idn’t care now  how  m any ships came at him. 
He w ould  get them  all, every single one o f  them.

H e sobered. The first Sun glint had caught in one o f  the visi
plates. He m aneuvered the cross hairs and centered them. He then 
depressed som ething that looked like a piano key and, caught in an 
invisible burst o f  energy, the pirate ship glowed.

The glow  w as not due to any action upon its hull, but was rather 
the result o f  the energy absorption o f  the enem y screen. It glowed 
brightly  and m ore brightly  still. Then it dim m ed as the enem y turned 
tail and pu t distance betw een them.

A second ship and a third were in view. A projectile was making 
its w ay tow ard the Shooting Starr. In the vacuum  o f  space there was 
no flash, no sound, but the Sun caught it and it was a little sparking 
spot o f  light. It becam e a little circle in the visiplate, then a larger 
one, until finally it m oved out o f  the p late’s field.

B igm an m ight have dodged, flashed the Shooter out o f  the way, 
but he thought, Let it hit. He w anted them  to see what they were 
p laying with. The Shooter m ight look like a rich m an ’s toy, but they 
w eren ’t going to put it out o f  action with a few  slingshooters.

The projectile stuck and slogged to a halt against the Shooting  
S ta rr 's  hysteretic shields, w hich, B igm an knew, m ust have flashed 
m om entarily  into brilliance. The ship itse lf m oved sm oothly, absorb
ing the m om entum  that had leaked past the shield.

“L e t’s return that,” B igm an m uttered. The Shooting Starr  carried 
no projectiles, explosive or otherw ise, but its store o f  energy projec
tors w as varied  and pow erful.

H is hand was hovering over the blaster controls when he saw in
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one o f  the visiplates som ething that brought a scowl to his small, 
determ ined face, som ething that looked like a m an in a space-suit.

It was strange that the space-ship was m ore vulnerable to a m an 
in a space-suit than to the best w eapons o f  another ship. A n enem y 
ship could be easily detected by gravities at a distance o f  m iles and 
by Ergom eters at a distance o f  thousands o f  m iles. A  single m an in 
a space-suit could only be detected by a gravitic at a hundred yards 
and by an Ergom eter not a t all.

Again, a hysteretic shield w orked the m ore effectively the greater 
the velocity o f  the projectile. H uge lum ps o f  m etal tearing at m iles 
per second could be stopped cold. One m an, how ever, drifting along 
at ten m iles an hour was not even aw are o f  the existence o f  the shield 
except for a tiny w arm ing o f  his suit.

Let a dozen m en creep tow ard a ship at once and only great skill 
could bring them  all down. I f  two or three penetrated and succeeded 
in blasting open the air-lock w ith hand w eapons, the ship they at
tacked was seriously crippled.

A nd now  Bigm an caught the little speck that could only m ean 
the advance guard o f  such a suicide squadron. He brought one o f  the 
secondaries to bear. The single figure was centered and B igm an was 
ready to fire w hen his radio receiver sounded.

For a m om ent he was startled. The pirates had attacked w ithout 
w arning and had not tried to com m unicate, to call for surrender, to 
offer term s, anything. W hat now?

He hesitated and the sounding becam e a w ord, repeated  tw ice, 
“Bigman . . .  B igm an . . .  B igm an . . . ”

B igm an jum ped from  his seat, ignoring the suited m an, the battle, 
everything. “Lucky! Is that you?”

“I ’m near the ship . . . S p ace -su it. . . A ir . . . nearly  gone.”
“Great G alaxy!” Bigman, w hite-faced, m aneuvered the Shooting  

Starr  nearer the figure in space, the figure w hom  he had nearly  de
stroyed.

B igm an w atched over Lucky, w ho, helm et off, w as still gulping 
air. “Y o u ’d better get some rest, Lucky.”

“Later,” said Lucky. He clim bed out o f  his suit. “H ave they at
tacked yet?”

Bigm an nodded. “It doesn’t m atter. T hey ’re ju st breaking their 
teeth on the old Shooter.”

“T hey’ve got stronger teeth than any they ’ve show n,” said Lucky. 
“W e’ve got to get aw ay and fast. T hey’ll be bringing out their heavy 
craft, and even our energy stores w o n ’t last forever.”
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“W here are they going to get heavy craft from ?”
“T hat’s a m ajor pirate base down there! The m ajor base, per

haps.”
“Y ou m ean it is n ’t the herm it’s rock?”
“I m ean w e’ve got to get aw ay.”
He took the controls, face still pale from his ordeal. For the first 

tim e the rock below  them  m oved from its position on the screens. 
Even during the attack B igm an had heeded L ucky’s parting order to 
stay pu t for tw elve hours.

The rock  grew  larger.
B igm an protested. “ If  w e ’ve got to get away, w hy are we land

ing?”
“W e’re not landing.” Lucky w atched the screen intently, while 

one hand set the controls o f  the sh ip’s heavy blaster. D eliberately he 
w idened and softened the focus o f  the blaster till it could cover a 
broad area indeed, but at an energy intensity reduced to little more 
than that o f  an ordinary heat ray.

He w aited, for reasons that the w ondering B igm an could not 
divine, and then fired. There was a startling blazing brightness on the 
astero id ’s surface w hich subsided alm ost instantly into a glowing 
redness that in a further m inute or so blackened out.

“N ow  le t’s go ,” said Lucky, and, as new  ships spiraled up from 
the p irate base, acceleration took hold.

H a lf an hour later, w ith asteroid gone and any pursuing ships 
safely lost, he said, “Get Ceres, I w ant to speak to Conw ay.”

“Okay, Lucky. A nd listen, I ’ve got the co-ordinates o f  the aster
oid. Shall I send them  along? W e can send a fleet back and— ”

“It w o n ’t do any good,” said Lucky, “and it isn ’t necessary.”
B igm an’s eyes w idened. “Y ou don’t m ean you destroyed the rock 

w ith  that b laster bo lt?”
“O f course not. I hardly touched it,” said Lucky. “Have you got 

C eres?”
“I ’m  having trouble,” said B igm an pettishly. He knew  Lucky was 

in one o f  his tight-m outhed m oods and w ould give no inform ation. 
“W ait, here it is, but, hey—  T hey’re broadcasting a general alarm !”

There w as no need to explain that. The call was strident and 
uncoded. “G eneral call to all fleet units outside M ars. Ceres under 
attack by  enem y force, presum ed pirates. . . . General call to all fleet 
u n i t s . . . ”

B igm an said, “G reat G alaxy!”
L ucky said tightly, “They stay one step ahead o f  us, no m atter 

w hat w e do. W e’ve got to get back! Q uickly!”
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Raid!

The ships came swarm ing out o f  space in perfect co-ordination. An 
entire w ing struck directly at the O bservatory. In response to this, 
alm ost inevitably, the defending forces on Ceres concentrated their 
pow er at that point.

The attack was not pressed full-force. Ship after ship dived dow n
w ard to launch energy beam s at an obviously im pregnable shield. 
N one took the risky step o f  trying to b last the underground pow er 
plants, the location o f  w hich they m ust have known. G overnm ent 
ships took to space and ground batteries opened up. In  the end tw o 
pirate ships were destroyed w hen their shields broke dow n and they 
flared into glowing vapor. A nother one, its energy reserves dow n to 
a trickle, was alm ost captured in the eventual pursuit. It w as blow n 
up at the last m om ent, probably by its ow n crew.

Even during the attack some o f  the defenders suspected it to be 
a feint. Later, o f  course, they knew  that for a fact. W hile the O bser
vatory was engaged, three ships landed on the asteroid a hundred 
m iles away. Pirates disem barked and w ith hand w eapons and portable 
blasting cannon attacked the residential air-locks from  flitting “space- 
sleds.”

The locks w ere blasted open and space-suited pirates sw arm ed 
down the corridors from  w hich air em ptied. The upper reaches o f  the 
corridors were factories and offices, the occupants o f  w hich had  evac
uated at the first alarm. Their place was taken by space-suited m em 
bers o f  the local m ilitia who fought bravely, but w ere no m atch for 
the professionals o f  the pirate fleet.

In the low er depths, in the peaceful apartm ents o f  Ceres, the noise



o f  blasting  battle sounded. Calls for help w ere sent out. Then, alm ost 
as suddenly as they came, the pirates retreated.

W hen they left, the m en o f  Ceres counted their casualties. Fifteen 
C ereans w ere dead and m any m ore hurt in one w ay or another, as 
against the bodies o f  five pirates. D am age to property was very high.

“A nd one m an,” C onw ay explained furiously to Lucky when the 
latter arrived, “is m issing. O nly h e ’s not on the list o f  inhabitants and 
w e’ve been  able to keep his nam e out o f  the news reports.”

L ucky found Ceres the focus o f  alm ost hysterical excitem ent now 
that the raid was over. It had been the first attack on an im portant 
Terrestrial center by  any enem y in a generation. He had had to pass 
three inspections before being allow ed to land.

He sat in the Council office w ith C onw ay and H enree and said 
bitterly , “ So H ansen is gone! T hat’s w hat it boils down to .”

“I ’ll say this for the old herm it,” said Henree. “He had guts. 
W hen the pirates penetrated, he insisted on getting into a suit, grab
bing up a blaster, and going up there w ith the m ilitia.”

“W e w eren’t short on m ilitia,” said Lucky. “I f  he had stayed 
dow n here, he w ould have done us a m uch greater service. H ow  is 
it you d idn ’t stop him ? U nder the circum stances was he a person to 
be allow ed to do such a thing?” Lucky S tarr’s usually even voice 
contained a repressed anger.

C onw ay said patiently, “W e w eren’t w ith him. The guard we left 
in  charge had to report for m ilitia duty. H ansen insisted on join ing 
h im  and the guard decided he could do both duties at once that way; 
fight the pirates and guard the herm it.”

“B ut he d idn ’t guard the herm it.”
“U nder the circum stances he can scarcely be blam ed. The guard 

saw  H ansen last charging a pirate. N ext thing he knew  there was no 
one in sight and the pirates were retreating. H ansen’s body hasn’t 
been recovered. The pirates m ust have him alive or dead.”

“ So they m ust,” said Lucky. “Now let m e tell you something. 
L et m e tell you exactly w hat a bad m istake this was. I ’m  certain that 
the w hole attack on Ceres w as arranged sim ply to capture Hansen.” 

H enree reached for his pipe, “You know , H ector,” he said to 
Conw ay, “I ’m  alm ost tem pted to go along w ith Lucky on that. The 
attack on the O bservatory w as a m iserable one, an obvious false 
alarm  to draw  o ff  our defenses. G etting H ansen was the only thing 
they  d id  accom plish .”

C onw ay snorted. “One possible inform ation leak like the herm it 
isn ’t w orth  risk ing thirty  ships.”
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“T hat’s the whole point,” said Lucky vehem ently. “R ight now , it 
m ay be. I told you about the asteroid I w as on, the k ind o f  industrial 
plant it m ust have been. Suppose th ey ’re alm ost at the point w here 
they ’re ready to m ake the big push? Suppose H ansen know s the exact 
date for w hen the push is scheduled? Suppose he know s the exact 
m ethod?”

“Then w hy hasn’t he to ld  us?” dem anded Conway.
“M aybe,” said Henree, “h e ’s w aiting to use it as m aterial w ith 

which to buy his own im munity. W e never did have a chance really  
to discuss that question w ith him. Y ou’ve got to adm it, H ector, that 
i f  he had that kind o f  key inform ation, any num ber o f  ships w ould  
have been w orth the risk. A nd y o u ’ve got to adm it Lucky is probably  
right about their being ready for the big push.”

Lucky looked sharply from  one to the other. “W hy do you say 
that, U ncle Gus? W hat happened?”

“Tell him , H ector,” said Henree.
“W hy tell him  anything,” grow led Conway. “ I ’m  tired o f  his one- 

m an trips. H e’ll be w anting to go to G anym ede.”
“W hat’s on G anym ede?” asked Lucky coldly. A s far as he knew , 

there was little or nothing on G anym ede to interest anyone. It w as 
Jupiter’s largest m oon, but the very nearness o f  Jupiter m ade it d if
ficult to m aneuver space-ships, so that space travel in its v icinity  w as 
unprofitable.

“Tell him ,” said Henree.
“Look,” said Conway. “Here it is. W e knew  H ansen w as im por

tant. The reason we d idn’t have him  under tigh ter observation, the 
reason Gus and I w eren’t there ourselves, w as that two hours before 
the pirate attack a report came in from  the Council to the effect that 
there was evidence that Sirian forces had landed on G anym ede.” 

“W hat kind o f  evidence?”
“Tight-beam  sub-etheric signals had been penetrated. I t’s a long 

story, but the nub o f  it was that, m ore by accident than by  anything 
else, a few scraps o f  code were picked up. The experts say i t ’s a 
Sirian code and certainly there isn ’t anything Terrestrial on G any
m ede tha t’s capable o f  putting out signals in a beam  that tight. Gus 
and I were going to take H ansen and return to Earth w hen the pirates 
attacked, and th a t’s it. R ight now  w e’ve still got to return  to Earth. 
W ith Sirius on the scene there m ay be w ar at any tim e.”

Lucky said, “I see. W ell, before we go to Earth, there’s one thing 
I w ould like to check on. Do we have m otion pictures o f  the pirate 
attack? I 'm  supposing the defenses o f  Ceres w eren ’t so disorganized 
that pictures w eren’t taken?”



“T h ey ’ve been taken. H ow  do you expect them  to help?”
“I ’ll tell you after I ’ve seen them .”

M en in the uniform  o f  the fleet, and w earing high-rank insignia, 
projected  the top-secret m otion pictures o f  w hat later becam e known 
in h istory  as the “Ceres R aid.”

“Tw enty-seven ships attacked the Observatory. Is that right?” 
asked Lucky.

“R ight,” said a com m ander. “N o m ore than that.”
“Good. N ow  le t’s see i f  I have the rest o f  the facts straight. Two 

o f  the ships w ere accounted for during the fight and a third during 
the pursuit. The rem aining tw enty-four got away, but you have one 
o r m ore shots o f  each o f  them  in retreat.”

The com m ander smiled. “ If  y o u ’re im plying that any o f  them  
landed on Ceres and are still hidden here, y o u ’re quite w rong.”

“A s far as those tw enty-seven ships are concerned, perhaps. But 
three m ore ships d id  land on Ceres and their crew  attacked the M as
sey Airlock. W here are the pictures o f  those?”

“U nfortunately we d idn’t get m any o f  those,” adm itted the com 
m ander uncom fortably. “It was a case o f  com plete surprise. B ut we 
have pictures o f  them  in retreat, too, and we show ed you those.” 

“Yes, you did, and there w ere only tw o ships in those pictures. 
E yew itnesses reported three as having landed.”

The com m ander said stiffly, “A nd three took o ff and retreated. 
T here’s eyew itness evidence o f  that also.”

“B ut you  have pictures o f  only tw o?”
“W ell . . . yes.”
“T hank you .”

B ack in the office C onw ay said, “N ow  w hat was that all about, 
L ucky?”

“I thought Captain A nton’s ship m ight be in an interesting place. 
The m otion pictures proved  it w as.”

“W here was it?”
“N ow here. That w as w hat w as interesting. His ship is the one 

p irate ship I w ould  recognize, yet no ship faintly sim ilar took part in 
the raid. This is strange because A nton m ust be one o f  their very best 
m en or they w ouldn’t have sent him  out after the Atlas. O r it w ould 
be strange i f  the truth w asn ’t that thirty  ships attacked Ceres and we 
had  pictures o f  only tw enty-nine. The m issing thirtieth was A nton!” 

“ I could figure that out too,” said Conway. “W hat o f  it?”
Lucky said, “The attack on the O bservatory was a feint. T hat’s
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adm itted even by the defending ships, now. It w as the three ships 
that attacked the air-lock that w ere im portant and they w ere under 
A nton’s com m and. Two o f  those ships jo ined  the rest o f  the squadron 
in their retreat, a feint w ithin a feint. The third ship, A nton’s own, 
the only one we d idn’t see, continued on w ith the m ain  business o f  
the day. It left on an entirely different trajectory. People saw  it lift 
into space but it veered o ff so radically that our ow n ships, chasing 
the m ain body o f  the enem y w ith all its m ight, never even caught it 
on film.”

Conway said unhappily, “Y ou’re going to say that i t’s going to 
Ganym ede.”

“D oesn’t it follow? The pirates, how ever w ell organized, can ’t 
attack Earth and its dependencies on their own. B ut they can  pu t up 
an excellent diversionary fight. They can keep enough Terrestrial 
ships patrolling the endless asteroid belt to allow  Sirian fleets to de
feat the rem ainder. O n the other hand, Sirius can ’t safely conduct a 
w ar eight light years aw ay from  their ow n planet unless they can 
count on m ajor help from  the asteroids. A fter all, eight light years 
am ounts to forty-five trillion miles. A nton’s ship is speeding to G an
ym ede to assure them  o f  that help and to give the w ord to begin  the 
war. W ithout warning, o f  course.”

“If only,” m uttered Conway, “w e could have stum bled on their 
Ganymede base sooner.”

“Even w ith the know ledge o f  G anym ede,” said Elenree, “w e 
w ould not have know n the seriousness o f  the situation w ithout 
L ucky’s two trips into asteroid territory.”

“I know. My apologies, Lucky. M eanw hile w e have very little 
time to do anything. W e’ll have to strike at the heart instantly. A  
squadron o f  ships sent to the key asteroid Lucky has to ld  us o f— ”

“N o,” said Lucky. “N o good.”
“W hy do you say that?”
“W e don’t want to start a war, even i f  i t’s w ith a victory. T hat’s 

what they want to do. Look here, Uncle H ector, the pirate, D ingo, 
m ight have burned me down right there on the asteroid. Instead, he 
had orders to set m e adrift in space. Lor a w hile I thought that was 
to m ake m y death look like an accident. N ow  I feel it w as intended 
to anger the Council. They w ere going to broadcast the fact they had 
killed a Councilm an, not hide it, goading us into a prem ature attack. 
One o f  the reasons for the Ceres Raid m ight have been to insure an 
added provocation.”

“A nd i f  we do start the w ar w ith a victory?”
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“H ere on this side o f  the Sun? A nd leave Earth on the other side 
stripped o f  im portant units o f  the fleet? W ith Sirian ships w aiting at 
G anym ede, also on the other side o f  the Sun? I predict that it would 
be a very  costly victory. O ur best bet is not to start a war, but to 
p revent one.”

“H ow ?”
“N othing w ill happen until A n ton’s ship reaches Ganymede. Sup

pose w e intercept him  and prevent the m eeting.”
“Interception is a long chance,” said C onw ay doubtfully.
“N ot i f  I go. The Shooting Starr  is faster and has better Ergo- 

m etrics than  any ship in the fleet.”
“You go?” cried Conway.
“It w ould  be unsafe to send fleet units. The Sirians on Ganymede 

w ould  have no w ay o f  being certain an attack w asn’t heading their 
way. T h ey ’d have to take counteraction and that w ould m ean the 
very w ar w e ’re trying to avoid. The Shooting Starr w ould look harm 
less to them . It w ould  be one ship. T hey’d stay put.”

H enree said, “Y o u ’re overeager, Lucky. Anton has a tw elve-hour 
head start. Even the Shooting Starr  can ’t m ake that up .”

“Y o u ’re wrong. It can. A nd once I catch them, Uncle Gus, I think 
I can force the asteroids into surrender. W ithout them  Sirius w on’t 
attack  and th ere ’ll be no w ar.”

T hey stared at him.
Lucky said earnestly, “ I ’ve com e back tw ice now .”
“Each tim e by  h a lf a m iracle,” grum bled Conway.
“The o ther tim es I d idn’t know  w hat I was tackling. I had to feel 

m y way. This tim e I do know. I know  exactly. Look, I ’ll warm  up 
the Shooting Starr  and m ake the necessary arrangem ents w ith the 
C eres O bservatory w hile th a t’s taking place. You two can get on the
sub-ether to Earth. G et the C o-ordinator to-------”

C onw ay said, “I can take care o f  that, son. I’ve been dealing with 
governm ent affairs before you w ere bom . And Lucky, will you take 
care o f  y o u rse lf?”

“D o n ’t I always, U ncle H ector? Uncle G us?”
He shook hands w arm ly and w hirled away.

B igm an scuffed the dust o f  Ceres disconsolately. He said, “ I ’ve 
got m y suit on. Everything.”

“Y ou ca n ’t go, B igm an,” said Lucky. “I ’m sorry.”
“W hy not?”
“B ecause I ’m taking a short cut to get to G anym ede.”
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“ So what? W hat kind o f  a short cut?”
Lucky sm iled tightly. “I ’m cutting through the Sun!”
He walked out on to the field tow ard the Shooting Starr, leaving 

B igm an standing there, m outh open.



To Ganymede via the Sun

A three-dim ensional m ap o f  the Solar System  w ould have the ap
pearance o f  a rather flat plate. In the center w ould be the Sun, the 
dom inant m em ber o f  the System. It is really  dom inant, since it con
tains 99.8%  o f  all the m atter in the Solar System. In other words, it 
w eighs five hundred tim es as m uch as everything else in the Solar 
System  pu t together.

A round the Sun circle the planets. All o f  them  revolve in nearly 
the sam e plane, and this plane is called the Ecliptic.

In traveling  from  planet to planet space-ships usually follow the 
Ecliptic. In doing so they are w ithin the m ain sub-etheric beam s o f  
p lanetary  com m unication and can m ost conveniently m ake interm e
diate stops on the w ay to their destination. Sometim es, w hen a ship 
is interested in speed or in escaping detection, it veers aw ay from  the 
Ecliptic, particularly  w hen it m ust travel to the other side o f  the Sun.

This, L ucky thought, m ight be w hat A nton’s ship was intending 
to do. It w ould lift up from  the “plate” that was the Solar System, 
m ake a huge arc or bridge above the Sun, and com e down to the 
“p late” on the other side, in the neighborhood o f  Ganymede. C er
tain ly  A nton m ust have started in that direction, or the defending 
forces on Ceres w ouldn’t have m issed film ing him. It was alm ost 
second nature for m en to m ake all spationautical observations along 
the Ecliptic first o f  all. By the tim e they thought o f  turning away 
from  the Ecliptic, A nton w ould have been too far aw ay for obser
vation.

But, thought Lucky, the chances w ere that A nton w ould not leave 
the Ecliptic perm anently. H e m ight have started out as though that 
w ould  be the case, but he w ould return. The advantages in a return
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would be many. The asteroid belt extended com pletely about the Sun, 
in the sense that asteroids w ere evenly distributed all the w ay around. 
By keeping within the belt Anton could rem ain am ong the asteroids 
all the w ay to within a hundred m illion m iles or so o f  Ganym ede. 
This would m ean security for him. The Terrestrial governm ent had 
virtually abdicated its pow er over the asteroids and, except for the 
routes to the four large rocks, governm ent ships did not penetrate the 
area. M oreover, i f  one did, A nton w ould alw ays be in the position  
o f  being able to call for reinforcem ents from  som e nearby asteroidal 
base.

Yes, thought Lucky, Anton w ould rem ain in the belt. Partly  b e
cause he thought this, and partly because he had his own plans, Lucky 
lifted the Shooting Starr  out o f  the Ecliptic in a shallow  arc.

The Sun was the key. It was the key to the entire System . It w as 
a roadblock and a detour to every ship m an could build. To travel 
from  one side o f  the System to another, a ship had to m ake a w ide 
curve to avoid the Sun. N o passenger ship approached closer than 
sixty m illion miles, the distance o f  Venus from  the Sun. Even there, 
cooling system s w ere im perative for the com fort o f  the passengers.

Technical ships could be designed to m ake the trip to M ercury, 
the distance o f  which from  the Sun varied from  forty-three m illion 
m iles in some parts o f  its orbit to tw enty-eight m illion in others. Ships 
had to hit it at the furthest region o f  its retirem ent from  the Sun. A t 
closer than thirty m illion m iles various m etals melted.

Still m ore specialized ships w ere som etim es built for close-by 
solar observation. Their hulls were perm eated by a strong electric 
field o f  peculiar nature which induced a phenom enon know n as 
“pseudolique-faction” in the outerm ost m olecular skin. H eat reflec
tion from  such a skin was alm ost total, so that only a tiny  fraction 
penetrated into the ship. From  outside such ships w ould appear per
fect mirrors. Even so, enough heat penetrated to raise the tem perature 
w ithin the ship above the boiling point o f  w ater at distances o f  five 
m illion m iles from  the Sun, the closest recorded approach. Even i f  
hum an beings could survive such a tem perature, they couldn’t survive 
the short-wave radiation that flooded out o f  the Sun and into the ship 
at such distances. It could kill anything living in seconds.

The disadvantage o f  the Sun’s position w ith respect to space 
travel was obvious in the present instance, in w hich Ceres w as on 
one side o f  the Sun while Earth and Jupiter w ere alm ost d iam etrically  
opposed on the other side. I f  one w as in the asteroid belt, the distance 
from  Ceres to Ganym ede was about one billion m iles. I f  the Sun 
could be ignored and a ship could cut straight across space through



it, the distance w ould  be only six hundred m illion miles, a saving o f  
about forty  p er cent.

This, as far as was possible, Lucky intended to do.
H e drove the Shooting Starr  hard, virtually living in his 

g-ham ess, eating and sleeping there, feeling the pressure o f  acceler
ation continuously. He gave h im self only fifteen m inutes’ respite out 
o f  each hour.

He passed high above the orbits o f  M ars and Earth but there was 
nothing to see there, not even with the sh ip’s telescope. Earth was 
on the o ther side o f  the Sun, and M ars was at a position nearly at 
righ t angles to his own.

A lready the Sun was at its norm al size as seen from  Earth and 
he could v iew  it only through the m ost strongly polarized visiplates. 
A  little m ore and he w ould have to use the stroboscopic attachments.

The radioactivity  indicators began to chuckle occasionally. 
W ithin E arth ’s orbit the density o f  short-w ave radiation started to 
reach respectable values. Inside V enus’s orbit special precautions 
w ould  have to be taken, such as the w earing o f  lead-im pregnated 
sem i-space-suits.

I, m yself, thought Lucky, w ould have to do better than lead. At 
the approach to the Sun that he w ould have to m ake, lead would not 
do. N oth ing  m aterial w ould do.

For the first tim e since his adventure on M ars the previous year 
L ucky drew  out o f  a special pouch glued to his w aist the flimsy, 
sem i-transparent object obtained from  the M artian energy beings.

He had long since abandoned any effort at speculation as to the 
m ethod by w hich the object worked. It was the developm ent o f  a 
science that had continued for a m illion years longer than the science 
know n to M ankind and along alien paths. It was as incom prehensible 
to h im  as a space-ship w ould be to a cave m an, and as im possible to 
duplicate. B ut it worked! That was w hat counted!

H e slipped it on over his head. It m olded itself to his skull as 
though it carried a strange life o f  its own, and as it did so, light 
gleam ed out all over him. O ver his body it was a glim m er like a 
billion  fireflies, and it was for that reason that Bigman referred to it 
as a “glim m er shield.” O ver his face and head it was a solid sheet 
o f  brilliance that covered his features entirely, without, on the other 
hand, preventing light from  reaching his eyes.

It w as an energy shield, designed by the alien M artians for 
L ucky’s needs. That is, it was im pervious to all forms o f  energy other 
than that required  by his body, such as a certain intensity o f  visible 
light and a certain am ount o f  heat. Gases penetrated freely, so that
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Lucky could breathe, and heated gases, in passing, w ere robbed o f  
their heat and cam e through cool.

W hen the Shooting Starr  passed the orbit o f  Venus, still heading 
in tow ard the Sun, Lucky put on his energy shield perm anently. 
W hile he wore it, he w ould not be able to eat or drink, but the 
enforced fast w ould not last for m ore than a day, at the outside.

He was now  traveling at a terrific speed, far greater than any he 
had previously experienced. In addition to the slugging pull o f  the 
hyperatom ics o f  the Shooting Starr, there was the unim aginable a t
traction o f  the Sun’s giant gravitational field. He was traveling at 
m illions o f  m iles an hour now.

He activated the electric field that rendered the outer skin o f  the 
ship pseudo-liquid and was grateful, as he did so, for the foresight 
that had m ade him  insist on that accessory during the building o f  the 
Shooting Starr. The therm ocouple w hich had been registering tem 
peratures above one hundred degrees began to show a drop. The 
visiplates went dark as m etal shields passed over the thick glassite 
to keep them  from  dam age and from  softening in the heat o f  the Sun.

By the time M ercury’s orbit was reached the radiation counters 
had gone com pletely mad. Their chatter w as continuous. Lucky 
placed a glim m ering hand over their w indow s and their noise 
stopped. Down to the hardest gam m a rays the radiation penetrating 
and filling the ship was stopped by the resistance o f  the insubstantial 
aura that surrounded his body.

The tem perature, w hich had reached a low  o f  eighty, w as clim b
ing again, despite the m irror skin o f  the Shooting Starr. It passed one 
hundred fifty and still w ent up. The gravim etrics indicated the Sun 
to be only ten m illion m iles away.

A shallow dish o f  water, which Lucky had placed upon the table, 
and which had been steam ing for an hour past, w as now  bubbling 
outright. The therm ocouple reached the boiling point o f  w ater, tw o 
hundred and tw elve degrees.

The Shooting Starr , w hipping about the Sun, w as now  five m il
lion m iles away. It w ould approach no closer. A ctually  it w as inside 
the outerm ost w isps o f  the m ost rarefied portion o f  the S un’s atm o
sphere, its corona. Since the Sun was gaseous through and through 
(though m ost o f  it was a gas the like o f  w hich could not exist even 
under the m ost extrem e laboratory conditions on Earth), it had  no 
surface, and its “atm osphere” was part o f  the very body o f  the Sun. 
By going through the corona, then, Lucky w as, in  a w ay, going 
through the Sun, as he had told B igm an he would.

Curiosity tugged at him . N o m an had ever been this close to  the
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Sun. N o m an, perhaps, ever w ould again. Certainly, any m an who 
did, could not look at the Sun w ith his unaided eyes. The shortest 
possible glim pse o f  the S un 's  trem endous radiation at that distance 
w ould  m ean instant death.

B ut he w as w earing the M artian energy shield. Could it handle 
solar radiation at five m illion m iles? He felt he ought not take the 
chance and yet the im pulse tugged desperately at him. The ship’s 
ch ie f visiplate was outfitted w ith a stroboscopic outlet-series, one 
w hich w ould expose, one by one, each o f  a series o f  sixty-four outlets 
to the Sun, each for a m illionth o f  a second every four seconds. To 
the eye (or to the cam era), it w ould seem  a continuous exposure, but 
actually any given piece o f  glass w ould only get one four-m illionth 
o f  the radiation the Sun was em itting. Even that required specially 
designed, nearly  opaque lenses.

L ucky’s fingers m oved rem orselessly, alm ost w ithout conscious 
volition, to the controls. He could not bear the thought o f  losing the 
chance. He adjusted the plate direction tow ard the Sun, using the 
gravim etrics as indicators.

Then he turned his head aw ay and plunged the contact home. A 
second passed, then two seconds. He im agined an increase in heat 
on the back o f  his neck; he half-w aited for radiation death. N othing 
happened.

Slow ly he turned.
W hat he saw  was to stay w ith him  the rest o f  his life. A bright 

surface, puckered and w rinkled, filled the visiplate. It was a portion 
o f  the Sun. He could not see the w hole, he knew, in the visiplate, 
for at his distance, the Sun was tw enty tim es as wide as it seemed 
from  Earth and covered four hundred tim es as m uch o f  the sky.

C aught in the visiplate were a pair o f  sunspots, black against the 
brightness. Threads o f  glow ing w hite curled into it and were lost. 
They w ere heaving areas o f  activity that m oved across the plate v is
ibly as he watched. This was not due to the Sun’s ow n m otion o f  
rotation, w hich, even at its equator, was not m ore than fourteen hun
dred m iles an hour, but rather to the trem endous velocity o f  the 
Shooting  Starr.

A s he w atched, gouts o f  red, flaming gas shot up tow ard him, 
dim  against the blazing background, and turning a sm oky black as it 
receded from  the Sun and cooled.

Lucky shifted the plate, catching a portion o f  the rim  o f  the Sun, 
and now  the flam ing gas (w hich w ere the so-called “prom inences,” 
consisting o f  gigantic puffs o f  hydrogen gas) stood out sharply crim 
son against the black o f  the sky. They spread outw ard in slow m otion,
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thinning and taking on fantastic shapes. Lucky knew  that each one 
o f  them  could engulf a dozen planets the size o f  Earth, and that the 
Earth could be dropped into the sunspot he saw  w ithout even m aking 
a respectable splash.

He closed the stroboscopies w ith a sudden m ovem ent. Even 
though physically safe, no m an could stare at the Sun from  that d is
tance w ithout becom ing oppressed by the insignificance o f  Earth and 
all things Earthly.

The Shooting Starr  had w hipped h a lf  around the Sun and was 
now receding rapidly past the orbits o f  M ercury and Venus. It was 
decelerating now. The sh ip’s prow  opposed the direction o f  its flight 
and its pow erful m ain engines w ere acting as brakes.

Once past V enus’s orbit, Lucky rem oved his shield and stow ed 
it away. The ship’s cooling system  strained to get rid  o f  the excess 
heat. Drinking w ater was still uncom fortably hot and the canned 
foods bulged where liquid w ithin had bubbled into gas.

The Sun was shrinking. Lucky looked at it. It was an even, glow 
ing sphere. Its irregularities, its churning spots, and heaving prom i
nences could no longer be seen. O nly its corona, alw ays visible in 
space, though visible on Earth only during eclipses, thrust out in 
every direction for m illions o f  miles. Lucky shuddered involuntarily 
to think that he had passed through it.

He passed w ithin fifteen m illion m iles o f  Earth, and through his 
telescope he spied the fam iliar outlines o f  the continents peeping 
through the ragged white m asses o f  cloud banks. He felt a tw inge o f  
hom esickness and then a new  resolve to keep w ar aw ay from  the 
teeming, busy billions o f  hum an beings that inhabited that planet, 
which was the origin o f  all the m en that now  occupied the far-flung 
star system s o f  the Galaxy.

Then the Earth, too, receded.
Past M ars and back into the asteroid belt, Lucky still aim ed at 

the Jovian system, that m iniature solar system  w ithin the greater one. 
A t its center was Jupiter, larger than all the other planets com bined. 
A bout it swung four giant m oons, three o f  them , Io, Europa, and 
Callisto, about the size o f  the E arth’s M oon, and the fourth, G any
m ede, m uch larger. G anym ede, in fact, was larger than M ercury, and 
alm ost as large as M ars. In addition there w ere dozens o f  m oonlets, 
ranging from  some hundreds o f  m iles in diam eter dow n to insignif
icant rocks.

In the sh ip’s telescope Jupiter was a grow ing yellow  globe, 
m arked with faintly orange stripes, one o f  w hich bellied out into w hat
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w as once know n as the “G reat R ed Spot.” Three o f  the m ain moons, 
including G anym ede, w ere on one side, the fourth was on the other.

Lucky had been in guarded com m unication with the C ouncil’s 
m ain  offices on the M oon for the better part o f  a day now. His Er- 
gom etrics probed space w ith w idely stretching fingers. It detected 
m any ships, but Lucky w atched only for the one w ith the Sirian m otor 
pattern  w hich he w ould recognize w ith certainty the instant it ap
peared.

N or did he fail. A t a distance o f  tw enty m illion m iles, the first 
quiverings roused his suspicions. He veered in the proper direction, 
and the characteristic curves grew  m ore pronounced.

A t one hundred thousand m iles, his telescope showed it as a faint 
dot. A t ten thousand, it had form  and shape and was A nton’s ship.

A t a thousand m iles (w ith G anym ede still fifty m illion m iles 
aw ay from  both ships), Lucky sent out his first m essage, a dem and 
that A nton turn his ship back tow ard Earth.

A t one hundred m iles Lucky received his answ er— a blast o f  
energy that m ade his generators w hine and shook the Shooting Starr 
as though it had collided with another ship.

L ucky’s tired  face took on a draw n look.
A n ton ’s ship was better-arm ed than he had expected.



15

Part of the Answer

For an hour the m aneuvers o f  both ships w ere indecisive. Lucky had 
the faster ship and the better, but Captain A nton had  a crew. Each 
o f  A nton’s m en could specialize. One could focus and one could 
release, while a third could control the reactor banks and A nton him 
self could direct operations.

Lucky, trying to do everything at once and by him self, had to 
rely heavily on words.

“You can’t get to G anym ede, A nton, and your friends w o n ’t dare 
tip their hand by com ing out now  before they know  w hat’s up. . . . 
Y ou’re all through, Anton; we know  all your plans. . . . T here’s no 
use trying to get a m essage through to G anym ede, Anton; w e ’re b lan
keting the sub-ether from  you to Jupiter. N othing can get through.
. .  . G overnm ent ships are com ing, Anton. C ount your m inutes. Y ou 
don’t have m any, unless you surrender. . . . G ive up, A nton. G ive up.”

And all this w hile the Shooting Starr  dodged through as concen
trated a fire as Lucky had ever seen. N or were all the blasts success
fully dodged. The Shooter’s energy stores began to show  the strain. 
Lucky w ould have liked to believe that A nton’s ship w as suffering 
equally, but he h im self was aim ing few  blasts at A nton and landing 
virtually none.

He dared not take his eyes o ff the screen. Terrestrial ships, speed
ing to the scene, w ould not be there for hours. In those hours, i f  
A nton beat down his energy banks, broke aw ay, and m ade good 
headw ay tow ard G anym ede, w hile a lim ping Shooting S tarr  could 
only pursue, w ithout catching . . .  O r i f  a pirate fleet suddenly spar
kled o n -sc reen . . .

Lucky dared not follow  those lines o f  thought further. Perhaps



he had  been w rong in not entrusting the interception to governm ent 
ships in the first place. No, he told him self, only the Shooting Starr  
could  have caught A nton still fifty m illion m iles from  Ganymede; 
only the S hooter’s speed; m ore im portant still, only the Shooter’s 
Ergom eters. A t this distance from  G anym ede it was safe to call in 
units o f  the fleet for the kill. C loser to G anym ede and fleet action 
w ould  have been unsafe.

L ucky’s receiver, open all this tim e, was suddenly activated. A n
to n ’s face filled it, sm iling and carefree.

“Y ou got aw ay from  D ingo again, I see.”
Lucky said, “A gain? Y ou’re adm itting he was w orking under 

orders in  the push  duel!”
A n energy feeler tow ard L ucky’s ship suddenly hardened into a 

beam  o f  disruptive force. Lucky m oved aside w ith an acceleration 
that w renched  him.

A nton laughed. “D on’t w atch m e too closely. We alm ost caught 
you then w ith a lulu. C ertainly Dingo was w orking under orders. W e 
knew  w hat w e w ere doing. Dingo d idn’t know  who you really were, 
bu t I did. N early  from  the first,”

“Too bad the know ledge d idn’t help you,” said Lucky.
“I t’s D ingo that it h asn ’t helped. It m ay am use you to know  that 

he has been, shall we say, executed. It’s bad to m ake m istakes. But 
this k ind o f  talk  is out o f  place here. I ’m only plating you to say that 
th is has been  fun, bu t I ’ll be going now .”

“Y ou have now here to go,” said Lucky.
“I ’ll try  G anym ede.”
“Y o u ’ll be stopped.”
“ By governm ent ships? I don ’t see them  yet. And there’s not one 

that can catch m e in tim e.”
“I can  catch you .”
“Y ou have caught me. But w hat can you do with me? From the 

w ay y o u ’re fighting, you m ust be the only m an on board. I f  I had 
know n that from  the beginning, I w ou ldn’t have bothered with you 
as long as this. Y ou can ’t fight a w hole crew .”

L ucky said in a low, intense voice, “I can ram  you. I can smash 
you  com pletely .”

“A nd yourself. R em em ber that.”
“That w ouldn’t m atter.”
“Please. Y ou sound like a space-scout. Y ou’ll be reciting the 

ju n io r scout-patrol oath next.”
L ucky raised  his voice. “You m en aboard the ship, listen! I f  your 

captain tries to break aw ay in the direction o f  Ganym ede, I will ram
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the ship. It is certain death for all o f  you, unless you surrender. I 
prom ise you all a fair trial. I prom ise all o f  you the utm ost consid
eration possible i f  you co-operate w ith us. D o n ’t let A nton throw  
your lives away for the sake o f  his Sirian friends.”

“Talk on, governm ent boy, talk  on,” said Anton. “P m  letting 
them  listen. They know  what kind o f  a trial they can expect and they 
know  w hat kind o f  consideration, too. A n injection o f  enzym ic po i
son.” His fingers m ade the quick m ovem ents o f  som eone inserting a 
needle into another’s skin. “T hat’s w hat they ’ll get. T hey ’re not afraid 
o f  you. Good-by, governm ent boy.”

The needles on L ucky’s gravim etrics w avered dow nw ard as A n
to n ’s ship picked up speed and m oved away. Lucky w atched his 
visiplates. W here w ere the governm ent ships? B last all space, w here 
were the governm ent ships?

He let acceleration take hold. G ravim etric needles m oved upw ard 
again.

The m iles betw een the ships w ere sliced away. A nton’s ship put 
on m ore speed; so did the Shooting Starr. But the accelerative pos
sibilities o f  the Shooter w ere higher.

The sm ile on A nton’s face did not alter. “Fifty m iles aw ay,” he 
said. Then, “Forty-five.” A nother pause. “Forty. H ave you said your 
prayers, governm ent boy?”

Lucky did not answer. For him  there was no w ay out. He w ould 
have to ram. Sooner than let A nton get through, sooner than allow  
w ar to come to Earth, he w ould have to stop the pirates by  suicide, 
i f  there were no other way. The ships w ere curving tow ard one an
other in a long, slow tangent.

“Thirty,” said A nton lazily. “Y o u ’re not frightening anyone. 
Y ou’ll look a fool in the end. V eer o ff and go hom e, Starr.”

“Tw enty-five,” retorted Lucky firmly. “Y ou have fifteen m inutes 
to surrender or die.” He him self, he reflected, had the sam e fifteen 
m inutes to w in or die.

A face appeared behind A nton’s in the visiplate. It held  a finger 
to pale, tight lips. L ucky’s eyes m ight have flickered. He tried  to 
conceal that by looking away, then com ing back.

Both ships were at m axim um  acceleration.
“W hat’s the m atter, S tarr?” asked Anton. “ Scared? H eart beating 

fast?” His eyes w ere dancing and his lips w ere parted.
Lucky had the sudden, sure know ledge that A nton w as enjoying 

this, that he considered it an exciting gam e, that it w as only a device 
w hereby he m ight dem onstrate his power. Lucky knew  at that m o
m ent that A nton w ould never surrender, that he w ould  allow  h im self



to be ram m ed rather than back away. A nd Lucky knew  that there 
w as no escape from  death.

“F ifteen  m iles,” Lucky said.
It w as H ansen’s face behind Anton. The herm it’s! And there was 

som ething in  his hand.
“Ten m iles,” said Lucky. Then, “ Six m inutes. I ’ll ram  you. By 

space, I ’ll ram  you .”
It w as a blaster! H ansen held a blaster.
L ucky’s breath  cam e tightly. I f  Anton turned . . .
B ut A nton w as not going to m iss a second o f  L ucky’s face i f  he 

could help it. He was w aiting to see the fright com e and grow. To 
Lucky, that w as p lain as could be in the p ira te’s expression. Anton 
w ould  not have turned for a m uch noisier event than the careful lifting 
o f  a  blaster.

A nton caught it in the back. D eath cam e too suddenly for the 
eager sm ile to disappear from  his face, and though life left it, the 
look o f  cruel jo y  did not. A nton fell forw ard across the visiplate and 
for a m om ent his face rem ained pressed there, larger than life-size, 
leering at L ucky out o f  dead eyes.

L ucky heard H ansen’s shout, “Back, all o f  you. Do you w ant to 
die? W e’re giving up. Com e and get us, Starr!”

Lucky veered the direction o f  acceleration by two degrees. 
Enough to m iss.

H is Ergom eters w ere registering the m otors o f  approaching gov
ernm ent ships strongly now. They w ere com ing at last.

The screens on A nton’s ship were glow ing white as a sign o f  
surrender.

It w as alm ost an axiom  that the fleet was never entirely pleased 
w hen the Council o f  Science interfered too m uch in w hat they con
sidered to  be the province o f  the m ilitary. Especially so when the 
in terference w as spectacularly successful. Lucky Starr knew  that well. 
H e w as quite prepared for the adm iral’s poorly hidden disapproval.

The adm iral said, “Dr. Com vay has explained the situation ade
quately, Starr, and we com m end you for your actions. However, you 
m ust realize that the fleet has been aw are o f  the Sirian danger for 
som e tim e now  and had a careful program  o f  its own. These inde
pendent actions on the part o f  the Council can be harmful. Y ou m ight 
m ention that to Dr. Conw ay. N ow  I have been requested by the Co
ordinator to co-operate w ith the Council in the next stages o f  the 
fight against the p irates, bu t,” he looked stubborn, “ I cannot agree to 
your suggestion that we delay an attack on G anym ede. I think the
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fleet is capable o f  m aking its own decisions w here battle and victory 
are concerned.”

The adm iral was in his fifties and unused to consulting on equal 
term s with anyone, let alone a youngster o f  h a lf  his age. H is square- 
cut face w ith its bristly gray m ustache show ed it.

Lucky was tired. The reaction, now  that A nton’s ship had been 
taken in tow  and its crew  in custody, had set in. H e m anaged, how 
ever, to be very respectful. He said, “I think that if  w e m op up the 
asteroids first, the Sirians on G anym ede w ill autom atically  cease be
ing a problem .”

“G ood Galaxy, m an, how  do you m ean ‘m op u p .’ W e’ve been 
trying to do that for twenty-five years w ithout success. M opping up 
the asteroids is like chasing feathers. As for the Sirian base, w e know  
where it is, and we have a good notion as to its strength.” He sm iled 
briefly. “Oh, it m ay be hard for the Council to  realize this, but the 
fleet is on its toes as well as they are. Perhaps even m ore so. For 
instance, I know  that the pow er at m y com m and is enough to break 
their strength on Ganymede. W e are ready for the battle .”

“I have no doubt that you are and that you can defeat the Sirians. 
But the ones on Ganym ede are not all the Sirians there are. Y ou m ay 
be ready for a battle, but are you ready for a long and costly w ar?”

The admiral reddened. “I have been asked to co-operate, bu t I 
cannot do so at the risk o f  E arth’s safety. I can under no conditions 
lend m y voice to a plan w hich involves dispersing our fleet am ong 
the asteroids, while a Sirian expedition is in being in the Solar Sys
tem .”

“M ay I have an hour?” interrupted Lucky. “One hour to speak 
with Hansen, the Cerean captive I had brought aboard this ship ju st 
before you boarded, sir?”

“How will that help?”
“M ay I have an hour to show you?”
The adm iral’s lips pressed together. “A n hour m ay be valuable.

It m ay be priceless----- W ell, begin, but quickly. L e t’s see how  it
goes.”

“H ansen!” called Lucky w ithout taking his calm  eyes from  the 
admiral.

The herm it entered from  the bunk room . He looked tired, but 
m anaged a smile for Lucky. His stay on the pirate ship had  apparently  
left his spirits unm arked.

He said, “I ’ve been adm iring your ship, Mr. Starr. I t’s quite a 
piece o f  m etal.”



“Look here,” said the adm iral, “none o f  that. Get on with it, Starr! 
N ever m ind  your ship.”

Lucky said, “This is the situation, Mr. Hansen. W e’ve stopped 
A nton, w ith your invaluable help, for w hich I thank you. That m eans 
w e’ve delayed the start o f  hostilities w ith Sirius. However, we need 
m ore than delay. W e m ust rem ove the danger com pletely, and as the 
adm iral w ill tell you, our tim e is very short.”

“H ow  can I help?” asked Hansen.
“B y answ ering m y questions.”
“G ladly, but I ’ve told you all I know. I ’m  sorry that it turned out 

to be w orth so little.”
“Y et the pirates believed you to be a dangerous man. They risked 

a great deal to  get you out o f  our hands.”
“I can ’t explain that.”
“Is it possible that you have a piece o f  know ledge w ithout being 

aw are o f  it? Som ething that could be deadly for them ?”
“I d o n ’t see how .”
“W ell, they trusted you. By the inform ation you yourse lf gave 

m e, you w ere rich; a m an w ith good investm ents on Earth. Certainly 
you w ere m uch better o ff  than the average hermit. Yet the pirates 
treated you well. O r at least they d idn’t m istreat you. They d idn’t 
rifle your belongings. In fact, they left your very luxurious hom e 
com pletely  in peace.”

“R em em ber, Mr. Starr, I helped them  in return.”
“N ot very m uch. Y ou said that you allow ed them  to land on your 

rock, to leave people there som etim es and tha t’s about all. I f  they 
had  sim ply shot you down, they could have had that and your quarters 
as well. In addition, they w ould not have had to w orry about your 
becom ing an inform er. You eventually did becom e one, you know .”

H ansen’s eyes shifted. “T hat’s the w ay it was, though. I told you 
the tru th .”

“Yes, w hat you told m e was true. It w asn’t the whole truth, 
how ever. I say that there m ust have been a good reason for the pirates 
to trust you so com pletely. They m ust have know n that it m eant your 
life to  go to the governm ent.”

“I to ld  you  that,” said H ansen m ildly.
“Y ou said that you had incrim inated yourse lf by helping the p i

rates, but they trusted you w hen they first arrived, before  you had 
begun helping them . O therw ise they w ould have blasted you to begin 
w ith. N ow , let m e guess. I ’d say that once, before you becam e a 
herm it, you w ere a pirate yourself, Hansen, and that Anton and men 
like h im  knew  about it. W hat do you- say?”
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H ansen’s face w ent white.
Lucky said, “W hat do you say, H ansen?”
H ansen’s voice was very soft. “Y ou are right, Mr. Starr. I was 

once a m em ber o f  the crew  o f  a pirate ship. That was a long tim e 
ago. I have tried to live it down. I retired to the asteroids and did m y 
best to be dead as far as Earth was concerned. W hen a new  group 
o f  pirates arose in the Solar System  and entangled m e, I had no choice 
but to play along w ith them.

‘W h en  you landed, I found m y first chance to leave; m y first 
chance to take the risk o f  facing the law. Tw enty-five years had 
passed, after all. A nd 1 w ould have in m y favor the fact that I had 
risked m y life to save the life o f  a Councilm an. That w as w hy I was 
so anxious to fight the pirate raiders on Ceres. I w anted to m ake 
another point in m y favor. Finally, I killed A nton, saving your life a 
second time, and giving Earth a breathing space, you tell m e, in 
which a w ar m ay be prevented. I was a pirate, M r. Starr, but th a t’s 
gone, and I th ink I ’ve evened the score.”

“Good,” said Lucky, “as far as it goes. N ow  do you have any 
inform ation for us that you d idn’t m ention before?”

H ansen shook his head.
Lucky said, “You d idn’t tell us you w ere a p irate .”
“That was irrelevant, really. A nd you found out for yourself. I 

d idn’t try  to deny it.”
“W ell, then le t’s see i f  w e can find anything else w hich you w o n ’t 

deny. You see, you still haven’t told the w hole truth.”
H ansen looked surprised. “W hat rem ains?”
“The fact that you ’ve never stopped being a pirate. The fact that 

you are a person that was only m entioned once in m y hearing, and 
that by one o f  A nton’s crew m en shortly after m y push-gun duel w ith 
Dingo. The fact that you are the so-called Boss. You, Mr. H ansen, 
are the m asterm ind o f  the asteroid p irates.”
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All of the Answer

H ansen jum ped  out o f  his seat, and rem ained standing. His breath 
w histled  harshly  th rough parted lips.

The adm iral, scarcely less astonished, cried, “Great Galaxy, man! 
W hat is this? A re you serious?”

Lucky said, “ Sit down, Hansen, and le t’s try it on for size. L e t’s 
see how  it sounds. I f  I ’m  wrong, there’ll be a contradiction som e
w here. It begins w ith Captain A nton, landing on the Atlas. Anton was 
an intelligent and capable m an, even i f  his m ind was twisted. He 
m istrusted  m e and m y story. He took a trim ensional photograph o f  
m e (that w ou ldn ’t be hard, even w ithout m y noticing) and sent it to 
the Boss for instructions. The Boss thought he recognized me. C er
tainly, H ansen, i f  you w ere the Boss, that w ould follow, because as 
a m atter o f  fact, w hen you saw m e face to face later, you did  rec
ognize me.

“The Boss sent back a m essage to the effect that I was to be 
killed. It am used A nton to do that by sending me out in a push-gun 
duel w ith D ingo. D ingo was given definite instructions to kill me. 
A nton adm itted that in our last conversation. Then, when I returned, 
w ith A n to n ’s w ord that I was to be given a chance to jo in  the or
ganization  i f  I survived, you had to take over yourself. I was sent to 
your rock .”

H ansen burst out, “B ut this is m ad. I did you no harm. I saved 
you. I b rought you  back to C eres.”

“ So you did, and cam e along with m e, too. N ow  it had been my 
idea to get into the pirate organization, learn the facts from  within. 
Y ou got the sam e idea in. reverse and were m ore successful. You 
brought m e to Ceres and cam e yourself. Y ou learned how  unprepared
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we were and how  we underestim ated the pirate organization. It m eant 
you could go ahead at full speed.

“The Ceres Raid m akes sense now. I im agine you got w ord to 
Anton somehow. Pocket sub-etherics are not unheard o f  and clever 
codes can be w orked out. You went up the corridors not to fight the 
pirates but to jo in  them. They d idn’t kill you, they ‘cap tured’ you. 
That was very queer. I f  your story w ere true, you w ould have been 
a dangerous inform er to them. They should have blasted  you the 
m om ent you came w ithin range. Instead they did not harm  you. In
stead, they put you on A nton’s flagship and took you w ith them  to 
Ganymede. You w eren’t even bound or under surveillance. It was 
perfectly possible for you to m ove quietly behind A nton and shoot 
him  dow n.”

H ansen cried, “But I did shoot him . W hy in the nam e o f  Earth 
w ould I have shot him  if  I w ere who you say I am ?”

“Because he was a m aniac. He w as ready to let m e ram  him  
rather than back dow n or lose face. Y ou had greater plans and had 
no intention o f  dying to soothe his vanity. Y ou knew  that even i f  we 
stopped A nton from  contacting Ganym ede, it w ould  m ean only a 
delay. By attacking Ganym ede afterw ard, w e w ould provoke the w ar 
anyway. Then by continuing your role as herm it, you w ould even
tually find a chance to escape and take on your real identity. W hat 
was A nton’s life and the loss o f  one ship com pared w ith all that?” 

H ansen said, “W hat p ro o f is there to all this? I t’s guessw ork, 
that’s all! W here’s the p ro o f?”

The adm iral, who had been looking from  one to the other through 
all o f  this, bestirred him self. “Look here, Starr, this m an ’s m ine. 
W e’ll get w hatever truth is in  him .”

“No hurry, Adm iral. My hour isn ’t up. . . . G uessw ork, H ansen? 
Let’s go on. I tried to get back to your rock, Hansen, but you d idn ’t 
have the co-ordinates, w hich was strange, despite your painstaking 
explanations. I calculated out a set o f  co-ordinates from  the trajectory 
we had taken going from  your rock to Ceres, and those turned out 
to be in a forbidden zone, w here no asteroids could be in the ordinary 
course o f  nature. Since I was certain that m y calculations w ere cor
rect, I knew that your rock had been w here it w as against the ordinary 
course o f  nature.”

“Eh? W hat?” said the admiral.
“ I m ean that a rock need not travel in its orbit i f  i t ’s sm all 

enough. It can be fitted with hyperatom ic m otors and can m ove out 
o f  its orbit like a space-ship. H ow  else can you explain an asteroid 
being in a forbidden zone?”



H ansen said w ildly, “ Saying so doesn’t m ake it so. I don ’t know 
w hy y o u ’re doing this to m e, Starr. Are you testing me? Is it a trick?” 

“ No trick, Mr. H ansen,” said Lucky. “ I w ent back for your rock. 
I d idn ’t think y o u ’d m ove it far. An asteroid that can m ove has certain 
advantages. N o m atter how  often it is detected, its co-ordinates noted 
and its orbit calculated, observers or pursuers can always be throw n 
o ff  by m ovem ent out o f  the orbit. Still, a m oving asteroid runs certain 
risks. A n astronom er at a telescope, happening to observe it at the 
tim e, m ight w onder w hy an asteroid should be m oving out o f  the 
Ecliptic or into a forbidden zone. Or, i f  he were close enough, he 
w ould  w onder w hy an asteroid should have reactor exhaust glow  at 
one end.

“Y ou had already m oved once, I im agine, to m eet A nton’s ship 
part w ay so that I could be landed on your rock. I was certain you 
w ould  not m ove very far so soon after. Perhaps ju st far enough to 
get into the nearest cluster o f  asteroids for camouflage purposes. So 
I returned and searched am ong the asteroids nearest at hand for one 
that w as the right size and shape. I found it. I found an asteroid that 
w as actually a base, a factory, and storehouse all at once, and on it 
I heard  the sound o f  giant hyperatom ics perfectly capable o f  moving 
it through space. A  Sirian im portation, I think.”

H ansen said, “B ut that w asn’t m y  rock.”
“N o? I found Dingo w aiting on it. He boasted that he had had 

no need to follow  me; that he knew  where I was heading. The only 
place to  w hich he knew  I was heading was your rock. From that I 
conclude that one and the same rock had your living quarters at one 
end and the p irate base at the other.”

“No. N o ,” shouted Hansen. “ I leave it to the admiral. There are 
a thousand asteroids the size and shape o f  m ine, and I ’m not respon
sible for som e casual rem ark m ade by a pirate.”

“T here’s another piece o f  evidence that m ay sound better to you,” 
said Lucky. “On the pirate base was a valley betw een two outcrop
p ings o f  rock; a  valley  full o f  used cans.”

“U sed cans!” shouted the adm iral. “W hat in the Galaxy has that 
to do w ith  anything, Starr?”

“H ansen discarded his used cans into a valley on his own rock. 
He said he d idn ’t like his rock to be accom panied by its own garbage. 
A ctually  he probably d idn’t w ant it surrounding his rock and adver
tising it. I saw  the valley o f  the cans w hen we were leaving his rock. 
I saw  them  again w hen I approached the pirate base. It was the reason 
I chose that asteroid to reconnoiter and no other. Look at this man, 
A dm iral, and tell m e w hether you can doubt that 1 have the truth.”
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H ansen’s face was contorted w ith fury. He w as not the sam e man. 
All trace o f  benevolence was gone. “A ll right. W hat o f  it? W hat do 
you w ant?”

“I w ant you to call Ganym ede. I ’m  sure you conducted previous 
negotiations w ith them. T hey’ll know  you. Tell them  that the aster
oids are surrendering to Earth and will jo in  us against Sirius i f  nec
essary.”

H ansen laughed. “W hy should I? Y ou’ve got m e, bu t you haven’t 
got the asteroids. You can’t clean them  out.”

“W e can, i f  we capture your rock. It has all necessary records on 
it, hasn’t it?”

“Try and find it,” said Hansen, hoarsely. “Try to locate it in a 
forest o f  rocks. You say yourse lf it can m ove.”

“It will be easy to find,” said Lucky. “Y our valley o f  cans, you 
know .”

“Go ahead. Look at every rock till you find the valley. It w ill 
take you a m illion years.”

“No. Only a day or so. W hen I left the pirate base, I paused ju s t 
long enough to bum  the valley o f  cans w ith a heat beam . I m elted 
them  and let them  freeze back into a bum py, angled sheet o f  fresh, 
gleam ing m etal. There was no atm osphere to m st or corrode them , 
so its surface rem ains ju s t like the m etal-foil goal posts used in a 
push-gun duel. It catches the Sun and sends reflections glittering back 
in tight beams. All Ceres O bservatory has to do is quarter the heav
ens, looking for an asteroid about ten tim es as bright as it should be 
for its size. I had them  begin the search even before I left to intercept 
A nton.”

“It’s a lie.”
“Is it? Long before I reached the Sun, I received a sub-etheric 

m essage that included a photograph. H ere it is.” Lucky' drew  it out 
from  under the blotter on the desk. “The bright dot w ith the arrow  
pointing to it is your rock.”

“Do you think you’re frightening m e?”
“I should be. Council ships landed on it.”
“W hat?” roared the admiral.
“There was no time to w aste, sir,” said Lucky. “W e found H an

sen’s living quarters at the other end and w e found the connecting 
tunnels betw een it and the pirate base. I have here som e sub-etherized 
docum ents containing the co-ordinates o f  your m ain subsidiary bases, 
Hansen, and some photographs o f  the bases them selves. The real 
thing, Hansen?”



H ansen collapsed. His m outh opened and hopeless sobbing 
sounds cam e out.

Lucky said, “ I ’ve gone through all this, Hansen, to convince you 
that y o u ’ve lost. Y o u ’ve lost com pletely and finally. You have noth
ing left but your life. I m ake no prom ises, but i f  you do as I say, you 
m ay end up by at least saving that. Call G anym ede.”

H ansen stared helplessly at his fingers.
The adm iral said w ith stunned anguish, “The Council cleaned out 

the asteroids? T hey’ve done the job?  They haven’t consulted the A d
m iralty?”

L ucky said, “H ow  about it, H ansen?”
H ansen said, “W hat’s the difference now? I ’ll do it.”

C onw ay, H enree, and B igm an were at the space-port to greet 
Lucky w hen he returned to Earth. They had dinner together in the 
G lass R oom  on the highest level o f  P lanet Restaurant. W ith the 
ro o m ’s w alls m ade o f  curving, clear one-w ay glass, they could look 
out over the w arm  lights o f  the city, fading o ff into the level plains 
beyond.

H enree said, “I t’s fortunate the Council was able to penetrate the 
pirate bases before it becam e a jo b  for the fleet. M ilitary action 
w ou ldn ’t have solved the m atter.”

C onw ay nodded. “Y o u ’re right. It w ould have left the asteroids 
vacant for the next pirate gang. M ost o f  those people there had no 
real know ledge that they w ere fighting alongside Sirius. They were 
rather ordinary people looking for a better life than they had been 
experiencing. I think we can persuade the governm ent to offer am 
nesty to all but those w ho had actually participated in raids, and they 
w eren ’t  m any.”

“A s a m atter o f  fact,” said Lucky, “by helping them  continue the 
developm ent o f  the asteroids, by financing the expansion o f  their 
yeast farm s, and supplying water, air, and power, w e ’re building a 
defense for the future. The best protection against asteroid crim inals 
is a peaceful and prosperous asteroid com m unity. That w ay lies 
peace.”

B igm an said belligerently, “D o n ’t kid yourself. I t’s peace only 
till Sirius decides to try  again.”

L ucky put a hand to the little m an’s frow ning face and shoved 
it playfully. “B igm an, I think y o u ’re sorry w e’re short one nice war. 
W h a t’s the m atter w ith you? C an’t you enjoy a little rest?”

C onw ay said, “Y ou know , Lucky, you m ight have told us m ore 
at the tim e.”
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“I would have liked to,” said Lucky, “but it w as necessary for 
me to deal with Hansen alone. There w ere im portant personal reasons 
involved.”

“But w hen did you first suspect him , Lucky? W hat gave him  
aw ay?” Conway w anted to know. “The fact that his rock had b lun
dered into a forbidden zone?”

“That was the final straw ,” adm itted Lucky, “but I knew  he was 
no m ere herm it within an hour after m eeting him. I knew  from  that 
time on that he was m ore im portant to m e than anyone else in the 
Galaxy.”

“How about explaining that?” C onw ay sank his fork into the last 
o f  the steak and m unched aw ay contentedly.

Lucky said, “H ansen recognized m e as the son o f  Law rence Starr. 
He said he had m et Father once, and he m ust have. A fter all, C oun- 
cilm en get no publicity and a personal greeting is necessary to explain 
the fact that he could see the resem blance in m y face.

“But there were two queer angles to the recognition. He saw the 
resem blance m ost clearly w hen I grew angry. He said that. Y et from  
what you tell me, Uncle Hector, and you, U ncle Gus, Father hardly 
ever got angry. ‘Laughing’ is the adjective you usually use w hen you 
talk about Father. Then, too, w hen H ansen arrived on Ceres, he rec
ognized neither o f  you. Even hearing your nam es m eant nothing.”

“W hat’s w rong w ith that?” asked Henree.
“Father and you two were always together, w eren’t you? H ow  

could Hansen have m et Father and not you two? M et m y father, 
m oreover, at a tim e w hen he was angry and under circum stances 
which fixed his face so firmly in H ansen’s m ind that he could rec
ognize me from  the resem blance tw enty-five years later.

“T here’s only one explanation. M y father was separated from  you 
two only on his last flight to Venus, and H ansen had been in at the 
kill. N or was he there as an ordinary crewm an. O rdinary crew m en 
don’t becom e rich enough to be able to build  a luxurious asteroid 
and spend twenty-five years after the governm ent’s raids on the as
teroids building a new and bigger organization from  scratch. He m ust 
have been the captain o f  the attacking pirate ship. He w ould  have 
been thirty years old then; quite old enough to be captain.”

“G reat space!” said C onw ay blankly.
B igm an yelled indignantly, “And you never shot him  dow n?”
“How could I? I had bigger affairs at hand than squaring a per

sonal grudge. He killed m y father and m other, yes, but I had  to be 
polite to him  ju s t the same. A t least for a w hile.”



Lucky lifted a cup o f  coffee to his lips and paused to look down 
at the city  again.

He said, “H ansen will be in the M ercury Prison for the rest o f  
his life, w hich is better punishm ent really than a quick, easy death. 
A nd the Sirians have left Ganym ede, so there’ll be peace. T hat’s a 
better rew ard for m e than his death ten tim es over; and a better 
offering to  the m em ory o f  m y parents.”
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Through the Clouds of Venus

L ucky Starr and John B igm an Jones kicked them selves up from  the 
gravity-free Space Station No. 2 and drifted tow ard the planetary 
coaster that w aited  for them  w ith its air lock open. Their m ovem ents 
had  the grace o f  long practice under non-gravity conditions, despite 
the fact that their bodies seem ed thick and grotesque in the space 
suits they  wore.

B igm an arched his back as he m oved upw ard and craned his head 
to stare once again at Venus. His voice sounded loudly in L ucky’s 
ear through the su it’s radio. “Space! Look at that rock, will you?” 
Every inch o f  B igm an’s five-foot-tw o was tense w ith the thrill o f  the 
sight.

B igm an had been bom  and bred on M ars and had never in his 
life been so close to Venus. He was used to ruddy planets and rocky 
asteroids. He had  even visited green and blue Earth. B ut here, now, 
w as som ething that was pure gray and white.

V enus filled over h a lf  the sky. It was only two thousand m iles 
aw ay from  the space station they were on. A nother space station was 
on the opposite side o f  the planet. These two stations, acting as re
ceiving depots for V enus-bound spaceships, streaked about the planet 
in a three-hour period  o f  revolution, follow ing one another’s tracks 
like little puppies forever chasing their tails.

Y et from  those space stations, close though they were to Venus, 
nothing could be seen o f  the p lanet’s surface. No continents showed, 
no oceans, no deserts or m ountains, no green valleys. W hiteness, only 
brilliant w hiteness, interspersed w ith shifting lines o f  gray.

The w hiteness was the turbulent cloud layer that hovered eter
nally  over all o f  V enus, and the gray lines m arked the boundaries
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where cloud m asses m et and clashed. V apor m oved dow nw ard at 
those boundaries, and below  those gray lines, on V enus’s invisible 
surface, it rained.

Lucky Starr said, “N o use looking at Venus, B igm an. Y o u ’ll be 
seeing plenty o f  it, close up, for a while. I t’s the sun you ought to 
be saying good-by to .”

B igm an snorted. To his M ars-accustom ed eyes, even E arth ’s sun 
seem ed swollen and overbright. The sun, as seen from  V enus’s orbit, 
was a bloated m onster. It was two and a quarter tim es as bright as 
E arth’s sun, four tim es as bright as the fam iliar sun on B igm an’s 
Mars. Personally, he was glad that V enus’s clouds w ould  hide its 
sun. He was glad that the space station alw ays arranged its vanes in 
such a w ay as to block o ff the sunlight.

Lucky Starr said, “W ell, you crazy M artian, are you getting in?”
Bigm an had brought h im self to a halt at the lip o f  the open lock 

by the casual pressure o f  one hand. H e was still looking at Venus. 
The visible h a lf was in the full glare o f  the sun, but at the eastern 
side the night shadow was creeping in, m oving quickly as the space 
station raced on in its orbit.

Lucky, still m oving upward, caught the lip o f  the lock in his turn 
and brought his other space-suited hand flat against B igm an’s seat. 
U nder the gravity-free conditions, B igm an’s little body w ent tum 
bling slowly inward, w hile L ucky’s figure bobbed outward.

L ucky’s arm m uscle contracted, and he floated up and inw ard 
with an easy, flowing m otion. Lucky had no cause for a light heart 
at the m om ent, but he was forced into a sm ile w hen he found B igm an 
spread-eagled in m id-air, w ith the tip o f  one gauntleted finger against 
the inner lock holding him  steady. The outer lock closed as Lucky 
passed through.

B igm an said, “Listen, you w om bug, som eday I ’m  w alking out 
on you and you can get you rse lf another— ”

A ir hissed into the small room , and the inner lock opened. Tw o 
m en floated rapidly through, dodging B igm an’s dangling feet. The 
one in the lead, a stocky fellow w ith dark hair and a surprisingly 
large m ustache, said, “Is there any trouble, gentlem en?”

The second man, taller, thinner, and w ith lighter hair but a m us
tache just as large, said, “Can we help you?”

Bigman said loftily, “Y ou can help us by giving us room  and 
letting us get our suits off.” He had flicked h im self to the floor and 
was rem oving his suit as he spoke. Lucky had already shucked his.

The m en w ent through the inner lock. It, too, closed behind them . 
The space suits, their outer surface cold w ith the cold o f  space, w ere
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frosting over as m oisture from  the w arm  air o f  the coaster congealed 
upon them . B igm an tossed them  out o f  the coaster’s warm, m oist air 
on to the tiled racks, w here the ice m ight melt.

The dark-haired m an said, “L e t’s see, now. You two are W illiam  
W illiam s and John Jones. R ight?”

Lucky said, “I ’m  W illiam s.” U sing that alias under ordinary con
ditions w as second nature to Lucky by now. It was custom ary for 
C ouncil o f  Science m em bers to shun publicity  at all times. It was 
particularly  advisable now  w ith the situation on Venus as confused 
and uncertain  as it was.

Lucky w ent on, “O ur papers are in order, I believe, and our 
luggage is aboard.”

“E very th ing’s all right,” the dark-haired one said. “I ’m  George 
Reval, pilot, and this is Tor Johnson, m y co-pilot. W e’ll be taking 
o ff  in a few  m inutes. I f  there’s anything you want, let us know .”

The two passengers w ere shown to their small cabin, and Lucky 
sighed inw ardly. He w as never thoroughly com fortable in space ex
cept on his ow n speed cruiser, the Shooting Starr, now  at rest in the 
space station’s hangar.

Tor Johnson said in a deep voice, “Let m e warn you, by the 
w ay, that once we get out o f  the space station’s orbit, we w on’t be 
in free fall any more. G ravity will start picking up. I f  you get space- 
sick------- ”

B igm an yelled, “ Space-sick! You in-planet goop, I could take 
gravity  changes w hen I w as a baby that you couldn’t take right now .” 
He flicked his finger against the wall, turned a slow somersault, 
touched the wall again, and ended with his feet ju st a half-inch above 
the floor. “Try that som eday w hen you feel real m anly.”

“ Say,” said the co-pilot, grinning, “you squeeze a lot o f  brash 
into h a lf  a pint, d o n ’t you?”

B igm an flushed instantly. “H a lf a pint! W hy, you soup-straining
cobber-------” he scream ed, but L ucky’s hand was on his shoulder and
he sw allow ed the rest o f  the sentence. “ See you on V enus,” the little 
M artian  m uttered darkly.

Tor was still grinning. He follow ed his ch ief into the control 
room  tow ard the head  o f  the ship.

B igm an, his anger gone at once, said to Lucky curiously, “ Say, 
how  about those m ustaches? N ever saw any so b ig .”

Lucky said, “ I t ’s ju s t a V enusian custom , Bigman. I think prac
tically  everybody grow s them  on V enus.”

“That so?” B igm an fingered his lip, stroking its bareness. “W on
der how  I ’d look in one.”
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“W ith one that big?” sm iled Lucky. “It w ould drow n your w hole 
face.”

He dodged the punch B igm an threw  at him  ju s t as the floor trem 
bled lightly beneath their feet and the Venus M arvel lifted o ff  the 
space station. The coaster turned its nose into the contracting spiral 
trajectory that w ould carry it “dow n” to Venus.

Lucky Starr felt the beginnings o f  a long-overdue relaxation 
flooding him as the coaster picked up speed. His brow n eyes w ere 
thoughtful, and his keen, fine-featured face w as in repose. H e was 
tall and looked slim, but beneath that deceptive slim ness w ere w hip
cord muscles.

Life had already given m uch to Lucky o f  both good and evil. He 
had lost his parents while still a child, lost them  in a pirate attack 
near the very Venus he was now  approaching. He had been brought 
up by his father’s dearest friends, H ector Conw ay, now  ch ie f o f  the 
Council o f  Science, and A ugustus Henree, section director o f  the 
same organization.

Lucky had been educated and trained w ith but one thought in 
mind: Someday he was to enter that very Council o f  Science, w hose 
powers and functions m ade it the m ost im portant and yet least-know n 
body in the galaxy.

It was only a year ago, upon his graduation from  the academ y, 
that he had entered into full m em bership and becom e dedicated to 
the advancem ent o f  m an and the destruction o f  the enem ies o f  civ i
lization. He was the youngest m em ber o f  the Council and probably 
w ould rem ain so for years.

Yet already he had won his first battles. O n the deserts o f  M ars 
and am ong the dim lit rocks o f  the asteroid belt, he had m et and 
trium phed over w rongdoing.

But the w ar against crim e and evil is not a short-term  conflict, 
and now it was Venus that was the setting for trouble, a trouble that 
was particularly disturbing since its details w ere m isty.

C h ief o f  the Council H ector C onw ay had p inched his lip and 
said, “I ’m  not sure w hether i t’s a Sirian conspiracy against the Solar 
Confederation, or ju s t petty racketeering. O ur local m en there tend 
to view  it seriously.”

Lucky said, “Have you sent any o f  our trouble shooters?” He 
was not long back from  the asteroids, and he w as listening to this 
w ith concern.

Conway said, “Yes: Evans.”
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“L ou Evans?” asked Lucky, his dark eyes lighting w ith pleasure. 
“He w as one o f  m y room m ates at the academ y. H e’s good.'"

“Is he? The V enus office o f  the Council has requested his re
m oval and investigation on the charge o f  corruption!”

“W hat?” Lucky w as on his feet, horrified. “Uncle Hector, tha t’s 
im possib le.”

“W ant to go out there and look into it yourse lf?”
“D o I! G reat stars and little asteroids! B igm an and I will take o ff 

ju s t as soon as we get the Shooting Starr  flight-ready.”
A nd now  Lucky w atched out the porthole thoughtfully, on the 

last leg o f  his flight. The night shadow  had crept over Venus, and 
for an hour there was only blackness to be seen. All the stars were 
hidden by  V enus’s huge bulk.

Then they w ere out in the sunlight again, but now  the viewpoint 
w as only gray. They w ere too close to see the planet as a whole. 
They w ere even too close to see the clouds. They were actually inside 
the cloudy layer.

B igm an, having ju s t finished a large chicken-salad sandwich, 
w iped  his lips and said, “ Space, I ’d hate to have to pilot a ship 
th rough all this m uck.”

The coaster’s w ings had snapped out into extended position to 
take advantage o f  the atm osphere, and there was a definite difference 
in the quality o f  the sh ip ’s m otion as a result. The buffeting o f  the 
w inds could be felt and the plunging and lifting o f  the drafts that 
sink and rise.

Ships that navigate space are not suitable for the treachery o f  
th ick  atm osphere. It is for that reason that planets like Earth and 
V enus, w ith deep layers o f  air enshrouding them , require space sta
tions. To those space stations com e the ships o f  deep space. From 
the stations planetary  coasters w ith retractable w ings ride the tricky 
air currents to  the p lanet’s surface.

B igm an, w ho could pilot a ship from Pluto to M ercury blind
folded, w ould  have been lost at the first thickening wisp o f  an atm o
sphere. Even Lucky, who in his intensive training at the academ y 
had  p ilo ted  coasters, w ould not have cared to take on the job  in the 
blanketing  clouds that surrounded them  now.

“U ntil the first explorers landed on V enus,” Lucky said, “all m an
kind ever saw  o f  the planet w as the outer surface o f  these clouds. 
They had w eird notions about the planet then.”

B igm an d idn ’t reply. He was looking into the celloplex container 
to m ake sure there w asn ’t another chicken-salad sandwich hiding 
there.
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Lucky w ent on. “They couldn’t tell how  fast V enus was rotating 
or w hether it was rotating at all. They w eren’t even sure about the 
com position o f  V enus’s atm osphere. They knew  it had carbon di
oxide, but until the late 1900s astronom ers thought V enus had no 
water. W hen ships began to land, m ankind found that w asn ’t so.”

He broke off. D espite him self, L ucky’s m ind returned once again 
to the coded spacegram  he had received in m id-flight, w ith Earth ten 
m illion m iles behind. It was from  Lou Evans, his old room m ate, to 
w hom  he had subethered that he was on his way.

The reply was short, blunt, and clear. It was, “ Stay aw ay!”
Just that! It was unlike Evans. To Lucky, a m essage like that 

m eant trouble, big trouble, so he did not “stay aw ay.” Instead, he 
m oved the m icropile energy output up a notch and increased accel
eration to the gasping point.

B igm an was saying, “Gives you a funny feeling, Lucky, w hen 
you think that once, long ago, people w ere all cooped up on Earth. 
C ouldn’t get o ff it no m atter w hat they did. D idn ’t know  anything 
about M ars or the m oon or anywhere. It gives m e the shivers.”

It was ju st at that point that they pierced the cloud barrier, and 
even L ucky’s gloom y thoughts vanished at the sight that m et their 
eyes.

It was sudden. One m om ent they were surrounded by w hat 
seem ed an eternal m ilkiness; the next, there was only transparent air 
about them. Everything below  was bathed in a clear, pearly light. 
Above was the gray undersurface o f  the clouds.

B igm an said, “Hey, Lucky, look!”
Venus stretched out below  them  for m iles in every direction, and 

it was a solid carpet o f  blue-green vegetation. There w ere no dips or 
rises in the surface. It was absolutely level, as though it had been 
planed dow n by  a giant atom ic sheer.

N or was there anything to be seen that w ould have been norm al 
in an Earthly scene. N o roads or houses, no tow ns or stream s. Just 
blue-green, unvarying, as far as could be seen.

Lucky said, “Carbon dioxide does it. I t’s the part o f  the air plants 
feed on. On Earth there’s only three hundredths o f  one per cent in 
the air, but here alm ost ten per cent o f  the air is carbon dioxide.”

Bigman, who had lived for years on the farm s o f  M ars, knew  
about carbon dioxide. He said, “W hat m akes it so light w ith all the 
clouds?”

Lucky smiled. “Y ou’re forgetting, B igm an. The sun is over tw ice 
as bright here as on Earth.” Then as he looked out the port again, 
his sm ile thinned and vanished.
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“Funny,” he m urm ured.
Suddenly, he turned aw ay from  the w indow. “B igm an,” he said, 

“com e w ith  m e to  the p ilo t room .”
In tw o strides he w as out the cabin. In two more, he was at the 

p ilo t room . The door w asn ’t locked. He pulled it open. Both pilots, 
G eorge R eval and T or Johnson, were at their places, eyes glued to 
the controls. N either turned as they entered.

L ucky said, “M en------- ”
N o response.
He touched Johnson’s shoulder, and the co-pilo t’s arm  tw itched 

irritably, skaking o ff  L ucky’s grip.
The young C ouncilm an seized Johnson by either shoulder and 

called, “G et the o ther one, B igm an!”
The little fellow  w as already at w ork on that very job , asking no 

questions, attacking w ith a ban tam ’s fury.
Lucky hurled Johnson from  him. Johnson staggered back, righted 

him self, and charged forward. Lucky ducked a w ild blow  and brought 
a straight-arm ed right to the side o f  the o ther’s jaw . Johnson went 
dow n, cold. A t nearly the same m om ent, Bigman, with a quick and 
skillful tw ist o f  G eorge R eval’s arm, flung him  along the floor and 
knocked him  breathless.

B igm an dragged both pilots outside the pilot room  and closed 
the door on them . He cam e back to find Lucky handling the controls 
feverishly.

O nly then did he ask for an explanation. “W hat happened?” 
“W e w eren’t leveling off,” said Lucky grimly. “I w atched the 

surface, and it was com ing up too fast. It still is.”
He strove desperately to find the particular control for the aile

rons, those vanes that controlled the angle o f  flight. The blue surface 
o f  V enus w as m uch closer. It was rushing at them.

L ucky’s eyes were on the pressure gauge. It m easured the weight 
o f  air above them. The higher it rose, the closer they were to the 
surface. It was clim bing less quickly now. L ucky’s fist closed more 
tigh tly  on the duorod, squeezing the forks together. That m ust be it. 
He dared not exert force too rapidly or the ailerons m ight be whipped 
o ff  altogether by the scream ing gale that flung itself past their ship. 
Y et there w as only five hundred feet to spare before zero altitude.

His nostrils flaring, the cords in his neck standing out, Lucky 
played  those ailerons against the wind.

“W e’re leveling,” breathed Bigman. “W e’re leveling-------”
B ut there w asn ’t room  enough. The blue-green cam e up and up
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till it filled all the view  in the port. Then, w ith a speed that w as too 
great and an angle that was also too great, the Venus M arvel, carrying 
Lucky Starr and Bigman Jones, struck the surface o f  the p lanet V e
nus.
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Under the Sea Dome

H ad the surface o f  V enus been w hat it seem ed to be at first glance, 
the Venus M arvel w ould have sm ashed to scrap and burned to ash. 
The career o f  Lucky Starr w ould have ended at that m oment.

Fortunately, the vegetation that had so thickly m et the eye was 
neither grass nor shrubbery, but seaweed. The flat plain was no sur
face o f  soil and rock, but water, the top o f  an ocean that surrounded 
and covered all o f  Venus.

The Venus M arvel, even so, hit the ocean with a thunderous 
rattle, tore through the ropy w eeds, and boiled its w ay into the depths. 
L ucky and B igm an w ere hurled against the walls.

A n ordinary vessel m ight have been sm ashed, but the Venus M ar
ve l had  been designed for entering w ater at high speed. Its seams 
w ere tight; its form, stream lined. Its w ings, which Lucky had neither 
tim e nor know ledge to retract, w ere tom  loose, and its fram e groaned 
under the shock, but it rem ained seaworthy.

D ow n, dow n it w ent into the green-black m urk o f  the Venusian 
ocean. The cloud-diffused light from  above w as alm ost totally 
stopped by  the tight w eed cover. The sh ip’s artificial lighting did not 
go on, its w orkings apparently  put out o f  order by the shock o f  con
tact.

L ucky’s senses w ere w hirling. “B igm an,” he called.
There w as no answer, and he stretched out his arms, feeling. His 

hand  touched  B igm an’s face.
“B igm an!” he called again. He felt the little M artian’s chest, and 

the heart w as beating regularly. R elief w ashed over Lucky.
He had no w ay o f  telling w hat was happening to the ship. He 

knew  he could never find any w ay o f  controlling it in the com plete
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darkness that enveloped them. He could only hope that the friction 
o f  the w ater w ould halt the ship before it struck bottom .

He felt for the pencil flash in his shirt pocket— a little plastic rod  
some six inches long that, on activation by thum b pressure, becam e 
a solid glow  o f  light that stream ed out forward, its beam  broadening 
w ithout seem ing to w eaken appreciably.

Lucky groped for B igm an again and exam ined him  gently. There 
was a lump on the M artian’s tem ple, but no broken bones so far as 
Lucky could tell.

B igm an’s eyes fluttered. H e groaned.
Lucky w hispered, “Take it easy, Bigman. W e’ll be all right.” He 

was far from  sure o f  that as he stepped out into the corridor. The 
pilots w ould have to be alive and cooperative i f  the ship w ere ever 
to see hom e port again.

They were sitting up, blinking at L ucky’s flash as he cam e 
through the door.

“W hat happened?” groaned Johnson. “One m inute I w as at the 
controls, and then-------” There was no hostility, only pain  and con
fusion, in his eyes.

The Venus M arvel was back to partial norm ality. It w as lim ping 
badly, but its searchlights, fore and aft, had been restored to  operation 
and the em ergency batteries had been rigged up to supply them  w ith 
all the pow er they w ould need for vital operations. The churning o f  
the propeller could be dim ly heard, and the planetary coaster was 
displaying, adequately enough, its third function. It w as a vessel that 
could navigate, not only in space and in air, but under w ater as well.

George Reval stepped into the control room . He w as dow ncast 
and obviously em barrassed. He had a gash on his cheek, w hich Lucky 
had washed, disinfected, and neatly sprayed w ith koagulum .

Reval said, “There are a few m inor seepages, but I plugged them . 
The w ings are gone, and the m ain batteries are all ju nked  up. W e’ll 
need all sorts o f  repairs, but I guess w e ’re lucky at that. Y ou did a 
good job , Mr. W illiam s.”

Lucky nodded briefly. “Suppose you tell m e w hat happened.”
Reval flushed. “ I don’t know. I hate to say it, but I don ’t know .”
“How about you?” asked Lucky, addressing the other.
Tor Johnson, his large hands nursing the radio back to life, shook 

his head.
Reval said, “The last clear thoughts I can rem em ber w ere w hile 

we were still inside the cloud layer. I rem em ber nothing after that 
till I found m yself staring at your flash.”
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Lucky said, “Do you or Johnson use drugs o f  any kind?”
Johnson looked up angrily. He rum bled, “No. N othing.”
“Then w hat m ade you blank out, and both at the same time, too?”
R eval said, “ I w ish I knew. Look, Mr. W illiam s, neither one o f  

us is an am ateur. O ur records as coaster pilots are first class.” He 
groaned. “O r at least w e w ere  first-class pilots. W e’ll probably be 
grounded after th is.”

“W e’ll see,” said Lucky.
“ Say, look,” said Bigm an, testily, “w hat’s the use o f  talking about 

w h a t’s over and gone? W here are we now? T hat’s what I want to 
know . W here are w e going?”

Tor Johnson said, “W e’re w ay o ff  our course. I can tell you that 
m uch. It w ill be five or six hours before we get out to A phrodite.”

“Fat Jupiter and little satellites!” said Bigm an, staring at the 
b lackness outside the port in disgust. “Five or six hours in this black 
m ess?”

A phrodite is the largest city on Venus, w ith a population o f  over 
a quarter o f  a m illion.

W ith the Venus M arvel still a m ile away, the sea about it was lit 
into green translucence by A phrodite’s lights. In the eerie lum inosity 
the dark, sleek shapes o f  the rescue vessels, which had been sent out 
to m eet them  after radio contact had been established, could be 
plain ly  m ade out. They slipped along, silent com panions.

A s for Lucky and Bigm an, it was their first sight o f  one o f  V e
n u s’s underw ater dom ed cities. They alm ost forgot the unpleasantness 
they had ju st passed through, in the am azem ent at the wonderful 
object before them.

From  a distance it seem ed an em erald-green, fairyland bubble, 
shim m ering and quivering because o f  the w ater betw een them. D im ly 
they could m ake out buildings and the structural w ebbing o f  the 
beam s that held up the city dom e against the w eight o f  w ater over
head.

It grew  larger and glow ed m ore brightly as they approached. The 
green grew  lighter as the distance o f  w ater betw een them  grew  less. 
A phrodite becam e less unreal, less fairylandish, but even m ore m ag
nificent.

F inally they slid into a huge air lock, capable o f  holding a small 
fleet o f  freighters or a large battle cruiser, and w aited while the w ater 
w as pum ped out. A nd w hen that was done, the Venus M arvel was 
floated out o f  the lock and into the city on a lift field.

Lucky and B igm an w atched as their luggage was rem oved, shook
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hands gravely with Reval and Johnson, and took a skim m er to the 
Hotel Bellevue-Aphrodite.

Bigman looked out o f  the curved w indow  as their skim m er, its 
gyrowings revolving with stately dignity, m oved lightly am ong the 
city ’s beams and over its rooftops.

He said, “ So this is Venus. D on’t know  if  i t’s w orth going 
through so m uch for it, though. I ’ll never forget that ocean com ing 
up at us!”

Lucky said, “I ’m afraid that was ju st the beginning.”
Bigman looked uneasily at his big friend. “You really think so?” 
Lucky shrugged. “ It depends. L e t’s see w hat Evans has to tell

us.”

The Green Room o f  the Hotel Bellevue-A phrodite w as ju s t that. 
The quality o f  the lighting and the shim m er o f  it gave the tables and 
guests the appearance o f  being suspended beneath the sea. The ceiling 
was an inverted bowl, below  w hich there turned slow ly a large aquar
ium globe, supported by cunningly placed lift beam s. The w ater in it 
was laced with strands o f  Venusian seaw eed and in am ong it w rithed 
colorful “sea ribbons,” one o f  the m ost beautiful form s o f  anim al life 
on the planet.

B igm an had com e in first, intent on dinner. He was annoyed at 
the absence o f  a punch m enu, disturbed by the presence o f  actual 
hum an waiters, and resentful over the fact that he was told that diners 
in the Green Room ate a meal supplied by the m anagem ent and only 
that. He was mollified, slightly, w hen the appetizer turned out to be 
tasty and the soup, very good.

Then the music started, the dom ed ceiling gradually cam e to 
glowing life, and the aquarium  globe began its gentle spinning.

B igm an’s m outh fell open; his dinner was forgotten.
“Look at that,” he said.
Lucky was looking. The sea ribbons w ere o f  different lengths, 

varying from tiny threads two inches long to broad and sinuous belts 
that stretched a yard or m ore from  end to end. They w ere all thin, 
thin as a sheet o f  paper. They m oved by w riggling their bodies into 
a series o f  w aves that rippled dow n their full length.

And each one fluoresced; each one sparkled w ith colored light. 
It was a trem endous display. D ow n the sides o f  each sea ribbon w ere 
little glowing spirals o f  light: crim son, pink, and orange; a few  blues 
and violets scattered through; and one or tw o striking am ong the 
larger specim ens. All w ere overcast w ith the light-green w ash o f  the 
external light. As they swam, the lines o f  color snapped and inter
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laced. To the dazzled eye they seem ed to be leaving rainbow  trails 
that w ashed and sparkled in the water, fading out only to be renew ed 
in still b righ ter tints.

B igm an turned his attention reluctantly  to his dessert. The waiter 
had called  it “je lly  seeds,” and at first the little fellow  had regarded 
the dish suspiciously. The je lly  seeds w ere soft orange ovals, which 
clung together ju s t a bit but cam e up readily enough in the spoon. 
For a m om ent they felt dry and tasteless to the tongue, but then, 
suddenly, they m elted into a thick, sirupy liquid that was sheer 
delight.

“ Space!” said the astonished Bigman. “Have you tried the des
sert?”

“W hat?” asked Lucky absently.
“Taste the dessert, w ill you? I t’s like thick pineapple ju ice, only 

a m illion  tim es better. . . . W hat’s the m atter?”
L ucky said, “W e have com pany.”
“Aw, go on.” B igm an m ade a m ove to turn in his seat as though 

to  inspect the o ther diners.
Lucky said quietly, “Take it easy,” and that froze Bigman.
B igm an heard the soft steps o f  som eone approaching their table. 

He tried  to tw ist his eyes. His own blaster was in his room, but he 
had a force knife in his belt pocket. It looked like a w atch fob, but 
it could  slice a m an in two, i f  necessary. He fingered it intensely.

A  voice behind B igm an said, “M ay I jo in  you, folks?”
B igm an turned in his seat, force knife palm ed and ready for a 

quick, upw ard thrust. B ut the m an looked anything but sinister. He 
w as fat, but his clothes fit well. H is face was round and his graying 
hair w as carefully  com bed over the top o f  his head, though his bald
ness show ed anyw ay. His eyes w ere little, blue, and full o f  what 
seem ed like friendliness. O f course, he had a large, grizzled m ustache 
o f  the true V enusian fashion.

Lucky said calm ly, “Sit down, by all m eans.” His attention 
seem ed entirely centered on the cup o f  hot coffee that he held cradled 
in his right hand.

The fat m an sat down. His hands rested upon the table. One wrist 
w as exposed, slightly shaded by the palm  o f  the other. For an instant, 
an oval spot on it darkened and turned black. W ithin it little yellow 
grains o f  light danced and flickered in the fam iliar patterns o f  the Big 
D ipper and o f  Orion. Then it disappeared, and there was only an 
innocent plum p w rist and the sm iling, round face o f  the fat m an 
above it.

That identifying m ark o f  the Council o f  Science could be neither
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forged nor imitated. The m ethod o f  its controlled appearance by the 
exertion o f  will was ju st about the m ost closely guarded secret o f  the 
Council.

The fat m an said, “M y nam e is M el M orriss.”
Lucky said, “I rather thought you were. Y ou’ve been described 

to m e.”
Bigm an sat back and returned his force knife to its place. M el 

M orriss was head o f  the V enusian section o f  the Council. B igm an 
had heard o f  him. In a w ay he was relieved, and in another w ay he 
was ju st a little disappointed. He had expected a fight— perhaps a 
quick dash o f  coffee into the fat m an ’s face, the table overturned, 
and from  then on, anything.

Lucky said, “Venus seems an unusual and beautiful place.”
“You have observed our fluorescent aquarium ?”
“It is very spectacular,” said Lucky.
The Venusian councilm an sm iled and raised a finger. The w aiter 

brought him  a hot cup o f  coffee. M orriss let it cool for a m om ent, 
then said softly, “I believe you are disappointed to see m e here. You 
expected other com pany, I think.”

Lucky said coolly, “I had looked forw ard to an inform al conver
sation w ith a friend.”

“In fact,” said M orriss, “you had sent a m essage to C ouncilm an 
Evans to m eet you here.”

“I see you know  that.”
“Quite. Evans has been under close observation for quite a while. 

Com m unications to him  are intercepted,”
Their voices were low. Even B igm an had trouble hearing them  

as they faced one another, sipping coffee and allow ing no trace o f  
expression in their words.

Lucky said, “You are w rong to do this.”
“Y ou speak as his friend?”
“I do.”
“A nd I suppose that, as your friend, he w arned you to stay aw ay 

from  V enus.”
“You know  about that, too, I see?”
“Quite. A nd you had a near-fatal accident in landing on Venus. 

Am  I right?”
“You are. Y ou’re im plying that Evans feared som e such event?” 
“Feared it? G reat space, Starr, your friend Evans engineered  that 

accident.”
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Yeast!

L ucky’s expression rem ained im passive. N ot by so m uch as an eye 
flicker did he betray any concern. “Details, p lease,” he said.

M orriss w as sm iling again, h a lf  his m outh hidden by his prepos
terous V enusian m ustache. “N ot here, I ’m  afraid.”

“N am e your place, then.”
“O ne m om ent.” M orriss looked at his watch. “In ju st about a 

m inute, the show  will begin. T here’ll be dancing by sealight.” 
“ Sealight?”
“The globe above will shine dim  green. People will get up to 

dance. W e w ill get up w ith them  and quietly leave.”
“Y ou sound as though we are in danger at the m om ent.” 
M orriss said gravely, “You are. I assure you that since you en

tered  A phrodite, our m en have never let you out o f  their sight.”
A  genial voice rang out suddenly. It seem ed to com e from the 

crystal centerpiece on the table. From  the direction in which other 
diners turned their attention, it obviously came from  the crystal cen
terpiece on every table.

It said, “Ladies and gentlem en, w elcom e to the Green Room. 
H ave you eaten w ell? For your added pleasure, the m anagem ent 
is proud  to present the m agnetonic rhythm s o f  Tobe Tobias and 
his— ”

A s the voice spoke, the lights w ent out and the rem ainder o f  its 
w ords w ere drow ned in a rising sigh o f  w onder that cam e from  the 
assem bled guests, m ost o f  w hom  w ere fresh from  Earth. The aquar
ium  globe in the ceiling w as suddenly a lum inous em erald green and 
the sea-ribbon glow  w as sharply brilliant. The globe assum ed a fac
eted appearance so that, as it turned, drifting shadow s circled the
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room  in a soft, alm ost hypnotic fashion. The sound o f  m usic, drawn 
alm ost entirely from the weird, husky sound boxes o f  a variety  o f 
m agnetonic instrum ents, grew  louder. The notes w ere produced by 
rods o f  various shapes being m oved in skillful patterns through the 
m agnetic field that surrounded each instrum ent.

M en and w om en w ere rising to dance. There w as the rustle o f  
m uch m otion and the sibilance o f  laughing whispers. A  touch o f  
L ucky’s sleeve brought first him , and then B igm an, to their feet.

Lucky and B igm an follow ed M orriss silently. One by one, grim 
faced figures fell in behind them. It was alm ost as though they w ere 
m aterializing out o f  the draperies. They rem ained far enough aw ay 
to look innocent, but each, Lucky felt sure, had his hand near the 
butt o f  a blaster. No m istake about it. M el M orriss o f  the V enusian 
section o f  the Council o f  Science took the situation very  m uch in 
earnest.

Lucky looked about M orriss’s apartm ent w ith approval. It w as 
not lavish, although it was com fortable. L iving in it, one could forget 
that a hundred yards above w as a translucent dom e beyond w hich 
was a hundred yards o f  shallow, carbonated ocean, follow ed by  a 
hundred m iles o f  alien, unbreathable atm osphere.

W hat actually pleased Lucky m ost w as the collection o f  book 
films that overflowed one alcove.

He said, “Y ou’re a biophysicist, Dr. M orriss?” A utom atically, he 
used the professional title.

M orriss said, “Y es.”
“I did biophysical w ork m yself at the academ y,” said Lucky.
“I know ,” said M orriss. “I read your paper. It w as good work. 

M ay I call you David, by  the w ay?”
“It’s m y first nam e,” conceded the Earthm an, “but everyone calls 

m e Lucky.”
Bigman, m eanw hile, had opened one o f  the film  holders, unreeled  

a bit o f  the film, and held it to the light. He shuddered and replaced 
it.

He said belligerently to M orriss, “You sure don ’t look like a 
scientist.”

“I im agine not,” said M orriss, unoffended. “That helps, you 
know .”

Lucky knew  what he meant. In these days, w hen science really  
perm eated all hum an society and culture, scientists could no longer 
restrict them selves to their laboratories. It w as for that reason that the 
Council o f  Science had been bom . O riginally it w as intended only 
as an advisory body to help the governm ent on m atters o f  galactic
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im portance, w here only trained scientists could have sufficient infor
m ation to m ake intelligent decisions. M ore and m ore it had become 
a crim e-fighting agency, a counterespionage system. Into its own 
hands it w as draw ing m ore and m ore o f  the threads o f  government. 
Through its activities there m ight grow, som eday, a great Em pire o f  
the M ilky W ay in w hich all m en m ight live in peace and harmony.

So it cam e about that, as m em bers o f  the Council had to fulfill 
m any duties far rem oved from  pure science, it was better for their 
success i f  they d idn’t look particularly  like scientists— as long, that 
is, as they  had  the brains o f  scientists.

L ucky said, “W ould you begin, sir, by filling m e in on the details 
o f  the troubles here?”

“H ow  m uch w ere you to ld  on Earth?”
“The barest sketch. I w ould prefer to trust the m an on the scene 

for the rest.”
M orriss sm iled w ith m ore than a trace o f  irony. “Trust the m an 

on the scene? T hat’s not the usual attitude o f  the m en in the central 
office. T hey send their ow n trouble shooters, and m en such as Evans 
arrive.”

“A nd m yself, too,” said Lucky.
“Y our case is a little different. W e all know  o f  your accom plish

m ents on M ars last year and the good piece o f  w ork you’ve ju st 
finished in the asteroids.”

B igm an crow ed, “Y ou should have been with him  if  you think 
you know  all about it.”

Lucky reddened slightly. He said hastily, “N ever m ind now, B ig
m an. L e t’s not have any o f  your yam s.”

They w ere all in large arm chairs, Earth-m anufactured, soft and 
com fortable. There was som ething about the reflected sound o f  their 
voices that, to L ucky’s practiced  ear, was good evidence that the 
apartm ent w as insulated and spy-shielded.

M orriss lit a cigarette and offered one to the others but was re
fused. “H ow  m uch do you know  about Venus, Lucky?”

L ucky smiled. “The usual things one leam s in school. Just to go 
over a few  things quickly, i t’s the second closest planet to the sun 
and is about sixty-seven m illion m iles from  it. I t’s the closest world 
to Earth and can com e to w ithin tw enty-six  m illion m iles o f  the hom e 
planet. I t ’s ju s t a little sm aller than Earth, w ith a gravity about five 
sixths Earth-norm al. It goes around the sun in about seven and a h a lf 
m onths and its day is about thirty-six hours long. Its surface tem per
ature is a little h igher than E arth ’s but not m uch, because o f  the 
clouds. A lso because o f  the clouds, it has no seasons to speak of. It



is covered by ocean, which is, in turn, covered w ith seaweed. Its 
atm osphere is carbon dioxide and nitrogen and is unbreathable. H ow  
is that, Dr. M orriss?”

“You pass w ith high m arks,” said the biophysicist, “but I was 
asking about Venusian society rather than about the p lanet itself 

“W ell, now, th a t’s m ore difficult. I know, o f  course, that hum ans 
live in dom ed cities in the shallow er parts o f  the ocean, and, as I can 
see for myself, Venusian city life is quite advanced— far beyond M ar
tian city life, for instance.”

B igm an yelled, “H ey!”
M orriss turned his little tw inkling eyes on the M artian. “Y ou 

disagree w ith your friend?”
Bigman hesitated. “ W ell, m aybe not, but he doesn’t have to  say

so.”
Lucky smiled and w ent on, “Venus is a fairly developed planet.

I think there are about fifty cities on it and a total population o f  six 
million. Y our exports are dried seaweed, w hich I am  told is excellent 
fertilizer, and dehydrated yeast bricks for anim al food.”

“Still fairly good,” said M orriss. “H ow  w as your dinner at the 
Green Room , gentlem en?”

Lucky paused at the sudden change o f  topic, then said, “V ery 
good. W hy do you ask?”

“Y ou’ll see in a m om ent. W hat did you have?”
Lucky said, “I couldn’t say, exactly. It was the house m eal. I 

should guess we had a kind o f  beef goulash w ith a rather interesting 
sauce and a vegetable I d idn’t recognize. There w as a fruit salad, I 
believe, before that and a spicy variety o f  tom ato , soup.”

Bigman broke in. “And je lly  seeds for dessert.”
M orriss laughed hootingly. “Y ou’re all w rong, you know ,” he 

said. “You had no beef, no fruit, no tom atoes. N ot even coffee. Y ou 
had only one thing to eat. Only one thing. Y east!”

“W hat?” shrieked Bigman.
For a m om ent Lucky was startled also. His eye narrow ed and he 

said, “A re you serious?”
“O f course. I t’s the Green R oom ’s specialty. They never speak 

o f  it, or Earthm en w ould refuse to eat it. Later on, though, you w ould  
have been questioned thoroughly as to how  you liked this dish or 
that, how  you thought it m ight have been im proved, and so on. The 
Green Room  is V enus’s m ost valuable experim ental station.”

Bigman screw ed up his small face and yelled  vehem ently, “ I ’ll 
have the law on them. I’ll m ake a Council case o f  it. They can ’t feed 
me yeast w ithout telling me, like I was a horse or cow — or a-------”
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H e ended in  a flurry o f  sputtering.
“I arn guessing,’ said Lucky, “that yeast has some connection 

w ith  the crim e w ave on V enus.”
“G uessing, are you?” said M orriss, dryly. “Then you haven’t read 

our official reports. I ’m  not surprised. Earth thinks we are exagger
ating here. I assure you, however, we are not. A nd it isn ’t m erely a 
crim e wave. Yeast, Lucky, yeast! That is the nub and core o f  every
th ing  on this p lanet.”

A  self-propelled tender had rolled into the living room  with a 
bubbling percolator and three cups o f  steam ing coffee upon it. The 
tender stopped at Lucky first, then Bigm an. M orriss took the third 
cup, put his lips to it, then w iped his large m ustache appreciatively.

“It will add cream  and sugar if  you wish, gentlem en,” he said.
B igm an looked and sniffed. He said to M orriss w ith shaip sus

picion, “Y east?”
“N o. Real coffee this tim e. I sw ear it.”
For a m om ent they sipped in silence; then M orriss said, “Venus, 

Lucky, is an expensive w orld to keep up. O ur cities m ust m ake oxy
gen out o f  w ater, and that takes huge electrolytic stations. Each city 
requires trem endous pow er beam s to help support the dom es against 
billions o f  tons o f  water. The city o f  A phrodite uses as m uch energy 
in a year as the entire continent o f  South A m erica, yet it has only a 
thousandth  the population.

“W e’ve got to earn that energy, naturally. W e’ve got to export 
to Earth in order to obtain pow er plants, specialized m achinery, 
atom ic fuel, and so on. V enus’s only product is seaweed, inexhaust
ible quantities o f  it. Som e we export as fertilizer, but that is scarcely 
the answ er to the problem . M ost o f  our seaweed, however, we use 
as culture m edia for yeast, ten thousand and one varieties o f  yeast.”

B igm an’s lip curled. “Changing seaw eed to yeast isn ’t m uch o f 
an im provem ent.”

“D id you find your last m eal satisfactory?” asked M orriss.
“Please go on, Dr. M orriss,” said Lucky.
M orriss said, “O f course, Mr. Jones is quite cor-------”
“Call m e B igm an!”
M orriss looked soberly at the small M artian and said, “ If  you 

wish. B igm an is quite correct in his low  opinion o f  yeast in general. 
O ur m ost im portant strains are suitable only for anim al food. But 
even so, i t’s highly  useful. Y east-fed pork is cheaper and better than 
any other kind. The yeast is high in calories, proteins, m inerals, and 
vitam ins.

“W e have other strains o f  h igher quality, which are used in cases



where food m ust be stored over long periods and w ith little available 
space. On long space journeys, for instance, so-called Y -rations are 
frequently taken.

“Finally, we have our top-quality strains, extrem ely expensive 
and fragile growths that go into the m enus o f  the Green R oom  and 
with which we can im itate or im prove upon ordinary food. N one o f  
these are in quantity production, but they will be som eday. I im agine 
you see the w hole point o f  all this, Lucky.”

“I think I do.”
“I don’t,” said B igm an belligerently.
M orriss was quick to explain. “Venus will have a m onopoly on 

these luxury strains. N o other w orld w ill possess them . W ithout V e
nus’s experience in zym oculture-------”

“In w hat?” asked Bigman.
“In yeast culture. W ithout V enus’s experience in that, no other 

w orld could develop such yeasts or m aintain them  once they did 
obtain them. So you see that Venus could build  a trem endously p ro f
itable trade in yeast strains as luxury item s w ith all the galaxy. That 
w ould be im portant not only to Venus, but to Earth as w ell— to the 
entire Solar Confederation. W e are the m ost overpopulated system  in 
the Galaxy, being the oldest. I f  we could exchange a pound o f  yeast 
for a ton o f  grain, things w ould be well for us.”

Lucky had been listening patiently to M orriss’s lecture. He said, 
“For the same reason, it w ould be to the interest o f  a foreign pow er, 
which was anxious to w eaken Earth, to ruin V enus’s m onopoly o f  
yeast.”

“You see that, do you? I w ish I could persuade the rest o f  the 
Council o f  this living and ever-present danger. I f  grow ing strains o f  
yeast were stolen along w ith some o f  the know ledge o f  our devel
opm ents in yeast culture, the results could be disastrous.”

“Very w ell,” said Lucky, “then we com e to the im portant point: 
Have such thefts occurred?”

“Not yet,” said M orriss grim ly. “B ut for six m onths now  w e have 
had a rash o f  petty pilfering, odd accidents, and queer incidents. Some 
are m erely annoying, or even funny, like the case o f  the old m an 
who threw half-credit pieces to children and then w ent frantically  to 
the police, insisting he had been robbed. W hen w itnesses cam e for
w ard to show that he had given the m oney away, he nearly  w ent m ad 
with fury, insisting that he had done no such thing. There are m ore 
serious accidents, too, like that in w hich a freight-roller operator re 
leased a half-ton bale o f  w eed at the w rong tim e and killed  tw o m en. 
He insisted later that he had blacked out.”
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B igm an squealed excitedly, “Lucky! The pilots on the coaster 
claim ed they  b lacked out.”

M orriss nodded, “Yes, and I ’m alm ost glad it happened as long 
as the tw o o f  you survived. The Council on Earth m ay be a bit readier 
to believe there is som ething behind all this.”

“ I suppose,” said Lucky, “you suspect hypnotism .”
M orriss drew  his lips into a grim , hum orless smile. “Hypnotism  

is a m ild w ord, Lucky. Do you know  o f  any hypnotist who can exert 
his influence at a distance over unw illing subjects? I tell you that 
som e person or persons on Venus possesses the pow er o f  com plete 
m ental dom ination over others. They are exerting this power, prac
ticing it, grow ing m ore adept in its use. W ith every day it will grow 
m ore difficult to fight them . Perhaps it is already too late!”
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Councilman Accused!

B igm an’s eyes sparkled. “I t’s never too late once Lucky gets going. 
W here do w e start, Lucky?”

Lucky said quietly, “W ith Lou Evans. I ’ve been w aiting for you 
to m ention him, Dr. M orriss.”

M orriss’s eyebrow s drew  together; his plum p face contracted into 
a frown. “Y ou’re his friend. Y ou w ant to defend him , I know. I t’s 
not a pleasant story. It w ouldn’t be i f  it involved any councilm an at 
all— but a friend at that.”

Lucky said, “I am not acting out o f  sentim ent only, Dr. M orriss.
I know  Lou Evans as well as one m an can know  another. I know  he 
is incapable o f  doing anything to harm  the Council or E arth.”

“Then listen, and judge for yourself. For m ost o f  E vans’s tour o f  
duty here on Venus, he accom plished nothing. A ‘trouble shooter’ 
they called him, w hich is a pretty w ord but m eans nothing.”

“No offense, Dr. M orriss, but did you resent his arrival?”
“No, o f  course not. I ju st saw no point in it. W e here have grow n 

old on Venus. W e have the experience. W hat do they expect a young
ster, new  from  Earth, to accom plish?”

“A fresh approach is helpful som etim es.”
“N onsense. I tell you, Lucky, the trouble is that Earth headquar

ters don ’t consider our problem  im portant. Their purpose in sending 
Evans was to have him  give it a quick glance, w hitew ash it, and 
return to tell them  it w as nothing.”

“I know the Council on Earth better than that. Y ou do, too .”
But the grum bling V enusian w ent on. “A nyw ay, three w eeks ago, 

this m an Evans asked to see some o f  the classified data concerning 
yeast-strain growth. The m en in the industry objected.”
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“O bjected?” said Lucky. “ It was a councilm an’s request.”
“True, but yeast-strain  m en are secretive. You don’t m ake re

quests like that. Even councilm en don’t. They asked Evans why he 
w anted the inform ation. He refused to tell them. They forw arded his 
request to m e, and I quashed it.”

“O n w hat grounds?” dem anded Lucky.
“H e w ouldn’t tell m e his reasons either, and while I ’m senior 

councilm an on V enus, nobody in m y organization will have secrets 
from  m e. B ut your friend Lou Evans then did som ething I had not 
expected. He stole the data. He used his position as councilm an to 
get inside a restricted  area in the yeast-research plants, and he left 
w ith  m icrofilm s inside his boot.”

“Surely he had  a good reason.”
“He did,” said M orriss, “he did. The m icrofilm s dealt with the 

nutrient form ulas required for the nourishm ent o f  a new  and very 
tricky strain o f  yeast. Tw o days later a w orkm an m aking up one 
com ponent o f  that m ixture introduced a trace o f  m ercury salt. The 
yeast died, and six m onths’ w ork was ruined. The w orkm an swore 
h e ’d done no such thing, but he had. O ur psychiatrists psychoprobed 
him . B y now, you see, we had a pretty  good notion o f  what to expect. 
H e ’d had a blackout period. The enem y still h asn ’t stolen the strain 
o f  yeast, but th ey ’re getting closer. R ight?”

L ucky’s brow n eyes w ere hard. “I can see the obvious theory. 
Lou Evans had deserted to the enemy, w hoever he is.”

“ Sirians,” blurted  M orriss. “I ’m  sure o f  it.”
“M aybe,” adm itted Lucky. The inhabitants o f  the planets o f  Sir

ius had, for centuries now, been E arth ’s m ost fervent enemies. It was 
easy to blam e them . “M aybe. Lou Evans deserted to them, let us say, 
and agreed to get data for them  that w ould enable them  to start trou
ble inside the yeast factories. Little troubles at first, which would 
pave the w ay for larger troubles.”

“Y es, th a t’s m y theory. Can you propose any other?”
“C ouldn’t C ouncilm an Evans h im self be under m ental dom ina

tion?”
“N ot likely, Lucky. W e have m any cases in our files now. No 

one w ho has suffered from  m ental dom ination has blacked out for 
longer than h a lf  an hour, and all gave clear indication under the 
psychoprobe o f  periods o f  total am nesia. Evans w ould have had to 
be under m ental dom ination for two days to have done what he did, 
and  he gave no signs o f  am nesia.”

“H e w as exam ined?”,-
“H e certa in ly  was. W hen a m an is found w ith classified m ate



rial in his possession— caught in the act, as it w ere— steps have to 
be taken. I w ou ldn’t care i f  he w ere a hundred  tim es a councilm an. 
He w as exam ined, and I, personally , put h im  on probation . W hen 
he broke it to send some m essage on his ow n equipm ent, w e tapped 
his scram bler and m ade sure h e ’d do it no m ore— or, at least, not 
w ithout our intercepting w hatever he sent or received. The m essage 
he sent you w as his last. W e’re through p lay ing  w ith  him . H e ’s u n 
der confinem ent now. I ’m  preparing m y report for cen tral h ead 
quarters, a thing I should have done before this, and I ’m  requesting  
his rem oval from  office and trial for corruption, or, perhaps, for 
treason.”

“Before you do that-------” said Lucky.
“Y es?”
“Let m e speak to him .”
M orriss rose, sm iling ironically. “Y ou w ish to? C ertainly. I ’ll 

take you to him. H e’s in this building. In fact, I ’d like to have you 
hear his defense.”

They passed up a ram p, quiet guards snapping to attention and 
saluting.

B igm an stared at them  curiously. “Is this a prison or w hat?”
“It’s a kind o f  prison on these levels,” said M orriss. “W e m ake 

buildings serve m any purposes on V enus.”
They stepped into a small room , and suddenly, quite w ithout 

warning, B igm an burst into loud laughter.
Lucky, unable to repress a smile, said, “W hat’s the m atter, B ig

m an?”
“N o— nothing m uch,” panted the little fellow , his eyes m oist. 

“I t’s ju st that you look so funny, Lucky, standing there w ith  your 
bare upper lip hanging out. A fter all those m ustaches I ’ve been 
watching, you look deform ed. You look as though som eone had  taken 
a whiffgun and blown o ff the m ustache you should have had.”

M orriss sm iled at that and brushed his ow n grizzled m ustache 
with the back o f  his hand, self-consciously and a little proudly.

L ucky’s smile expanded. “Funny,” he said, “I w as thinking ex
actly the same about you, B igm an.”

M orriss said, “W e’ll w ait here. T hey ’re bringing Evans now .” 
His finger m oved aw ay from  a sm all pushbutton signal.

Lucky looked about the room . It w as sm aller than  M o rriss’s 
own room , m ore im personal. Its only furniture consisted  o f  several 
upholstered  chairs plus a sofa, a low  table in  the cen ter o f  the 
room , and two higher tables near the false w indow s. B ehind  each 
o f  the false w indow s w as a cleverly  done seascape. O n one o f  the
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tw o h igh  tab les w as an aquarium ; on the other, tw o dishes, one 
contain ing  sm all d ried  peas and the other, a black, greasy sub
stance.

B igm an’s eyes autom atically started follow ing L ucky’s about the 
room .

H e said, suddenly, “Say, Lucky, w hat’s this?”
H e half-ran to the aquarium , bending low, peering into its depths. 

“L ook at it, w ill you?”
“I t’s ju s t one o f  the pet V -frogs the m en keep about here,” said 

M orriss. “I t ’s a rather good specim en. H aven’t you ever seen one?”
“N o,” said Lucky. He jo ined  B igm an at the aquarium , w hich was 

tw o feet square and about three feet deep. The w ater in it was criss
crossed w ith feathery fronds o f  weed.

B igm an said, “ It d o esn ’t b ite or anything, does it?” He was 
stirring  the w ater w ith  a forefinger and bending close to peer in 
side.

L ucky’s head cam e dow n next to B igm an’s. The V -ffog stared 
back  at them  solem nly. It was a little creature, perhaps eight inches 
long, w ith a triangular head into w hich two bulging black eyes were 
set. It rested  on six little padded feet draw n up close to its body. 
Each foot had three long toes in front and one behind. Its skin was 
green and froglike, and there w ere frilly fins, w hich vibrated rapidly, 
running dow n the center line o f  its back. In place o f  a m outh it had 
a beak, strong, curved and parrotlike.

A s L ucky and  B igm an w atched, the V -frog started rising  in the 
w ater. Its feet rem ained  on the floor o f  the aquarium , but its legs 
stretched out like extendible stilts, as its num erous leg jo in ts straight
ened. It stopped rising  ju s t as its head w as about to pierce the sur
face.

M orriss, w ho had jo ined  them  and was staring fondly at the little 
beast, said, “It doesn ’t like to get out o f  the water. Too m uch oxygen 
in  the air. They enjoy oxygen, but only in m oderation. T hey’re mild, 
p leasan t little th ings.”

B igm an was delighted. There was virtually no native anim al life 
on M ars, and living creatures o f  this sort were a real novelty to him.

“W here do they live?” he asked.
M orriss put a finger dow n into the w ater and stroked the V -frog’s 

head. The V -ffog perm itted  it, closing its dark eyes in spasmodic 
m otions that m ight have m eant delight, for all they could guess.

M orriss said, “They congregate in the seaw eed in fairly large 
num bers. They m ove around in it as though it w ere a forest. Their 
long toes can hold  individual stems, and their beaks can tear the
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toughest fronds. They could probably m ake a m ean dent in a m an ’s 
finger, but I ’ve never know n one o f  them  to bite. I ’m  am azed you 
haven’t seen one yet. The hotel has a w hole collection o f  them , real 
family groups, on display. You haven’t seen it?”

“W e’ve scarcely had the chance,” said Lucky dryly.
B igm an stepped quickly to the other table, p icked up a pea, 

dipped it into the black grease, and brought it back. He held  it out 
tem ptingly, and with infinite care the V -frog’s beak thrust out o f  the 
w ater and took the m orsel from  B igm an’s fingers. B igm an crow ed 
his delight.

“D id you see that?” he dem anded.
M orriss sm iled fondly, as though at the tricks o f  a child. “The 

little imp. T hey’ll eat that all day. Look at him  gobble it.”
The V-firog was crunching away. A  sm all black droplet leaked 

out o f  one side o f  its beak, and at once the little creature’s legs folded 
up again as it m oved down through the water. The beak opened and 
the little black droplet w as caught.

“W hat is the s tu ff?” asked Lucky.
“Peas dipped in axle grease,” said M orriss. “Grease is a great 

delicacy for them, like sugar for us. They hardly ever find pure hy 
drocarbon in their natural habitat. They love it so, I w ou ldn’t be 
surprised i f  they let them selves be captured ju s t to get it.”

“H ow  are they captured, by the w ay?”
“Wiry, when the seaweed traw lers gather up their seaw eed, there 

are always V -frogs collected w ith it. O ther anim als, too.”
Bigman was saying eagerly, “Hey, Lucky, le t’s you and I get

He was interrupted by a pair o f  guards, who entered stiffly. B e
tween them  stood a lanky, blond young man.

Lucky sprang to his feet. “Lou! Lou, old m an!” He held  out his 
hand, smiling.

For a m om ent it seem ed as though the other m ight respond. A  
flicker o f  jo y  rose to the new com er’s eyes.

It faded quickly. His arm s rem ained stiffly and coldly at his side. 
He said flatly, “Hello, Starr.”

Lucky’s hand dropped reluctantly. He said, “I h aven ’t seen you 
since we graduated.” He paused. W hat could one say next to an old 
friend?

The blond councilm an seem ed aw are o f  the incongruity  o f  the 
situation. N odding curtly to the flanking guards, he said w ith m acabre 
humor, “T here’ve been some changes m ade since then.” Then, w ith
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a spasm odic tightening o f  his thin lips, he went on, “W hy did you 
com e? W hy d idn’t you stay aw ay? I asked you to .”

“ I can ’t stay aw ay w hen a friend’s in trouble, Lou.”
“W ait till your help is asked for.”
M orriss said, “ I think y o u ’re w asting your tim e, Lucky. Y ou’re 

thinking o f  him  as a councilm an. I suggest that h e ’s a renegade.” 
The plum p V enusian said the w ord through clenched teeth, bring

ing it dow n like a lash. Evans reddened slow ly but said nothing.
Lucky said, “ I ’ll need p ro o f to the last atom  before I adm it any 

such w ord in connection w ith Councilm an Evans.” His voice came 
dow n hard on the w ord  “councilm an.”

Lucky sat down. For a long m om ent he regarded his friend so
berly , and  Evans looked away.

Lucky said, “Dr. M orriss, ask the guards to leave. I will be re
sponsible for E vans’s security.”

M orriss lifted an eyebrow  at Lucky, then after an instant’s 
thought, gestured  to the guards.

Lucky said, “I f  you don’t m ind, B igm an, ju s t step into the next 
room , w ill you?”

B igm an nodded and left.
Lucky said gently, “Lou, there are only three o f  us here now. 

Y ou, I, Dr. M orriss; th a t’s all. Three m en o f  the Council o f  Science. 
Suppose we start fresh. D id you rem ove classified data concerning 
yeast m anufacture from  their place in the files?”

Lou Evans said, “I did.”
“Then you m ust have had a reason. W hat was it?”
“N ow  look. I stole the papers. I say stole. I adm it that much. 

W hat m ore do you w ant? I had no reason for doing it. I ju s t did it. 
N ow  drop it. G et aw ay from  me. Leave me alone.” His lips were 
trem bling.

M orriss said, “Y ou w anted to hear his defense, Lucky. T hat’s it. 
H e has none.”

Lucky said, “I suppose you know  that there was an accident 
inside the yeast plants, shortly after you took those papers, involving 
ju s t the strain o f  yeast the papers dealt w ith.”

“1 know  all that,” said Evans.
“H ow  do you  explain it?”
“I have no explanation.”
Lucky w as w atching Evans closely, searching for some sign o f  

the good-natured, fun-loving, steel-nerved youth he rem em bered so 
w ell at the academ y. Except for a new  m ustache, grow n according 
to V enusian fashion, the m an Lucky saw now  resem bled the m em ory
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as far as m ere physical appearance was concerned. The sam e long
boned limbs, the blond hair cut short, the angular, pointed  chin, the 
flat-bellied, athletic body. B ut otherw ise? E vans’s eyes m oved rest
lessly from spot to spot; his lips quivered dryly; his fingernails w ere 
bitten and ragged.

Lucky struggled w ith h im self before he could put the next blunt 
question. It was a friend he was talking to, a m an he had know n well, 
a m an whose loyalty he never had questioned, and on w hose loyalty  
he w ould have staked his own life w ithout thought.

He said, “Lou, have you sold out?”
Evans said in a dull, toneless voice, “N o com m ent.”
“Lou, I ’m  asking you again. Eirst, I w ant you to know  that I ’m  

on your side no m atter what you ’ve done. I f  y o u ’ve failed the C oun
cil, there m ust be a reason. Tell us that reason. I f  y o u ’ve been 
drugged or forced, either physically  or m entally, i f  y o u ’ve been 
blackm ailed or if  som eone close to you has been threatened, tell us. 
For E arth’s sake, Lou, even i f  you ’ve been tem pted w ith offers o f  
m oney or power, even i f  it’s as crude as that, tell us. T here’s no error 
you can have m ade that can’t be at least partially retrieved by frank
ness now. W hat about it?”

For a m om ent, Lou Evans seem ed m oved. His blue eyes lifted 
in pain to his friend’s face. “Lucky,” he began, “I-------”

Then the softness in him  seem ed to die, and he cried, “N o com 
ment, Starr, no com m ent.”

M orriss, arms folded, said, “T hat’s it, Lucky. T hat’s his attitude. 
Only he has inform ation and we w ant it, and, by V enus, w e ’ll get it 
one w ay or another.”

Lucky said, “W ait-------”
M orriss said, “W e can ’t wait. Get that through your head. There 

is no time. No time at all. These so-called accidents have been getting 
m ore serious as they get closer to their objective. W e need to break 
this thing now." And his pudgy fist slam m ed dow n on the arm  o f  his 
chair, ju st as the com m uno shrilled its signal.

M orriss frowned. “Em ergency signal! W hat in space------- ”
He flicked the circuit open, put the receiver to his ear.
“M orriss speaking. W hat is it? . . . What? . . . WHAT?"
He let the receiver fall, and his face, as it turned tow ard Lucky, 

was a doughy, unhealthy white.
“T here’s a hypnotized m an at lock num ber tw enty-three,” he 

choked out.



L ucky’s lithe body tightened like a steel spring. “W hat do you 
m ean by ‘lock ’? A re you referring to the dom e?”

M orriss nodded and m anaged to say, “I said the accidents are 
getting m ore serious. This tim e, the sea dome. The m an m ay— at any 
m om ent— let the ocean into— A phrodite!”
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“Beware Water!”

From  the speeding gyroear, Lucky caught glim pses o f  the m ighty 
dom e overhead. A  city built under water, he reflected, requires en
gineering m iracles to be practical.

There were dom ed cities in m any places in the solar system . The 
oldest and m ost fam ous were on M ars. B ut on M ars, gravity was 
only two fifths o f  Earth norm al, and pressing dow n on the M artian 
dom es was only a rarefied, w ispy atm osphere.

Here on Venus, gravity was five sixths Earth norm al, and the 
V enusian dom es were topped w ith water. Even though the dom es 
were built in shallow sea so that their tops nearly broke surface at 
low tide, it was still a m atter o f  supporting m illions o f  tons o f  water.

Lucky, like m ost Earthm en (and V enusians, too, for that m atter), 
tended to take such achievem ents o f  m ankind for granted. But now, 
with Lou Evans returned to confinem ent and the problem  involving 
him m om entarily dism issed, L ucky’s agile m ind w as putting thoughts 
together and craving know ledge on this new  m atter.

He said, “How is the dom e supported, Dr. M orriss?”
The fat V enusian had recovered some o f  his com posure. The 

gyroear he was driving hurtled tow ard the threatened sector. His 
words were still tight and grim.

He said, “D iam agnetic force fields in steel housings. It looks as 
though steel beams are supporting the dom e, but th a t’s not so. Steel 
ju st isn’t strong enough. It’s the force fields that do it.”

Lucky looked dow n at the city streets below , filled w ith people 
and life. He said, “Have there ever been any accidents o f  this type 
before?”



M orriss groaned, “G reat space, not like th is___ W e’ll be there
in five m inutes.”

“A re any precautions taken against accidents?” Lucky went on 
stolidly.

“O f course there are. W e have a system  o f  alarm s and autom atic 
field adjusters that are as foo lproof as we can manage. And the whole 
city  is built in segm ents. A ny local failure in the dom e brings down 
sections o f  transite, backed by subsidiary fields.”

“Then the city w o n ’t be destroyed, even i f  the ocean is let in. Is 
that right? A nd this is well known to the populations?”

“C ertainly. The people know  th ey ’re protected, but still, m an, a 
good part o f  the city will be ruined. T here’s bound to be some loss 
o f  life, and property dam age will be terrific. W orse still, i f  m en can 
be controlled into doing this once, they can be controlled into doing 
it again.”

B igm an, the third m an in the gyrocar, stared anxiously at Lucky. 
The tall Earthm an w as abstracted, and his brows were knit into a 
hard frown.

Then M orriss grunted, “Here we are!” The car decelerated rap
id ly  to  a ja rrin g  halt.

B igm an’s w atch said two-fifteen, but that m eant nothing. V enus’s 
night w as eighteen hours long, and here under the dom e there was 
neither day o r night.

Artificial lights blossom ed now  as they always did. Buildings 
loom ed clearly  as always. I f  the city seem ed different in any way, it 
w as in the actions o f  its inhabitants. They were swirling out o f  the 
various sections o f  the city. N ew s o f  the crisis had spread by the 
m ysterious m agic o f  w ord o f  m outh, and they were flocking to see 
the sight, m orbidly curious, as though going to a show or a circus 
parade, or as m en on Earth w ould flock for seats at a m agnetonic 
concert.

Police held back the rum bling crow ds and beat out a path for 
M orriss and the two w ith him. A lready a thick partition o f  cloudy 
transite had m oved down, b locking o ff  the section o f  the city that 
w as threatened by  deluge.

M orriss shepherded Lucky and B igm an through a large door. The 
noise o f  the crow d m uffled and faded behind them. Inside the build
ing a m an stepped hastily tow ard M orriss.

“Dr. M orriss—— -” he began.
M orriss looked up and snapped out hasty introductions. “Lym an 

Turner, ch ie f engineer. D avid Starr o f  the Council. B igm an Jones.”
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Then, at some signal from  another part o f  the room , he dashed 
off, his heavy body m aking surprising speed. He called out over his 
shoulder as he started, “Turner will take care o f  you tw o.”

Turner yelled, “Just a m inute, Dr. M orriss!” but the yell w ent 
unheard.

Lucky gestured to Bigman, and the little M artian raced after the 
V enusian councilm an.

“Is he going to bring Dr. M orriss back?” asked Turner w orriedly, 
stroking a rectangular box he carried suspended from  a strap over 
one shoulder. He had a gaunt face and red-brow n hair, a prom inently  
hooked nose, a scattering o f  freckles, and a w ide m outh. There was 
trouble in his face.

“N o,” said Lucky. “M orriss m ay be needed out there. I ju s t gave 
m y friend the high sign to stick closely to him .”

“I don’t know  w hat good that will do,” m uttered  the engineer. “I 
don’t know what good anything will do .” He put a cigarette to his 
m outh and absently held one out to Lucky. L ucky’s refusal w ent 
unnoticed for a few m om ents, and Turner stood there, holding the 
plastic container o f  smokes at a rm ’s length, lost in a thoughtful w orld 
o f  his own.

Lucky said, “T hey’re evacuating the threatened sector, I sup
pose?”

Turner took back his cigarettes w ith a start, then puffed  strongly 
at the one betw een his lips. He dropped it and pressed it out w ith the 
sole o f  his shoe.

“They are,” he said, “but I don’t know  . . . ” and his voice faded
out.

Lucky said, “The partition is safely across the city, isn ’t it?” 
“Yes, yes,” m uttered the engineer.
Lucky waited a m om ent, then said, “B ut y o u ’re not satisfied. 

W hat is it you were trying to tell Dr. M orriss?”
The engineer looked hastily at Lucky, hitched at the b lack box 

he carried and said, “N othing. Forget it.”
They were o ff by them selves in a com er o f  the room . M en w ere 

entering now, dressed in pressure suits w ith the helm ets rem oved, 
m opping perspiring foreheads. Parts o f  sentences drifted to their ears: 

“ . . .  not m ore than three thousand people left. W e’re using all 
the interlocks now  . .

“ . . . can ’t get to him. Tried everything. H is w ife is on the etherics 
now, pleading w ith h im  . .

“D am  it, h e ’s got the lever in his hand. A ll he has to do is pull 
it and w e’re . . . ”
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“I f  w e could only get close enough to blast him  down! I f  we 
w ere only sure he w ouldn’t see us first and . . . ”

T urner seem ed to listen to all o f  it w ith a grisly fascination, but 
he rem ained  in the com er. He lit another cigarette and ground it out.

H e burst out savagely, “Look at that crow d out there. I t’s fun to 
them . Excitem ent! I don ’t know  w hat to do. I tell you, I don’t.” He 
h itched the black box he carried into a m ore com fortable position 
and held  it close.

“W hat is that?” asked Lucky perem ptorily.
T urner looked dow n, stared at the box as though he w ere seeing 

it for the first tim e, then said, “I t’s m y com puter. A  special portable 
m odel I designed m yself.” For a m om ent pride drow ned the w orry 
in his voice. “T here’s not another one in the galaxy like it. I always 
carry it around. T hat’s how  I know -------” A nd he stopped again.

Lucky said in a hard  voice, “All right, Turner, w hat do you 
know ? I w ant you to  start talking. N ow !”

The young councilm an’s hand cam e lightly to rest upon the en
g ineer’s shoulder, and then his grip began to tighten ju s t a bit.

T urner looked up, startled, and the o ther’s calm , brow n eyes held 
him . “W hat’s your nam e again?” he said.

“I ’m  D avid  Starr.”
T urner’s eyes brightened. “The m an they call ‘L ucky’ Starr?”
“T h at’s right.”
“A ll right, then, I ’ll tell you, but I can ’t talk loudly. I t’s danger

ous.”
He began w hispering, and L ucky’s head bent tow ard him. Both 

w ere com pletely disregarded by the busily hurrying m en who entered 
and left the room .

T urner’s low  w ords flooded out now  as though he w ere glad to 
be able to get rid o f  them . He said, “The walls o f  the city dom e are 
double, see. Each wall is m ade o f  transite, w hich is the toughest, 
strongest silicone plastic know n to science. A nd it’s backed by force 
beam s. It can stand im m ense pressures. I t ’s com pletely insoluble. It 
d oesn ’t etch. N o form  o f  life will grow on it. It w on’t change chem 
ically as a result o f  anything in the V enusian ocean. In betw een the 
tw o parts o f  the double wall is com pressed carbon dioxide. That 
serves to break the shock w ave i f  the outer wall should give way, 
and o f  course the inner w all is strong enough to hold the w ater by 
itself. F inally, th ere ’s a honeycom b o f  partitions betw een the walls 
so that only sm all portions o f  the in-betw een will be flooded in case 
o f  any  break.”

“I t ’s an elaborate system ,” said Lucky.
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“Too elaborate,” said Turner bitterly. “A n earthquake, or a Ve- 
nusquake, rather, m ight split the dom e in two, but nothing else can 
touch it. And there are no V enusquakes in this part o f  the p lanet.” 
He stopped to light still another cigarette. H is hands w ere trem bling. 
“W hat’s m ore, every square foot o f  the dom e is w ired  to instrum ents 
that continually m easure the hum idity  betw een the w alls. The 
slightest crack anyw here and the needles o f  those instrum ents jum p. 
Even i f  the crack is m icroscopic and com pletely invisible, they jum p. 
Then bells ring and sirens sound. Everyone yells, ‘B ew are water!

He grinned crookedly. “Bew are water! T hat’s a laugh. I ’ve been 
on the job  ten years, and in all that time the instrum ents registered  
only five times. In every case repairs took less than an hour. Y ou pin 
a diving bell on the affected part o f  the dom e, pum p out the water, 
fuse the transite, add another gob o f  the stuff, let it cool. A fter that, 
the dom e is stronger than before. Bew are water! W e’ve never had 
even a drop leak through.”

Lucky said, “I get the picture. N ow  get to the point.”
“The point is overconfidence, Mr. Starr. W e’ve partitioned o ff 

the dangerous sector, but how  strong is the partition? W e alw ays 
counted on the outer w all’s going gradually, springing a sm all leak. 
The w ater w ould trickle in, and we alw ays knew  that w e w ould  have 
plenty o f  time to get ready for it. No one ever thought that som eday 
a lock m ight be opened wide. The w ater will com e in like a fat steel 
bar m oving a m ile a second. It will hit the sectional transite barrier 
like a spaceship at full acceleration.”

“Y ou m ean it w on’t hold?”
“I m ean no one has ever w orked out the problem . N o one has 

ever com puted the forces involved— until h a lf  an hour ago. Then I 
did, ju st to occupy m y tim e w hile all this is going on. I had m y 
computer. I always have it w ith me. So 1 m ade a few  assum ptions 
and w ent to w ork.”

“And it w on’t hold?”
“I ’m not certain. I don’t know  how  good some o f  m y assum p

tions are, but I think it w on’t hold. I think it w o n ’t. So w hat do w e 
do? I f  the barrier doesn’t hold, A phrodite is done. The w hole city. 
You and I and a quarter o f  a m illion people. Everybody. Those 
crowds outside that are so excited and thrilled are doom ed once that 
m an’s hand pulls dow nw ard on the switch it holds.”

Lucky was staring at the m an with horror. “H ow  long have you 
know n this?”

The engineer blurted in im m ediate self-defense, “H a lf an hour. 
B ut what can I  do?  W e can’t put subsea suits on a quarter o f  a m illion
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people! I w as thinking o f  talking to M orriss and m aybe getting some 
o f  the im portant people in tow n protected, or some o f  the w om en 
and children, I w ou ldn’t know  how  to pick w hich ones to save, but 
m aybe som ething should be done. W hat do you think?”

“I ’m  not sure.”
The engineer w ent on, harrow ed. “I thought m aybe I could put 

on a suit and get out o f  here. G et out o f  the city altogether. There 
w o n ’t be proper guards at the exits at a tim e like this.”

Lucky backed aw ay from  the quivering engineer, his eyes nar
row ed. “G reat Galaxy! I ’ve been blind!”

A nd he turned and dashed out o f  the room , his m ind tingled with 
a desperate thought.



6

Too Late!

Bigm an felt dizzily helpless in the confusion. H anging as closely as 
he could to the coattails o f  the restless M orriss, he found h im self 
trotting from group to group, listening to breathless conversations 
w hich he did not always understand because o f  his ignorance about 
Venus.

M orriss had no opportunity to rest. Each new  m inute brought a 
new man, a new report, a new decision. It was only tw enty m inutes 
since Bigman had run o ff after M orriss, and already a dozen plans 
had been proposed and discarded.

One m an, ju st returned from  the threatened sector, w as saying 
with pounding breath, “T hey’ve got the spy rays trained on him , and 
we can m ake him  out. H e’s ju st sitting w ith the lever in his hand. 
W e beam ed his w ife’s voice in at him  through the etherics, then 
through the public-address system, then through loudspeaker from  
outside. I don’t think he hears her. A t least he doesn’t m ove.”

B igm an bit his lip. W hat w ould Lucky do i f  he w ere here? The 
first thought that had occurred to B igm an w as to get behind the 
m an— Poppnoe, his nam e was— and shoot him  down. B ut that was 
the first thought everyone had had, and it had been instantly  dis
carded. The m an at the lever had closed h im self off, and the dom e- 
control cham bers w ere carefully designed to prevent any form  o f  
tam pering. Each entrance was thoroughly w ired, the alarm s being 
internally powered. That precaution was now  w orking in reverse—  
to A phrodite’s peril rather than its protection.

A t the first clang, at the first signal gleam , B igm an w as sure, the 
lever w ould be driven hom e and V enus’s ocean w ould  charge inw ard



upon A phrodite. It could not be risked w hile evacuation was incom 
plete.

Som eone had suggested poison gas, but M orriss had shaken his 
head w ithout explanations. B igm an thought he knew  w hat the V e
nusian  m ust be thinking. The m an at the lever was not sick or m ad 
or m alevolent, but under m ental control. That fact m eant that there 
w ere two enem ies. The m an at the lever, considered by him self, m ight 
w eaken from  the gas past the point where he w ould be physically 
capable o f  pulling  the lever, but before that the w eakening would be 
reflected in his m ind, and the m en in control w ould work their too l’s 
arm  m uscles quickly enough.

“W hat are they w aiting for, anyw ay?” grow led M orriss under his 
breath, w hile the perspiration rolled dow n his cheeks in streams. “ If 
I could only train  an atom  cannon at the spot.”

B igm an knew  w hy that was im possible, too. An atom  cannon 
trained to hit the m an from  the closest approach possible w ould re
quire enough pow er to go through a quarter m ile o f  architecture and 
w ould  dam age the dom e enough to bring on the very danger they 
w ere try ing to avoid.

He thought, W here is Lucky, anyw ay? A loud he said, “I f  you 
can ’t get this fellow , w hat about the controls?”

“W hat do you m ean?” said M orriss.
“ I m ean, g im m ick the lever. It takes pow er to open the lock, 

doesn ’t it? W hat i f  the pow er is cut?”
“N ice thought, B igm an. B ut each lock has its own em ergency 

pow er generator on the spot.”
“C an ’t it be closed o ff  from  anyw here?”
“H ow ? H e’s closed o ff  in there, with every cubic foot set o ff 

w ith alarm s.”
B igm an looked up and, in vision, seem ed to see the m ighty ocean 

that covered them . He said, “This is a closed-in city, like on Mars. 
W e’ve got to pum p air all over. D o n ’t you do that, too?”

M orriss brought a handkerch ief to his forehead and w iped it 
slowly. He stared at the little M artian. “The ventilating ducts?”

“Yes. T here’s got to be one to that place w ith the lock, doesn’t 
there?”

“O f course.”
“A nd isn ’t there som eplace along the line where a w ire can be 

w renched  loose o r cut or som eth ing?”
“W ait a while. A  m icrobom b shoved along the duct, instead o f

the poison gas we w ere talking about-------”
“T hat’s not sure enough,” said B igm an im patiently. “ Send a man.

L U C K Y  ST A R R  A N D  TH E O C E A N S OF V E N U S 283



28 4 THE COM PLETE A D V E N T U R E S OF L U C K Y  STA R R

You need big ducts for an underw ater city, d o n ’t you? W o n ’t they 
hold a m an?”

“They ’re not as big as all that,” said M orriss.
B igm an swallowed painfully. It cost him  a great deal to m ake 

the next statement. “I ’m  not as big as all that, either. M aybe I ’ll fit.”
And M orriss, staring down w ide-eyed at the pint-size M artian, 

said, “Venus! Y ou might. You might! Com e with m e!”

From the appearance o f  the streets o f  A phrodite, it seem ed as 
though not a m an or w om an or child in the city w as sleeping. Just 
outside the transite partition and surrounding the “rescue headquar
ters” building, people choked every avenue and turned them  into 
black m asses o f  chattering hum anity. Chains had been set up, and 
behind them  policem en w ith stunguns paced restlessly.

Lucky, having em erged from  rescue headquarters at w hat 
am ounted to a dead run, was brought up sharply by those chains. A 
hundred im pressions burst in on him. There w as a brilliant sign in 
lucite curlicues, set high in A phrodite’s sky with no visible support. 
It turned slowly and said: Aphrodite, Beauty Spot of Venus, 
Welcomes You.

Close by, a line o f  m en were m oving on in file. They w ere carry
ing odd objects— stuffed b rief cases, jew el boxes, clothes slung over 
their arms. One by one, they were clim bing into skim m ers. It was 
obvious who and w hat they were: escapees from  w ithin the threatened 
zone, passing through the lock w ith w hatever they could carry that 
seem ed m ost im portant to them. The evacuation w as obviously well 
under way. There were no w om en and children in the line.

Lucky shouted to a passing policem an, “Is there a skim m er I can 
use?”

The policem an looked up. “No, sir, all being used.”
Lucky said im patiently, “Council business.”
“C an’t help it. Every skim m er in tow n is being used for those 

guys.” His thum b jerked  tow ard the m oving file o f  m en in the m iddle 
distance.

“I t’s im portant. I ’ve got to get out o f  here.”
“Then y o u ’ll have to w alk,” said the policem an.
Lucky gritted his teeth w ith vexation. There w as no w ay o f  get

ting through the crow d on foot or on w heels. It had  to be by air and 
it had to be now.

“Isn ’t there anything available I can use? A nything?” He was 
scarcely speaking to the policem an, m ore to his ow n im patient self, 
angry at having been so sim ply duped by the enemy.
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B ut the policem an answ ered wryly, “Unless you w ant to use a 
hopper.”

“A hopper? W here?” L ucky’s eyes blazed.
“I w as ju s t jok ing ,” said the policem an.
“B ut I ’m  not. W here’s the hopper?”
There w ere several in the basem ent o f  the building they had left. 

T hey w ere disassem bled. Four m en w ere im pressed to help and the 
best-looking m achine was assem bled in the open. The nearest o f  the 
crow d w atched curiously, and a few shouted jocularly , “Jump it, hop
per!”

It w as the old cry o f  the hopper races. Five years ago it had been 
a fad that had sw ept the solar system: races over broken, barrier- 
strew n courses. W hile the craze lasted, V enus was m ost enthusiastic. 
Probably  h a lf  the houses in A phrodite had had hoppers in the base
m ent.

L ucky checked the m icropile. It was active. He started the m otor 
and  set the gyroscope spinning. The hopper straightened im m ediately 
and stood stiffly upright on its single leg.

H oppers are probably the m ost grotesque forms o f  transportation 
ever invented. They consist o f  a curved body, ju st large enough to 
hold  a m an at the controls. There w as a four-bladed rotor above and 
a single m etal leg, rubber-tipped, below. It looked like some giant 
w ading b ird  gone to sleep with one leg folded under its body.

Lucky touched the leap knob and the hopper’s leg retracted. Its 
body  sank till it w as scarcely seven feet from  the ground while the 
leg m oved up into the hollow  tube that pierced the hopper ju st behind 
the control panel. The leg was released at the m om ent o f  m axim um  
retraction  w ith a loud click, and the hopper sprang thirty feet into the 
air.

The rotating blades above the hopper kept it hovering for long 
seconds at the top o f  its jum p. For those seconds, Lucky could get a 
v iew  o f  the people now  im m ediately below  him. The crowd extended 
outw ard for h a lf  a m ile, and that m eant several hops. L ucky’s lips 
tightened. P recious m inutes w ould vanish.

The hopper w as com ing dow n now, its long leg extended. The 
crow d beneath  the descending hopper tried to scatter, but they d idn’t 
have to. Four je ts  o f  com pressed air blew  m en aside ju st sufficiently, 
and the leg hurtled dow n harm lessly to the ground.

The foot hit concrete and retracted. For a flash Lucky could see 
the startled faces o f  the people about him , and then the hopper was 
m oving up again.

L ucky had to adm it the excitem ent o f  hopper racing. As a young



ster, h e ’d participated in several. The expert “hop rider” could tw ist 
his curious m ount in unbelievable patterns, finding leg room  w here 
none seemed to exist. Here, in the dom ed cities o f  V enus, the races 
m ust have been tam e com pared to the bonebreakers in the vast, open 
arenas o f  rocky, broken ground on Earth.

In four hops Lucky had cleared the crowd. He cut the m otors, 
and in a series o f  small, dribbling jum ps the hopper cam e to a halt. 
Lucky leaped out. A ir travel m ight still be im possible, but now  he 
could com m andeer some form  o f  groundcar.

But m ore time w ould be lost.

B igm an panted and paused for a m om ent to get his breath. Things 
had happened quickly; he had been rushed along in a tide that was 
still w hirling him  onward.

Tw enty m inutes before, he had m ade his suggestion to M orriss. 
N ow  he was enclosed in a tube that tightened about his body and 
drenched him  w ith darkness.

He inched along on his elbow s again, w orking his w ay deeper. 
M om entarily he w ould stop to use the sm all flash w hose p inpoint 
illum ination showed him  m ilky w alls ahead, narrow ing to nothing. 
In one sleeve, against his wrist, he held a hastily scraw led diagram .

M orriss had shaken his hand before B igm an had half-clam bered, 
half-jum ped, into the opening at one side o f  a pum ping station. The 
rotors o f  the huge fan had been stilled, the air currents stopped.

M orriss had m uttered, “I hope that doesn’t set him  off,” and then 
he had shaken hands.

B igm an had grinned back after a fashion, and then he craw led 
his w ay into the darkness w hile the others left. N o one felt it nec
essary to m ention the obvious. B igm an was going to be on the w rong 
side o f  the transite barrier, the side from  w hich the others w ere now  
retreating. If, at any tim e, the lever at the dom e lock plunged down, 
the incom ing w ater w ould crush the duct and the w alls through w hich 
it ran as though they were all so m uch cardboard.

B igm an wondered, as he squirm ed onw ard, w hether he w ould 
hear a roar first, w hether the surging w ater w ould m ake any hin t o f  
its presence know n before striking him. He hoped not. H e w anted 
not even a second o f  waiting. I f  the w ater cam e in, he w anted its 
w ork done quickly.

He felt the wall begin to curve. He stopped to consult his m ap, 
his small flash lighting the space about him  w ith a cool gleam . It was 
the second curve shown in the m ap they had draw n for him , and now  
the duct w ould curve upward.
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B igm an w orked h im self over to his side and bent around the 
curve to the dam age o f  his tem per and the bruising o f  his flesh.

“ Sands o f  M ars!” he m uttered. His thigh m uscles ached as he 
forced his knees against either side o f  the duct to keep h im self from 
slipping dow nw ard again. Inch by inch he claw ed his w ay up the 
gentle slope.

M orriss had copied the m ap o ff the hieroglyphic charts held up 
before a visiphone transm itter in the Public W orks D epartm ent o f  
A phrodite. He had  follow ed the curving colored lines, asked for an 
interpretation o f  the m arkings and symbols.

B igm an reached one o f  the reinforcing struts that stretched di
agonally  across the duct. He alm ost w elcom ed it as som ething he 
could  seize, close his hands about, use to take some o f  the pressure 
o ff  his aching elbow s and knees. He pressed his m ap back up his 
sleeve and held the strut w ith his left hand. His right hand turned his 
sm all flash end for end and placed the butt against one end o f  the 
strut.

The energy o f  the enclosed m icropile, which ordinarily fed elec
tricity  through the small bulb o f  the flash and turned it into cold light, 
could also, at another setting o f  the control, set up a short-range force 
field through its opposite end. That force field w ould slice instanta
neously  through anything com posed o f  m ere m atter that stood in its 
way. B igm an set that control and knew  that one end o f  the strut now 
hung loose.

H e sw itched hands. He w orked his sheer to the other end o f  the 
strut. A nother touch, and it was gone. The strut was loose in his 
fingers. B igm an w orked it past his body, down to his feet, and let it 
go. It slid  and  clattered dow n the duct.

The w ater still held off. B igm an, panting and squirm ing, was 
d istantly  aw are o f  that. He passed two m ore struts, another curve. 
Then the slope leveled off, and finally he reached a set o f  baffles 
p lain ly  m arked on the m ap. In all, the ground he had covered was 
probably  less than two hundred yards, but how  m uch time had it 
taken him ?

A nd still the w ater held  off.
The baffles, blades ju tting  alternately from  either side o f  the duct 

to  keep the air stream  turbulent, w ere the last landmark. He sliced 
o ff  each blade w ith a rapid sweep o f  his flash butt, and now  he had 
to m easure nine feet from  the farthest blade. Again he used his flash. 
It w as six inches long and he w ould have to lay it along the wall, 
end over end, eighteen times.

Tw ice it slipped, and tw ice he had to turn back to the slightly
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ragged m arking o f  the last sheared baffle blade, scram bling backw ard 
and swearing “Sands o f  M ars!” in a whisper.

The third time the eighteenth m easure landed truly. B igm an kept 
his finger on the spot. M orriss had said the desired place w ould be 
alm ost directly over his head. B igm an turned on his flash, ran his 
finger along the curved inner surface o f  the duct, tw isted  on to his 
back.

U sing his sheer end and holding it, as nearly  as he could judge 
in the dark, some quarter o f  an inch from  actual contact (the force 
field m ust not slice in too far), he m ade a circle w ith it. C leaved 
m etal fell on him, and he pushed it to one side.

He turned his flash on the exposed w iring and studied it. Inches 
farther in w ould be the interior o f  a room  not a hundred feet from  
where the m an sat at the lock. W as he still sitting there? O bviously, 
he had not yet pulled the lever (w hat was he w aiting for?) or B igm an 
w ould now  be very w ater-logged, very dead. H ad he been stopped 
then, som ehow? Taken into custody, perhaps?

A wry grin forced itself onto B igm an’s face as he thought that 
perhaps he was squirm ing through the interior o f  a m etal w orm  for 
nothing.

He was following the w iring. Som ew here here should be a relay. 
Gently he pulled at the wires, first one, then another. One m oved and 
a small, black, double cone cam e into view. B igm an sighed his relief. 
He gripped the flash w ith his teeth, freeing both hands.

Gingerly, very gingerly, he tw isted the two halves o f  the cone in 
opposite directions. The m agnoclasps yielded, and the tw o halves 
m oved apart, exposing the contents. They consisted o f  a break relay: 
two gleam ing contacts, one encased in its field selector and separated 
from  the other by a nearly im perceptible gap. A t an appropriate stim 
ulus, such as the pulling o f  a small lever, the field selector set up the 
energies that w ould pull dow n the other contact, send energy stream 
ing across the point o f  closure, and open a lock in the dom e. It w ould 
all happen in a m illionth o f  a second.

Bigman, sweating and half-expecting the final m om ent to com e 
now, now , w ith his task a second from  com pletion, fum bled in his 
vest pocket and w ithdrew  a lum p o f  insulating plastic. It w as already 
soft from the w arm th o f  his body. He kneaded it a m om ent and then 
brought it down delicately upon the point w here the tw o contacts 
nearly met. He held it there w hile he counted three, then w ithdrew  
it.

The contacts m ight close now, but betw een them  there w ould  be

288  THE CO M PLETE A D V E N T U R E S OF L U C K Y  ST A R R



a thin film o f  this plastic, and through it the flow o f  current could 
not pass.

The lever could be pulled now: the lock w ould not open. 
Laughing, Bigman scram bled backw ard, m ade his w ay over the 

rem nants o f  the baffle, passed the struts he had cut away, slid down 
the slopes . . .

B igm an searched desperately for Lucky through the confusion 
that now  flooded all the city. The m an at the lever was in custody, 
the transite barrier had been lifted, and the population was flooding 
back (angry, for the m ost part, at the city adm inistration for allowing 
the w hole thing to happen) into the hom es they had abandoned. To 
the crow ds who had so ghoulishly w aited for disaster, the rem oval 
o f  fear w as the signal for a high holiday.

A t the end M orriss appeared from  now here and placed a hand 
on B igm an’s sleeve. “L ucky’s calling.”

B igm an, startled, said, “W here from ?”
“From  m y room  in the Council offices. I ’ve told him  w hat you ’ve 

done.”
B igm an flushed with pleasure. Lucky w ould be proud! He said, 

“I w ant to talk  to him .”
But L ucky’s face on the screen was grim. He said, “C ongratu

lations, B igm an, I hear you w ere terrific.”
“ It was nothing,” grinned Bigman. “B ut w here’ve you been?” 
Lucky said, “ Is Dr. M orriss there? I don ’t see him .”
M orriss squeezed his face into the viewer. “Here I am .” 
“Y o u ’ve captured the m an at the lever, according to the news I 

hear.”
“ W e did. W e absolutely did, thanks to B igm an,” said M orriss. 
“Then let m e m ake a guess. W hen you closed in on him, he did 

not try  to pull the lever. He sim ply gave h im self up .”
“Y es,” said M orriss, frowning. “But w hat m akes you guess that?” 
“B ecause the w hole incident at the lock was a sm oke screen. The 

real dam age w as slated to happen at this end. W hen I realized that, 
I left. I tried to com e back here. I had to use a hopper to get through 
the crow d and a groundcar the rest o f  the w ay.”

“A nd?” asked M orriss anxiously.
“A nd I w as too late!” said Lucky.
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7

Questions

The day was over. The crow d had dispersed. The city had taken on 
a quiet, alm ost sleepy atm osphere, w ith only an occasional knot o f  
two or three still discussing the events o f  the past several hours.

A nd B igm an w as annoyed.
With M orriss he had left the scene o f  the recent danger and 

zoom ed out to Council headquarters. There M orriss had  had his con
ference w ith Lucky, a conference to w hich B igm an w as not allow ed 
entry and from w hich the V enusian had em erged looking grim ly an
gry. Lucky rem ained calm  but uncom m unicative.

Even when they were alone again, Lucky said m erely, “L e t’s get 
back to the hotel. I need sleep, and so do you after your ow n little 
gam e today.”

He hum m ed the Council M arch under his breath, as he alw ays 
did when he was com pletely abstracted, and signaled a passing toll- 
car. The car stopped autom atically w hen the sight o f  his outstretched 
hand with fingers spread w ide registered on its photoelectric scanners.

Lucky pushed B igm an in before him . He turned the dials to in
dicate the co-ordinate position o f  the Hotel B ellevue-A phrodite, put 
in the proper com bination o f  coins, and let the m ach ine’s com puter 
take over. W ith his foot he adjusted the speed lever to  low.

The tollcar drifted forw ard w ith a pleasantly  sm ooth m otion. B ig 
m an w ould have found it both com forting and restful i f  he had  been 
in a less itchingly curious state o f  m ind.

The little M artian flicked a glance at his large friend. Lucky 
seem ed interested only in rest and thought. A t least he leaned back 
on the upholstery and closed his eyes, letting the m otion rock  him  
while the hotel seem ed to approach and then becom e a large m outh,
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w hich sw allow ed them  as the to llcar autom atically found the entrance 
to the receiv ing dock o f  the h o te l’s garage.

O nly w hen they w ere in their ow n room  did B igm an reach the 
po in t o f  explosion. He cried, “Lucky, w hat’s it all about? I ’m  going 
nuts try ing  to  figure it out.”

Lucky stripped o ff  his shirt and said, “A ctually, it’s only a m atter 
o f  logic. W hat kind o f  accidents occurred as a result o f  m en’s being 
m entally  dom inated before today? W hat kind did M orriss m ention? 
A  m an giving aw ay m oney. A  m an dropping a bale o f  weed. A  m an 
p lacing poison in a nutrient m ixture for yeast. In each case, the action 
w as a sm all one, but it was an action. It was som ething d o n e ”

“W ell?” said Bigm an.
“All right, what did we have today? It w asn’t som ething small 

at all; it w as som ething big. B ut it w asn’t action. It was exactly the 
opposite o f  action: A  m an put his hand on a dom e-lock lever and 
then did nothing. N othing!”

Lucky vanished into the bathroom  and B igm an could hear the 
needle show er and L ucky’s m uffled gasps under its invigorating jets. 
B igm an follow ed at last, m uttering savagely under his breath.

“H ey,” he yelled.
Lucky, his m uscled body drying in churning puffs o f  warm  air, 

said, “D o n ’t you get it?”
“ Space, Lucky, don ’t be m ysterious, will you? You know  I hate 

that.”
“B ut there’s nothing m ysterious. The m entalists have changed 

their entire style, and there m ust be a reason. D on’t you see the reason 
for having a m an sit at a dom e-lock lever and do nothing?”

“I said I d idn ’t.”
“W ell, w hat was accom plished by  it?”
“N oth ing .”
“N othing? G reat galaxy! N othing? They only get h a lf  the popu

lation o f  A phrodite and practically  every official out to the threatened 
sector in double-speed time. They get m e out there and you and 
M orriss. M ost o f  the city was left bare, including Council headquar
ters. A nd I w as such a lunk that it was only w hen Turner, the city ’s 
ch ie f engineer, m entioned how  easy it w ould be to get out o f  the city 
w ith the police force disrupted that it occurred to m e what was hap
pening .”

“I still don ’t see it. So help m e, Lucky, I ’m  going to------- ”
“H old it, boy ,” Lucky seized B igm an’s threatening fists in one 

large palm . “H ere it is: I got back to Council headquarters as fast as 
possib le and found that Lou Evans had already gone.”
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“W here did they take h im ?”
“I f  you m ean the Council, they d idn’t take him  anyw here. He 

escaped. He knocked down a guard, seized a w eapon, used his C oun
cil w rist-m ark to get a subship and escaped to sea.”

“W as that w hat they w ere really  after?”
“Obviously. The threat to the city w as strictly a feint. A s soon 

as Evans was safely out into the ocean, the m an at the lock was 
released from  control and, naturally, he surrendered.”

B igm an’s m outh worked. “ Sands o f  Mars! A ll that s tu ff in  the 
ventilating duct was for nothing. I was fifty' kinds o f  cobbered fool.” 

“No, B igm an, you w eren’t,” said Lucky, gravely. “Y ou did a 
good job , a terrific job , and the Council is going to hear about it.” 

The little M artian flushed, and for a m om ent pride left no room  
in him  for anything else. Lucky took the opportunity to get into bed.

Then B igm an said, “B ut Lucky, that m eans-------1 m ean, i f  C oun
cilm an Evans got away by a trick o f  the m entalists, then h e ’s guilty, 
isn ’t he?”

“N o,” said Lucky vehem ently, “he is n ’t ”
Bigm an waited, but Lucky had nothing m ore to say on the subject 

and instinct told B igm an to let the m atter die. It w as only after he 
had burrow ed into the cool plastex sheets, having undressed and 
w ashed in  his turn, that he tried again.

“Lucky?”
“Yes, B igm an.”
“W hat do w e do next?”
“Go after Lou Evans.”
“We do? W hat about M orriss?”
“I ’m  in charge o f  the project now. I had C h ief C ouncilm an C on

w ay put that across all the w ay from  Earth.”
B igm an nodded in the darkness. That explained w hy he h im self 

had not been able to attend the conference. Friend though he m ight 
be o f  Lucky Starr a dozen times over, he was not a m em ber o f  the 
Council o f  Science. A nd, in a situation w here Lucky w ould  have to 
m ove in over a fellow  councilm an’s head and call in the authority  o f  
Earth and central headquarters to back him , non-councilm en w ere 
strictly not w anted as w itnesses.

But now  the old lust for action w as beginning to stir in him . It 
w ould be into an ocean now, the vastest, m ost alien ocean on the 
inner planets. He said excitedly, “H ow  early do w e leave?”

“As soon as the ship th ey ’re outfitting is ready. O nly first we see 
Turner.”

“The engineer? W hat for?”
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“I have the records on the m en involved in the various m entalist 
incidents, in the city up to today, and I w ant to know  about the m an 
at the lock dom e, too. T urner is the m an w h o ’s likely to know  m ost 
about him . B ut before w e see Turner-------”

“Y es?”
“B efore that, you M artian peanut, w e sleep. N ow  shut up .”

T urner’s dw elling place turned out to be a rather large apartm ent 
house that seem ed suited for people high in the adm inistrative scheme 
o f  things. B igm an w histled softly w hen they passed into the lobby, 
w ith  its paneled  w alls and trim ensional seascapes. Lucky led the w ay 
into a trundle and pressed T urner’s apartm ent number.

The trundle lifted them  five floors, then took to the horizontal, 
skittering along on directed force beam s and stopping outside the 
back entrance to  T urner’s apartm ent. They stepped out, and the trun
dle w ent o ff  w ith  a w hirr, disappearing behind a turn in the corridor.

B igm an w atched it w onderingly. “ Say, I never saw one o f  those 
before.”

“I t ’s a V enusian invention,” said Lucky. “T hey’re introducing 
them  into new  apartm ent houses on Earth now. Y ou can’t do anything 
about the old apartm ent houses, though, unless you redesign the 
build ing to give each apartm ent a special trundle-served entrance.”

Lucky touched the indicator, w hich prom ptly turned red. The 
door opened, and a w om an looked out at them . She was slight o f  
build, young and quite pretty, with blue eyes and blond hair drawn 
softly  backw ard and over her ears in the V enusian fashion.

“M r. S tarr?”
“T hat’s right, M rs. Turner,” said Lucky. He hesitated a trifle over 

the title; she w as alm ost too young to be a housewife.
B ut she sm iled at them  in friendly fashion. “W on’t you com e in? 

M y husband’s expecting you, but he hasn’t had m ore than two hours’ 
sleep and h e ’s not quite------- ”

T hey stepped in, and the door closed behind them.
Lucky said, “ Sorry to have to trouble you so early, but i t’s an 

em ergency, and I doubt that w e ’ll bother Mr. Turner long.”
“Oh, th a t’s all right. I understand.” She stepped fussily about the 

room , straightening objects that required no straightening.
B igm an looked about curiously. The apartm ent w as com pletely 

fem inine— colorful, frilly, alm ost fragile. Then, em barrassed to find 
his hostess’s eyes upon him , he said clum sily, “I t’s a very nice place 
you  have here, m iss— uh— m a ’am .”

She dim pled and said, “Thank you. I don ’t think Lym an is very



fond o f  the w ay I have it arranged, but he never objects, and I ju st 
love little doodads and whatnots. D on’t you?”

Lucky spared B igm an the necessity  o f  answ ering by  saying, 
“Have you and Mr. Turner been living here very long?”

“Just since we got m arried. Less than a year. I t ’s a darling apart
m ent house, ju st about the nicest in A phrodite. I t’s got com pletely 
independent utilities, its ow n coaster garage, a central com m uno. It 
even has cham bers underneath. Imagine! Cham bers! N ot that anyone 
ever uses them. Even last night. A t least I think no one did, but I 
can’t say, because I ju st slept right through all the excitem ent. Can 
you im agine? I d idn’t even hear about it till Lym an cam e hom e.” 

“Perhaps that was best,” said Lucky. “Y ou m issed a fright.”
“I m issed excitem ent, you m ean,” she protested. “Everyone in 

the apartm ent was out in the thick o f  it, and I slept. Slept all through 
it. No one w oke me. I think that was terrible.”

“W hat was terrible?” cam e a new  voice, and Lym an Turner 
stepped into the room. His hair was rum pled; there w ere creases on 
his hom ely face and sleep in his eyes. He had his precious com puter 
under his arm and put it dow n under the chair w hen he sat down.

“M y m issing the excitem ent,” said his young wife. “H ow  are you, 
Lym an?”

“All right, considering. A nd never m ind m issing the excitem ent. 
I ’m glad you did. . . . Hello, Starr. Sorry to delay you .”

“I ’ve only been here a few  m om ents,” said Lucky.
Mrs. Turner flew to her husband and pecked quickly at his cheek. 

“I ’d better leave you m en alone now .”
Turner patted his w ife’s shoulder, and his eyes follow ed her af

fectionately as she left. He said, “W ell, gentlem en, sorry you find m e 
as you do, but I ’ve had a rough tim e o f  it in the last few  hours.”

“I quite realize that. W hat’s the situation w ith the dom e now ?” 
Turner rubbed his eyes. “W e’re doubling the m en at each lock, 

and w e’re m aking the controls a little less self-contained. That rather 
reverses the engineering trend o f  the last century. W e’re running 
pow er lines to various spots in the city so that we can shut the pow er 
o ff from a distance ju st in case any such thing ever happens again. 
And, o f  course, we will strengthen the transite barriers shielding the 
different sections o f  the city. . . .  Does either o f  you sm oke?”

“N o,” said Lucky, and B igm an shook his head.
Turner said, “W ell, w ould you toss m e a sm oke from  the d is

penser, the thing that looks like a fish? T hat’s right. I t’s one o f  m y 
w ife’s notions. T here’s no holding her back w hen it com es to  getting
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these ridiculous gadgets, but she enjoys it.” He flushed a little. “I 
h aven ’t been m arried  long, and I still pam per her, I ’m  afraid.”

Lucky looked curiously at the odd fish, carved out o f  a stonelike, 
g reen m aterial, from  w hose m outh a lighted cigarette had appeared 
w hen he pressed a dorsal fin.

T urner seem ed to relax as he smoked. His legs crossed, and one 
foot m oved  back and forth in slow rhythm  over his com puter case.

Lucky said, “A nything new  on the m an who started it all? The 
m an at the lock?”

“H e’s under observation. A  m adm an, obviously.”
“D oes he have a record o f  m ental im balance?”
“N ot at all. It w as one o f  the things I checked into. A s ch ief 

engineer, you know , the dom e personnel are under m e.”
“I know . I t ’s w hy I cam e here to you.”
“W ell, I w ish  I could help, but the m an was ju s t an ordinary 

em ployee. H e’s been on our rolls for som e seven m onths and never 
gave any trouble before. In fact, he had an excellent record; quiet, 
unassum ing, d iligent.”

“O nly  seven m onths?”
“T hat’s right.”
“Is he an engineer?”
“H e has a rating as engineer, but actually his w ork consisted 

largely o f  standing guard at the lock. A fter all, traffic passes in and 
out o f  the city. The lock m ust be opened and closed, bills o f  lading 
checked, records kept. T here’s a lot m ore to m anaging the dome than 
ju s t engineering.”

“D id he have any actual engineering experience?”
“Just an elem entary college course. This was his first job. H e’s 

quite a  young m an.”
L ucky nodded. He said casually, “I understand there have been 

a w hole series o f  queer accidents in the city lately.”
“H ave there?” T urner’s w eary eyes stared at Lucky, and he 

shrugged. “I rarely get a chance to look at the new s-etheric tapes.” 
The com m uno buzzed. Turner lifted it and held it to his ear for 

a m om ent. “I t ’s for you, Starr.”
L ucky nodded. “I left w ord I ’d be here.” He took the com m uno 

but did not bother to activate the screen or to raise the sound above 
the ear-contact stage. He said, “ Starr at this end.”

Then he put it dow n and stood up. “W e’ll be going now, Turner.” 
T urner rose, too. “A ll right. I f  I can help y o u  in the future, call 

on m e any  tim e.” r
“Thank you. G ive our respects to your wife, will you?”
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Outside the building B igm an said, “W hat’s up?”
“Our ship is ready,” said Lucky, flagging dow n a groundcar. 
They got in, and again B igm an broke the silence. “D id you find 

out anything from  Turner?”
“A  thing or tw o,” said Lucky curtly.
B igm an stirred uneasily and changed the subject. “ I hope w e find 

Evans.”
“I hope so, too .”
“Sands o f  M ars, h e ’s in a spot. The m ore I th ink o f  it, the w orse 

it seems. Guilty or not, i t’s rough having a request for rem oval on 
grounds o f  corruption sent in by a superior officer.”

L ucky’s head turned and he looked down at B igm an. “M orriss 
never sent any report on Evans to central headquarters. I thought you 
understood that from  yesterday’s conversation w ith h im .”

“He d idn’t?” said B igm an incredulously. “Then w ho did?” 
“G reat G alaxy!” said Lucky. “ Surely i t’s obvious. Lou Evans sent 

that m essage him self, using M orriss’s nam e.”



8

Councilman Pursued!

L ucky handled  the trim  subsea craft w ith grow ing expertness as he 
learned the touch o f  the controls and began to get the feel o f  the sea 
about them .

The m en w ho had turned the ship over to them  had w orriedly 
suggested a course o f  instruction as to its m anagem ent, but Lucky 
had sm iled and confined h im self to a few questions while Bigman 
exclaim ed w ith B igm anian braggadocio, “There isn ’t anything that 
m oves that Lucky and I can ’t handle.” Braggadocio or not, it was 
very  nearly  true.

The ship, nam ed the H ilda , drifted now  with the engines cut off. 
It penetrated  the inky blackness o f  the V enusian ocean with sm ooth 
ease. They w ere navigating blind. N ot once had the ship’s powerful 
beam s been turned on. Radar, instead, plum bed the abyss ahead m ore 
delicately and m ore inform atively than light possibly could.

A long w ith the radar pulses w ent the selected m icrow aves de
signed to attain m axim um  reflection from  the m etal alloy that formed 
the outer hull o f  a subship. Their range in the hundreds o f  miles, the 
m icrow aves plunged their probing fingers o f  energy this direction and 
that, seeking the particular design o f  m etal that w ould send them 
careening back  in their tracks.

So far, no reflecting m essage had com e back, and the Hilda  set
tled  dow n in the ooze, h a lf  a m ile o f  w ater above it, and m otionless 
except for a slow  rocking w ith the m ighty sway o f  V enus’s globe
gird ling  oceanic currents.

For the first hour B igm an had been scarcely aw are o f  the m icro- 
w aves and the object o f  their search. He had been lost in the spectacle 
to be seen from  the portholes.
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Venusian subsea life is phosphorescent, and the black ocean 
depths w ere dotted w ith colored lights thicker than the stars in space, 
larger, brighter, and m ost o f  all, moving. B igm an squashed his nose 
against the thick glass and stared, fascinated.

Some o f  the life forms w ere little round splotches, w hose m ove
m ent was a slow ripple. Others w ere darting lines. Still others w ere 
sea ribbons o f  the type Lucky and B igm an had seen in the G reen 
Room.

Lucky jo ined  him  after a while. He said, “I f  I rem em ber m y
xenozoology-------”

“Y our w hat?”
“T hat’s the study o f  extraterrestrial anim als, B igm an. I ’ve ju st 

been looking through a book on V enusian life. I left it on your bunk 
in case you w ant to look at it.”

“N ever mind. I ’ll take it second hand from  you.”
“All right. W e can start w ith those little objects. I th ink that 

represents a school o f  buttons.”
“Buttons?” said Bigman. Then, “Sure, I see w hat you m ean.” 
There were a whole series o f  yellow  ovals o f  light m oving across 

the black field visible through the porthole. Each had b lack m arkings 
on it in the form  o f two short parallel lines. They m oved in b rie f 
spurts, settled down for a few  m om ents, then m oved again. The doz
ens in view  all m oved and rested sim ultaneously, so that B igm an had 
the queerly swim m ing sensation that the buttons w eren ’t m oving at 
all, but that every h a lf m inute or so the ship itse lf lurched.

Lucky said, “T hey’re laying eggs, I think.” He w as silent for a 
long m om ent, then said, “M ost o f  these things I can ’t m ake out. W ait! 
That m ust be a scarlet patch there. See it? The dark red thing w ith 
the irregular outline? It feeds on buttons. W atch it.”

There was a scurrying am ong the yellow  blotches o f  light as they 
becam e aware o f  the sw ooping predator, but a dozen buttons w ere 
blotted out by the angry red o f  the scarlet patch. Then the patch  was 
the only source o f  light in the portho le’s field o f  vision. O n all sides 
o f  it, buttons had scattered away.

“The patch is shaped like a large pancake turned dow n at the 
edge,” said Lucky, “according to the book. I t’s hardly anything but 
skin w ith a small brain in the center. I t’s only an inch thick. Y ou can 
tear it through and through in a dozen places w ithout bothering it. 
See how  irregular the one w e’re w atching is? A rrow fish probably  
chew ed it up a b it.”

The scarlet patch m oved now, drifting out o f  sight. There was
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little left w here it had been except for one or two faint, dying glim 
m ers o f  yellow. Little by little, buttons began m oving back again.

Lucky said, “The scarlet patch ju st settles down to the bottom, 
holding on to the ooze with its edges and digesting and absorbing 
w hatever it covers. T here’s another species called the orange patch 
w hich is a lot m ore aggressive, ft can shoot a je t o f  w ater with enough 
force to stagger a m an, even though it’s only a foot wide and not 
m uch m ore than paper thin. The big ones are a lot w orse.”

“H ow  big  do they get?” asked Bigman.
“I h aven ’t the slightest idea. The book says there are occasional 

reports o f  trem endous m onsters— arrowfish a m ile long, and patches 
that can cover A phrodite City. No authentic cases, though.”

“A m ile long! I ’ll bet there aren ’t any authentic cases.”
L ucky’s eyebrow s lifted. “ It’s not as im possible as all that. These 

things here are only shallow -w ater specim ens. The Venusian ocean 
is up to ten m iles deep in spots. T here’s room  in it for a lot o f  things.”

B igm an looked at him  doubtfully. “Listen, y o u ’re trying to sell 
m e a bale o f  space dust.” He turned abruptly and m oved away. “ I 
th ink I ’ll look at the book  after all.”

The H ilda  m oved on and took a new  position, while the micro- 
w aves shot out, searching and searching. Then again it m oved. And 
again. Slow ly Lucky was screening the underw ater plateau on which 
the city  o f  A phrodite stood.

He w aited grim ly at the instrum ents. Som ewhere down here his 
friend Lou Evans m ust be. E vans’s ship could navigate neither air 
nor space, nor any ocean depth o f  m ore than two miles, so he must 
be confined to the relatively shallow waters o f  the Aphrodite plateau.

The first answ ering flash caught his eye even as he repeated the 
m ust to h im se lf for the second time. The m icrow ave feedback froze 
the direction finder in place, and the return pip was brightening the 
entire receiv ing field.

B igm an’s hand was on L ucky’s shoulder instantly. “T hat’s it! 
T hat’s it!”

“M aybe,” said Lucky. “And m aybe it’s some other ship, or 
m aybe i t ’s only  a w reck.”

“G et its position, Lucky. Sands o f  M ars, get its position!”
“I ’m  doing it, boy, and w e ’re m oving.”
B igm an could feel the acceleration, hear the churning o f  the pro

peller.
Lucky leaned closely over the radio transm itter and its unscram -
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bier, and his voice was urgent. “Lou! Lou Evans! Lucky Starr at this 
end! Acknow ledge signals! Lou! Lou Evans!”

O ver and over again, the words pushed out along the ether. The 
returning m icrow ave pip grew brighter as the distance betw een the 
two ships grew  less.

N o answer.
B igm an said, “That ship w e’re pipping isn ’t m oving, Lucky. 

M aybe it is a wreck. I f  it w ere the councilm an, h e ’d either answ er 
or try  to get aw ay from  us, w ouldn’t  he?”

“ Sh!” said Lucky. His words w ere quiet and urgent as he spoke 
into the transm itter: “Lou! T here’s no point in trying to hide. I know  
the truth. I know why you sent the m essage to Earth in M orriss’s 
nam e asking for your ow n recall. A nd I know  who you think the
enem y is. Lou Evans! A cknow ledge------- ”

The receiver crackled, static-ridden. Sounds cam e through the 
unscram bler and turned into intelligible words: “ Stay away. I f  you 
know that, stay aw ay!”

Lucky grinned his relief. Bigman whooped.
“Y ou’ve got him ,” shouted the little M artian.
“W e’re com ing in to get you,” said Lucky into the transm itter. 

“H old on. W e’ll lick it, you and I.”
W ords came back slowly, “You don’t— understand— I ’m trying

to-------” Then, alm ost in a shriek, “For E arth ’s sake, Lucky, stay
away! D on’t get any closer!”

No m ore came through. The Hilda  bored tow ard the position  o f  
E vans’s ship relentlessly. Lucky leaned back, frowning. He m ur
mured, “If  h e ’s that afraid, why doesn’t he run?”

Bigman d idn’t hear. He was saying jubilantly , “Terrific, Lucky. 
That was terrific the w ay you bluffed him  into talk ing.”

“ I w asn’t bluffing, B igm an,” said Lucky, grim ly. “I know  the key 
fact involved in this whole mess. So w ould you, i f  you stopped to 
think about it.”

Bigman said shakily, “W hat are you getting at?”
“ Do you rem em ber w hen Dr. M orriss and you and I entered the 

small room  to wait for Lou Evans to be brought to us? Do you 
rem em ber the first thing that happened?”

“N o.”
“You started laughing. Y ou said I looked queer and deform ed 

w ithout a mustache. A nd I felt exactly the sam e w ay about you. I 
said so. R em em ber?”

“Oh, sure. I rem em ber.”
“Did it occur to you to w onder w hy that was? W e’d been w atch
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ing m en w ith m ustaches for hours. W hy was it that the thought sud
denly occurred to both o f  us at that particular tim e?”

“I don ’t know .”
'Suppose the thought had occurred to som eone else who had 

telepathic pow ers. Suppose the sensation o f  surprise flooded from his 
m ind  to ours.”

“Y ou m ean the m entalist, or one o f  them , was in the room  with 
us?”

“W ouldn’t that explain it?”
“B ut i t ’s im possible. Dr. M orriss was the only other m an-------

Lucky! Y ou don’t m ean Dr. M orriss!”
“M orriss had been staring at us for hours. W hy should he be 

suddenly am azed at our not having m ustaches?”
“W ell, then, w as som eone hid ing?”
“N ot hid ing,” said Lucky. “There was one other living creature 

in  the room , and it w as in p lain  v iew .”
“N o,” cried Bigm an. “Oh, no .” He burst into laughter. “Sands o f  

M ars, you  can ’t m ean the V -frog?”
“W hy not?” said Lucky calmly. “W e’re probably the first m en 

w ithout m ustaches it ever saw. It was surprised.”
“B ut i t’s im possible.”
“Is it? T hey’re all over the city. People collect them, feed them, 

love them . N ow  do they really  love V -frogs? O r do the V-frogs in
spire love by m ental control so as to get them selves fed and taken 
care o f? ”

“ Space, L ucky!” said Bigman. “T here’s nothing surprising about 
people liking them . T hey’re cute. People don’t have to be hypnotized 
into th inking that.”

“D id you like them  spontaneously, B igm an? N othing m ade you?” 
“I ’m  sure nothing m ade  m e like them . I ju st liked them .”
“Y ou ju s t liked them ? Tw o m inutes after you saw your first 

V -frog, you  fed it. R em em ber that?”
“N oth ing  w rong w ith that, is there?”
“A h, bu t w hat did you feed it?”
“W hat it liked. Peas dipped in axle g-------” The little fe llow ’s

voice faded out.
“Exactly. That grease sm elled  like axle grease. There was no 

m istaking w hat it was. H ow  did you com e to dip the pea in it? Do 
you alw ays feed axle grease to pet anim als? Did you ever know any 
anim al that ate axle grease?”

“Sands o f  M ars!” said  B igm an weakly.
“ Isn ’t it obvious that the V -frog w anted some, and that since you



3 0 2 THE COM PLETE A D V E N T U R E S OF L U C K Y  ST A R R

w ere handy it m aneuvered you into delivering som e— that you 
w eren’t quite your ow n m aster?”

Bigm an m uttered. “I never guessed. B ut it’s so clear w hen you 
explain it. I feel terrible.”

“W hy?”
“It’s a hateful thing, having an an im al’s thoughts rolling  around 

inside your head. It seems unsanitary.” His puckish little face screw ed 
up in an expression o f  revulsion.

Lucky said, “U nfortunately, it’s w orse than unsanitary .”
He turned back to the instrum ents.

The interval betw een pip and return disclosed the distance b e 
tween the two ships to be less than h a lf a m ile when, w ith surprising 
suddenness, the radar screen showed, unm istakably, the shadow  o f  
E vans’s ship.

L ucky’s voice w ent out over the transm itter. “Evans, y o u ’re in 
sight now. Can you m ove? Is your ship disabled?”

The answ er came back clearly in a voice tom  w ith em otion. 
“Earth help me, Lucky, I did m y best to warn you. Y ou’re trapped! 
Trapped as I ’m  trapped.”

And as though to punctuate the councilm an’s wail, a b last o f  
force stm ck the subship H ilda , knocking it to one side and jarring  
its m ain m otors out o f  com m ission!
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Out of the Deep

In B igm an’s m em ory afterw ard, the events o f  the next hours were as 
though view ed through the reverse end o f  a telescope, a faraway 
nightm are o f  confused events.

B igm an had been slam m ed against the wall by the sudden thrust 
o f  force. For w hat seem ed long m om ents, but was probably little 
m ore than a second in actuality, he lay spread-eagled and gasping.

Lucky, still at the controls, shouted, “The m ain generators are 
out.”

B igm an w as struggling to his feet against the crazy slope o f  the 
deck. “W hat happened?”

“W e w ere hit. O bviously. B ut I don ’t know  how  badly.” 
B igm an said, “The lights are on.”
“I know . The em ergency generators have cut in.”
“H ow  about the m ain drive?”
“I ’m  not sure. I t ’s w hat I ’m  trying to test.”
The engines coughed hoarsely som ew here below  and behind. The 

sm ooth purr w as gone, and in its place a consum ptive rattle sounded 
that set B igm an’s teeth on edge.

The H ilda  shook herself, like a hurt anim al, and turned upright. 
The engines d ied  again.

The radio receiver was echoing m ournfully, and now  Bigm an 
gathered his senses sufficiently to try  to reach it.

“ Starr,” it said. “Lucky Starr! Evans at this end. A cknow ledge 
signals.”

L ucky got there first. , “Lucky speaking. W hat hit us?”
“It d oesn ’t m atter,” cam e the tired voice. “ It w o n ’t bother you
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any more. It w ill be satisfied to let you sit here and die. W hy d idn’t 
you stay aw ay? I asked you to .”

“Is your ship disabled, Evans?”
“It’s been stalled for twelve hours. N o light, no pow er— ju s t a 

little ju ice I can pum p into the radio, and th a t’s fading. A ir purifiers 
are sm ashed, and the air supply is low. So long, Lucky.”

“Can you get out?”
“The lock m echanism  isn ’t w orking. I ’ve got a subsea suit, but 

i f  I try  to cut m y w ay out, I ’ll be sm ashed.”
Bigm an knew  w hat Lou Evans m eant, and he shuddered. Locks 

on subsea vessels w ere designed to let w ater into the interlock cham 
ber slowly, very slowly. To cut a lock open at the bottom  o f  the sea 
in an attem pt to get out o f  a ship w ould m ean the entry o f  w ater 
under hundreds o f  tons o f  pressure. A  hum an being, even inside a 
steel suit, w ould be crushed like an em pty tin can under a p ile driver.

Lucky said, “W e can still navigate. I ’m  com ing to get you. W e’ll 
jo in  locks.”

“Thanks, but why? I f  you m ove, y o u ’ll be hit again; and even i f  
you aren’t, w hat’s the difference w hether I die quickly here or a little 
m ore slowly in your ship?”

Lucky retorted angrily, “W e’ll die i f  we have to, but not one 
second earlier than we have to. Everyone has to die som eday; th e re ’s 
no escaping that, but quitting isn ’t com pulsory.”

He turned to Bigman. “Get dow n into the engine room  and check 
the damage. I want to know  if  it can be repaired.”

In the engine room , fum bling with the “hot” m icropile by m eans 
o f  long-distance m anipulators, w hich luckily w ere still in order, B ig 
m an could feel the ship inching painfully along the sea bottom  and 
could hear the husky rasping o f  the motors. Once he heard  a distant 
boom , followed by a groaning rattle through the fram ew ork o f  the 
Hilda  as though a large projectile had hit sea bottom  a hundred yards 
away.

He felt the ship stop, the m otor noise drop to a hoarse rum ble. 
In im agination, he could see the H ilda 's  lock extension bore out and 
close in on the other hull, w elding itself tightly  to it. He could sense 
the w ater betw een the ships being pum ped out o f  that tube betw een 
them  and, in actual fact, he saw the lights in the engine room  dim  as 
the energy drain on the em ergency generators rose to dangerous 
heights. Lou Evans w ould be able to step from  his ship to the H ilda  
through dry air w ith no need o f  artificial protection.

Bigman came up to the control room  and found L ou Evans w ith



Lucky. His face w as draw n and w orn under its blond stubble. He 
m anaged a shaky' sm ile in B igm an’s direction.

L ucky w as saying, “Go on, L ou.”
Evans said, “It was the w ildest hunch at first, Lucky. I followed 

up each o f  the m en to w hom  one o f  these queer accidents had hap
pened. The one thing I could find in com m on was that each was a 
V -frog fancier. Everyone on Venus is, m ore or less, but each one o f  
these  fellow s kept a houseful o f  the creatures. I d idn’t quite have the 
nerve to m ake a fool o f  m yself advancing the theory w ithout some 
facts. I f  I only had. . . . A nyw ay, I decided to try  to trap the V-frogs 
into exhibiting know ledge o f  som ething that existed in m y own m ind 
and in  as few  others as possib le.”

Lucky said, “A nd you decided on the yeast data?”
“It was the obvious thing. I had to have som ething that w asn’t 

general know ledge or how  could I be even reasonably sure they got 
the inform ation from  me? Y east data was ideal. W hen I couldn’t get 
any legitim ately, I stole some. I borrow ed one o f  the V-frogs at head
quarters, put it next to m y table, and looked over the papers. I even 
read som e o f  it aloud. W hen an accident happened in a yeast plant 
w ithin two days later involving the exact m atter I had read about, I
w as positive the V -frogs were behind the mess. Only-------”

“O nly?” prom pted Lucky.
“O nly I h adn ’t been so sm art,” said Evans. “ Ed let them  into my 

m ind. I ’d laid dow n the red carpet and invited them  in, and now I 
co u ldn ’t get them  out again. G uards cam e looking for the papers. I 
w as know n to have been in the buildings, so a very polite agent was 
sent to question me. I returned the papers readily and tried to explain. 
I cou ldn ’t.”

“Y ou cou ldn ’t? W hat do you m ean by that?”
“I c o u ld n ’t. I was physically  unable to. The proper words 

w ou ldn ’t com e out. I w as unable to say a w ord about the V-frogs. I 
even kept getting im pulses to kill m yself, but I fought them  down. 
They cou ldn ’t get m e to do som ething that far from  m y nature. I 
thought then: I f  I can only get o ff  Venus, i f  I can only get far enough 
aw ay from  the V -frogs, I ’d break their hold. So I did the one thing 
I thought w ould get m e instantly recalled. I sent an accusation o f  
corruption  against m yself and put M orriss’s nam e to it.”

“Y es,” said Lucky grim ly, “that m uch I had guessed.”
“H ow ?” Evans looked startled.
“M orriss told us his side o f  your story shortly after we got to 

A phrodite. He ended by saying that he was preparing his report to 
central headquarters. He d idn ’t say he had sent one— only that he
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was preparing one. B ut a m essage had been sent; I knew  that. W ho 
else besides M orriss knew  the Council code and the circum stances 
o f  the case? O nly you yourself.”

Evans nodded and said bitterly, “A nd instead o f  calling m e hom e, 
they sent you. Is that it?”

“I insisted, Lou. I couldn’t believe any charge o f  corruption 
against you.”

Evans buried his head in his hands. “ It was the w orst thing you 
could have done, Lucky. W hen you subethered you w ere com ing, I 
begged you to stay away, d idn’t I? I couldn’t tell you w hy. I was 
physically incapable o f  that. But the V -frogs m ust have realized  from  
m y thoughts w hat a terrific character you were. They could read m y 
opinion o f  your abilities and they set about having you killed .”

“A nd nearly succeeded,” m urm ured Lucky.
“ And will succeed this time. For that I am  heartily  sorry, Lucky, 

but I couldn’t help myself. W hen they paralyzed the m an at the dom e 
lock, I was unable to keep m yself from follow ing the im pulse to 
escape, to get out to sea. And, o f  course, you followed. I was the 
bait and you were the victim. A gain, I tried to keep you away, but I 
couldn’t  explain, I couldn’t e x p la in .. . . ”

He drew a deep, shuddering breath. “ I can speak about it now, 
though. T hey’ve lifted the block in m y mind. I suppose w e’re not 
worth the m ental energy they have to expend, because w e’re trapped, 
because w e’re as good as dead and they fear us no longer.”

Bigman, having listened this far in increasing confusion, said, 
“ Sands o f  M ars, w hat’s going on? Why are w e as good as dead?” 

Evans, face still hidden in his hands, did not answer.
Lucky, frowning and thoughtful, said, “W e’re under an orange 

patch, a king-size orange patch out o f  the V enusian deeps.”
“A patch big enough to cover the ship?”
“A patch two m iles in diam eter!” said Lucky. “Tw o m iles across. 

W hat slapped the ship into alm ost a sm ashup and w hat nearly  h it us 
a second time when we were m aking our w ay to E vans’s ship w as a 
je t o f  water. Just that! A je t o f  w ater w ith the force o f  a depth b last.” 

“ But how  could we get under it w ithout seeing it?”
Lucky said, “ Evans guesses that i t’s under V -frog m ental control, 

and I think h e ’s right. It could dim  its fluorescence by contracting 
the photo cells in its skin. It could raise one edge o f  its cape to let 
us in; and now, here w e sit.”

“A nd if  we m ove or try  to blast our w ay out, the patch  w ill let 
us have it again, and a patch never m isses.”

Lucky thought, then said suddenly, “ But a patch does miss! It
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m issed us w hen we w ere driving the Hilda  tow ard your ship and then 
w e w ere only going at quarter speed.” He turned to Bigman, his eyes 
narrow ed. “B igm an, can the m ain generators be patched?”

B igm an had alm ost forgotten the engines. He recovered and said,
“O h-------The m icropile alignm ent h asn ’t been knocked off, so it can
be fixed i f  I can find all the equipm ent I need.”

“H ow  long w ill it take?”
“H ours, p robably .”
“Then get to work. I ’m  getting out into the sea.”
Evans looked up, startled. “W hat do you m ean?”
“I ’m  going after that patch .” He was at the sea-suit locker al

ready, checking to m ake certain the tiny force-field linings were in 
order and well pow ered and that the oxygen cylinders were full.

It w as deceptively restful to be out in the absolute dark. D anger 
seem ed far away. Y et Lucky knew well enough that below  him  was 
the ocean bottom  and that on every other side, up and all around, 
w as a tw o-m ile-w ide inverted bow l o f  rubbery flesh.

His su it’s pum p je tted  w ater dow nw ard, and he rose slowly with 
his w eapon draw n and ready. He could not help but m arvel at the 
subw ater b laster he held. Inventive as m an was on his hom e planet 
o f  Earth, it seem ed that the necessity for adapting to the cruel envi
ronm ent o f  an alien planet m ultiplied his ingenuity a hundredfold.

O nce the new  continent o f  A m erica had burst forth into a bril
liance that the ancestral European hom elands could never duplicate, 
and now  V enus was show ing her  ability to Earth. There were the 
city  dom es, for instance. N ow here on Earth could force fields have 
been  w oven into steel so cleverly. The very suit he wore could not 
resist the tons o f  w ater pressure for a m om ent w ithout the m icrofields 
that w ebbed its interior braces (alw ays provided those tons were in
troduced sufficiently slowly). In m any other respects that suit was a 
m arvel o f  engineering. Its je t  device for underw ater traveling, its 
efficient oxygen supply, its com pact controls, were all admirable. 

A nd the w eapon he held!
But im m ediately his thoughts m oved to the m onster above. That 

was a V enusian invention, too. A n invention o f  the p lanet’s evolution. 
C ould such things be on Earth? N ot on land, certainly. Living tissue 
co u ldn ’t support the w eight o f  m ore than forty tons against E arth’s 
gravity. The g iant brontosauri o f  E arth’s M esozoic Age had legs like 
treetrunks, yet had to rem ain in the m arshes so that w ater could help 
buoy  them  up.

That w as the answer: w ate r’s buoyancy. In the oceans any size
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o f  creature m ight exist. There w ere the w hales o f  Earth, larger than 
any dinosaur that ever lived. But this m onstrous patch  above them  
m ust w eigh two hundred m illion tons , he calculated. Tw o m illion 
large whales put together w ould scarcely w eigh that. Lucky w ondered 
how  old it was. H ow  old w ould a thing have to be to grow  as large 
as two m illion w hales? A hundred years? A  thousand years? W ho 
could tell?

But size could be its undoing, too. Even under the ocean. The 
larger it grew, the slow er its reactions. N erve im pulses took tim e to 
travel.

Evans thought the m onster refrained from  hitting them  w ith an
other w ater je t  because, having disabled them , it was indifferent to 
their further fate, or rather the V -frogs who m anipulated the giant 
patch were. That m ight not be so! It m ight be rather that the m onster 
needed time to suck its trem endous w ater sac full. It needed tim e to 
aim.

Furtherm ore, the m onster could scarcely be at its best. It was 
adapted to the deeps, to layers o f  w ater six m iles or m ore high above 
it. Here its efficiency m ust necessarily be cut down. It had m issed 
the Hilda  on its second try, probably because it had not fully recov
ered from  the previous stroke.

But now it was waiting; its w ater sac w as slow ly filling; and as 
m uch as it could in the shallow  w ater surrounding it, it w as gathering 
its strength. He, Lucky, 190 pounds o f  m an against tw o hundred 
m illion tons o f  m onster, w ould have to stop it.

Lucky looked upward. He could see nothing. He pressed a con
tact on the inner lining in the left m iddle finger o f  the sheathed force- 
field-reinforced m itten that gauntleted his hand, and a jab  o f  
pure-w hite light poured out o f  the m etal fingertip. It penetrated  up 
w ard hazily and ended in nothingness. W as that the m onster’s flesh 
at the far end? O r ju st the petering out o f  the light beam ?

Three tim es the m onster had je tted  water. O nce and E vans’s ship 
had been smashed. A  second tim e and L ucky’s ship had been  m auled. 
(But not as badly; was the creature getting w eaker?) A  third tim e, 
prem aturely, and the stroke had been a miss.

He raised his weapon. It was bulky, w ith a th ick  handgrip. W ithin 
that grip was a hundred m iles o f  w ire and a tiny generator that could 
put out huge voltages. He pointed it upw ard and squeezed his fist.

For a m om ent, nothing— but he knew  the hair-th in  w ire was 
squirting out and upw ard through the carbonated ocean water. . . .

Then it hit and Lucky saw the results. For in the m om ent that 
the wire m ade contact, a flash current o f  electricity  scream ed along
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it at the speed o f  light and flayed the obstruction w ith the force o f  a 
bolt o f  lightning. The hairlike w ire gleam ed brilliantly  and vaporized 
steam ing w ater into m urky froth. It was m ore than steam, for the 
alien  w ater w rithed and bubbled horribly as the dissolved carbon 
dioxide gassed out. Lucky felt h im self bobbing in the w ild currents 
set up.

A bove all that, above the steam ing and bubbling, above the w a
te r’s churning and the line o f  thin fire that reached upw ard, there was 
a fireball that exploded. W here the wire had touched living flesh there 
w as a blaze o f  furious energy. It burned a hole ten feet wide and as 
m any feet deep into the living m ountain above him.

Lucky sm iled grim ly. That was only a pin prick in com parison 
to  the m onster’s vast bulk, but the patch w ould feel it; or at least in 
ten m inutes or so, it w ould feel it. The nerve im pulses m ust first 
travel their slow  w ay along the curve o f  its flesh. W hen the pain 
reached the creatu re’s tiny brain, it w ould be distracted from  the 
helpless ship on the ocean floor and turn upon its new  torm entor.

But, Lucky thought grim ly, the m onster w ould not find him. In 
ten m inutes he w ould have changed position. In ten m inutes, he-------

Lucky never com pleted the thought. N ot one m inute after his 
bolt had  struck the creature, it struck back.

N ot one m inute had passed w hen L ucky’s shocked and tortured 
senses to ld  him  that he was being driven down, down, down, in a 
turbulent je t  o f  m adly  driving w a te r . . . .



The Mountain of Flesh

The shock sent L ucky’s senses reeling. A ny suit o f  ordinary m etal 
w ould have bent and sm ashed. A ny m an o f  ordinary m ettle w ould 
have been carried senseless dow n to the ocean floor, there to be 
sm ashed into concussion and death.

But Lucky fought desperately. Struggling against the m ighty  cur
rent, he brought his left arm  up to his chest to check the dials that 
indicated the state o f  the suit m achinery.

He groaned. The indicators w ere all lifeless things, their delicate 
w orkings jarred  into uselessness. Still, his oxygen supply seem ed 
unaffected (his lungs w ould have told him  o f  any drop in pressure), 
and his suit obviously w asn’t leaking. He could only hope that its je t 
action w as still in  order.

There was no use trying b lindly to find his w ay out o f  the stream  
by m ain force. He alm ost certainly lacked the pow er. H e w ould  have 
to w ait and gam ble on one im portant thing: The stream  o f  w ater lost 
velocity rapidly as it penetrated downward. W ater against w ater was 
a high-friction action. A t the rim  o f  the je t, turbulence w ould  grow  
and eat inward. A cutting stream  five hundred feet across as it 
em erged from the creature’s blow pipe m ight be only fifty feet w ide 
w hen it hit bottom , depending upon its original velocity  and the d is
tance to the ocean floor.

A nd that original velocity w ould have slowed, too. T hat did not 
m ean that the final velocity was anything to deride. Lucky had  felt 
its force against the ship.

It all depended on how  far from  the center o f  the w ater gush he 
was, on how  near a b u ll’s-eye the creature scored.

The longer he waited, the better his chances— provided  he did
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not w ait too long. W ith his m etal-gloved hand on the je t controls, 
Lucky let h im self be flung dow nw ard, trying to wait calmly, striving 
to  guess how  close to solid bottom  he was, expecting each m om ent 
the one last concussion he w ould never feel.

A nd then, w hen he had counted ten, he flung his su it’s je ts open. 
The sm all, h igh-speed propellers on either shoulder blade ground in 
harsh  vibration as they threw  out w ater at right angles to the m ain 
current. Lucky could feel his body take on a new  direction o f  fall.

I f  he was dead center, it w ouldn’t help. The energy he could 
pum p up w ould  not suffice to overcom e the m ighty surge downward. 
I f  he w as w ell o ff  center, how ever, his velocity w ould, by now, have 
slow ed considerably and the grow ing zone o f  turbulence m ight not 
be far off.

A nd as he thought that, he felt his body bob and yank with 
nauseating violence, and he knew  he was safe.

H e kept his ow n je ts  in operation, turning their force downward 
now  and, as he did so, he turned his finger light in the direction o f  
the ocean floor. He was ju s t in time to see the ooze, some fifty feet 
below , explode and obscure everything w ith its muck.

H e had m ade his w ay out o f  the stream  with but seconds to spare.
H e w as hurrying upw ard now, as fast as the je t  m otors o f  his 

suit w ould  carry him. He was in desperate haste. In the darkness 
w ith in  his helm et (darkness w ithin darkness w ithin darkness) his lips 
w ere pressed into a narrow  line and his eyebrow s pulled down low.

H e w as doing his best not to think. He had thought enough in 
those few  seconds in the w ater spout. He had underestim ated the 
enem y. He had assum ed it w as the gigantic patch that was aim ing at 
him , and it w asn ’t. It w as the V -frogs on the w ater’s surface that 
contro lled  the patch ’s body through its mind! The V-frogs had aimed. 
They did not have to follow  the patch ’s sensations in order to know 
it had been hit. They needed only to read L ucky’s m ind, and they 
needed only to aim  at the source o f  L ucky’s thoughts.

So it w as no longer a m atter o f  pin-pricking the m onster into 
m oving aw ay from  the H ilda  and lum bering down the long under
w ater declivity  to the deeps that had spaw ned it. The m onster had to 
be k illed  outright.

A nd quickly!
I f  the H ilda  w ould not take another direct blow, neither w ould 

L ucky’s ow n suit. The indicators were gone already; the controls 
m ight go next. O r the liquid-oxygen containers m ight suffer dam age 
to their tiny  force-field generators.

Up and still up w ent Lucky, up to the only place o f  safety. A l
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though he had never seen the m onster’s blow pipe, it stood to reason 
that it m ust be an extensible and flexible tube that could point this 
w ay and that. B ut the m onster could scarcely po in t it at its ow n 
undersurface. For one thing, it w ould do itse lf dam age. For another, 
the force o f  the w ater it expelled w ould prevent that blow pipe from  
bending at so great an angle.

Lucky had to m ove up then, close to the an im al’s undersurface, 
to where its w eapon o f  w ater could not reach; and he had  to do it 
before the m onster could fill its w ater sac for another blow.

Lucky flashed his light upward. Fie w as reluctant to do so, feeling 
instinctively that the light w ould m ake him  an easy target. H is m ind 
told him  his instinct was wrong. The sense that w as responsible for 
the m onster’s rapid response to his attack was not sight.

Fifty feet or less above, the light ended on a rough, grayish sur
face, streaked with deep corrugations. Lucky scarcely attem pted to 
brake his rush. The m onster’s skin was rubbery and his ow n suit 
hard. Even as he thought that, he collided, pressing upw ard and feel
ing the alien flesh give.

For a long m om ent, Lucky drew  deep gasps o f  relief. For the 
first time since leaving the ship, he felt m oderately safe. The relax
ation did not last, however. A t any tim e the creature could turn  its 
attack (or the small m ind-m aster that controlled it could) on the ship. 
That m ust not be allow ed to happen.

Lucky played his finger flash about his surroundings w ith  a m ix
ture o f  w onder and nausea.

Here and there in the undersurface o f  the m onster w ere holes 
some six feet across into w hich, as Lucky could see by the flow o f 
bubbles and solid particles, w ater was rushing. A t greater intervals 
were slits, w hich opened occasionally into ten-foot-long fissures that 
em itted frothing gushes o f  water.

A pparently this was the w ay the m onster fed. It poured digestive 
ju ices into the portion o f  the ocean trapped beneath its bulk, then 
sucked in w ater by the cubic yard to extract the nutrim ent it con
tained, and still later expelled water, debris, and its ow n w astes.

Obviously, it could not stay too long over any one spot o f  the 
ocean or the accum ulation o f  its ow n w aste products w ould m ake its 
environm ent unhealthy. O f its own account, it w ould  not have lin
gered here so long, but w ith the V -frogs driving it-------

Lucky m oved jerk ily  through no action o f  his ow n and, in sur
prise, turned the beam  o f  light on a spot closer to him self. In  a 
m om ent o f  stricken horror, he realized the purposes o f  those deep 
corrugations he had noticed in the m onster’s undersurface. One such
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w as form ing directly to one side o f  him  and was sucking inward, 
into the creatu re’s substance. The two sides o f  the corrugation rubbed 
against one another, and the m onster broke up and shredded particles 
o f  food too large to be handled directly by its intake pores.

Lucky did not wait. He could not risk his battered suit against 
the fantastic strength o f  the m onster’s muscles. The walls o f  his suit 
m ight hold, but portions o f  the delicate w orking m echanism s m ight 
not.

He sw ung his shoulder so as to turn the su it’s je ts  directly against 
the flesh o f  the m onster and gave them  full energy. He cam e loose 
w ith a sharp sm acking sound, then veered round and back.

He did not touch the skin again, but hovered near it and traveled 
along it, follow ing the direction against gravity, m ounting upward, 
aw ay from  the outer edges o f  the thing, tow ard its center.

He cam e suddenly to a point where the creature’s undersurface 
turned dow n again in a wall o f  flesh that extended as far as his light 
w ould  reach on either side. That w all quivered and was obviously 
com posed o f  th inner tissue.

It w as the blow pipe.
Lucky w as sure that w as w hat it w as— a gigantic cavern a hun

dred yards across, out o f  w hich the fury o f  rushing w ater emerged. 
C autiously  Lucky circled it. U ndoubtedly this w as the safest place 
one could be, here at the very base o f  the blowpipe, and yet he picked 
his w ay gingerly.

He knew  w hat he was looking for, how ever, and he left the blow 
pipe. He m oved aw ay in the direction in w hich the m onster’s flesh 
m ounted still higher, until he w as at the peak o f  the inverted bowl, 
and  there it was!

A t first, Lucky was aw are only o f  a long-draw n-out rum ble, al
m ost too deep to hear. In fact, it was vibration that attracted his 
attention, rather than any sound. Then he spied the swelling in the 
m onster’s flesh. It w rithed and beat; a huge mass, hanging thirty feet 
dow nw ard and perhaps as big around as the blowpipe.

That m ust be the center o f  the organism ; its heart, or w hatever 
passed for its heart, m ust be there. That heart m ust beat in pow erful 
strokes, and Lucky felt dizzy as he tried to picture it. Those heartbeats 
m ust last five m inutes at a tim e, during w hich thousands o f  cubic 
yards o f  blood (or w hatever the creature used) m ust be forced through 
blood vessels large enough to hold the H ilda. That heartbeat m ust 
suffice to drive the blood a m ile and back.

W hat a m echanism  i tm u s t  be, thought Lucky. I f  one could only 
capture such a thing alive and study its physiology!
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Somewhere in that swelling m ust also be w hat brain the m onster 
m ight have. Brain? Perhaps w hat passed for its brain w as only a small 
clot o f  nerve cells w ithout w hich the m onster could live quite well.

Perhaps! But it couldn’t live w ithout its heart. The heart had 
com pleted one beat. The central swelling had contracted to alm ost 
nothing. N ow  the heart was relaxing for another beat five m inutes or 
m ore from  now, and the swelling w as expanding and dilating as blood 
rushed into it.

Lucky raised his w eapon and w ith his light beam  full on that 
giant heart, he let h im self sink down. It m ight be best not to be too 
close. On the other hand, he dared not miss.

For a m om ent a tw inge o f  regret swept him . From  a scientific 
standpoint it was alm ost a crim e to kill this m ightiest o f  na tu re’s 
creatures.

W as that one o f  his ow n thoughts or a thought im posed upon 
him  by the V -frogs on the ocean surface?

He dared wait no longer. He squeezed the handgrip o f  his 
weapon. The w ire shot out. It m ade contact, and L ucky’s eyes w ere 
blinded by the flash o f  light in w hich the near wall o f  the m onster’s 
heart was burnt through.

For m inutes the w ater boiled with the death throes o f  the m oun
tain o f  flesh. Its entire m ass convulsed in its gigantic writhings. 
Lucky, throw n this w ay and that, was helpless.

He tried to call the H ilda , but the answ er consisted o f  erratic 
gasps, and it was quite obvious that the ship, too, w as being flung 
m adly about.

But death, when it com es, m ust finally penetrate the last ounce 
o f  even a hundred-m illion-ton life. Eventually a stillness cam e upon 
the water.

And Lucky m oved dow nw ard slowly, slowly, w eary nearly  to 
death.

He called the Hilda  again. “ It’s dead,” he said. “ Send out the 
directional pulse and let m e follow  it dow n.”

Lucky let B igm an rem ove his sea suit and m anaged a sm ile as 
the little M artian looked w orriedly up at him.

“I never thought I ’d see you again, Lucky,” said B igm an, gulping 
noisily.

“ If you ’re going to cry,” said Lucky, “turn your head away. I 
d idn’t get in out o f  the ocean ju st to get all w et in here. H ow  are the 
m ain generators com ing along?”
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“T h ey ’ll be all right,” put in Evans, “but it w ill still take time. 
The knocking around ju st at the end there ruined one o f  the welding 
jo b s .”

“W ell,” said Lucky, “w e’ll ju st have to get on w ith it.” He sat 
dow n w ith  a w eary sigh. “Things d idn’t go quite as I expected.”

“In  w hat w ay?” dem anded Evans.
“It w as m y notion ,” said Lucky, “to pin-prick the m onster into 

m oving o ff  us. That d idn’t w ork, and I had to kill it. The result is 
that its dead body has settled down around the H ilda  like a collapsed 
tent.”



To the Surface?

“Y ou m ean w e’re trapped?” said Bigm an, w ith horror.
“Y ou can put it that w ay,” said Lucky coolly. “Y ou can also say 

that w e’re safe, i f  you w ant to. C ertainly w e ’re safer here than any
where on Venus. N obody can do anything to us physically  w ith that 
m ountain o f  dead m eat over us. And w hen the generators are re
paired, w e’ll ju st force our w ay out. B igm an, get at those generators; 
and Evans, le t’s pour ourselves some coffee and talk this thing over. 
There m ight not be another chance for a quiet chat.”

Lucky w elcom ed this respite, this m om ent w hen there was noth
ing to be done but talk  and think.

Evans, however, was upset. H is china-blue eyes crinkled at the 
com ers.

Lucky said, “Y ou look w orried?”
“I am worried. W hat in space and tim e do we do?”
Lucky said, “I ’ve been thinking about that. It seem s to m e that 

all we can do is get the V -frog story to som eone w h o ’s safe from  
any m ental control by  them .”

“A nd w ho’s that?”
“N o one on Venus. T hat’s for sure.”
Evans stared at his friend. “Are you trying to tell m e that every

one on V enus is under control?”
“No, but anyone m ight be. A fter all, there are different w ays in 

w hich the hum an m ind can be m anipulated by these creatures.” 
Lucky rested one arm  over the back o f  the pilo t sw ivel and crossed 
his legs. “In the first place, com plete control can be taken for a short 
period o f  tim e over a m an’s m ind. Com plete  control! D uring that
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interval a hum an being can be m ade to do things contrary to his own 
nature, things that endanger his ow n life and o thers’: the pilots on 
the coaster, for instance, w hen B igm an and I first landed on V enus.” 

Evans said grim ly, “That type o f  thing hasn’t been m y  trouble.” 
“ I know. T hat’s w hat M orriss failed to realize. He was sure you 

w eren ’t under control sim ply because you show ed no signs o f  am 
nesia. B ut th ere ’s a second type o f  control that you suffered from. 
I t ’s less intense, so a person retains his m em ory. However, ju st be
cause i t’s less intense, a person cannot be forced to do anything 
against his ow n nature; you couldn’t be forced to com m it suicide, 
for instance. Still, the pow er lasts longer— days rather than hours. 
The V -frogs m ake up in tim e w hat they lose in intensity. W ell, there 
m ust be still a third kind o f  control.”

“A nd that is?”
“A  control that is still less intense than the second type. A control 

that is so m ild  the victim  isn ’t even aw are o f  it, yet strong enough 
so that the v ictim ’s m ind can be rifled and picked o f  its information. 
F or instance, there’s Lym an Turner.”

“The ch ie f engineer on A phrodite?”
“T h at’s right. H e’s a case in point. Can you see that? Consider 

that there was a m an at the dom e lock yesterday who sat there with 
a lever in his hand, endangering the whole city, yet he was so tightly 
pro tected  all around, so netted about with alarm s that no one could 
approach him  w ithout w arning until B igm an forced a passage through 
a ventilator shaft. Isn ’t that odd?”

“N o. W hy is it odd?”
“The m an had only been on the jo b  a m atter o f  months. He 

w asn ’t even a real engineer. His work was m ore like that o f  a clerk 
or an office boy. W here did he get the inform ation to protect h im self 
so? H ow  could he possibly know  the force and pow er system  in that 
section  o f  the dom e so thoroughly?”

Evans pursed his lips and w histled soundlessly. “Hey, that is a 
po in t.”

“The point d idn’t strike Turner. I interview ed him  on ju st that 
m atter before getting on the Hilda. I d idn’t tell him  what I was after, 
o f  course. He h im se lf told me about the fellow ’s inexperience, but 
the incongruity  o f  the m atter never struck him. Yet who w ould  have 
the necessary inform ation? W ho but the ch ief engineer? W ho better 
than he?”

“Right. R ight.”
“W ell, then, suppose T urner was under very gentle control. The 

inform ation could be lifted out o f  his brain. He could be very gently
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soothed into not seeing anything out o f  the w ay in the situation. Do 
you see w hat I m ean? A nd then M orriss-------”

“M orriss, too?” said Evans, shocked.
“Possibly. H e’s convinced it’s a m atter o f  Sirians after yeast. He 

can see it as nothing else. Is that a legitim ate m isjudgm ent o r is he 
being subtly persuaded? He was ready to suspect you, Lou— a little 
too ready. One councilm an ought to be a little less prepared to  suspect 
another.”

“Space! Then w ho’s safe, Lucky?”
Lucky stared at his em pty coffee cup and said, “N o one on V e

nus. T hat’s m y point. W e’ve got to get the story and the truth som e
w here else.”

“A nd how  can w e?”
“A good point. How can w e?” Lucky Starr brooded over that.
Evans said, “W e can’t leave physically. The H ilda  is designed 

for nothing but ocean. It can’t navigate the air, let alone space. A nd 
if  we go back to the city to get som ething m ore suitable, w e ’d never 
leave it again.”

“I think you’re right,” said Lucky, “but we don’t have to leave 
Venus in the flesh. Our inform ation is all that has to leave.”

“If  you m ean ship’s radio,” said Evans, “th a t’s out, too. The set 
w e’ve got on this tub is strictly intra-V enus. I t’s not a subetheric, so 
it can’t reach Earth. D ow n here, as a m atter o f  fact, the instrum ent 
w on’t reach above the ocean. Its carrier w aves are designed to be 
reflected down from  the ocean surface so that they can get distance. 
Besides that, even if  we could transm it straight up, we couldn’t reach 
Earth.”

“I don ’t see that we have to ,” said Lucky. “T here’s som ething 
betw een here and Earth that w ould do ju s t as w ell.”

For a m om ent, Evans was m ystified. Then he said, “Y ou m ean 
the space stations?”

“Surely. Two space stations circle Venus. Earth m ay be anyw here 
from  thirty to fifty m illion m iles away, but the stations m ay be as 
close as two thousand m iles to this point. Y et there can ’t be V -frogs 
on the stations, I ’m  sure. M orriss said they dislike free oxygen, 
and one could scarcely rig up special carbon-dioxide cham bers for 
V -frogs considering the econom y w ith w hich space stations m ust be 
run. N ow, if  we could get a m essage out to the stations for relay to 
central headquarters on Earth, w e’d have it.”

“T hat’s it, Lucky,” said Evans, excitedly. “I t ’s our w ay out. Their 
m ental pow ers can’t possibly reach tw o thousand m iles across space



to------- ” B ut then his face turned glum  once more. “No, it w on’t do.
The subship radio still can ’t reach past the ocean surface.”

“M aybe not from  here. But suppose we go up to the surface and 
transm it from  there directly into the atm osphere.”

“U p to the surface?”
“W ell?”
“B ut they  are there. The V -ffogs.”
“I know  that.”
“W e’ll be pu t under control.”
“W ill w e?” said Lucky. “ So far th ey ’ve never tackled anyone 

w h o ’s know n about them , know n w hat to expect and m ade up his 
m ind to resist it. M ost o f  the victim s w ere com pletely unsuspecting. 
In your case you actually invited them  into your m ind, to use your 
ow n phrase. N ow  I am  not unsuspecting, and I don ’t propose to issue 
any invitations.”

“Y ou can ’t do it, I tell you. You don’t know  what i t’s like.” 
“C an you  suggest an alternative?”
B efore Evans could answer, B igm an entered, rolling down his 

sleeves. “A ll set,” he said. “ I guarantee the generators.”
Lucky nodded and stepped to the controls, while Evans rem ained 

in his seat, his eyes clouded w ith uncertainty.

There was the churning o f  the m otors again, rich and sweet. The 
m uted sound was like a song, and there was that strange feeling o f  
suspension and m otion under o ne’s feet that was never felt on a 
spaceship.

The H ilda  m oved through the bubble o f  w ater that had been 
trapped under the collapsing body o f  the giant patch and built up 
speed.

B igm an said uneasily, “H ow  m uch room  do we have?”
“A bout h a lf  a m ile ,” said Lucky.
“W hat i f  w e don’t m ake it?” m uttered Bigman. “W hat i f  we ju st 

h it it and stick, like an ax in a tree stum p?”
“Then w e pull out and try again,” said Lucky.
There w as silence for a m om ent, and Evans said in a low voice, 

“B eing closed in under here, under the patch— it’s like being in a 
cham ber.” He w as m um bling, h a lf  to himself.

“In a  w hat?” said Lucky.
“ In a cham ber,” said Evans, still abstracted. “They build them 

on V enus. T hey’re little transite dom es under sea-floor level, like 
cyclone cellars or bom b shelters on Earth. T hey’re supposed to be 
protection  against incom ing w ater in case o f  a broken dom e, say by
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Venusquake. I don’t know  that a cham ber has ever been  used, but 
the better apartm ent houses always advertise that they have cham ber 
facilities in case o f  em ergency.”

Lucky listened to him , but said nothing.
The engine p itch  rose higher.
“H old on!” said Lucky.
Every inch o f  the H ilda  trem bled, and the sudden, alm ost irre

sistible deceleration forced Lucky hard against the instrum ent panel. 
B igm an’s and E vans’s knuckles w ent w hite and their w rists strained 
as they gripped the guard rails w ith all their strength.

The ship slow ed but did not stop. W ith the m otors straining and 
the generators protesting in a squeal that m ade Lucky w ince in sym 
pathy, the Hilda  plow ed through skin and flesh and sinew, through 
em pty blood-vessels and useless nerves that m ust have resem bled 
tw o-foot-thick cables. Lucky, jaw  set and grim , kept the drive rod 
nailed at m axim um  against the tearing resistance.

The long m inutes passed and then, in a long chum  o f  trium phant 
engine, they were through— through the m onster and out once m ore 
into the open sea.

Silently and sm oothly the Hilda  rose through the m urky, carbon- 
dioxide-saturated w ater o f  V enus’s ocean. Silence held  the three, a 
silence that seem ed enforced by the daring w ith w hich they were 
storm ing the very fortress o f  V enus’s hostile life form. Evans had 
not said a w ord since the patch had been left behind. Lucky had 
locked ship’s controls and now  sat on the pilot sw ivel w ith fingers 
softly tapping his knee. Even the irrepressible B igm an had  drifted 
glum ly to the rear port w ith its bellying, w ide-angle field o f  vision.

Suddenly B igm an called, “Lucky, look there.”
Lucky strode to B igm an’s side. Together they gazed in silence. 

O ver h a lf  the field o f  the port there was only the starry light o f  small 
phosphorescent creatures, thick and soft, but in another direction 
there was a wall, a m onstrous wall glow ing in sm ears o f  shifting 
color.

“Do you suppose tha t’s the patch, Lucky?” asked Bigm an. “It 
w asn’t shining that w ay w hen w e cam e down here; and anyw ay, it 
w ouldn’t shine after it w as dead, w ould  it?”

Lucky said thoughtfully, “It is the patch in a w ay, B igm an. I 
think the whole ocean is gathering for the feast.”

Bigman looked again and felt a little ill. O f  course! There w ere 
hundreds o f  m illions o f  tons o f  m eat there for the taking, and the
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light they view ed m ust be the light o f  all the small creatures o f  the 
shallow s feeding on the dead m onster.

Creatures darted past the port, m oving alw ays in the same direc
tion. They m oved sternw ard, tow ard the m ountainous carcass the 
H ilda  had left behind.

Pre-em inent am ong them  w ere arrow  fish o f  all sizes. Each had 
a straight w hite line o f  phosphorescence that m arked its backbone (it 
w asn ’t a backbone really, but m erely an unjointed rod o f  hom y sub
stance). A t one end o f  that w hite line was a pale yellow  V that 
m arked the head. To Bigrnan it looked indeed as though a countless 
sw arm  o f  anim ated arrow s were sw arm ing past the ship, but in im ag
ination he could see their needle-rim m ed jaw s, cavernous and rav
enous.

“G reat G alaxy!” said Lucky.
“ Sands o f  M ars!” m urm ured Bigrnan. “The ocean will be empty. 

Every blasted thing in the ocean is gathering to this one spot.”
Lucky said, “A t the rate those arrow  fish m ust be gorging them 

selves, the thing will be gone in tw elve hours.”
E vans’s voice sounded from  behind them . “Lucky, I w ant to 

speak to  you .”
Lucky turned. “ Sure. W hat is it, Lou?”
“W hen you first suggested going to the surface, you asked i f  I 

could propose an alternative.”
“I know . Y ou d idn’t answ er.”
“ I can answ er now. I ’m  holding it, in fact, and the answ er is that 

w e ’re going back to the city.”
Bigrnan called, “Hey, w hat’s the idea?”
Lucky had no need to ask that question. His nostrils flared, and 

inw ardly he raged at h im self for those m inutes he had spent at the 
porthole w hen all his heart, m ind, and soul should have been con
centrated  on the business at hand.

For in E vans’s clenched fist, as it lifted from  his side, was 
L ucky’s own blaster, and in E vans’s narrow ed eyes, there was hard 
determ ination.

“W e’re going back to the city,” repeated Evans.
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To the City?

Lucky said, “W hat’s w rong, Lou?”
Evans gestured im patiently w ith his blaster. “Put the engines in 

reverse, start bottom w ard, and turn the sh ip’s bow  tow ard the city. 
Not you, Lucky. You let B igm an go to those controls; then you get 
in line w ith him , so I can w atch both o f  you and the controls, too.” 

Bigman had his hands half-upraised, and his eyes turned to look 
at Lucky. Lucky kept his hands at his side.

Lucky said flatly, “Suppose you tell m e w h a t’s b iting you?” 
“N othing’s biting m e,” said Evans. “N othing at all. I t’s w hat’s 

biting you. You went out and killed the m onster, then cam e back and 
started talking about going to the surface. W hy?”

“I explained m y reasons.”
“I don’t believe your reasons. I f  w e surface, I know  the V -frogs 

will take over our m inds. I ’ve had experience w ith them , and because 
o f  that I know the V -frogs have taken over yo u r  m ind.”

"W hat?” exploded Bigman. “A re you nuts?”
“I know what I ’m  doing,” said Evans, w atching Lucky warily. 

“ If  you look at this thing coolly, B igm an, y o u ’ll see that Lucky m ust 
be under V -frog influence. D on’t forget, h e ’s m y friend, too. I ’ve 
know n him longer than you have, B igm an, and it bothers m e to have 
to do this, but there’s no w ay out. It m ust be done.”

B igm an stared uncertainly at both m en, then said in a low  voice, 
“Lucky, have the V -frogs really got you?”

“N o,” said Lucky.
“W hat do you expect him  to say?” dem anded Evans w ith  heat. 

“O f course they have him. To kill the m onster, he had to je t  upw ard 
to its top. He m ust have gone fairly close to the surface w here the
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^?-frogs w ere w aiting, close enough for them  to snatch him. They let 
h im  kill the m onster. W hy not? They w ould be glad to trade control 
o f  the m onster for control o f  Lucky, so Lucky cam e back babbling 
o f  the need to go to the surface, w here w e ’ll all be am ong them , all 
trapped— the only m en who know  the truth helpless.”

“L ucky?” quavered Bigm an, his tone pleading for reassurance. 
Lucky Starr said calm ly, “Y ou’re quite wrong, Lou. W hat you ’re 

doing now  is only the result o f  your ow n captivity. Y ou’ve been 
under control before, and the V -frogs know  your mind. They can 
enter it at will. M aybe th ey ’ve never entirely left it. Y ou’re doing 
only w hat y o u ’re being m ade to do.”

E vans’s grip on his b laster hardened. “ Sorry, Lucky, but it w on’t 
do. L e t’s get the ship back  to the city.”

Lucky said, “ I f  y o u ’re not under control, Lou— if  y o u ’re mind- 
free— then y o u ’ll b last m e dow n if  I try to force us up to the surface, 
w o n ’t you?”

Evans did not answer.
L ucky said, “Y o u ’ll have to. It w ill be your duty to the Council 

and to  M ankind to do so. On the other hand, i f  you are under mental 
control, you m ay be forced to threaten m e, to try to m ake me change 
sh ip ’s course, but I doubt that you can be forced to kill me. Actually 
m urdering a friend and fellow  councilm an w ould be too m uch against 
your basic w ays o f  thought. — So give me your b laster.”

Lucky advanced tow ard the other, hand outstretched.
B igm an stared in  horror.
Evans backed away. He said hoarsely, “ I ’m w arning you, Lucky. 

I ’ll shoot.”
“ I say you w o n ’t shoot. Y o u ’ll give m e the b laster.”
Evans was back against the wall. His voice rose crazily. “I ’ll 

shoot. I ’ll shoot!”
B igm an cried, “Lucky, stop!”
B ut Lucky had already stopped and was backing away. Slowly, 

very  slow ly, he backed.
The life had suddenly gone out o f  E vans’s eyes, and he was 

standing now , a carved stone im age, finger firm on trigger. E vans’s 
voice w as cold. “B ack to the city.”

Lucky said, “G et the ship on the city course, B igm an.”
B igm an stepped quickly to the controls. He m uttered, “H e’s re

ally  under now , isn ’t he?”
L ucky said, “ I w as afraid it m ight happen. T hey’ve shifted him 

to intense control to m ake sure he shoots. A nd he will, too; no ques



tion about it. H e’s in am nesia now. He w o n ’t rem em ber this part 
afterw ard.”

“Can he hear us?” B igm an rem em bered the pilots on the coaster 
in which they had landed on Venus and their apparent com plete dis
regard o f  the external w orld about them.

“I don’t think so,” said Lucky, “but h e ’s w atching the controls 
and i f  we deviate from city-direction, h e ’ll shoot. M ake no m istake 
about that.”

“Then w hat do w e do?”
W ords again issued from  betw een E vans’s pale, cold lips: “B ack 

to the city. Q uickly!”
Lucky, m otionless, eyes fixed on the unw avering m uzzle o f  his 

friend’s blaster, spoke softly and quickly to Bigman.
Bigman acknow ledged the w ords by the slightest o f  nods.

The H ilda  m oved back along the path it had com e, back tow ard 
the city.

Lou Evans, councilm an, stood against the w all, w hite-faced and 
stem , his pitiless eyes shifting from  Lucky to B igm an to the controls. 
His body, frozen into utter obedience to those w ho controlled his 
m ind, did not even feel the need o f  shifting the blaster from  one hand 
to the other.

Lucky strained his ears to hear the low  sound o f  A phrodite’s 
carrier beam  as it sounded steadily on the H ilda 's  direction finder. 
The beam  radiated in all directions on a definite w ave length from  
the topm ost point o f  A phrodite’s dome. The route back to the city 
becam e as obvious as though A phrodite w ere in p lain sight and a 
hundred feet away.

Lucky could tell by the exact p itch o f  the b eam ’s low  w hine that 
they were not approaching the city directly. It w as a small difference 
indeed, and one that was not at all obvious to the ear. To E vans’s 
controlled ears, it m ight pass unnoticed. Fervently, Lucky hoped so.

Lucky tried to follow E vans’s blank glare w hen his eyes rested 
on the controls. He was certain that it was the depth indicator that 
those eyes rested upon. It was a large dial, a sim ple one that m easured 
the w ater pressure. At the distance Evans stood it was sim ple enough 
to tell that the Hilda  was not nosing surfacew ard.

Lucky felt certain that, should the depth-indicator needle vary in 
the w rong direction, Evans w ould b last w ithout a m om ent’s hesita
tion.

Try as he m ight to think as little as possible about the situation, 
to allow as few  specific thoughts as possible to be p icked up by  the
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w aiting  V -frogs, he could not help but w onder w hy Evans did not 
shoot them  out o f  hand. They had been m arked for death under the 
g iant patch, but now  they w ere only being herded back to Aphrodite.

O r w ould  Evans shoot them  down ju st as soon as the V-frogs 
could overcom e som e last scruple in the cap tive’s subjected mind?

The carrier beam  m oved a little further o ff  pitch. A gain L ucky’s 
eyes flickered quickly in E vans’s direction. W as he im agining it, or 
did a spark o f  som ething (not em otion, exactly, but som ething) show 
in E vans’s eyes?

A split second later it was obviously m ore than im agination, for 
there w as a definite tightening o f  E vans’s biceps, a sm all lifting o f  
his arm.

H e w as going to shoot!
A nd even as the thought passed quickly through L ucky’s m ind 

and his m uscles tensed involuntarily and uselessly for the com ing o f 
the blast, the ship crashed. Evans, caught unaw are, toppled backward. 
The b laster slithered from  his spraw ling fingers.

Luckyr acted instantly. The same shock that threw  Evans back 
threw  him  forward. He rode that shock and came down upon the 
other, clutching for his w rist and seizing it w ith steely fingers.

B ut Evans was anything but a pigm y, and he fought w ith the 
unearth ly  rage that was im posed upon him. He doubled his knees 
above him , caught Lucky in the thighs, and heaved. The still rocking 
ship fortuitously added its roll to the force o f  E vans’s thrust and the 
captive councilm an w as on top.

E vans’s fist pounded, but L ucky’s shoulder fended the blow. He 
raised  his ow n knees and caught Evans in an iron scissors hold ju st 
below  the hips.

E vans’s face d istorted w ith pain. He twisted, but Lucky w rithed 
w ith him  and was on top once more. He sat up, his legs m aintaining 
their hold, increasing it.

Lucky said, “ I don ’t know  i f  you can hear or understand me, 
L ou-------”

Evans paid  no regard. W ith one last contortion o f  his body, he 
flung h im se lf and Lucky into the air, breaking L ucky’s hold.

Lucky rolled as he hit the floor and cam e lithely to his feet. He 
caught E vans’s arm  as the latter rose and swung it over his shoulder. 
A  heave and Evans cam e crashing down on his back. He lay still.

“B igm an!” said Lucky, breathing quickly and brushing back his 
hair w ith  a quick  m otion o f  his hand.

“H ere I am ,” said the little fellow, grinning and sw inging 
T urner’s b laster lightly. “I w as all set, ju s t in case.”
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“All right. Put that b laster away, B igm an, and look Lou over. 
M ake sure there are no bones broken. Then tie him  up .”

Lucky was at the controls now, and w ith infinite caution he 
backed the Hilda  o ff the rem nants o f  the carcass o f  the giant patch 
he had killed hours before.

L ucky’s gam ble had worked. He had hoped that the V -ffogs w ith 
their preoccupation with m entalities w ould have no real conception 
o f  the physical size o f  the patch, that w ith their lack o f  experience 
o f  subsea travel, they w ould not realize the significance o f  the slight 
off-course route B igm an had taken. The w hole gam ble had  been in 
the quick phrase w hich Lucky had spoken to B igm an as the latter 
had turned the ship back to the city under the threat o f  E vans’s 
blaster.

“Afoul o f  the patch,” he had  said.

A gain the H ilda 's  course changed. Its nose lifted upw ard.
Evans, bound to his bunk, stared w ith w eary sham efacedness at 

Lucky. “ Sorry.”
“W e understand, Lou. D on’t brood about it,” said Lucky lightly. 

“But we can’t let you go for a while. Y ou see that, don ’t you?”
“Sure. Space, put m ore knots on me. I deserve it. B elieve m e, 

Lucky, m ost o f  it I don ’t even rem em ber.”
“Look, you better get some sleep, fella,” and L ucky’s fist 

punched Evans lightly in the shoulder. “W e’ll w ake you w hen w e hit 
surface, i f  we have to .”

To Bigman, a few m inutes later, he said quietly, “R ound up every 
blaster on the ship, Bigman, every w eapon o f  every sort. Look 
through stores, the bunk lockers, everyw here.”

“W hat are you going to do?”
“Dum p them ,” said Lucky succinctly.
“W hat?”
“You heard me. You m ight go under. O r I m ight. I f  w e do, I 

don’t want anything with w hich we can expect a repetition o f  w hat 
has ju st happened. A gainst the V -ffogs, physical w eapons are useless, 
anyw ay.”

One by one, two blasters, plus the electric w hips from  each sea 
suit, passed through the trash ejector. The ejec tor’s hinged opening 
stood flush with the wall ju st next to the first-aid cupboard, and 
through it the weapons w ere puffed through one-w ay valves into the 
sea.

“It m akes me feel naked,” m uttered B igm an, staring out through 
the port as though to catch sight o f  the vanished w eapons. A  dim
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phosphorescent streak flashed across, m arking the passing o f  an ar
row  fish. T hat w as all.

The w ater pressure needle dropped slowly. They had been 
tw enty-eight hundred feet under to begin with. They were less than 
tw o thousand now.

B igm an continued peering intently out the port.
Lucky glanced at him . “W hat are you looking for?”
“I thought,” said Bigm an, “it w ould get lighter as we got up 

tow ard  the top .”
“I doubt it,” said Lucky. “The seaw eed blankets the surface 

tightly. It w ill stay black till w e break through.”
“Think w e m ight m eet up with a traw ler, Lucky?”
“I hope no t.”
They w ere fifteen hundred feet under now.
B igm an said w ith an effort at lightness, a visible attem pt to 

change the current o f  his ow n thoughts, “ Say, Lucky, how  come 
th e re ’s so m uch carbon dioxide in the air on V enus? I m ean, w ith all 
these plants? Plants are supposed to turn carbon dioxide into oxygen, 
aren ’t  they?”

“O n Earth they are. H ow ever, i f  I rem em ber m y course in xe- 
nobotany, V enusian p lant life has a trick all its own. Earth plants 
liberate their oxygen into the air; V enusian plants store theirs as high- 
oxygen com pounds in their tissues.” He talked absently as though he 
h im se lf w as also using speech as a guard against too-deep thinking. 
“T h at’s w hy no V enusian anim al breathes. They get all the oxygen 
they need  in  their food.”

“W hat do you know ?” said B igm an in astonishm ent.
“In fact, their food probably has too m uch oxygen for them, or 

they w ou ldn ’t be so fond o f  low -oxygen food, like the axle grease 
you fed the V-frog. A t least, th a t’s m y theory.”

They w ere only eight hundred feet from the surface now.
L ucky said, “G ood navigation, by the way. I m ean the w ay you 

ram m ed the patch, B igm an.”
“I t ’s nothing,” said Bigm an, but he flushed with pleasure at the 

approval in  L ucky’s w ords.
He looked at the pressure dial. It was five hundred feet to the 

surface.
S ilence fell.
A nd then there cam e a grating and scraping sound from  overhead, 

a sudden interruption in their sm ooth clim b, a laboring o f  their en
gines, and then a quick lightening of the view  outside the porthole, 
together w ith an eye-blinking vision Of cloudy sky and rolling w ater
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surface oozing up betw een shreds and fibers o f  weed. The w ater was 
pockm arked w ith tiny splashings.

“It’s raining,” said Lucky. “A nd now, I ’m  afraid, w e ’ll have to 
sit tight and wait till the V -frogs com e for us.”

B igm an said blankly, “W ell— well-------Here they are!”
For m oving into view  ju s t outside the porthole, staring solem nly 

into the ship out o f  dark, liquid eyes, its long legs folded tightly  dow?n 
and its dexterous toes clasping a seaw eed stem  in a firm grip, was a 
V-frog!



13

Minds Meet

The H ilda  rode high in the tossing w aters o f  the V enusian ocean. 
The splatter o f  strong, steady rain drum m ed its sound upon the outer 
hull in w hat was alm ost an Earthlike rhythm . To Bigman, w ith his 
M artian background, rain and ocean w ere alien, but to Lucky it 
b rought m em ories o f  hom e.

B igm an said, “Look at the V-frog, Lucky. Look at it!”
“I see it,” said L ucky calm ly.
B igm an sw ept the glass w ith his sleeve and then found him self 

w ith his nose pressing against it for a better look.
Suddenly he thought, Hey, I better not get too close.
He sprang back, then deliberately put the little finger o f  each 

hand into the com ers o f  his m outh and drew  them  apart. Sticking his 
tongue out, he crossed his eyes and w iggled his fingers.

The V -frog stared at him  solem nly. It had not budged a m uscle 
since it had  first been sighted. It m erely sw ayed solem nly with the 
w ind. It did not seem  to m ind, or even to be aw are of, the w ater that 
splashed about it and upon it.

B igm an contorted his face even m ore horribly and went “A -a-gh” 
at the creature.

L ucky’s voice sounded over his shoulder. “W hat are you doing, 
B igm an?”

B igm an jum ped, took his hands away, and let his face spring 
back into its own pixy-ish appearance. He said, grinning, “ I was ju st 
show ing that V -frog w hat I thought o f  it.”

“A nd it w as ju s t  show ing you w hat it thought o f  you!”
B igm an’s heart skipped a beat. He heard the clear disapproval in
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L ucky’s voice. In such a crisis, at a tim e o f  such danger, he, B igm an, 
was m aking faces like a fool. Sham e cam e over him.

He quavered, “ I don ’t know  what got into m e, Lucky.”
“They did,” said Lucky, harshly. “U nderstand that. The V -ffogs 

are feeling you out for weak points. H ow ever they can do it, th ey ’ll 
crawl into your mind, and once there they m ay rem ain past your 
ability to force them  to leave. So don’t follow  any im pulse until 
you’ve thought it out.”

“Yes, Lucky,” m uttered Bigman.
“Now, w hat next?” Lucky looked about the ship. Evans was 

sleeping, tossing fitfully and breathing with difficulty. L ucky’s eyes 
rested on him  for a bare m om ent, then turned away.

B igm an said alm ost tim idly, “Lucky?”
“W ell.”
“A ren’t you going to call the space station?”
For a m om ent Lucky stared at his little partner w ithout com pre

hension. Then slowly the lines betw een his eyes sm oothed aw ay and 
he w hispered, “Great Galaxy! I ’d forgotten. B igm an, I ’d forgotten! I 
never once thought o f  it.”

Bigman cocked a thum b over his shoulder, pointing at the port into
which the V -frog was still ow lishly gazing. “You m ean, it-------?”

“ I m ean they. Space, there m ay be thousands o f  them  out there!” 
H alf in shame B igm an adm itted to h im self the nature o f  his ow n 

feelings; he was alm ost glad that Lucky had been trapped by the 
creatures as well as he. It relieved him  o f  some o f  the blam e that
m ight otherw ise attach to him. In fact, Lucky had no right-------

Bigman stopped his thoughts, appalled. He w as w orking h im self 
into a resentm ent against Lucky. That w asn’t he. That w as they!

Savagely he forced all thought from  his m ind and concentrated 
on Lucky, whose fingers were now  on the transm itter, w orking them  
into the careful adjustm ent required to reach finely out into space.

And then B igm an’s head snapped back at a sudden new  and 
strange sound.

It was a voice, flat, w ithout intonation. It said, “Do not tam per 
with your m achine o f  far-reaching sound. W e do not w ish it.”

Bigman turned. His m outh fell open and, for a m om ent, stayed 
so. He said, “W ho said that? W here is it?”

Lucky said, “Easy, Bigman. It w as inside your head.”
“N ot the V -frog!” said B igm an despairingly.
“G reat Galaxy, w hat else can it be?”
And B igm an turned to stare out the port again, at the clouds, the 

rain, and the swaying V-frog.
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O nce before in his life Lucky had felt the m inds o f  alien creatures 
im pressing their thoughts upon him. That had been on the day he had 
m et the im m aterial-energy beings that dw elt w ithin the hollow depths 
o f  M ars. There his m ind had been laid open, but the entry o f  thought 
had been painless, even pleasant. He had known his own helpless
ness, yet he had also been deprived o f  all fear.

N ow  he faced som ething different. The m ental fingers inside his 
skull had forced their w ay in and he felt them  with pain, loathing, 
and resentm ent.

L ucky’s hand had fallen aw ay from  the transm itter, and he felt 
no urge to return to it. He had forgotten it again.

The voice sounded a second time. “M ake air vibrations w ith your 
m outh .”

Lucky said, “You m ean, speak? Can you hear our thoughts when 
w e do not speak?”

“O nly very dim ly and vaguely. It is very difficult unless we have 
studied your m ind well. W hen you speak, your thoughts are sharper 
and w e can hear.”

“W e hear you w ithout trouble,” said Lucky.
“Yes. W e can send our thoughts pow erfully and with strength. 

Y ou cannot.”
“H ave you heard  all I ’ve said so far?”
“Y es.”
“W hat do you w ish o f  m e?”
“In your thoughts we have detected an organization o f  your fel

low  beings far off, beyond the end, on the other side o f  the sky. You 
call it the Council. W e w ish to know  m ore about it.”

Inw ardly Lucky felt a small spark o f  satisfaction. One question, 
at least, was answ ered. As long as he represented only him self, as an 
individual, the enem y was content to kill him. But in recent hours 
the enem y had discovered he had penetrated too m uch o f  the truth, 
and  they w ere concerned about it.

W ould other m em bers o f  the Council learn as easily? W hat was 
the nature o f  this C ouncil?

Lucky could understand the curiosity o f  the enemy, the new cau
tion, the sudden desire to leam  a little m ore from  Lucky before killing 
him . N o w onder the enem y had forborne forcing Evans to kill him  
even w hen the blaster was pointed  and Lucky was helpless, forborne 
ju s t  an instant too long. ^

B ut Lucky buried further thought on the subject. They m ight, as
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they said, be unable to clearly hear unspoken thoughts. Then again, 
they m ight be lying.

He said abruptly, “W hat do you have against m y people?”
The flat, em otionless voice said, “W e cannot say w hat is not so.” 
L ucky’s jaw  hardened at that. H ad they picked up his last thought 

concerning their lying? He w ould have to be careful, very careful.
The voice continued. “W e do not think well o f  your people. They 

end life. They eat meat. It is bad to be intelligent and to eat meat. 
One who eats m eat m ust end life to live, and an intelligent m eat eater 
does m ore harm  than a m indless one since he can think o f  m ore ways 
to end life. You have little tubes that can end the lives o f  m any at 
one tim e.”

“B ut w e do not kill V -frogs.”
“You w ould if  we let you. Y ou even kill each other in large 

groups and sm all.”
Lucky avoided com m ent on the last rem ark. He said, instead, 

“W hat is it you w ant o f  m y people, then?”
“You grow num erous on V enus,” said the voice. “Y ou spread 

and take up room .”
“W e can take only so m uch,” reasoned Lucky. “W e can build 

cities only in the shallow waters. The deeps will alw ays rem ain yours, 
and they form  nine parts o f  the ocean’s ten. Besides that, we can 
help you. If  you have the know ledge o f  m ind, we have the know ledge 
o f  matter. You have seen our cities and the m achines o f  shining m etal 
that go through air and w ater to w orlds on the other side o f  the sky. 
W ith this pow er o f  ours, think how  we can help you.”

“There is nothing we need. W e live and w e think. W e are not 
afraid and we do not hate. W hat m ore can w e need? W hat should 
we do with your cities and your m etal and your ships? How can it 
m ake life better for us?”

“W eil, then, do you intend to kill us all?”
“We do not desire to end life. It is enough for us i f  w e hold your 

m inds so that we will know you will do no harm .”
Lucky had a quick vision (his own? im planted?) o f  a race o f  m en 

on Venus living and m oving under the direction o f  the dom inant 
natives, gradually being cut o ff from all connection w ith Earth, the 
generations growing m ore and m ore into com placent m ental slaves.

He said, in words w hose confidence he did not entirely  feel, 
“Men cannot allow  them selves to be controlled m entally .”

“It is the only w ay, and you m ust help us.”
“W e will not.”
“You have no choice. You m ust tell us o f  these lands beyond the
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sky, o f  the organization o f  your people, o f  w hat they will do against 
us, and how  w e m ay guard ourselves.”

“There is no w ay you can m ake me do that.”
“Is there not?” asked the voice. “Consider, then. I f  you will not 

speak the inform ation w e require, we w ill then ask you to descend 
back into the ocean in your m achine o f  shining m etal, and there at 
the bottom  you w ill open your m achine to the w aters.”

“A nd die?” said Lucky grimly.
“The end o f  your lives w ould be necessary. W ith your knowledge 

it w ould  not be safe to allow  you to m ingle w ith your fellows. You 
m ight speak to them  and cause them  to attem pt reprisals. That would 
not be good.”

“Then I have nothing to lose by not telling you.”
“Y ou have m uch to lose. Should you refuse w hat we ask, we 

w ould  have to delve into your m ind by force. That is not efficient. 
W e m ight m iss m uch o f  value. To dim inish that danger, we would 
have to take your m ind apart bit by bit, and that w ould be unpleasant 
for you. It w ould  be m uch better for us and for you i f  you were to 
help us freely.”

“N o.” L ucky shook his head.
A  pause. The voice began again: “A lthough your people are 

given to ending life, they fear having their ow n lives end. W e will 
spare you that fear i f  you help us. W hen you descend into the ocean 
to your life ’s end, we will rem ove fear from  your mind. If, however, 
you do not choose to help us, we will force you into life’s end any
how, but we will not rem ove fear. W e will intensify it.”

“N o,” said Lucky, m ore loudly.
A nother pause, a longer one. Then the voice said, “We do not 

ask your know ledge out o f  fear for our own safety, but to m ake it 
unnecessary  for ourselves to take m easures o f  an unpleasant nature. 
I f  w e are left w ith but uncertain know ledge as to how  to guard our
selves against your people from  the other side o f  the sky, then we 
w ill be forced to put an end to the threat by ending life for all your 
people on this world. W e will let the ocean into their cities as we 
have already alm ost done to one o f  them. Life will end for your 
people like the quenching o f  a flame. It will be snuffed out, and life 
w ill b u m  no m ore.”

Lucky laughed wildly. “M ake m e!” he said.
“M ake you?”
“M ake m e speak. M ake m e dive the ship. M ake me do anything .” 
“Y ou th ink  w e cannot?”
“I know  you  cannot.”
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“Look about you, then, and see w hat we have already accom 
plished. Y our fellow  creature who is bound is in our hands. Y our 
fellow  creature who stood at your side is in our hands.”

Lucky whirled. In all this time, through all this conversation, he 
had not heard B igm an’s voice once. It w as as though he had  com 
pletely forgotten B igm an’s existence. A nd now  he saw the little M ar
tian lying tw isted and crum pled at his feet.

Lucky dropped to his knees, a vast and fearful dism ay parching 
his throat. “Y ou’ve killed him ?”

“No, he lives. He is not even badly hurt. But, you see, you are 
alone now. You have none to help you now. They could not w ith 
stand us, and neither can you.”

W hite-faced, Lucky said, “No. You will not m ake m e do any
thing.”

“One last chance. M ake your choice. Do you choose to help us, 
so that life m ay end peacefully and quietly for you? O r w ill you 
refuse to help us, so that it m ust end in pain and sorrow , to be 
followed, perhaps, by life’s end for all your people in the cities below  
the ocean? W hich is it to be? Com e, your answ er!”

The words echoed and re-echoed w ithin L ucky’s m ind as he pre
pared to stand, alone and unfriended, against the buffets o f  a m ental 
pow er he did not know  how  to fight save by an unbending stubborn
ness o f  will.



Minds Battle

H ow  does one set up a barrier against m ental attack? Lucky had the 
desire to resist, but there were no m uscles he could flex, no guard he 
could throw  up, no w ay he could return violence. He m ust m erely 
rem ain  as he was, resisting all those im pulses that flooded his mind 
w hich  he could not surely tell to be his own.

A nd how  could he tell w hich w ere his own? W hat did he h im self 
w ish to do? W hat did he h im se lf  w ish m ost to do?

N othing entered his m ind. It was blank. Surely there had  to be 
som ething. He had not com e up here w ithout a plan.

Up here?
Then he had com e up. Originally, he had been down.
Far dow n in the recesses o f  his m ind, he thought, T hat’s it.
H e w as in a ship. It had com e up from  the sea bottom. It was 

on the surface o f  the w ater now. Good. W hat next?
W hy at the surface? D im ly he could rem em ber it was safer un

derneath.
H e bent his head w ith great difficulty, closed his eyes and opened 

them  again. His thoughts w ere very thick. He had to get word som e
w here . . .  som ew here . . .  about som ething.

H e had  to get word.
G et word.
A nd he broke through! It was as though som ew here m iles inside 

o f  h im se lf he had put a straining shoulder to a door and it had burst 
open. There w as a clear flash o f  purpose, and he rem em bered som e
th ing he had  forgotten.

S h ip ’s radio and the space station, o f  course.
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He said, huskily, “Y ou haven’t got m e. Do you hear that? I re 
m em ber, and I ’ll keep on rem em bering.”

There was no answer.
He shouted aloud, incoherently. His m ind w as faintly occupied 

with the analogy o f  a m an fighting an overdose o f  a sleeping drug. 
Keep the m uscles active, he thought. Keep walking. K eep walking.

In his case, he had to keep his m ind active, he had  to keep the 
m ental fibers working. Do som ething. Do som ething. Stop, and 
they ’ll get you.

He continued shouting, and sound becam e w ords, “I ’ll do it. I ’ll 
do it.”

Do what? He could feel it slipping from  him  again.
Feverishly, he repeated to him self, “Radio to station . . . radio to 

station . . . ” but the sounds were becom ing m eaningless.
He was m oving now. His body turned clum sily as though his 

jo in ts were w ood and nailed in place, but it was turning. He faced 
the radio. He saw it clearly for a m om ent, then it w avered and becam e 
foggy. He bent his m ind to the task, and it w as clear again. He could 
see the transm itter, see the range-setting toggle and the frequency 
condensers. He could recall and understand its workings.

He took a dragging step tow ard it and a sensation as o f  red-hot 
spikes boring into his tem ples overw helm ed him.

He staggered and fell to his knees, then, in agony, rose again.
Through pain-hazed eyes, he could still m ake out the radio. F irst 

one o f  his legs m oved, then another.
The radio seem ed a hundred yards away, hazy, surrounded by  a 

bloody mist. The pounding in L ucky’s head increased w ith each step.
He fought to ignore the pain, to see only the radio, to think only 

o f  the radio. He forced his legs to m ove against a rubbery resistance 
that was entangling them  and dragging him  down.

Finally, he put out his arm, and w hen his fingers w ere still six 
inches away from the ultraw ave, Lucky knew  that his endurance w as 
at an end. Try as he m ight, he could drive his exhausted body no 
closer. It was all over. It was ended.

The Hilda  was a scene o f  paralysis. Evans lay unconscious on 
his cot; Bigman was crum pled on the floor; and though Lucky re
m ained stubbornly upright, his trem bling fingertips w ere the only sign 
o f  life in  him.

The cold voice in L ucky’s m ind sounded once again in its even, 
inexorable monotone: “You are helpless, but you w ill not lose con
sciousness as did your com panions. Y ou w ill suffer this pain until
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you decide to subm erge your ship, tell us w hat we w ish to know, 
and end your life. W e can w ait patiently. There is no w ay you can 
resist us. There is no w ay you can fight us. No bribe! No threat!”

Lucky, through the endless torture, felt a striving w ithin his slug
gish, pain-soaked m ind, the stirring o f  som ething new.

N o bribe? N o threat?
N o bribe?
Even through the m isty sem iconsciousness, the spark in his m ind 

caught fire.
He abandoned the radio, turned his thoughts away, and instantly 

the curtain o f  pain lifted a fraction. Lucky took a faltering step away 
from  the radio, and it lifted a bit more. He turned aw ay com pletely.

Lucky tried not to think. He tried to act autom atically and without 
foreplanning. They w ere concentrating on preventing his reaching the 
radio. They m ust not realize the other danger they faced. The pitiless 
enem y m ust not deduce his intentions and try to stop him. He would 
have to act quickly. They m ust not stop him.

They m ust not!
He had reached the first-aid wall chest and flung open its door. 

He could not see clearly, and he lost precious seconds in fumbling.
The voice said, “Wftat is your decision?” and the fierceness o f  

pain began to clam p dow n upon the young councilm an once more.
Lucky had it— a squat ja r  o f  bluish silicone. His fingers groped 

through w hat seem ed deadening cotton for the little catch that would 
shut o ff  the param agnetic m icrofield that held the ja r ’s lid closed and 
airtight.

He scarcely felt the little nudge as one fingernail caught the catch. 
He scarcely saw  the lid m ove to one side and fall off. He scarcely 
heard  it hit the floor w ith the sound o f  m etastic against metal. Fuzzily, 
he could see that the ja r  was open, and hazily, he lifted his arm 
tow ard the trash  ejector.

The pain  had  returned in  all its fury.
His left arm  had lifted the hinged opening o f  the ejector; his right 

arm  trem blingly  raised the precious ja r  to the six-inch opening.
His arm  m oved for an eternity. He could no longer see. A red 

haze covered everything.
He felt his arm  and the ja r  it held strike the wall. He pushed, but 

it w ould  m ove no farther. The fingers on his left hand inched down 
from  w here they held the opening o f  the trash ejector, and touched 
the jar.

He daren ’t drop it now;. I f  he did, he w ould never in his life find 
the strength to p ick  it up again.
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He had it in both hands, and together both hands pulled  at it. It 
inched upward, while Lucky hovered closer and closer to the edge 
o f  unconsciousness.

A n d  then the ja r  was gone!
A  m illion m iles away, it seemed, he could hear the w histle o f  

com pressed air, and he knew the ja r  had been ejected into the w arm  
V enusian ocean.

For a m om ent the pain w avered and then, in one g iant stroke, 
lifted completely.

Lucky righted h im self carefully and stepped aw ay from  the wall. 
His face and body w ere drenched in perspiration, and his m ind still 
reeled.

As fast as his still faltering steps could take him , he m oved to 
the radio transm itter, and this tim e nothing stopped him.

Evans sat in a chair w ith his head buried in his arms. He had 
gulped thirstily at w ater and kept saying over and over again, “I don ’t 
rem em ber a thing. I don ’t rem em ber a thing.”

Bigman, bare to the waist, was m opping at his head and chest 
with a damp cloth, and a shaky grin cam e to his face. “I do. I re 
m em ber everything. One m inute I was standing there listening to you 
talking to the voice, Lucky, and then with no w arning I was flat on 
the floor. I couldn’t feel a thing, I couldn’t turn m y head, I cou ldn’t 
even blink my eyes, but I could hear everything that was going on.
1 could hear the voice and what you said, Lucky. I saw  you start for 
the radio . . .”

He puffed his breath out and shook his head!
“ 1 never m ade it that first time, you know ,” said Lucky quietly.
“ I couldn’t tell. You passed out o f  m y field o f  vision, and after 

that all I could do was lie there and wait to hear you start sending. 
Nothing happened, and I kept thinking they m ust have you, too. In 
m y mind, I could see all three o f  us lying in living death. It w as all 
over, and I couldn’t nudge a thum bnail. It w as all I could do ju s t to 
breathe. Then you m oved back past m y eyes again, and I w anted to 
laugh and cry and yell all at the same tim e, but all I could do was 
lie there. I could just about m ake you out, Lucky, claw ing at the wall. 
I couldn’t tell what on Venus you w ere doing, but a few  m inutes 
later it was all over. W ow !”

Evans said wearily, “A nd w e’re really heading back for A phro
dite now, Lucky? N o m istake?”

“W e’re heading back unless the instrum ents are lying, and I d o n ’t
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th ink they are,” said Lucky. “W hen we do get back and we can spare 
the tim e, w e ’ll all o f  us get a little m edical attention.”

“ Sleep!” insisted Bigm an. “T hat’s all I want. Just two days o f  
solid  sleep.”

“Y o u ’ll get that, too,” said Lucky.
B ut Evans, m ore than the other two, was haunted by the expe

rience. It show ed quite p lainly in the w ay he huddled in his own arms 
and slouched, alm ost cow ered, in his chair. He said, “A ren’t they 
interfering w ith us in any w ay at all any m ore?” There was the light
est em phasis on the w ord  theyk

“I can ’t guarantee that,” said Lucky, “but the w orst o f  the affair 
is over in a way. I reached the space station.”

“Y o u ’re sure? T here’s no m istake?”
“N one at all. They even relayed m e to Earth and I spoke to 

C onw ay directly. That part is settled.”
“Then it’s all settled,” crow ed B igm an joyously. “Earth is p re

pared. It know s the truth about the V -ffogs.”
L ucky sm iled, bu t offered no com m ent.
B igm an said, “Just one thing, Lucky. Tell me what happened. 

H ow  did you break their hold? Sands o f  Mars! W hat did you do?” 
Lucky said, “N othing that I ought not to have thought o f  long in 

advance and saved us all a great deal o f  needless trouble. The voice 
to ld  us that all they needed in life was to live and to think. You recall 
that, B igm an? It said later on that we had no w ay o f  threatening them  
and no w ay o f  bribing them ? It was only at the last m om ent that I 
realized  you and I knew  better.”

“/  know  better?” said B igm an blankly.
“C ertainly you do. You found out two m inutes after you saw 

your first V -frog, that life and thought is not all they need. I told you 
on the w ay to the surface that V enusian plants stored oxygen so that 
V enusian anim als got their oxygen from  their food and d idn’t have 
to breathe. In fact, I said, they probably get too m uch oxygen and 
th a t’s w hy th ey ’re so fond o f  low -oxygen food like hydrocarbons. 
L ike axle grease, for instance. D on’t you rem em ber?”

B igm an’s eyes w ere w idening. “ Sure.”
“Just think how  they m ust crave hydrocarbon. It m ust be like the 

craving o f  a child  for candy.”
B igm an said once again, “Sure.”
“N ow  the V -frogs had us under mental control, but to m aintain 

us under such control they had to concentrate. W hat I had to do was 
distract them , at least to distract those that were nearest the ship, and
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whose pow er over us was strongest. So I threw  out the obvious 
thing.”

“B ut w hat? D on’t p lay  cute, Lucky.”
“ I threw out an open ja r  o f  petroleum  jelly , w hich I got out o f  

the m edicine cabinet. I t’s pure hydrocarbon, o f  m uch higher grade 
than the axle grease. They couldn’t resist. Even w ith so m uch at 
stake, they couldn’t resist. Those nearest to the ja r  dived for it. O thers 
farther aw ay were in m ental rapport, and their m inds turned instantly 
to hydrocarbon. They lost control o f  us, and I w as able to put through 
the call. That was all.”

“W ell, then,” said Evans, “w e’re through w ith them .”
“If  it com es to that,” said Lucky, “I ’m  not at all certain. There 

are a few things-------”
He turned away, frowning, his lips clam ped shut, as though he 

had already spoken too m uch.

The dom e glim m ered gorgeously outside the port, and B igm an 
felt his heart lift at the sight. He had eaten, even napped a bit, and 
his ebullient spirits bubbled as ever now. Lou Evans had recovered 
considerably from  his own despondency. O nly Lucky had not lost 
his look o f  wariness.

B igm an said, “I tell you the V -ffogs are dem oralized, Lucky. 
Look here, w e’ve com e back through a hundred m iles o f  ocean, 
nearly, and they haven’t touched us once. W ell, have they?”

Lucky said, “Right now, I ’m  w ondering w hy we don’t get an 
answ er from  the dom e.”

Evans frowned in his turn. “They shouldn’t take this long.” 
Bigman looked from  one to the other. “Y ou don’t think anything 

can be w rong inside the city, do you?”
Lucky w aved his hand for silence. A voice cam e in over the 

receiver, low  and rapid.
“Identification, please.”
Lucky said, “This is the C ouncil-chartered subship H ilda, out o f  

Aphrodite, returning to A phrodite. D avid Starr in charge and speak
ing.”

“Y ou will have to w ait.”
“For w hat reason, p lease?”
“The locks are all in operation at the m om ent.”
Evans frowned and m uttered, “T hat’s im possible, L ucky.”
Lucky said, “W hen will one be free? G ive m e its location, and 

direct me to its v icinity  by  u ltrasignal.”
“Y ou will have to w ait.”



The connection rem ained open, but the m an at the other end 
spoke no m ore.

B igm an said indignantly, “G et Councilm an M orriss, Lucky. 
T hat’ll get som e action.”

Evans said hesitantly, “M orriss thinks I ’m a traitor. Do you sup
pose he could have decided that y o u ’ve throw n in w ith me, Lucky?”

“I f  so,” said Lucky, “h e ’d be anxious to get us into the city. No, 
i t ’s m y thought that the m an w e’ve been speaking to is under m ental 
contro l.”

Evans said, “To stop us from  getting in? A re you serious?”
“I ’m  serious.”
“T here’s no w ay they can stop us from  getting in in the long run

unless they-------” Evans paled and m oved to the porthole in two rapid
strides. “Lucky, y o u ’re right! T hey’re bringing a cannon blaster to 
bear! T h ey ’re going to blow  us out o f  the w ater!”

B igm an was at the porthole, too. There was no m istake about it. 
A  section o f  the dom e had m oved to one side, and through it, som e
w hat unreal as seen through water, w as a squat tube.

B igm an w atched the m uzzle low er and center upon them , with 
fascinated  horror. The H ilda  was unarmed. It could never gain ve
locity fast enough to escape being blasted. There seem ed no w ay out 
o f  instant death.
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The Enemy?

But even as B igm an felt his stom ach constrict at the prospect o f  
im m inent destruction, he could hear L ucky’s even voice speaking 
forcefully into the transm itter:

“Subship Hilda  arriving w ith cargo o f  p e tro le u m . . . Subship 
H ilda  arriving with cargo o f  petroleum  . . .  Subship H ilda  arriving 
with cargo o f  petroleum  . .  . Subship H ilda-------”

An agitated voice broke through from  the other end. “C lem ent 
H eber at lock control at this end. W hat is w rong? Repeat. W hat is 
wrong? Clem ent H eber-------”

B igm an yelled, “T hey’re w ithdraw ing the blaster, L ucky.”
Lucky let out his breath in a puff, but only in that w ay d id  he 

show any sign o f  tension. He said into the transm itter, “Subship H ilda  
reporting for entrance to A phrodite. P lease assign lock. Repeat. 
Please assign lock.”

“You m ay have lock num ber fifteen. Follow  directional signal. 
There seems to be som e confusion here.”

Lucky rose and said to Evans, “Lou, take the controls and get 
the ship into the city as fast as you can.” H e m otioned B igm an to 
follow him  to the other room.

“W hat— what------ ” B igm an spluttered like a leaky popgun.
Lucky sighed and said, “I thought the V -frogs w ould try to ar

range to have us kept out, so I was all set w ith the petro leum  trick. 
But I d idn’t think things w ould get so bad they w ould  point a cannon 
at us. That m ade it really tough. I w asn ’t as sure as all that that the 
petroleum  notion w ould  w ork.”

“B ut how  did it?”
“H ydrocarbon again. Petroleum  is hydrocarbon. M y w ord  cam e
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over the open radio and the V -frogs who had the dom e guards under 
control w ere distracted.”

“H ow  com e they knew  w hat petroleum  w as?”
“I pictured  it in m y m ind, B igm an, w ith every bit o f  im agination 

I had. They can read m inds w hen you sharpen the m ental pictures 
by  speaking, you  know.

“B ut never m ind all that.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “I f  
th ey ’re ready to b low  us out o f  the ocean, i f  th ey ’re ready for som e
th ing as crudely v iolent as that, th ey ’re desperate; and w e’re desper
ate, too. W e’ve got to bring this to an end right away, and w e’ve got 
to do the right thing. One m istake at this stage could be fatal.”

From  his shirt pocket Lucky had unclipped a scriber, and he was 
w riting  rapidly  on a piece o f  foil.

He held it out to Bigman. “T hat’s w hat y o u ’re to do w hen I give 
the w ord.”

B igm an’s eyes w idened, “B ut Lucky-------”
“ Sh! D o n ’t refer to any o f  this in w ords.”
B igm an nodded, “B ut are you sure y o u ’re right?”
“I hope so.” L ucky’s handsom e face w as drawn w ith anxiety. 

“Earth know s about the V -frogs now, so th ey ’ll never w in over hu
m anity; but they m ay still do dam age here on Venus. W e’ve got to 
prevent that som ehow. N ow  do you understand what you ’re to do?” 

“Y es.”
“In that case . . .” Lucky rolled the foil together and kneaded it 

w ith  his strong fingers. The pellet that rem ained he returned to his 
shirt pocket.

Lou Evans called out, “W e’re in the lock, Lucky. In five m inutes 
w e ’ll be in  the city .”

L ucky said, “Good. G et M orriss on the radio.”

They w ere in Council headquarters in A phrodite again, the same 
room , B igm an thought, in w hich he had first m et Lou Evans; the 
sam e room  in w hich he had first seen a V-frog. He shuddered at the 
thought o f  those m ental tendrils infiltrating his m ind for the first time 
w ithout his know ledge.

That w as the one w ay in w hich the room  was different now. The 
aquarium  w as gone; the dishes o f  peas and o f  axle grease were gone; 
the tall tables stood bare at the false window.

M orriss had pointed that out m utely as soon as they entered. His 
plum p cheeks sagged and the lines o f  strain about his eyes were 
m arked. His pudgy handshake w as uncertain.
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Carefully B igm an put w hat he was carrying on top o f  one o f  the 
tables. “Petroleum  je lly ,” he said.

Lou Evans sat down. So did Lucky.
M orriss did not. He said, “I got rid  o f  the V -frogs in this building. 

That was all I could do. I can’t ask people to do aw ay w ith their pets 
w ithout a reason. And I couldn’t give the reason, obviously.”

“It will be enough,” said Lucky. “Throughout this discussion, 
though, I w ant you to keep your eyes on the hydrocarbon. K eep its 
existence firmly in  your m ind.”

“Y ou think that will help?” asked M orriss.
“I think it w ill.”
M orriss stopped his pacing im m ediately before Lucky. His voice 

was a sudden bluster. “Starr, I can ’t believe this. The V -frogs have 
been in the city for years. T hey’ve been here alm ost since the city 
was built.”

“Y ou’ve got to rem em ber-------” began Lucky.
“That I ’m under their influence?” M orriss reddened. “That isn ’t 

so. I deny it.”
“T here’s nothing to be asham ed of, Dr. M orriss,” said Lucky, 

crisply. “Evans was under their control for days, and B igm an and I 
have been controlled, too. It is possible to be honestly  unaw are that 
your m ind has been continuously p icked.”

“T here’s no proof o f  it, but never m ind,” said M orriss violently. 
“ Suppose y o u ’re right. The question is, w hat can we do? H ow  do w e 
fight them ? Sending m en against them  w ill be useless. I f  w e bring in 
a fleet to bom bard Venus from  space, they m ay force the dom e locks 
open and drown every city on Venus in revenge. W e could never kill 
every V -frog on V enus anyway. There are eight hundred m illion cu
bic m iles o f  ocean for them  to hide in, and they can m ultiply fast i f  
they want to. N ow  your getting w ord to Earth w as essential, I adm it, 
but it still leaves us with m any im portant problem s.”

“Y ou’re right,” adm itted Lucky, “but the point is, I d idn’t tell 
Earth everything. I couldn’t until I was certain I knew  the truth. 
I ---------”

The intercom  signal flashed, and M orriss barked, “W hat is it?” 
“Lym an Turner for his appointm ent, sir,” w as the answer.
“One second.” The V enusian turned to Lucky and said in a low  

voice, “Are you sure we w ant h im ?”
“You had this appointm ent about strengthening the transite par

titions w ithin the city, d idn’t you?”
“Yes, but-------”
“And Turner is a victim. The evidence w ould seem  to be clear
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there. H e is the one h ighly-placed official beside ourselves who 
w ould  definitely seem  to be one. W e w ould w ant to see him , I think.” 

M orriss said into the intercom , “Send him  up.”
T urner’s gaunt face and hooked nose m ade up a m ask o f  inquiry 

as he entered. The silence in the room  and the w ay the others stared 
at him  w ould  have filled even a far less sensitive m an w ith forebod
ing.

H e sw ung his com puter case to the floor and said, “ Is anything 
w rong, gentlem en?”

Slow ly, carefully, Lucky gave him  the bare outline o f  the matter. 
T urner’s thin lips parted. He said, weakly, “Y ou m ean, my 

m ind------- ”
“H ow  else w ould the m an at the lock have know n the exact 

m anner in w hich to keep out intruders? He was unskilled and un
trained, yet he barricaded h im self in w ith electronic perfection.”

“I never thought o f  that. I never thought o f  that.” T urner’s voice 
w as alm ost an incoherent m um ble. “H ow  could I have m issed it?” 

“T hey w anted you to m iss it,” said Lucky.
“It m akes m e asham ed.”
“Y ou have com pany in that, Turner. M yself, Dr. M orriss, C oun

cilm an Evans------- ”
“T hen w hat do w e do about it?”
Lucky said, “Exactly w hat Dr. M orriss was asking w hen you 

arrived. It will need all our thought. One o f  the reasons I suggested 
you be brought into this gathering is that we m ay require your com 
puter.”

“O ceans o f  V enus, I hope so,” said Turner fervently. “ I f  I could 
do som ething to m ake up for-------” And he put his hand to his fore
head as though h a lf  in fear that he had a strange head on his shoul
ders, one no t h is own.

H e said, “A re w e ourselves now ?”
Evans put in, “W e w ill be as long as we concentrate on that 

petro leum  je lly .”
“I d o n ’t  get it. W hy should that help?”
“It does. N ever m ind how  for the m om ent,” said Lucky. “I want 

to get on w ith w hat I w as about to say w hen you arrived.”
B igm an sw ung back to the wall and perched h im self on the table 

w here the aquarium  once stood. He stared idly at the open ja r  on the 
o ther table as he listened.

Lucky said, “A re we sure the V -frogs are the real m enace?” 
“W hy, th a t’s your theory,” said M orriss w ith surprise.
“Oh, th ey ’re the im m ediate m eans o f  controlling the m inds o f



m ankind, granted; but are they the real enem y? T hey’re pitting  their 
m inds against the m inds o f  Earthm en and proving form idable oppo
nents, yet individual V -frogs seem  quite unintelligent.”

“How so?”
“W ell, the V -frog you had in this place did not have the good 

sense to keep out o f  our minds. He broadcast his surprise at our being 
w ithout m ustaches. He ordered B igm an to get him  peas dipped in 
axle grease. W as that intelligent? He gave h im self aw ay im m edi
ately.”

M orriss shrugged, “M aybe not all V -frogs are in telligent.”
“It goes deeper than that. W e w ere helpless in their m ental grip 

out on the ocean surface. Still, because I guessed certain things, I 
tried a ja r  o f  petroleum  je lly  on them , and it w orked. It scattered 
them. M ind you, their entire cam paign w as at stake. They had  to 
keep us from  inform ing Earth concerning them . Y et they ruined 
everything for one ja r  o f  petroleum  jelly . A gain, they alm ost had  us 
w hen we were trying to re-enter Aphrodite. The cannon w as com ing 
to an aim  when the m ere m ention o f  petroleum  spoiled their p lans.” 

Turner stirred in his seat. “I understand w hat you m ean by  the 
petroleum  now, Starr. Everyone know s the V -frogs have a craving 
for grease o f  all sorts. The craving is ju s t too strong for them .”

“Too strong for beings sufficiently intelligent to battle Earthm en? 
W ould you abandon a vital victory, Turner, for a steak or a w edge 
o f  chocolate cake?”

“O f course I w ouldn’t, but that doesn’t prove a V -frog w ouldn’t.” 
“It doesn’t, I grant you. The V -frog m ind is alien to us and we 

can’t suppose that what works w ith us m ust w ork w ith them . Still, 
the m atter o f  their being diverted by hydrocarbon is suspicious. It 
m akes me com pare V -frogs w ith dogs rather than w ith m en.”

“In what w ay?” dem anded M orriss.
“Think about it,” said Lucky. “A  dog can be trained to do m any 

seem ingly intelligent things. A  creature w ho had never seen o r heard 
o f  a dog before, w atching a seeing-eye dog guide a blind  m aster in 
the days before Son-O-Taps, w ould  have w ondered w hether the dog 
or the m an was the m ore intelligent. B ut i f  he passed by  them  w ith 
a m eaty bone and noted that the d o g ’s attention w as instantly  di
verted, he w ould suspect the truth.”

Turner said, his pale eyes nearly bulging, “A re you trying to say 
that V-frogs are ju st the tools o f  hum an beings?”

“D oesn’t that sound probable, Turner? As Dr. M orriss said ju s t 
a while ago the V -frogs have been in the city for years, but i t ’s only 
a m atter o f  the last few m onths that th ey ’ve been m aking trouble.
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A nd then the trouble started w ith trivialities, like a m an giving away 
m oney in the streets. It is alm ost as though some m en learned how 
to use the V -frogs’ natural capacity for telepathy as tools w ith which 
to inflict their thoughts and orders on hum an minds. It is as though 
they had  to practice at first, learn the nature and lim itations o f  their 
tools, develop their control, until the tim e cam e w hen they could do 
big things. Eventually, it w ould be not the yeast that they were after 
but som ething m ore; perhaps control o f  the Solar Confederation, even 
o f  the entire galaxy.”

“I can ’t believe it,” said M orriss.
“Then I ’ll give you another piece o f  evidence. W hen we were 

out in the ocean, a m ental voice— presum ably that o f  a V -frog—  
spoke to us. It tried to force us to give it some inform ation and then 
com m it suicide.”

“W ell?”
“The voice arrived via a V-frog, but it did not originate with one. 

It orig inated  w ith  a hum an being.”
Lou Evans sat bolt upright and stared incredulously at Lucky.
Lucky sm iled. “Even Lou doesn’t believe that, but i t’s so. The 

voice m ade use o f  odd concepts such as ‘m achines o f  shining m etal’ 
instead o f  ‘sh ips.’ W e w ere supposed to think that V-frogs were un
fam iliar w ith such concepts, and the voice had to stim ulate our minds 
into im agining we heard round-about expressions that m eant the same 
thing. B ut then the voice forgot itself. I rem em ber what I heard it 
say. I rem em ber it w ord for word: ‘Life will end for your people like 
the quenching o f  a flame. It w ill be snuffed out and life will bum  no 
m o re .’ ”

M orriss stolidly said again, “W ell?”
“Y ou still d o n ’t see it? H ow  could the V-frogs use a concept like 

the ‘quenching o f  a flam e’ or ‘life will bum  no m ore’? I f  the voice 
pretends to be that o f  a V -frog with no concept o f  such a thing as a 
ship, how  could it have one o f  fire?”

They all saw  it, now, but Lucky drove on furiously. “The atm o
sphere o f  V enus is nitrogen and carbon dioxide. There is no oxygen. 
W e all know  that. N othing can bum  in V enus’s atm osphere. There 
can be no flame. In a m illion years no V -frog could possibly have 
seen a fire, and none o f  them  can know  w hat it is. Even granted that 
som e m ight have seen fire and flame w ithin the city dom es, they 
could have no understanding o f  its nature any m ore than they un
derstood our ships. A s I see it, the thoughts we received originated 
w ith no V -frog, but w ith a  m an w ho used the V -frog only as a chan
nel to reach from  his ow n m ind to ours.”
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“But how  could that be done?” asked Turner.
“I don’t know ,” said Lucky. “I w ish I did. C ertainly it w ould 

take a brilliant m ind to find a way. A  m an w ould have to know  a 
great deal about the w orkings o f  a nervous system  and about the 
electrical phenom ena associated w ith it.” Lucky looked coldly at 
M orriss. “It m ight take, for instance, a m an who specialized in b io
physics.”

And all eyes turned on the V enusian councilm an, from  w hose 
round face the blood was draining until his grizzled m ustache seem ed 
scarcely visible against his pale skin.
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The Enemy!

M orriss m anaged to say, “Are you trying to-------” and his voice
ground hoarsely  to a halt.

“I ’m  not m aking any definite statem ent,” said Lucky smoothly. 
“I have m erely  m ade a suggestion.”

M orriss looked helplessly about, turning from  face to face o f  the 
four o ther m en in the room , w atching each pair o f  eyes m eet his in 
fixed fascination.

He choked out, “This is m ad, absolutely insane. I was the first 
to report all th is— th is— trouble on Venus. Find the original report 
in C ouncil headquarters. M y nam e is on it. W hy should I call in the
Council i f  I w ere-------A nd m y m otive? Eh? M y m otive?”

C ouncilm an Evans seem ed uneasy. From  the quick glance he 
shot in T urner’s direction, B igm an guessed that this form o f  inter- 
Council squabble in front o f  an outsider was not to his liking.

Still, Evans said, “It w ould explain the effort Dr. M orriss made 
to discredit me. I w as an outsider, and I m ight stum ble on the truth. 
I had  found h a lf  o f  it, certainly.”

M orriss w as breathing heavily. “1 deny that I ever did such a 
thing. A ll this is a conspiracy o f  som e sort against me, and it will go 
hard  in the end for any o f  you who jo in  in this. I will have justice .” 

“A re you im plying that you w ish a Council trial?” asked Lucky. 
“Do you w ant to plead your case before a m eeting o f  the assem bled 
C entral C om m ittee o f  the C ouncil?”

W hat L ucky w as referring to, o f  course, was the procedure or
dained for the trial o f  councilm en accused o f  high treason against the 
C ouncil and the Solar C onfederation. In all the history o f  the Council, 
not one m an had ever had to stand such a trial.
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A t its m ention, w hatever shreds o f  control M orriss had  used to 
restrain his feelings vanished. Roaring, he scram bled to his feet and 
hurtled blindly at Lucky.

Lucky rolled nim bly up and over the arm  o f  the chair he occupied 
and, at the same time, gestured quickly at Bigman.

It was the signal that B igm an was w aiting for. B igm an proceeded 
to follow the instructions Lucky had given him  on board  the H ilda  
w hen they were passing through the lock o f  A phrod ite’s dome.

A  blaster bolt shot out. It was at low  intensity but its ionizing 
radiations produced the pungent odor o f  ozone in the air.

M atters rem ained so for a m om ent. A ll m otion ceased. M orriss, 
his head against the overturned chair, m ade no m ove to get up. B ig
m an rem ained standing, like a small statue, w ith his b laster still held 
against his hip as though he had been frozen in the act o f  shooting.

And the target o f  the blaster bolt lay destroyed and in ruins upon 
the floor.

Lou Evans found his breath first, but it w as only for a sharp 
exclam ation, “W hat in  space------- ”

Lym an Turner w hispered, “W hat have you done?”
M orriss, panting from  his recent effort, could say nothing, but he 

rolled his eyes m utely at Bigman,
Lucky said, “N ice shot, B igm an,” and B igm an grinned.
And in a hundred fragm ents Lym an T urner’s b lack com puter case 

lay sm ashed and, for the m ost part, disintegrated.
T urner’s voice rose. “M y computer! Y ou idiot! W hat have you 

done?”
Lucky said sternly, “Only w hat he had to do, Turner. N ow , every

one quiet.”
He turned to M orriss, helped that plum p personage to his feet, 

and said, “All m y apologies, Dr. M orriss, but I had to m ake certain 
that T urner’s attention was com pletely m isdirected. I had to use you 
for that purpose.”

M orriss said, “Y ou m ean you d o n ’t suspect m e o f— o f------”
“N ot for one m inute,” said Lucky. “I never did.”
M orriss m oved away, his eyes hot and angry, “Then suppose you 

explain, Starr.”
Lucky said, “Before this conference, I never dared tell anyone 

that I thought some m an was behind the V -frogs. I cou ldn’t even 
state it in m y m essage to Earth. It seem ed obvious to m e that i f  I 
were to do so, the real enem y m ight be desperate enough to take 
some action— such as actually flooding one o f  the cities— and hold 
the possibility o f  a repetition over the heads o f  all o f  us as blackm ail.
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A s long as he did not know  that I w ent past the V -frog in m y sus
picions, I hoped he w ould  hold o ff and play for tim e or, at most, try 
to  kill only m y friends and myself.

“A t this conference I could speak o f  the m atter because I believed 
the m an in question to be present. However, I dared not take action 
against him  w ithout proper preparation for fear that he m ight place 
us under control despite the presence o f  the petroleum  and for fear 
that his actions thereafter w ould be drastic. First I had to distract his 
attention  thoroughly to m ake sure that, for a few seconds at least, he 
w ould  be too absorbed in the surface activities o f  the group to detect, 
v ia his V -frog tools, the strong em otions that m ight be leaking out 
o f  B igm an’s m ind and mine. To be sure, there are no V -frogs in the 
building, but he m ight well be able to use the V -frogs in other parts 
o f  the city as he was able to use V -frogs out on the ocean’s surface 
m iles aw ay from  A phrodite.

“To distract him  then, I accused you, Dr. M orriss. I couldn’t warn 
you in advance because I w anted your em otions to be authentic—  
and  they w ere adm irably so. Y our attack on me was all that was 
needed .”

M orriss w ithdrew  a large handkerch ief from  a sleeve pocket and 
m opped his glistening forehead. “That was pretty drastic, Lucky, but 
I th ink I understand. Turner is the m an, then?”

“H e is,” said Lucky.
T urner was on his knees, scrabbling am ong the fused and shat

tered  shards o f  his instrum ent. He looked up with hate-filled eyes, 
“Y o u ’ve destroyed m y com puter.”

“ I doubt that it was a com puter,” said Lucky. “ It was too insep
arable a com panion o f  yours. W hen I first m et you, you had it w ith 
you. Y ou stated you w ere using it to com pute the strength o f  the 
inner barriers o f  the city against the threatened flood. Right now  you 
have it w ith  you presum ably to help you i f  you should require new 
com putations for your discussions w ith Dr. M orriss on the strength 
o f  those sam e inner barriers.”

Lucky paused, then w ent on with a hard calm ness in his voice. 
“B ut I cam e to see you in your apartm ent the m orning after the 
threatened flood. I w as m erely planning to ask you some questions 
that involved no com puting and you knew  that. Yet you had your 
com puter w ith you. Y ou could not bring yourse lf to leave it in the 
next room . It had to be w ith you, at your feet. W hy?”

T urner said desperately, “It was m y own construction. I was fond 
o f  it. I alw ays carried it w ith  m e.”

“I should judge it w eighed som e tw enty-five pounds. Rather
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heavy, even for affection. C ould it be that it w as the device you used 
to m aintain touch w ith the V -frogs at all tim es?”

“How do you intend to prove that?” flashed back Turner. “Y ou 
said I m yself was a victim . Everyone here is w itness to that.”

“Y es,” said Lucky, “the m an who, despite inexperience, so ex
pertly barricaded h im self at the dom e lock, got his inform ation from  
you. But was that inform ation stolen from  your m ind or did you 
yourself donate it freely?”

M orriss said angrily, “Let m e put the question directly, Lucky. 
Are you or are you not responsible for the epidem ic o f  m ental control, 
Turner?”

“O f course I ’m  not,” cried Turner. “Y ou can ’t do anything ju st 
on the say-so o f  a young fool who thinks he can m ake guesses and 
have them  stick because h e ’s on the C ouncil.”

Lucky said, “Tell me, Turner, do you rem em ber that night w hen 
a m an sat at one o f  the dom e locks w ith a lever in his hand? Do you 
rem em ber it w ell?”

“Quite w ell.”
“Do you rem em ber com ing to m e and telling m e that i f  the locks 

were opened the inner transite barrier w ould not hold and that all o f  
Aphrodite w ould be flooded? You w ere quite frightened. A lm ost pan
icky.”

“All right. I was. I still am. I t’s som ething to be panicky about.” 
He added, w ith his lip curling, “Unless y o u ’re the brave Lucky' Starr.” 

Lucky ignored that. “Did you com e to m e w ith that inform ation 
in order to add a little to the already existing confusion, to  m ake sure 
that we were all disconcerted long enough for you to m aneuver Lou 
Evans out o f  the city in order that he m ight be safely killed in the 
ocean? Evans was hard to handle, and he had learned too m uch con
cerning the V-frogs. Perhaps, also, you were trying to frighten m e 
out o f  A phrodite and o ff  V enus.”

Turner said, “This is all ridiculous. The inner barriers are  inad
equate. Ask M orriss. H e’s already seen m y figures.”

M orriss nodded reluctantly. “I ’m  afraid Turner is right there .” 
“No m atter,” said Lucky. “L et’s consider that settled. There w as 

a real danger, and Turner was justifiably  panicked. . . . Y ou are m ar
ried, Turner.”

T urner’s eyes flicked uneasily to L ucky’s face and aw ay again. 
“So?”

“Y our w ife is pretty and considerably younger than yourself. Y ou 
have been m arried for not quite a year.”

“W hat is that intended to prove?”
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“That you probably have a deep affection for her. Im m ediately 
after m arriage you m ove into an expensive apartm ent to please her; 
you allow  her to decorate it according to her tastes even though your 
ow n taste differs. Surely you w ouldn’t neglect her safety, w ould 
you?”

“I d o n ’t understand. W hat are you talking about?”
“I think you know. The one tim e I m et your wife she told me 

that she had slept through the entire excitem ent the night before. She 
seem ed quite disappointed that she had. She also told m e w hat a fine 
apartm ent house she lived in. She said it even possessed ‘cham bers.’ 
U nfortunately, that m eant nothing to me at the time, or I m ight have 
seen the truth then and there. It was only later, at the bottom  o f  the 
ocean, that Lou Evans casually m entioned cham bers and told me 
w hat they were. ‘C ham bers’ is a w ord used on V enus to denote spe
cial shelters built to w ithstand the full force o f  the ocean in case a 
quake breaks a city dome. N ow  do you know  w hat I ’m  talking 
about?”

T urner w as silent.
Lucky w ent on. “ If  you w ere so frightened o f  city-w ide catastro

phe that night, w hy d idn’t you think o f  your w ife? You spoke o f  
rescuing people, o f  escaping the city. D id you never consider your 
w ife ’s safety? There were cham bers in the basem ent o f  her apartm ent 
house. Tw o m inutes and she w ould have been safe. You had only to 
call her, give her one w ord o f  w arning. B ut you d idn’t. You let her 
sleep.”

T urner m um bled som ething.
Lucky said, “D on’t say you forgot. T hat’s com pletely unbeliev

able. Y ou m ight have forgotten anything, but not your w ife’s safety. 
Let m e suggest an alternative explanation. Y ou were not w orried 
about your w ife because you knew  she was in no real danger. You 
knew  she w as in no real danger because you knew  the lock in the 
dom e w ould never be opened.” L ucky’s voice was hard w ith anger. 
“Y ou knew  the lock in the dom e w ould never be opened because 
you yourse lf w ere in m ental control o f  the m an at the lever. It was 
your very fondness for your w ife that betrayed you. Y ou could not 
bring yourse lf to disturb her sleep m erely in order to m ake your 
phony act m ore p lausib le.”

T urner said suddenly, “I ’m  not saying anything m ore w ithout a 
lawyer. W hat you  have isn ’t evidence.”

Lucky said, “ I t’s enough to w arrant a full Council investigation, 
though. . . .  Dr. M orriss, w ould you have him  taken in custody in
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preparation for flight under guard to Earth? B igm an and I w ill go 
with him. W e’ll see that he gets there safely.”

At the hotel again, B igm an said w orriedly, “ Sands o f  M ars, 
Lucky, I don ’t see how w e’re going to get p ro o f against Turner. A ll 
your deductions sound convincing and all that, but it isn ’t legal 
proof.”

Lucky, w ith a warm  yeast dinner inside him self, w as able to relax 
for the first time since he and B igm an had penetrated the cloud barrier 
that encircles Venus. He said, “ I don ’t think the Council w ill be 
m ainly interested in legal p ro o f or in getting Turner executed.”

“Lucky! W hy not? That cobber-------”
“I know. H e’s a m urderer several tim es over. He definitely had 

dictatorial am bitions, so h e ’s a traitor, too. B ut m ore im portant than 
either o f  those things is the fact that he created a w ork o f  genius.”

B igm an said, “Y ou m ean his m achine?”
“ I certainly do. W e destroyed the only one in existence, probably, 

and w e’ll need him  to build another. There are m any questions w e ’d 
like answered. H ow  did Turner control the V -frogs? W hen he w anted 
Lou Evans killed, did he instruct the V -frogs in detail, tell them  every 
step o f  the procedure, order them  to bring up the giant patch? O r did 
he sim ply say, ‘Kill E vans,’ and allow  the V-firogs to do their jobs 
like trained dogs in w hatever way they thought best?

“Then, too, can you im agine the use to w hich an instrum ent such 
as that can be put? It m ay offer us an entirely new  m ethod o f  attack 
on m ental diseases, a new w ay o f  com bating crim inal im pulses. It 
m ay even, conceivably, be used to prevent w ars in the future or to 
defeat the enem ies o f  Earth quickly and bloodlessly i f  a w ar is forced 
upon us. Just as the m achine was dangerous in the hands o f  one 
am bition-riddled man, it can be very useful and beneficial in the 
hands o f  the Council.”

Bigman said, “Do you think the Council w ill argue him  into 
building another m achine?”

“I think so, and with proper safeguards, too. I f  w e offer him  
pardon and rehabilitation, w ith an alternative o f  life im prisonm ent 
with no chance o f  ever seeing his w ife again, I th ink h e ’ll agree to 
help. And, o f  course, one o f  the first uses o f  the m achine w ould  be 
to investigate T urner’s ow n m ind, help cure it o f  his abnorm al desire 
for power, and save for the service o f  hum anity a first-class bra in .”

The next day they w ould be leaving V enus, heading once again 
for Earth. Lucky thought w ith p leasant nostalgia o f  the beautiful blue 
sky o f  his hom e planet, the open air, the natural foods, the space and 
scope o f  land life. He said, “Rem em ber, B igm an, it is easy to ‘protect
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society ’ by executing a crim inal, but that will not bring back his 
victim s. I f  one can cure him  instead and use him  to m ake life better 
and brighter for that society, how  m uch m ore has been accom 
plished!”
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1

The Ghosts oi the Sun

Lucky Starr and his small friend, John Bigman Jones, followed the 
young engineer up the ram p tow ard the air lock that led to the surface 
o f  the p lanet M ercury.

Lucky thought: A t least things are breaking fast.
H e had been on M ercury only an hour. He had had scarcely time 

to do m ore than see his ship, the Shooting Starr, safely stowed in the 
underground hangar. He had m et only the technicians who had han
dled the landing red tape and seen to his ship.

Those technicians, that is, and Scott M indes, engineer in charge 
o f  Project Light. It had been alm ost as though the young m an had 
been lying in wait. A lm ost at once he had suggested a trip to the 
surface.

To see som e o f  the sights, he had explained.
Lucky did not believe that, o f  course. The engineer’s small- 

chinned face had been haunted with trouble, and his mouth tw itched 
as he spoke. His eyes slid aw ay from  L ucky’s cool, level glance.

Y et Lucky agreed to visit the surface. As yet, all he knew o f  the 
troubles on M ercury was that they posed a ticklish problem  for the 
C ouncil o f  Science. He was w illing to go along with M indes and see 
w here that led him.

As for B igm an Jones, he was alw ays glad to follow Lucky any
w here and any tim e, for any reason and no reason.

B ut it w as B igm an w hose eyebrow s lifted as all three were get
ting into their suits. He nodded alm ost unnoticeably tow ard the hol
ster attachm ent on M indes’s suit.

Lucky nodded calm ly in return. He, too, had noticed that pro
truding from  the holster was the butt o f  a heavy-caliber blaster.
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*  *  *

The young engineer stepped out onto the surface of the planet 
first. Lucky Starr follow ed and B igm an cam e last.

For the m om ent, they lost contact w ith one another in the nearly 
total darkness. Only the stars were visible, bright and hard in the cold 
airlessness.

Bigman recovered first. The gravity here on M ercury was alm ost 
exactly equal to that on his native M ars. The M artian nights w ere 
alm ost as dark. The stars in its night sky w ere alm ost as brilliant.

His treble voice sounded brightly in the receivers o f  the others. 
“Hey, I ’m  beginning to m ake things out.”

So was Lucky, and the fact puzzled him. Surely starlight could 
not be that bright. There was a faint, lum inous haze that lay over the 
tum bled landscape and touched its sharp crags w ith a pale m ilkiness.

Lucky had seen som ething o f  the sort on the M oon during its 
tw o-w eek-long night. There, also, was the com pletely barren land
scape, rough and broken. N ever, in m illions o f  years, either there on 
the M oon or here on M ercury, had there been the softening touch o f  
w ind or rain. The bare rock, colder than im agination could picture, 
lay w ithout a touch o f  frost in a w aterless world.

And in the M oon’s night, too, there had been this m ilkiness. But 
there, over h a lf  the M oon at least, there had been Earth-light. W hen 
Earth was full it shone with sixteen tim es the brightness o f  the full 
M oon as seen from  Earth.

Here on M ercury, at the Solar O bservatory at the N orth  Pole, 
there was no near-by planet to account for the light.

“ Is that starlight?” he finally asked, know ing it w asn ’t.
Scott M indes said wearily, “T hat’s the coronal glim m er.”
“Great G alaxy,” said Lucky w ith a light laugh. “The corona! O f 

course! I should have know n!”
“Known w hat?” cried Bigman. “W hat’s going on? Hey, M indes, 

com e on, give!”
M indes said, “Turn around. Y ou’ve got your back to it.”
They all turned. Lucky w histled softly betw een his teeth; B igm an 

yelped with surprise. M indes said nothing.
A section o f  the horizon was etched sharply against a pearly 

region o f  the sky. Every pointed irregularity o f  that part o f  the ho 
rizon was in keen focus. Above it, the sky w as in a soft glow  (fading 
with height) a third o f  the w ay to the zenith. The glow  consisted  o f  
bright, curving stream ers o f  pale light.

“T hat’s the corona, Mr. Jones,” said M indes.
Even in his astonishm ent B igm an w as not forgetful o f  his ow n
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conception o f  the proprieties. He growled, “Call m e B igm an.” Then 
he said, “Y ou m ean the corona around the Sun? I d idn’t think it was 
that b ig.”

“I t’s a m illion m iles deep or m ore,” said M indes, “and w e’re on 
M ercury, the planet closest to the Sun. W e’re only thirty m illion 
m iles from  the Sun right now. Y ou’re from M ars, aren’t you?”

“B om  and bred,” said Bigman.
“W ell, i f  you could see the Sun right now, you ’d find it was 

thirty-six  tim es as big as it is w hen seen from M ars, and so ’s the 
corona. A nd thirty-six  tim es as bright too.”

Lucky nodded. Sun and corona w ould be nine tim es as large as 
seen from  Earth. And the corona could not be seen at all on Earth, 
except during periods o f  total eclipse.

W ell, M indes had not altogether lied. There were sights to be 
seen on M ercury. He tried to fill out the corona, to im agine the Sun 
it surrounded w hich was now  hidden ju st below the horizon. It would 
be a  m ajestic sight!

M indes w ent on, an unm istakable bitterness in his voice. “They 
call this light ‘the w hite ghost o f  the Sun.’ ”

Lucky said, “ I like that. A  rather good phrase.”
“R ather good?” said M indes savagely. “I don ’t think so. T here’s 

too m uch talk about ghosts on this planet. This p lanet’s all jinx. 
N othing ever goes right on it. The m ines failed . . .” His voice trailed 
off.

Lucky thought: W e’ll let that simmer.
A loud he said, “W here is this phenom enon we were to see, M in

des?”
“Oh yes. W e’ll have to w alk a bit. N ot far, considering the grav

ity, but w atch your footing. W e don’t have roads here, and the cor
onal g lim m er can be aw fully confusing. I suggest the helm et lights.”

He clicked his on as he spoke, and a shaft o f  light sprang out 
from  above the face-plate, turning the ground into a rough patchw ork 
o f  yellow  and black. Two other lights flashed on, and the three figures 
m oved forw ard on their thickly insulated boots. They m ade no sound 
in the vacuum , but each could sense the soft vibrations set up by 
each footfall in the air w ith in  their suits.

M indes seem ed to be brooding about the planet as he walked. 
He said in a low, tense voice, “I hate M ercury. I ’ve been here six 
m onths, tw o M ercurian years, and I ’m sick o f  it. I d idn’t think I ’d 
be here m ore than six m onths to begin with, and here the tim e’s up 
and no th ing ’s done. N othing. Everything about this place is wrong. 
I t ’s the sm allest planet. I t’s the closest to the Sun. Only one side
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faces the Sun. O ver there”— and his arm  sw ung in the direction o f  
the corona’s gleam — “is the Sun-side, w here it gets hot enough in 
places to m elt lead and boil sulfur. O ver there in the other d irec
tion”— again his arm swung— “is the one planetary surface in the 
whole Solar System that never sees the Sun. Everything about the 
place is m iserable.”

He paused to jum p over a shallow, six-foot-w ide rift in the sur
face, a rem inder o f  some eons-old M ercury-quake, perhaps, w hich 
could not heal over w ithout w ind and weather. He m ade the jum p 
clum sily, the picture o f  an Earthm an w ho, even on M ercury, stayed 
close to the artificial gravity o f  the O bservatory Dome.

Bigman clicked his tongue disapprovingly at the sight. He and 
Lucky negotiated the jum p with scarcely anything m ore than a 
lengthening o f  stride.

A quarter m ile farther on, M indes said abruptly, “W e can see it 
from  here, and ju s t in tim e too.”

He stopped, teetering forward, w ith arm s outflung for balance. 
B igm an and Lucky halted w ith a small hop w hich kicked up a spurt 
o f  gravel.

M indes’s helm et flash w ent out. He was pointing. Lucky and 
Bigman put out their ow n lights and there, in the darkness, w here 
M indes had pointed, was a small, irregular splotch o f  white.

It was brilliant, a m ore burning sunshine than Lucky had ever 
seen on Earth.

“This is the best angle for seeing it,” said M indes. “ It’s the top 
o f  B lack and W hite M ountain.”

“Is that its nam e?” asked Bigman.
“T hat’s right. You see why, don’t you? It stands ju st far enough

nightw ard o f  the Term inator-------T hat’s the boundary betw een the
dark-side and the Sun-side.”

“ I know that,” said B igm an indignantly. “Y ou think I ’m 
ignorant?”

“I ’m ju st explaining. T here’s this little spot around the N orth 
Pole, and another around the South Pole, w here the Term inator 
doesn’t m ove m uch as M ercury circles the sun. D ow n at the Equator, 
now, the Term inator m oves seven hundred m iles in one direction for 
forty-four days and then seven hundred m iles back in the next forty- 
four. Here it ju st m oves h a lf a m ile or so altogether, w hich is w hy 
this is a good place for an observatory. The Sun and the stars stand 
still.

“Anyway, B lack and W hite M ountain is ju s t far enough aw ay so
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that only the top h a lf  of it is lit up at most. Then, as the Sun creeps 
aw ay, the light m oves up the m ountain slopes.”

“A nd now ,” interposed Lucky, “only the peak is lit up.”
“O nly the top foot or tw o m aybe, and that will be gone soon. It 

w ill be all dark for an Earth-day or two, and then the light starts 
com ing back.”

Even as he spoke the w hite splotch shrank to a dot that burned 
like a brigh t star.

The three m en waited.
“Look aw ay,” advised M indes, “so that your eyes get accustom ed 

to  darkness.”
A nd after slow  m inutes he said, “All right, look back.”
Lucky and B igm an did so and for a while saw nothing.
A nd then it was as though the landscape had turned bloody. Or 

a piece o f  it had, at any rate. First there was ju st the sensation o f  
redness. Then it could be m ade out, a rugged m ountain clim bing up 
to a peak. The peak was brightly red now , the red deepening and 
fading as the eye traveled dow nw ard until all was black.

“W hat is it?” asked Bigman.
“The Sun,” said M indes, “has sunk ju st low enough now  so that, 

from  the m ountain peak, all that rem ains above the horizon is the 
corona and the prom inences. The prom inences are je ts o f  hydrogen 
gas that lift thousands o f  m iles above the Sun’s surface, and they’re 
a bright red in color. Their light is there all the time, but ordinary 
sunlight drow ns it out.”

A gain Lucky nodded. The prom inences were again som ething 
w hich on Earth could be seen only during a total eclipse or with 
special instrum ents, thanks to the atm osphere.

“In fact,” added M indes in a low voice, “they call this ‘the red 
ghost o f  the S un .’ ”

“T h at’s tw o ghosts,” said Lucky suddenly, “a white one and a 
red one. Is it because o f  the ghosts that you carry a blaster, Mr. 
M indes?”

M indes shouted, “W hat?” Then, w ildly, “W hat are you talking 
about?”

“I ’m  saying,” said Lucky, “that i t’s time you told us w hy you 
really  brought us out here. N ot ju st for the sights, I’m sure, or you 
w ou ldn ’t carry a b laster on an em pty, desolate p lanet.”

It took a w hile for M indes to answer. W hen he did, he said, 
“Y o u ’re D avid  Starr, a ren ’t you?”

“T hat’s right,” said C ucky patiently.
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“Y ou’re a m em ber o f  the Council o f  Science. Y ou’re the m an 
they call Lucky Starr.”

M em bers o f  the Council o f  Science shunned publicity , and it was 
w ith a certain reluctance that Lucky said again, “T hat’s right.’

“Then I ’m  not wrong. Y o u ’re one o f  their ace investigators, and 
you’re here to investigate Project L ight.”

L ucky’s lips thinned as they pressed together. He w ould  m uch 
rather that were not so easily known. He said, “M aybe th a t’s true, 
m aybe it isn ’t. W hy did you bring m e here?”

“I know  it’s true, and I brought you here”— M indes w as pant
ing— “to tell you the truth before the others could fill you— full o f—  
lies.”

“A bout w hat?”
“A bout the failures that have been haunting— I hate that w ord—  

the failures in Project L ight.”
“But you m ight have told me w hat you w anted to back  at the 

Dome. W hy bring m e here?”
“For two reasons,” said the engineer. His breathing continued 

rapid and difficult. “In the first place, they all think it’s m y fault. 
They think I can’t pull the project through, that I ’m  w asting tax 
m oney. I w anted to get you aw ay from  them. U nderstand? I w anted 
to keep you from  listening to them  first.”

“W hy should they think it’s your fault?”
“They think I ’m  too young.”
“H ow  old are you?”
“Tw enty-tw o.”
Lucky Starr, who w asn’t very m uch older, said, “A nd your sec

ond reason?”
“I w anted you to get the feeling o f  M ercury. I w anted you to

absorb the— the------” He fell silent.
L ucky’s suited figure stood straight and tall on M ercury’s for

bidding surface, and the m etal o f  one shoulder caught and reflected 
the m ilky light o f  the corona, “the w hite ghost o f  the Sun.”

He said, “Very well, M indes, suppose I accept your statem ent 
that you are not responsible for failures in the project. W ho is?”

The engineer’s voice was a vague m utter at first. It coalesced
gradually into words. “I don’t know -------A t least------- ”

“I don’t understand you,” said Lucky.
“Look,” said M indes desperately, “I ’ve investigated. I spent w ak

ing and sleeping periods trying to pinpoint the blam e. I w atched 
everybody’s m ovem ents. I noted tim es w hen accidents took place,



w hen there w ere breaks in the cables or w hen conversion plates were
sm ashed. A nd one thing I ’m  sure o f------ ”

“W hich is?”
“That nobody at the Dom e can be directly responsible. Nobody. 

There are only about fifty people in the D om e, fifty-two to be exact, 
and the last six tim es som ething has gone w rong I ’ve been able to 
account for each one. N obody w as anyw here near the scenes o f  the 
accidents.” His voice had gone high-pitched.

Lucky said, “Then how  do you account for the accidents? 
M ercury-quakes? A ction o f  the Sun?”

“G hosts!” cried the engineer w ildly, flinging his arms about. 
“T here’s a w hite ghost and a red ghost. Y o u ’ve seen those. But there 
are tw o-legged ghosts too. I ’ve seen them , but will anyone believe
m e?” He was alm ost incoherent. “I tell you------- I tell you— —”

B igm an said, “Ghosts! A re you nuts?”
A t once M indes scream ed, “You don’t believe m e either. But I ’ll 

prove it. I ’ll b last the ghost. I ’ll blast the fools who w on’t believe 
m e. I ’ll b last everyone. Everyone!”

W ith a harsh screech o f  laughter he had drawn his blaster, and 
w ith frenzied speed, before B igm an could m ove to stop him, he had 
aim ed it at Lucky at point-blank range and squeezed its trigger. Its 
invisible field o f  disruption lashed out-------
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Mad or Sane?

It w ould have been the end o f  Lucky i f  he and M indes had been on 
Earth.

Lucky had not m issed the gathering m adness in M indes’s voice. 
He had been w aiting carefully for some break, som e action to suit 
the violence o f  the engineer’s hard-breathed sentences. Y et he had 
not entirely expected an outright assault w ith the blaster.

W hen M indes’s hand flashed to his holster, Lucky leaped to one 
side. On Earth, that m ovem ent w ould have com e too late.

On M ercury, however, m atters w ere different. M ercury’s gravity 
was two fifths that o f  Earth, and L ucky’s contracting m uscles threw  
his abnorm ally light body (even including the suit he w ore) farther 
to one side. M indes, unaccustom ed to low gravity, stum bled as he 
turned too quickly in order that his b laster m ight follow L ucky’s 
motion.

The b laster’s energy, therefore, struck bare ground, inches from  
Lucky’s sinking body. It gouged a foot-deep hole into the frigid rock.

Before M indes could recover and aim  again, B igm an had  struck 
him at the end o f  a long, low  tackle carried through w ith the natural 
grace o f  a bom  M artian accustom ed to low  gravity.

M indes went down. He shrieked w ordlessly and then w as silent, 
w hether unconscious as the result o f  the fall or as the clim ax o f  his 
fevered em otions could not be told.

Bigman did not believe either possibility. “H e’s sham m ing,” he 
cried passionately. “The dirty cobber is playing dead.” He had 
w renched the blaster from the fallen engineer’s unresisting grip, and 
now  he pointed it at the m an’s head.

Lucky said sharply, “N one o f  that, B igm an.”
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Bigm an hesitated. “He tried to kill you, Lucky.” It was obvious 
that the little M artian w ould not have been half as angry if  it had 
m erely been h im self w ho had been in danger o f  death. Yet he backed 
away.

Lucky was on his knees exam ining M indes’s face through the 
face-plate, shining his helm et light onto the o ther’s pale, drawn fea
tures. He checked the pressure gauge o f  M indes’s suit, m aking sure 
the shock o f  the fall had not loosened any o f  its joints. Then, seizing 
the fallen figure by a w rist and ankle, he slung it across his shoulders 
and  rose to  his feet.

“B ack to the D om e,” he said, “and, I ’m afraid, to a problem  that’s 
a little m ore com plicated than the C h ief thinks.”

B igm an grunted and follow ed L ucky’s long stride closely, his 
ow n sm aller build forcing him  into a gravity-lengthened half trot. He 
kept his b laster ready, m aneuvering his position to enable him, in 
case o f  need, to strike at M indes w ithout blasting down Lucky.

The “ C h ie f ’ was H ector Conw ay, head o f  the Council o f  Science. 
A t m ore inform al tim es he was called Uncle H ector by Lucky, since 
it w as H ector Conw ay, along with A ugustus Henree, who were the 
guardians o f  the young Lucky after the death o f  L ucky’s parents as 
the result o f  a pirate attack near the orbit o f  Venus.

A  w eek earlier C onw ay had said to Lucky with a casual air, 
alm ost as though he w ere offering him  a vacation, “How w ould you 
like to go to M ercury, L ucky?”

“W h at’s up, U ncle H ector?” asked Lucky.
“N othing really ,” said Conway, frowning, “except some cheap 

politics. WTe ’re supporting a rather expensive project up at M ercury, 
one o f  those basic research things that m ay com e to nothing, you 
know , and, on the other hand, m ay turn out to be quite revolutionary. 
I t’s a gam ble. A ll those things are.”

Lucky said, “ Is it anything I know  about?”
“I d o n ’t think so. I t ’s quite recent. A nyway, Senator Swenson 

has pounced on it as an exam ple o f  how  the Council wastes taxpay
e rs’ m oney. Y ou know  the line. H e’s pressing for an investigation, 
and one o f  his boys w ent out to M ercury some m onths ago.”

“ Senator Sw enson? I see.” Lucky nodded. This was nothing new. 
The Council o f  Science over the past decades had slowly com e to 
the fore o f  the fight against the dangers to Earth from  both within 
and w ithout the Solar System . In this age o f  Galactic civilization, 
w ith hum anity spread through all the planets o f  all the stars in the 
M ilky W ay, only scientists could properly cope with m ankind’s prob
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lems. In fact, only the specially trained scientists o f  the Council w ere 
adequate.

Yet there were some m en o f  E arth ’s governm ent w ho feared the 
growing pow er o f  this Council o f  Science and others who used this 
suspicion to further their own am bitions. Senator Sw enson w as the 
forem ost o f  the latter group. His attacks, usually directed against the 
C ouncil’s “w asteful” w ay o f  supporting research, w ere m aking him  
famous.

Lucky said, “W ho’s the m an in charge o f  the project on M ercury? 
Anyone I know ?”

“It’s called Project Light, by the way. And the m an in charge is 
an engineer nam ed Scott M indes. A bright boy, but h e ’s not the m an 
to handle this. The m ost em barrassing thing is that since Sw enson 
kicked up this fuss all sorts o f  things have been going w rong w ith 
Project Light.”

“I ’ll look into it i f  you wish, U ncle H ector.”
“Good. The accidents and bad breaks are nothing, I ’m  sure, but 

we don’t want Swenson to m aneuver us into some bad-looking spot. 
See what h e ’s up to. And w atch out for that m an o f  his. U rteil is his 
nam e and he has a reputation o f  being a capable and dangerous fel
low.”

So that was all it started out as. Just a bit o f  investigation to 
forestall political difficulties. N othing more.

Lucky landed on M ercury’s N orth Pole expecting nothing m ore, 
and in two hours found h im self at the wrong end o f  a b laster bolt.

Lucky thought as he slogged back to the Dom e with M indes over 
his shoulders: T here’s m ore than ju st a bit o f  politics here.

Dr. Karl Gardom a stepped out o f  the small hospital room  and 
faced Lucky and B igm an somberly. He was w iping his strong hands 
on a pad o f  fluffy plastosorb, w hich he tossed into the disposal unit 
when he finished. His dark-com plexioned face, alm ost brow n, was 
disturbed, his heavy eyebrow s lowering. Even his black hair, cut 
close so that it stood up stiffly in thick array, seem ed to accentuate 
his troubled appearance.

“W ell, D octor?” said Lucky.
Dr. G ardom a said, “I ’ve got him  under sedation. H e’ll be all right 

when he wakes. I don’t know if  h e ’ll rem em ber clearly w hat hap
pened.”

“Has he had attacks like this before?”
“Not since he cam e to M ercury, Mr. Starr. I d o n ’t know  w hat
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happened before then, but these last few m onths h e ’s been under a 
great strain .”

“Why?”
“He feels responsible for the accidents that have been interfering 

w ith  the progress o f  P roject L ight.”
“Is he responsible?”
“N o, o f  course not. B ut you can see how  he feels. H e’s sure 

everyone blam es him. Project L ight is vitally im portant. A  great deal 
o f  m oney and effort has been put into it. M indes is in charge o f  ten 
construction m en, all five to ten years older than he is, and o f  an 
enorm ous am ount o f  equipm ent.”

“H ow  does it happen h e ’s so young?”
The doctor sm iled grim ly, but despite his grim ness his white, 

even teeth  m ade him  look pleasant, even charm ing. He said, “Sub- 
etheric optics, M r. Starr, is a com pletely new  branch o f  science. Only 
young m en, fresh out o f  school, know  enough about it.”

“Y ou sound as though you know  a bit about it yourself.”
“O nly w hat M indes told me. W e arrived in M ercury on the same 

ship, you know, and he fascinated me, quite won me over w ith what 
his project hopes to accom plish. Do you know  about it?”

“N ot a th ing.”
“W ell, it involves hyperspace, that portion o f  space that lies out

side the ordinary boundary o f  the space we know. The laws o f  nature 
that apply to ordinary space d o n ’t apply to hyperspace. For instance, 
in ordinary space it is im possible to m ove faster than the speed o f  
light, so that it w ould take at least four years to reach the nearest
star. In going through hyperspace any speed is possible-------” The
physician  broke o ff  w ith a sudden, apologetic smile. “You know  all 
this, I ’m  sure.”

“I suppose m ost people know  that the discovery o f  hyperspatial 
flight m ade travel to the stars possib le,” said Lucky, “but what about 
P roject L ight?”

“W ell,” said Dr. Gardom a, “in ordinary space, light travels in 
straight lines in a vacuum . It can only be bent by large gravitational 
forces. In hyperspace, on the other hand, it can be bent as easily as 
i f  it w ere a cotton thread. It can be focused, dispersed, bent back 
upon itself. T h a t’s w hat the theory o f  hyperoptics says.”

“And Scott M indes, I suppose, is here to test that theory.” 
“T h at’s right.”
“W hy here?” asked Lucky. “I m ean, w hy on M ercury?” 
“B ecause th ere ’s no other planetary surface in the Solar System 

w here there is such a concentration o f  light over so large an area.
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The effects M indes is looking for can be detected m ost easily here. 
It would be a hundred tim es as expensive to set up the project on 
Earth, and results w ould be a hundred tim es as uncertain. So M indes 
tells m e.”

“O nly now  w e’re having these accidents.”
Dr. Gardom a snorted. “T hey’re no accidents. A nd, M r. Starr, they 

have to be stopped. Do you know  w hat the success o f  Project Light 
w ould m ean?” He drove on, caught up in the vision. “Earth w ould  
no longer be the slave o f  the Sun. Space stations circling Earth could 
intercept sunlight, push it through hyperspace, and spread it evenly 
over the Earth. The desert heat and the polar cold w ould vanish. The 
seasons would be rearranged to our liking. W e could control the 
w eather by controlling the distribution o f  sunlight. W e could have 
eternal sunlight where we w anted it; night o f  any length w here we 
wanted it. Earth w ould be an air-conditioned paradise.”

“It w ould take tim e, I im agine.”
“A great deal o f  it, but this is the beginning. . . . Look, I m ay be 

out o f  order here, but aren’t you the D avid Starr w ho cleared up the 
m atter o f  the food poisonings on M ars?”

There was an edge to L ucky’s voice as he answ ered, and his 
brows contracted slightly. “W hat m akes you think so?”

Dr. G ardom a said, “I am a physician, after all. The poisonings 
seem ed at first to be a disease epidem ic, and I w as m uch interested 
in it at the time. There w ere rum ors about a young C ouncilm an’s 
having played the ch ief role in straightening the m ystery, and nam es 
were m entioned.”

Lucky said, “Suppose we let it go at that.” He w as displeased, 
as always, at any intim ation that he was becom ing well know n. First 
M indes, now  Gardom a.

Dr. Gardom a said, “But i f  you are that Starr, y o u ’re here, I hope, 
to stop these so-called accidents.”

Lucky did not seem  to hear. He said, “W hen w ill I be able to 
talk to Scott M indes, Dr. G ardom a?”

“N ot for at least tw elve hours.”
“A nd will he be rational?”
“I ’m  certain o f  that.”
A new  guttural baritone voice broke in. “A re you, G ardom a? Is 

that because you know  our boy M indes w as never irrational?”
Dr. Gardom a w hirled at the sound and m ade no effort to hide 

the look o f  acute dislike on his face. “W hat are you doing here 
U rteil?”
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“K eeping m y eyes and ears open, though I suppose you’d rather 
I kept them  closed,” the new com er said.

B oth Lucky and B igm an w ere staring at him  curiously. He was 
a large m an; not tall, but broad o f  shoulder and thick-m uscled. His 
cheeks w ere blue w ith stubble, and there w as a rather unpleasant air 
o f  self-assurance about him.

Dr. G ardom a said, “I don ’t care w hat you do w ith your eyes and 
ears, but not in m y office, i f  you d o n ’t m ind.”

“W hy not in your office?” dem anded Urteil. “Y ou’re a doctor. 
Patients have a right to com e in. M aybe I ’m  a patient.”

“W hat’s your com plaint?”
“ H ow  about these tw o? W hat are their com plaints? H orm one 

deficiency, for one thing, I suppose.” His eyes fell lazily on B igm an 
Jones as he said that.

There w as a breathless interlude in w hich B igm an turned a 
death ly  w hite and then seem ed to swell. Slow ly he rose from  his seat, 
his eyes round and staring. His lips m oved as though form ing the 
w ords “horm one deficiency,” as though he w ere trying to convince 
h im se lf that he had actually heard the w ords and that it was no il
lusion.

Then, w ith the speed o f  a cobra striking, B igm an’s five foot two 
o f  cord-w hip m uscle launched itse lf at the broad, sneering figure be
fore him .

B ut Lucky m oved faster. H is hands shot downward, catching 
B igm an at each shoulder. “Easy, B igm an.”

The sm all M artian struggled desperately. “You heard him, Lucky. 
Y ou heard  him .”

“N ot now , B igm an.”
U rte il’s laugh was a series o f  sharp barks. “Let him  go, fella. I ’ll 

sm ear the little boy over the floor w ith m y finger.”
B igm an how led and w rithed in L ucky’s grip.
Lucky said, “I w ouldn’t say anything else, Urteil, or you m ay be 

in a kind o f  trouble your senator friend w o n ’t be able to get you out 
of.”

H is eyes had becom e brow n ice as he spoke and his voice was 
sm ooth steel.

U rte il’s glance locked with L ucky’s for a m om ent, then fell 
aw ay. He m um bled som ething about joking. B igm an’s harsh 
breathing calm ed som ew hat, and as Lucky slowly released his grip 
the M artian took his seat, still trem bling with alm ost unbearable fury.

Dr. G ardom a, w ho had w atched the bit o f  byplay tensely, said, 
“Y ou know  U rteil, M r. S tarr?”
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“By reputation. H e’s Jonathan Urteil, Senator S w enson’s roving 
investigator.”

“W ell, call it that,” m uttered the physician.
“A nd I know  you too, D avid Starr, Lucky Starr, w hatever you 

call yourself,” said Urteil. “Y o u ’re the roving w onder-boy for the 
Council o f  Science. M ars poisonings. A steroid pirates. V enusian te 
lepathy. Do I have the list correct?”

“Y ou have,” said Lucky tonelessly.
Urteil grinned trium phantly. “There isn ’t m uch the senator’s of

fice doesn’t know  about the Council o f  Science. A nd there isn ’t m uch 
I don’t know  about things happening here. For instance, I know  about 
the attem pt on your life, and I ’ve com e here to see you about it.”

“W hy?”
“To give you a little w arning. Just a friendly little w arning. I 

suppose the m edic here has been telling you w hat a nice guy M indes 
is. Just a m om entary splash o f  unbearable strain, h e ’s been telling 
you, I suppose. T hey’re great friends, M indes and he.”

“I ju s t said-------” began Dr. Gardom a.
“Let me say,” said Urteil. “Let m e say this. Scott M indes is about 

as harm less as a tw o-ton asteroid heading for a space-ship. He w asn’t 
tem porarily insane w hen he pointed a blaster at you. He knew  w hat 
he was doing. He tried to kill you in cold blood, Starr, and i f  you 
don’t w atch out, h e ’ll succeed next time. B ecause you can bet your 
small friend’s M artian hip boots h e ’ll try again.”
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Death Waits in a Room

The silence that follow ed seem ed pleasant for no one but Urteil. 
Then Lucky said, “W hy? W hat’s his m otive?”
U rteil said calm ly, “B ecause h e ’s afraid. H e’s out here w ith m il

lions o f  cash invested, cash th a t’s been given him  by a lax Council 
o f  Science, and he can ’t m ake his experim ents work. H e’s calling his 
incom petence bad breaks. Eventually  h e ’ll go back to Earth and cry 
about M ercury’s jinx . Then h e ’ll get m ore m oney out o f  the Council, 
or, rather, out o f  the taxpayers, for som e other fool scheme. N ow  
y o u ’re com ing to M ercury to investigate, and h e ’s afraid that the
Council, in spite o f  itself, m ay learn a little o f  the truth-------You
take it from  there .”

Lucky said, “I f  this is the truth, you know  it already.”
“Y es, and I hope to prove it.”
“B ut y o u ’re the danger to M indes, then. By your reasoning, it is 

y o u  he should try  to  kill.”
Urteil grinned and his plum p cheeks broadened until his jow ly  

face looked w ider than it was long. He said, “He has tried to kill me. 
True enough. B ut I ’ve been through m any tough sieges w orking for 
the senator. I can handle m yself.”

“ Scott M indes never tried to kill you or anybody,” said Dr. Gar- 
dom a, his face pinched and white. “Y ou know  it, too.”

U rteil m ade no direct answer. He spoke instead to Lucky. “And 
keep an eye on the good doctor too. As I said, h e ’s great friends with 
M indes. I f  I w ere you, I w ou ldn’t let him  treat m e for as m uch as a
headache. Pills and injections can-------” He snapped his fingers with
a sharp cracking noise.
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Dr. Gardom a, words com ing thickly, said, “Som eday, som eone 
will kill you for-------”

Urteil said carelessly, “Yes? A re you planning on being the one?” 
He turned to go, then said over his shoulder, “Oh, I forgot. I hear 
that old m an Peverale w ants to see you. H e’s very disturbed at there 
being no official w elcom e. H e’s upset. So go see him  and pat his
poor old head for him -------And, Starr, another hint. A fter this, d o n ’t
use any protective suits o f  any kind w ithout checking them  for leaks. 
K now  w hat I m ean?” W ith that, finally, he left.

Long m om ents passed before G ardom a was near norm ality  again, 
before he could talk  w ithout choking. Then he said, “He riles m e 
m ore every time I see him . H e’s a m ean-m outhed, lying— ”

“A m ighty shrewd fellow ,” said Lucky dryly. “It seem s obvious 
that one o f  his m ethods o f  attack is deliberately to say exactly  w hat 
is calculated m ost to anger his opponent. A n angry opponent is a 
half-helpless o n e . . . .  And, B igm an, that goes for you. Y ou can ’t ju s t 
flail aw ay at anyone who hints y o u ’re under six feet.”

“Lucky,” w ailed the pint-sized M artian, “he said I was horm one- 
deficient.”

“Then learn to w ait for the appropriate m om ent to convince him  
otherw ise.”

B igm an grum bled rebelliously, and one clenched fist beat softly 
against the tough plastic o f  his silver-and-verm ilion hip boots (the 
colorfully designed hip boots that no one but a M artian farm boy 
w ould w ear and w hich no M artian farm boy w ould  be w ithout. B ig
m an owned a dozen, each m ore glaring than the last).

Lucky said, “W ell, w e’ll look up Dr. Peverale. H e ’s the head o f  
the O bservatory, isn ’t he?”

“The head o f  the whole D om e,” said the doctor. “A ctually, h e ’s 
getting old and h e ’s lost touch. I ’m  glad to say that he hates Urteil 
as m uch as any o f  us do, but there’s nothing he can do about it. He 
can’t buck the senator. I w onder i f  the Council o f  Science can?” he 
ended gloomily.

Lucky said, “ I think so. N ow  rem em ber, I ’ll w ant to see M indes 
w hen he w akes up.”

“All right. Take care o f  yourself.”
Lucky stared at him  curiously. “Take care o f  m yself? H ow  do 

you m ean?”
Dr. G ardom a flushed. “Just an expression. I alw ays say it. I don ’t 

m ean anything by  it.”
“I see. W ell, then, w e ’ll be m eeting again. Com e along, B igm an, 

and stop frow ning.”
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Dr. Lance Peverale shook them  both by the hand with a vigor 
that was surprising in a m an so old. His dark eyes were lit w ith 
concern and appeared the darker for the white eyebrow s that topped 
them . His hair, still abundant, retained a considerable am ount o f  its 
original color and had not faded past an iron gray. His lined and 
leathery cheeks, above w hich sharp cheekbones stood out prom i
nently , did m ost to give him  the appearance o f  age.

He spoke slow ly and gently. “I am  sorry, gentlem en, m ost con
cerned that you should have had such a distressing experience so 
soon after arriving at the O bservatory. I blam e m yself.”

“Y ou have no reason to, Dr. Peverale,” said Lucky.
“The fault is m ine, sir. H ad I been here to greet you as I ought

to have-------B ut there, we w ere follow ing an im portant and quite
anom alous prom inence, and I ’m afraid I allow ed m y profession to 
tem pt m e from  the proper expression o f  hospitality .”

“ In any case, you are forgiven,” said Lucky, and he glanced 
sidew ise w ith some am usem ent at B igm an, w ho was listening, open- 
m outhed, to the old m an ’s stately flow o f  words.

“I am  past forgiveness,” said the astronom er, “but it p leases me 
that you m ake the attem pt. M eanw hile, I have ordered that quarters 
be placed at your d isposal.” He linked arm s w ith both o f  them, urging 
them  along the w ell-lit but narrow  corridors o f  the Dome. “Our fa
cilities are crow ded, particularly  since Dr. M indes and his engineers 
have arrived and— and others. Still, I im agine you will find it w el
com e to have an opportunity  to refresh yourselves and to sleep, per
haps. Y ou will w ish for food, I am  sure, and it w ill be sent to you. 
Tom orrow  will be tim e enough for you to m eet us all socially, and 
for us to find out your purpose in com ing here. For myself, the fact 
that the Council o f  Science vouches for you is sufficient. W e will 
have a k ind o f  banquet in  your honor.”

The corridor level w as sinking as they walked, and they were 
burrow ing into M ercury’s vitals tow ard the residential level o f  the 
D om e.

L ucky said, “Y ou are very kind. Perhaps I will also have the 
opportunity  to inspect the O bservatory.”

Peverale seem ed delighted at that. “I will be at your service in 
the m atter, and I am  sure you will not regret tim e spent in such an 
inspection. O ur m ajor equipm ent is m ounted on a m ovable platform  
designed to m ove w ith the advancing or receding Term inator. In that 
fashion, a particular portion o f  the Sun can be kept continually in 
v iew  despite M ercury’s m otions.”
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“W onderful! But now, Dr. Peverale, one question. W hat is your 
opinion o f  Dr. M indes? I ’d appreciate a frank answ er w ithout any 
consideration for such things as diplom acy.”

Peverale frowned. “Are you a sub-tem poral engineer too?”
“N ot quite,” said Lucky, “but I was asking about Dr. M indes.” 
“Exactly. W ell”— and the astronom er looked thoughtful— “he is 

a pleasant young m an, quite com petent, I should think, but nervous, 
very nervous. He is easily offended, too easily offended. It has show n 
up as time has gone on and things have not been quite right w ith his 
project, and it is m aking him  a little difficult to get along with. A  
pity, for as I say, he is a pleasant young m an, otherw ise. I am  his 
superior, o f  course, while he is here at the D om e, but I don ’t really  
interfere w ith him. His project has no connection w ith our O bser
vatory w ork.”

“A nd your opinion o f  Jonathan U rteil?”
The old astronom er stopped w alking on the instant. “W hat about 

him ?”
“H ow  does he get along here?”
“I am not interested in discussing the m an,” said Peverale.
They w alked on in silence for a short while. The astronom er’s 

face was lowering.
Lucky said, “Are there any other outsiders at the D om e? There 

are you and your men, M indes and his m en, and Urteil. A nyone
else?”

“The doctor, o f  course. Dr. G ardom a.”
“You do not consider him  one o f  your ow n m en?”
“W ell, h e’s a doctor and not an astronom er. He supplies the one 

service the Dome m ust have and can’t use m achinery for. He cares 
for our health. H e’s new  here.”

“H ow  new ?”
“He replaced our old doctor after the la tter’s one-year shift. Dr. 

G ardom a arrived on the same ship that carried M indes’s group, as a 
m atter o f  fact.”

“O ne-year shift? Is that com m on for doctors here?”
“And m ost o f  the men. It m akes it difficult to keep up continuity, 

and it is hard to train a m an and have him  leave; but then, M ercury 
is not an easy place to rem ain, and our m en m ust be replaced fre
quently.”

“Then in the last six m onths how  m any new  m en have you re 
ceived here?”

“Perhaps twenty. The exact figures are in our records, but tw enty 
is about it.”
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“ Surely you yourse lf have been here quite a w hile.”
The astronom er laughed. “M any years. I hate to think how  many. 

A nd Dr. Cook, m y assistant director, has been here for six years. O f 
course w e take vacations frequently. . . . W ell, here are your quarters, 
gentlem en. I f  there is anything you should wish, do not hesitate to 
inform  m e.”

B igm an looked about him . The room  was a small one, but it held 
tw o beds that could fold up into a wall recess w hen not in use; two 
chairs o f  w hich the sam e w as true; a one-piece desk-chair com bina
tion; a sm all closet; and an adjoining w ash room.

“H ey,” he said, “a lot better than the ship, anyway, huh?”
“N ot bad ,” said Lucky. “This is probably one o f  their better 

room s.”
“W hy not?” said Bigm an. “I guess he know s who you  are.”
“I guess not, B igm an,” said Lucky. “He thought I m ight be a 

sub-tem poral engineer. A ll he knows is that the Council sent m e.”
“Everyone else know s who you are,” said Bigman.
“N ot everyone. M indes, Gardom a, and Urteil. . . . Look, Bigman, 

w hy d o n ’t you use the w ashroom ? I ’ll have some food sent up and 
have them  bring in the general utility kit from the Shooting S tarr .”

“Suits m e,” said B igm an cheerily.
B igm an sang loudly through the shower. As usual on a w aterless 

w orld, the bath w ater was strictly rationed, w ith stem  warnings on 
the wall as to the am ount it was perm issible to use. But Bigman had 
been bom  and bred on M ars. He had a huge respect for w ater and 
w ould  no m ore think o f  splashing idly in it than in bee f stew. So he 
urged detergent copiously and w ater carefully and sang loudly.

He stepped in front o f  the forced-hot-air dryer which tingled his 
skin w ith its je ts  o f  bone-dry air and slapped his body with his hands 
to enhance the effect.

“Hey, L ucky,” he yelled, “is there food on the table? I ’m hun
gry .”

He heard L ucky’s voice speaking softly but could m ake out no 
w ords.

“H ey, L ucky,” he repeated, and stepped out o f  the washroom . 
The desk had tw o steam ing platters o f  roast b ee f and potatoes on it. 
(A  slight sharpness in the arom a indicated the m eat, at least, to be 
really  a yeast im itation from  the sub-sea gardens o f  Venus.) Lucky, 
how ever, was not eating, but sat on the bed and spoke into the room ’s 
Talkie.

Dr. P evera le’s face was gazing out o f  the receiving plate.
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Lucky said, “W ell, then, was it general know ledge that this was 
to be our room ?”

“Not general knowledge, but I gave the order to prepare your 
room  over an open hookup. There was no reason for secrecy as far 
as I could see. I suppose anyone m ight have overheard. Furtherm ore, 
your room  is one o f  a few  such that are reserved for d istinguished 
guests. There is no secret about it.”

“I see. Thank you, sir.”
“Is anything w rong?”
“N ot at all,” said Lucky, sm iling, and broke connection. His 

smile disappeared and he looked thoughtful.
“N othing wrong, m y foot,” exploded Bigman. “W hat’s up, 

Lucky? D on’t tell me there isn ’t anything w rong.”
“ Something is wrong, yes. I ’ve been looking at the equipm ent 

here. These are special insulated suits for use on the Sun-side, I 
im agine.”

B igm an lifted one o f  the suits hanging in a special wall recess. 
It was am azingly light for its bulk, nor could that be attributed to 
M ercurian gravity, since gravity here in the Dom e w as m aintained at 
Earth-norm al.

He shook his head. As usual, i f  he had to use a suit supplied him  
out o f  stock rather than one built to specifications, he w ould  have to 
reduce all fittings to the m inim um  and even so find it inconvenient 
to use. He sighed resignedly. It was the penalty he paid for not being 
exactly tall. He always thought o f  it that way: “not exactly tall.” He 
never thought o f  his five foot two as being actually “short.”

He said, “ Sands o f  M ars, they ’ve got everything here for us, all 
set and waiting. Bed. Bath. Food. Suits.”

“A nd som ething else too,” said Lucky gravely. “D eath is w aiting 
in this room . See here.”

Lucky lifted one arm  o f  the larger suit. The ball jo in t at the 
shoulder m oved easily, but w here it jo ined  the shaft o f  the shoulder 
there was a tiny, all but unnoticeable gap. It w ould have been com 
pletely unnoticeable i f  L ucky’s fingers had not spread it apart.

It was a slash! M an-m ade, obviously! Insulation showed.
“On the inner surface,” said Lucky, “th ere ’s a sim ilar slash. This 

suit w ould have lasted ju st long enough to get m e out on the Sun- 
side, and then it w ould have killed m e neatly .”
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Over the Banquet Table

“U rteil!” cried B igm an at once, w ith a ferocity that stiffened every
m uscle o f  his sm all body. “That dirty cobber-------”

“W hy U rteil?” asked Lucky softly.
“He w arned us to w atch our suits, Lucky. R em em ber?”
“O f course. A nd i t ’s exactly w hat I did.”
“ Sure. He set it up for us. W e find a slashed suit and we think 

h e ’s a great guy. Then w e’re cold m eat for him  next time around.
D o n ’t fall fo r that, Lucky. H e ’s a-------”

“N ow  wait, B igm an, wait! D on’t m ake your m ind up so fast. 
Look at it this way. Urteil said M indes had tried to kill him, too. 
Suppose w e believe him. Suppose M indes had tried to gim m ick Ur- 
te il’s suit and U rteil had spotted it in time. Urteil w ould warn us to 
w atch out for the sam e trick. M aybe M indes did this.”

“ Sands o f  M ars, Lucky, that can ’t be. This guy, M indes, is ladled 
full o f  sleeping pills, and before that he w asn ’t out o f  our sight from 
the m inute we got onto this m iserable rock.”

“A ll right. H ow  do we know  M indes is asleep and under m edi
cation?” asked Lucky.

“G ardom a says-------” began Bigm an, and fell silent.
“Exactly. G ardom a says! W e haven’t seen M indes, though. We 

only know  w hat Dr. G ardom a said, and Dr. G ardom a is a great friend 
o f  M indes’s.”

“The tw o o f  them  are in it together,” said Bigm an, w ith instant 
conviction. “Jum ping com ets— —”

“W ait, wait, d o n ’t you jum p  so. G reat Galaxy, Bigman, I ’m  just 
trying to straighten out m y thoughts, and you take me up on every
th ing .” H is tone was as disapproving as it could ever be w ith respect
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to his small friend. He w ent on, “N ow  y o u ’ve com plained a dozen 
times that I don’t tell you everything on m y m ind until every th ing’s 
done with. This is why, you blaster-happy nitwit. As soon as I ad
vance a theory, you ’re o ff on a charge, all your w eapons cocked and 
ready.”

“I ’m sorry, Lucky,” said Bigman. “Go ahead.”
“All right. N ow  Urteil is easy to suspect. N obody likes him . Even 

Dr. Peverale doesn’t. You saw how he reacted ju st to the m ention o f
his name. W e’ve m et him  only once and you dislike h im ------ ”

“I ’ll say,” m uttered Bigman.
“— while 1 don’t exactly like him , either. A nyone can slash this 

suit and hope that suspicion will fall on U rteil i f  it should happen to 
be discovered, and it w ould be surely discovered after i t’s killed 
som eone, i f  not before.”

“I see all that, Lucky.”
“On the other hand,” w ent on Lucky sm oothly, “M indes has a l

ready tried to get rid o f  m e w ith a blaster. I f  that w ere a serious 
attempt, he doesn’t seem the type to do anything as indirect as suit
slashing. As for Dr. Gardom a, I don ’t see him  involving h im self in 
the m urder o f  a Councilm an ju st out o f  friendship for M indes.” 

“Then w hat’s the decision?” cried B igm an im patiently.
“There isn ’t any so far,” said Lucky, “except m aybe that we go 

to sleep.” He turned dow n the bed sheets and stepped into the w ash
room.

Bigman looked after him  and shrugged his shoulders.

Scott M indes was sitting up in t>ed w hen Lucky and B igm an 
entered his quarters the next m orning. He w as pale and looked tired.

“Hello,” he said. “Karl G ardom a told me w hat happened. Y ou 
don’t know  how  sorry I am .”

Lucky passed it o ff with a shrug. “H ow  do you feel?”
“W rung out but all right, if  you know  w hat I m ean. I ’ll be at the 

dinner party old Peverale is giving tonight.”
“Is that w ise?”
“I w on’t leave Urteil there holding the fort,” said M indes, hatred  

suddenly flooding his face w ith m om entary color, “telling everyone 
I ’m  crazy. O r Dr. Peverale, either, for that m atter.”

“Dr. Peverale doubts your sanity?” asked Lucky softly.
“W ell-------Look, Starr, I ’ve been scouting the Sun-side in a

small rocket-scooter ever since the accidents started getting bad. I 
had to do it. I t’s m y project. Twice, now, I— I ’ve seen som ething.”



M indes paused and Lucky prodded him. “Seen what, Dr. Min- 
des?”

“I w ish I could say for sure. I saw it only from a distance each 
tim e. Som ething m oving. Som ething that looked hum an. Something 
in a space-suit. N ot one o f  our inso-suits, our special insulated jobs, 
you know. It looked m ore like an ordinary space-suit. Ordinary metal, 
you know .”

“D id you try  to  get closer?”
“Yes, and I lost it. A nd the photographs showed nothing either. 

Just spots o f  light and dark that m ight have been som ething, or noth
ing. B ut it w as som ething, all right. Som ething that m oved under the 
Sun as though it d idn’t care a thing for the heat and radiation. It 
w ould  even stand still in the Sun for m inutes at a time. T hat’s what 
got m e.”

“Is that strange? S tanding still, I m ean?”
M indes laughed shortly. “On the M ercury Sun-side? It sure is. 

N obody stands still. Insulated suit and all, you go about your business 
as fast as you can and get out from  under as fast as you can. This 
near the Term inator the heat isn ’t so bad. It’s the radiation, though. 
I t’s ju s t good practice to take as little o f  it as possible. The inso-suits 
a ren ’t com plete protection against gam m a rays. I f  you m ust stand 
still, you m ove into the shade o f  a rock.”

“W hat’s your explanation o f  it all?”
M indes’s voice fell to an alm ost sham ed whisper. “ I don ’t think 

it’s a m an.”
“Y o u ’re not going to say i t’s a tw o-legged ghost, are you?” said 

B igm an suddenly, before Lucky could nudge him into silence.
B ut M indes only shook his head. “Did I use that phrase on the 

surface? I seem  to rem em ber-------No, I think it’s a M ercurian.”
“W hat?” cried Bigm an, sounding as i f  he thought that were 

worse.
“H ow  else could it endure the Sun’s radiation and heat so?”
“W hy w ould it need a space-suit then?” asked Lucky.
“W ell, I d o n ’t know .” M indes’s eyes flashed, and a restless w ild

ness settled upon them . “But i t’s som ething. W hen I got back to the 
D om e, every m an and every suit could be accounted for each time. 
Dr. Peverale w o n ’t authorize an expedition to m ake a real search. He 
says w e ’re not equipped for it.”

“H ave you to ld  him  w hat you told m e?”
“He thinks I ’m  crazy. I ’m  sure o f  it. He thinks I’m seeing re

flections and building m en out o f  them  in m y im agination. But tha t’s 
no t so, S tarr!”
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Lucky said, “Have you contacted the Council o f  Science?’
“H ow  can I? Dr. Peverale w ouldn’t back me. U rteil w ould  say I 

was m ad and they w ould listen to him. W ho w ould  listen to m e?”
“I w ould,” said Lucky,
M indes sat up in bed with a jerk . His hand shot out as though it 

w ere ready to grasp the o ther’s sleeve but then held back. H e said, 
in a choked voice, “Then you’ll investigate it?”

“In m y w ay,” prom ised Lucky, “I w ill.”

The others were already at the banquet table that evening w hen 
Lucky and B igm an arrived. A bove the hum  o f  greeting that rose as 
they entered and the beginning o f  the introductions, there w ere ob
vious signs that the gathering was not entirely a pleasant one.

Dr. Peverale sat at the head o f  the table, his thin lips set and his 
sunken cheeks quivering, the picture o f  dignity m aintained under dif
ficulty. A t his left was the broad-shouldered figure o f  Urteil, lounging 
back in his chair, th ick fingers p laying delicately w ith the rim  o f  a 
drinking glass.

Toward the foot o f  the table was Scott M indes, looking painfully  
young and tired as he stared w ith angry frustration at Urteil. N ext to 
him  was Dr. Gardom a, w atching w ith an anxious and thoughtful eye 
as though ready to interfere in case M indes grew  rash.

The rem aining seats, except for two em pty ones at Dr. Peverale’s 
right, were occupied by several o f  the senior m en o f  the O bservatory. 
One in particular, Hanley Cook, second in com m and at the D om e, 
leaned his tall, lean body forw ard and took L ucky’s hand firm ly in 
his own.

Lucky and B igm an took their seats and the salads w ere served.
Urteil said at once in a harsh voice that effectively took over the 

conversation, “W e were w ondering ju st before you cam e in w hether 
young M indes ought not to tell you o f  the great w onders in store for 
Earth as a result o f  his experim ents.”

“No such thing,” snapped M indes, “and I ’ll do m y ow n talking 
i f  you don’t m ind.”

“Oh, com e on, Scott,” said U rteil, grinning broadly, “don’t be 
bashful. W ell, then, look here, I ’ll tell the m an.”

Dr. G ardom a’s hand fell, as though by accident, on M indes’s 
shoulder, and the young engineer sw allow ed a cry o f  indignation and 
rem ained silent.

Urteil said, “N ow  I w arn you, Starr, this is going to be good.
It
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Lucky interrupted, “ I know  som ething o f  the experim ents. The 
grand result o f  an air-conditioned planet is quite possible, I think.”

U rteil scowled. “That so? I’m  glad you’re optimistic. Poor Scott 
can ’t even m ake the pilot experim ent work. O r at least he says he 
can ’t, don ’t you, Scott?”

M indes h a lf rose, but again Dr. G ardom a’s hand was on his 
shoulder.

B igm an’s eyes traveled from  speaker to speaker, resting on Urteil 
w ith  b lack distaste. H e said nothing.

The arrival o f  the m ain course stopped the conversation m om en
tarily, and Dr. Peverale tried desperately to turn it into less explosive 
channels. For a w hile he succeeded, but then Urteil, w ith the last o f  
his helping o f  roast b ee f im paled on his fork, leaned tow ard Lucky 
and said, “ So you go for the project M indes is running, do you?”

“I th ink  it’s a reasonable one.”
“Y ou have to think that, being a m em ber o f  the Council o f  Sci

ence. But w hat if  I told you that the experim ents here were phony; 
they could be run on Earth for one per cent o f  the cost i f  the Council 
w ere only interested enough in the taxpayers’ m oney to save a little 
o f  it. W hat w ould you say i f  I told you that?”

“The sam e thing 1 w ould say i f  you told m e anything at all,” 
retorted Lucky com posedly. “ I w ould say, Mr. Urteil, that the chances 
are that y o u ’re lying. I t’s your greatest talent and, I believe, pleasure.”

Instantly a great silence fell on the banqueters, even on Urteil. 
H is thick cheeks seem ed to sag in surprise and his eyes to bulge. 
W ith sudden passion, he leaned directly across Dr. Peverale’s place, 
rising from  his seat and bringing his right hand dow n hard and flat 
ju s t short o f  L ucky’s platter.

“N o Council lackey— ” he began in a roar.
A nd as he did that, B igm an m oved, too. No eye at the table saw 

the details o f  that m ove, since it flashed with the speed o f  a striking 
snake, but U rte il’s roar ended in a shout o f  dismay.

U rte il’s hand, w hich had com e down with such hard finality, now 
show ed the carved m etallic haft o f  a force-knife grow ing out o f  it.

Dr. Peverale scraped his chair back suddenly, and there was a 
cry or an exclam ation from  every m an there but B igm an himself. 
Even L ucky seem ed startled.

B igm an’s tenor voice rose in delight. “ Spread your fingers, you 
tub o f  m ineral oil. Spread them  and then grease back down into your 
seat.”

Urteil stared at his small torm enter w ithout understanding for a 
m om ent and then very slow ly spread his fingers. His hand was not
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hurt, not a sliver o f  skin had been rem oved. The force-knife stood 
quivering in the hard plastic table top, an inch o f  its w averingly 
lum inescent force-blade (it w asn’t m atter, m erely a thin field o f  im 
material force) in sight. The knife had entered the table, w orking its 
w ay neatly and unerringly betw een the second and third finger o f  
UrteiTs hand.

Urteil snatched his hand aw ay as though it w ere suddenly in 
flames.

Bigman crowed with delight and said, “A nd next tim e you reach 
a hand in L ucky’s direction or in m ine, you cobber, I chop it right 
off. W hat w ould you say i f  I told you that? And w hatever you say, 
say it politely.” He reached out for the force-knife, deactivating the 
blade as he seized the haft, and returned it to its inconspicuous holster 
on his belt.

Lucky said, w ith a light frown, “ I w asn ’t aw are that m y friend 
was armed. I ’m sure h e’s sorry for having disturbed the m eal, but I 
believe Mr. Urteil m ay take this incident to heart.”

Someone laughed and there was a tight sm ile on M indes’s face.
Urteil looked with hot eyes from  face to face. He said, “I w o n ’t 

forget this treatment. I t’s obvious to m e that the senator is receiving 
little cooperation, and h e ’ll hear o f  that. A nd m eanw hile, I ’m  staying 
right here.” He folded his arms as though daring anyone to m ake him  
leave.

Little by little the conversation grew  general.
Lucky said to Dr. Peverale, “Y ou know, sir, it seem s to m e that 

your face is fam iliar.”
“Is it?” The astronom er sm iled in a strained fashion. “I d o n ’t 

think I ever m et you before.”
“W ell, w ere you ever on C eres?”
“C eres?” The old astronom er looked at Lucky w ith som e sur

prise. He had obviously not yet recovered from  the force-knife ep i
sode. “The largest observatory in the Solar System  is on that asteroid. 
I w orked there as a young m an, and I frequently visit it even now .”

“Then I w onder i f  I d idn’t perhaps see you there.”
Lucky couldn’t help thinking, as he spoke, o f  those exciting days 

w hen the chase was on for Captain A nton and the pirates w ho w ere 
m aking their lair in the asteroids. A nd particularly  the day w hen the 
pirate ships raided the very heart o f  Council territory, onto the surface 
o f  Ceres itself, w inning out tem porarily by the very daring o f  their 
undertaking.

But Dr. Peverale was shaking his head in gentle good hum or. “ I
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there. I am  sure I did no t.”

“Too bad ,” said Lucky.
“The loss is m ine, I assure you. B ut then it was m y season for 

loss. A s a result o f  an intestinal ailm ent, I m issed all the excitem ent 
in connection w ith  the pirate raid. I knew  o f  it only through the 
conversations I overheard am ong m y nurses.”

Dr. Peverale looked about the table now, his good hum or re
stored. The dessert was being served by the m echanical tray-carrier. 
H e said, “G entlem en, there has been some discussion o f  Project 
L ight.”

He paused to sm ile benignly, then w ent on. “It isn ’t exactly a 
happy subject under the circum stances, but I have been thinking a 
good deal about the accidents that have disturbed so m any o f  us. It 
seem s it w ould  be a good tim e for m e to give you all m y thoughts 
on the m atter. A fter all, Dr. M indes is here. W e have had a good 
m eal. A nd, finally, I have som ething interesting to say.”

U rteil broke a long silence to ask grim ly, “ Tow, Dr. Peverale?” 
The astronom er said m ildly, “W hy not? I have had interesting 

th ings to say m any tim es in m y life. A nd I will say w hat’s on m y 
m ind now .” There w as a sudden gravity about him . “I believe I know 
the w hole truth, the exact truth. I know  w ho is causing the destruction 
in connection w ith Project L ight and w hy.”
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The Direction of Danger

The old astronom er’s gentle face seem ed pleased as he looked about 
the table, perhaps at having gained so absolutely the attention o f  all. 
Lucky looked about the table too. He caught the expressions that 
greeted Dr. Peverale’s statement. There was contem pt on U rte il’s 
broad features, a puzzled frow n on Dr. G ardom a’s face, a sulkier one 
on that o f  M indes. The others w ere held in various attitudes o f  cu
riosity and interest.

One m an caught L ucky’s attention particularly. It w as H anley 
Cook, Dr. Peverale’s second in com m and. He stared at his finger 
ends, and there was som ething like w eary disgust about him . W hen 
he looked up, his expression had changed and settled into a cautious 
blankness.

N evertheless Lucky thought: “I ’ll have to talk  to the m an.”
And then his attention shifted back to Dr. Peverale.
Dr. Peverale was saying, “The saboteur can ’t be one o f  us, o f  

course. Dr. M indes tells m e that he has investigated and is sure o f  
that. Even w ithout investigation, I am  sure that none o f  us is capable 
o f  such crim inal action. Y et the saboteur m ust be intelligent, since 
the destruction is too purposeful, too exclusively directed against 
Project Light, to be the result o f  chance or o f  anything nonintelligent. 
Therefore-------”

Bigman interrupted excitedly. “Hey, you m ean M ercury has n a
tive life? I t’s M ercurians doing this?”

There was a sudden buzz o f  confused com m ent and som e laugh
ter, at which B igm an reddened. “W ell,” said the small M artian, “isn ’t 
that w hat Dr. Peverale is saying?”

“N ot quite,” said Dr. Peverale gently.



“There is no life o f  any kind native to M ercury,” said one o f  the 
astronom ers w ith em phasis. “T hat’s one thing w e’re sure of.”

Lucky interposed, “H ow  sure? Has anyone looked?”
The astonom er w ho had spoken seem ed taken aback. He said, 

“There have been exploring parties. C ertainly.”
Lucky sm iled. He had m et intelligent beings on M ars that no 

o ther m an knew  of. He had discovered sem i-intelligent beings on 
V enus w here none had been thought to exist. He, for one, was not 
ready to adm it that any planet lacked life, or even intelligence.

He said, “H ow  m any exploring parties? H ow  thorough was each 
exploration? Has every square m ile been searched?”

The astronom er did not answer. He looked away, raising his eye
brow s as though to  say: W hat’s the use?

B igm an grinned, his little face w rinkling into a caricature o f  
gnom ish good hum or.

Dr. Peverale said, “M y dear Starr, explorations have uncovered 
nothing. W hile w e grant that the possibility o f  M ercurian life is not 
com pletely excluded, the probability  o f  its existence is very low. 
Suppose w e assum e that the only intelligent life in the Galaxy is the 
hum an race. C ertainly, i t’s the only one we know  of.”

W ith the M artian m ind-beings in his m em ory, Lucky did not 
agree w ith that, but he kept silent and let the old m an continue.

It was Urteil, little by little having recovered his self-possession, 
w ho intervened. “W hat do you think you’re getting at,” he asked, 
and it w as characteristic o f  the m an that he could not resist adding, 
“i f  anything?”

Dr. Peverale did not answ er Urteil directly. He looked from  face 
to face, deliberately ignoring the C ongressional investigator. He said, 
“The point is, there are hum ans elsew here than on Earth. There are 
hum ans in m any star system s.” A queer change came across the as
tronom er’s face. It p inched in, grew  white, and his nostrils flared as 
though he w ere suddenly overpow ered with anger. “For instance, 
there are hum ans on the planets o f  Sirius. W hat i f  they are the sab
oteurs?”

“W hy should they be?” asked Lucky at once.
“W hy not? They have com m itted aggression against Earth be

fore.”
So m uch w as true. Lucky Starr h im self had helped, not too long 

before, to repel a Sirian invasion flotilla that had landed on G any
m ede, but in that case they had left the Solar System  w ithout pushing 
m atters to a show dow n. Y et, on the other hand, it was a com m on
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thing for m any Earthm en to blam e Sirians for anything that w ent 
wrong.

Dr. Peverale was saying w ith energy, “I ’ve been  there. I ’ve been  
to Sirius only five m onths ago. It took a great deal o f  red tape because 
Sirius welcom es neither im m igrants nor visitors, but it w as a m atter 
o f  an interstellar astronom ical convention, and I m anaged to get a 
visa. I was determ ined to see for m yself, and I m ust say I w asn ’t 
disappointed.

“The planets o f  Sirius are thinly populated and they are extrem ely 
decentralized. They live in isolated individual fam ily units, each w ith 
its own energy source and services. Each has its group o f  m echanical 
slaves— there’s no other w ord possible— slaves in the shape o f  pos- 
itronic robots, w hich do the labor. The Sirian hum ans m aintain them 
selves as a fighting aristocracy. Every one o f  them  can handle a 
space-cruiser. T hey’ll never rest till they destroy the E arth.”

B igm an shifted restlessly in his seat. “ Sands o f  M ars, let them  
try. Let them  try, is all I say.”

“They will when they are quite ready,” said Dr. Peverale, “and, 
unless we do som ething quickly to m eet the danger, they will win. 
W hat have we got to oppose them ? A population in the billions, true, 
but how  m any can handle them selves in space? W e are six b illion 
rabbits and they are one m illion wolves. Earth is helpless and grows 
m ore helpless every year. W e are fed by grain from  M ars and yeast 
from Venus. W e get our m inerals from  the asteroids, and w e used to 
get them  from M ercury, too, w hen the m ines here w ere w orking.

“W hy, Starr, i f  Project Light succeeds, Earth w ill be dependent 
on space stations for the m anner in w hich it gets its very sunshine. 
D on’t you see how  vulnerable that m akes us? A Sirian raiding party, 
by attacking the outposts o f  the System , could panic and starve Earth 
w ithout ever having to fight us directly.

“And can we do anything to them  in return? No m atter how  m any 
o f  them  we kill, the rem aining Sirians are alw ays self-contained and 
self-sufficient. Any o f  them could continue the w ar.”

The old m an was alm ost breathless w ith passion. There w as no 
questioning his sincerity. It was as though he w ere getting som ething 
out o f  h im self that had been stifling him.

Lucky’s eye w andered back to Dr. P everale’s second, H anley 
Cook. The m an was resting his forehead on the bony knuckles o f  one 
large hand. His face was flushed, but to Lucky it did not seem  like 
a flush o f  either anger or indignation. Rather, it seem ed one o f  em 
barrassm ent.

Scott M indes spoke up skeptically. “W hat w ould be the point,
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Dr. Peverale? I f  th ey ’re getting along on Sirius, w hy should they 
com e to Earth? W hat w ould they get out o f  us? Even supposing they 
conquer Earth, they w ould only have to support us-------”

“N onsense!” rapped out the senior astronom er. “W hy should 
they? They w ould  w ant E arth ’s resources, not E arth’s population. Get 
that through your head. T hey’d let us starve. It would be part o f  their 
po licy .”

“Oh, com e,” said Gardom a. “T hat’s unbelievable.”
“N ot out o f  cruelty ,” said Dr. Peverale, “out o f  policy. They 

despise us. They consider us scarcely m ore than animals. The Sirians 
them selves are very race-conscious. Since Earthm en first colonized 
Sirius, they have been breeding them selves carefully until they are 
free o f  diseases and o f  various characteristics w hich they consider 
undesirable.

“They are o f  uniform  appearance, w hile Earthm en are o f  all 
shapes, sizes, colors, varieties. The Sirians consider us inferior. T hat’s 
w hy they w o n ’t let us em igrate to Sirius. They w ouldn’t let me attend 
the convention till the governm ent pulled every string possible. A s
tronom ers from  o ther system s w ere all w elcom e but not from  Earth.

“A nd hum an life, any kind o f  hum an life, doesn’t m ean m uch to 
them , anyw ay. T hey’re m achine-centered. I ’ve w atched them  with 
their m etal m en. T hey’re m ore considerate o f  a Sirian robot, almost, 
than o f  a Sirian m an. They w ould  regard a robot as w orth a hundred 
m en o f  Earth. They pam per those robots. They love them. N othing’s 
too good for them .”

Lucky m urm ured, “Robots are expensive. They have to be treated 
carefully .”

“M aybe so,” said Dr. Peverale, “but men who becom e accus
tom ed to w orrying about the needs o f  m achines becom e callous about 
the needs o f  m en.”

Lucky Starr leaned forward, elbow s on the table, dark eyes se
rious and the sm ooth vertical lines o f  his handsom e, still subtly boy
ish face set gravely. He said, “Dr. Peverale, i f  the Sirians are 
race-conscious and are breeding them selves into unifonnity , they will 
defeat them selves in the long run. It is variety in the hum an race that 
brings about progress. It is Earth and not Sirius that is in the forefront 
o f  scientific research. Earthm en settled Sirius in the first place, and 
it is we, not our Sirian cousins, w ho are advancing in new  directions 
every year. Even the positronic robots you m ention w ere invented 
and developed on Earth by Earthm en.”

“Y es,” said the astronom er, “but Earthm en d o n ’t m ake use o f  the 
robot. It w ould  upset our econom y, and we place the com fort and
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security o f  today above the safety o f  tom orrow. W e use our scientific 
advance to m ake ourselves weaker. Sirius uses its to m ake itse lf 
stronger. T hat’s the difference and th a t’s the danger.”

Dr. Peverale threw  h im self back in his chair, looking grim. The 
m echanical tray-carrier cleared the table.

Lucky pointed at it. “T hat’s a sort o f  a robot, i f  you like,” he 
said.

The m echanical tray-carrier w ent quietly about its task. It w as a 
flat-surfaced thing m oving sm oothly on a diam agnetic field, so that 
its gently curved base never actually touched the floor. Its lim ber 
tentacles rem oved dishes w ith careful delicacy, placing som e on its 
upper surface, others within a cabinet in its side.

“T hat’s a sim ple autom aton,” snorted Dr. Peverale. “It has no 
positronic brain. It cannot adapt itse lf to any change in its task .” 

“W ell, then,” said Lucky, “are you saying that the Sirians are 
sabotaging Project L ight?”

“Yes. I am .”
“W hy should they?”
Dr. Peverale shrugged. “Perhaps i t’s ju st part o f  a larger plan. I 

don’t know what trouble there is elsew here in the Solar System . 
These m ay be the first random  probings to prepare for ultim ate in
vasion and conquest. Project L ight in itse lf m eans nothing, the Sirian 
danger everything. I wish I could rouse the Council o f  Science and 
the governm ent and the people to that truth.”

Hanley Cook coughed, then spoke for the first time. “The Sirians 
are hum an like the rest o f  us. If  th ey ’re on the planet, w here  are 
they?”

Dr. Peverale said coldly, “T hat’s for an exploring expedition to 
find out. A w ell-prepared, w ell-equipped expedition.”

“W ait a m inute,” said M indes, his eyes glinting w ith excitem ent,
“I ’ve been out on the Sun-side, and I ’ll sw ear------- ”

“A w ell-prepared, w ell-equipped expedition,” repeated  the old 
astronom er firmly. “Y our one-m an flights m ean nothing, M indes.” 

The engineer stuttered a m om ent and slum ped into an em bar
rassed silence.

Lucky said suddenly, “You seem to be unhappy about this, Urteil. 
W hat is your opinion o f  Dr. Peverale’s view ?”

The investigator lifted his eyes and m et those o f  Lucky for a long 
m om ent in hatred and open defiance. It was obvious he had not for
gotten, nor would forget, the earlier exchange at this table.

He said, “ I’m keeping m y opinion to m yself. B ut I w ill say this, 
I’m not fooled by anything tha t’s going on here tonight.”
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His m outh clam ped shut and Lucky, having w aited a m om ent for 
further rem arks, turned to Peverale and said, “ I w onder i f  we do need 
a com plete expedition, sir. I f  we suppose that the Sirians are here on 
M ercury, can w e perhaps deduce w here they m ight be?”

“Go ahead, Lucky,” crow ed B igm an at once. “Show them  how .” 
Dr. Peverale said, “H ow  do you m ean?”
“W ell, w hat w ould be the best for the Sirians? I f  they ’ve been 

sabotaging Project L ight at frequent intervals over a period o f  
m onths, it w ould be m ost convenient for them  to have a base near 
the project. Y et at the sam e time, the base m ust not be easily detected. 
T h ey ’ve certainly been successful in the second requirem ent, anyway. 
N ow  w here could such a handy, but secret, base be?

“L e t’s divide up M ercury into two parts, Sun-side and dark-side. 
It seem s to m e that they w ould be foolish to set up a base on Sun- 
side. Too hot, too m uch radiation, too inhospitable.”

C ook grunted. “N o m ore inhospitable than the dark-side.”
“N o, no ,” said Lucky at once, “y o u ’re w rong there. The Sun-side 

presents an environm ent w hich is quite unusual. Hum ans aren’t 
accustom ed to it at all. The dark-side is som ething very familiar. It 
is sim ply ground w hich is exposed to space, and the conditions o f 
space are very familiar. The dark-side is cold but no colder than 
space. It is dark and airless but no darker than any portion o f  space 
not in direct sunlight and certainly no m ore airless. M en have learned 
to live com fortably in space, and they can live on the dark-side.” 

“Go on ,” said Dr. Peverale, his old eyes gleam ing with interest. 
“Go on, M r. Starr.”

“B ut establishing a base that w ould serve over a period o f  months 
is not a sim ple thing. They m ust have a ship or ships to get back to 
Sirius som eday. O r i f  th ey ’re to be picked up by a ship from outside 
they m ust still have am ple stores o f  food and water, as well as an 
energy source. A ll this takes up room , and yet they m ust be certain 
they will not be detected. It leaves only one place where they can 
be.”

“W here, Lucky?” asked Bigm an, nearly jum ping  up and down in 
his eagerness. He, at least, had no doubts that w hatever Lucky said 
w as so. “W here?”

“W ell,” said Lucky, “when I first arrived here, Dr. M indes made 
m ention o f  m ines on M ercury w hich had failed. Just a few m om ents 
ago, Dr. Peverale spoke o f  m ines on M ercury that were once working, 
From  that I gather that there m ust be em pty mine shafts and corridors 
on the planet, and they m ust be either here or at the South Pole, since
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the polar regions are the only places w here the tem perature extrem es 
are not too great. A m  I right?”

Cook faltered. “Yes, there are m ines here. Before the O bserva
tory was established, the Dom e was the m ining center.”

“Then w e’re sitting on top o f  a large em pty hole in M ercury. I f  
the Sirians are successfully hiding a large base, w here else w ould  it 
be? There is the direction o f  danger.”

A  m urm ur o f  appreciation passed around the table, but it w as 
shattered abruptly by U rteil’s guttural tones.

“All very pretty ,” he said, “but w hat does it all com e to? W hat 
are you going to do about it?”

“Bigm an and I,” said Lucky, “intend to enter the m ines ju s t as 
soon as we can get ready. I f  there’s anything there, w e ’ll find it.”



6

Preparations

Dr. G ardom a said sharply, “Do you intend to go alone?”
“W hy not?” interposed Urteil. “The heroics are cheap enough. 

O f  course th ey ’ll go alone. T here’s nothing and nobody there, and 
they  know  it.”

“Care to jo in  us?” asked Bigman. “I f  you leave your big m outh 
behind  you  can fit into a suit.”

“Y ou w ouldn’t crow d one even with yours,” snarled Urteil.
Dr. G ardom a said again, “T here’s no point in going alone if------ ”
“A prelim inary  investigation,” said Lucky, “will do no harm. 

A ctually, Urteil m ay be right. There m ay be no one there. At the 
w orst, w e ’ll keep in touch with you at the Dome and hope that we 
can handle any Sirians we m eet. B igm an and I are used to handling 
tigh t situations.”

“B esides w hich,” added Bigm an, his gnom ish face puckering into 
a grin, “L ucky and I like tight situations.”

Lucky sm iled and rose to his feet. “ I f  we m ay be excused-------”
U rteil at once rose, turned, and stam ped away. L ucky’s eyes fol

low ed h im  thoughtfully.
Lucky stopped H anley Cook as the latter passed him. He touched 

his elbow  gently.
C ook looked up, his eyes all concern. “Yes. W hat is it, sir?” 
L ucky said quietly, “M ay I see you in our quarters as soon as 

possib le?”
“I ’ll be there in fifteen m inutes. Is that all right?”
“F ine.”

*  *  *
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Cook was very little later than that. He stepped into their quarters 
softly, w earing the look o f  concern that seem ed a constant part o f  
him. He was a m an in his late forties w ith an angular face and light 
brow n hair that was beginning to be touched with gray.

Lucky said, “I had forgotten to tell you w here our quarters were. 
I ’m  sorry.”

Cook looked surprised. “I knew  w here you w ere assigned.” 
“W ell, good. Thank you for com ing at our request.”
“O h,” Cook paused. Then he said hurriedly, “G lad to. G lad to .” 
Lucky said, “T here’s a small m atter o f  the insulation suits in this 

room. The ones intended for use on the Sun-side.”
“The inso-suits? W e d idn’t forget the instruction film, did w e?” 
“No, no. I view ed that. I t’s quite another thing.”
Cook said, “ Som ething w rong?”
“Som ething w rong?” crow ed Bigm an. “Look for yourself.” He 

spread the arms in order to display the slashes.
Cook looked blank, then flushed slowly and grew  round-eyed

with horror. “I don’t see-------I t’s im possible--------H ere at the D om e!”
Lucky said, “The m ain thing is to get it replaced.”
“But who w ould do such a thing? W e m ust find out.”
“N o use disturbing Dr. Peverale.”
“No, no,” said Cook, at once, as though he had not thought o f  it 

before.
“W e’ll find out the details in due time. M eanw hile I w ould like 

to get it replaced.”
“Certainly. I ’ll attend to it prom ptly. N o w onder you w anted to 

see me. Great Space-------” He got to his feet in a kind o f  speech
lessness and m ade as though to go.

But Lucky stopped him. “W ait, this is a m inor thing. There are 
other things we m ust discuss. By the way, before w e get to that— I 
take it you did not agree w ith Dr. Peverale’s view s on the S irians.” 

Cook frowned. “I ’d rather not discuss that.”
“ I w atched you as he was speaking. Y ou disapproved, I th ink.” 
Cook sat down again. His bony fingers clutched one another in 

a tight clasp and he said, “H e’s an old man. H e ’s been all m ixed up 
about the Sirians for years. Psychopathic, alm ost. He sees them  under 
his bed. He blam es them  for everything. I f  our plates are over
exposed, he blam es them. Since h e ’s been back from  Sirius h e ’s 
worse than ever, because o f  w hat he claim s he w ent th rough.” 

“ W hat was it he w ent through?”
“N othing terrible, I suppose. But they quarantined him. They 

assigned him a separate building. They w ere too polite som etim es.
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They w ere too rude other times. There was no w ay o f  suiting him, I 
suppose. Then they forced a positronic robot on him  to take care o f  
personal services.”

“D id he object to  that too?”
“He claim s it w as because they w ouldn’t com e near him  them 

selves. T hat’s w hat I m ean. He took everything  as an insult.”
“W ere you  w ith  h im ?”
C ook shook his head. “ Sirius w ould only accept one man, and 

h e ’s senior. I ought to have gone. H e’s too old, really— too old.” 
C ook w as talking in a brooding sort o f  way. He looked up sud

denly. “This is all confidential, by the w ay.”
“C om pletely,” Lucky assured him.
“W hat about your friend?” said C ook uncertainly. “I m ean, I 

know  h e ’s honorable, but h e ’s a little, uh, hotheaded.”
“H ey,” began  B igm an, stiffening.
L ucky’s affectionate hand cam e down on the little fellow ’s head 

and brushed his hair dow n on his forehead. “H e’s hotheaded, all 
right,” he said, “as you saw at the banquet table. I can ’t always stop 
him  in tim e and som etim es, w hen h e ’s riled, he uses his tongue and 
his fist instead o f  his head. T hat’s som ething I always have to keep 
in m ind. Still, w hen I ask him  specifically to keep quiet about som e
thing, he is quiet, and th a t’s all there is to it.”

“T hank you ,” said Cook.
Lucky w ent on. “To get back to m y original question: Do you 

agree w ith Dr. Peverale concerning the Sirians in this present case?” 
“ I d o n ’t. H ow  w ould they know  about Project Light, and why 

should they care? I d o n ’t see them  sending ships and men and risking 
trouble w ith the Solar System  ju s t so they can break a few cables. 
O f  course, I tell you this, Dr. Peverale has been feeling hurt for quite
a w hile now -------”

“In  w hat w ay?”
“W ell, M indes and his group w ere established here while he was 

at Sirius. He cam e back and found them here. He knew  they were 
com ing eventually. I t’s been planned for years. Still, com ing back 
and actually  finding them  here was a shock.”

“H as he tried  to get rid  o f  M indes?”
“O h no, nothing like that. H e’s even been friendly. I t’s ju st that 

it m akes him  feel that som eday h e ’ll be replaced altogether, m aybe 
som eday soon, and I suppose he hates the thought. So it’s pleasant 
for him  to take charge and start a big affair about Sirians. T hat’s his 
baby, you see.”
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Lucky nodded, then said, “Tell m e, have you ever been on 
C eres?”

Cook looked surprised at the change in subject but said, “O cca
sionally. W hy?”

“W ith Dr. Peverale? A lone?”
“W ith him, usually. He goes m ore frequently than I do .”
Lucky grinned. “W ere you there at the tim e the pirates m ade 

their raid  on Ceres last year?”
Cook sm iled too. “No, but the old m an was. W e’ve heard the 

story several times. He was very angry about it. H e’s practically  
never sick, and this one time he was ju st com pletely out. He m issed 
everything.”

“W ell, tha t’s the w ay it goes. . . . And, now, I think w e’d better 
get to the m ain business. I d idn’t like to bother Dr. Peverale. A s you
say, h e’s an old man. Y ou’re his second and quite a bit younger-------”
Lucky smiled.

“Yes, o f  course. W hat can I do?”
“It’s about the mines. I assum e that som ew here at the D om e there 

are records, m aps, charts, som ething w hich will tell us the arrange
m ents o f  the m ain shafts and so on. O bviously, we can ’t w ander at 
random .”

“I ’m  sure there are,” agreed Cook.
“And you can get them  and perhaps go over them  w ith us?”
“Yes, o f  course.”
“N ow  as far as you know, Dr. Cook, the m ines are in good shape, 

I hope. I mean, there’s no danger o f  collapse or anything like that?”
“Oh no, I ’m sure there’s nothing o f  the sort possible. W e’re built 

right over some o f the shafts, and we had to look into the engineering 
when the O bservatory was first being set up. The shafts are w ell- 
buttressed and com pletely safe, particularly in M ercury’s gravity .”

“How com e,” asked Bigm an, “the m ines w ere shut dow n, i f  
they’re in such good shape?”

“A good question,” said Cook, and a small sm ile broke through 
his expression o f  settled m elancholy. “Do you w ant the true expla
nation or the interesting one?”

“B oth,” said B igm an at once.
Cook offered smokes to the others w hich w ere refused, then lit 

a cigarette after tam ping it on the back o f  one hand in an abstracted 
m anner. “The truth is this. M ercury is quite dense, and there w ere 
hopes that it would be a rich source o f  the heavy m etals: lead, silver, 
m ercury, platinum . It was, too; not as rich as m ight be, perhaps, but 
rich enough. U nfortunately, it w as uneconom ic. Supporting the m ines



here and transporting the ore back to Earth or even the M oon for 
processing raised  the price too high.

“A s for the interesting explanation, tha t’s another thing com 
pletely. W hen the O bservatory was first set up fifty years ago, the 
m ines w ere still a going concern, though they were already closing 
dow n som e o f  the shafts. The original astronom ers heard stories from 
the m iners and passed it on to the new com ers. I t’s part o f  the M er
curian legendry .”

“W hat are the stories?” asked Bigman.
“It seem s m iners died in  the shafts.”
“ Sands o f  M ars!” cried B igm an testily. “They die anywhere. You 

th ink  anybody lives forever?”
“These w ere frozen to death.”
“ So?”
“It w as a m ysterious freezing. The shafts w ere fairly well heated 

in those days, and their suit pow er units w ere in operation. The stories 
accum ulate em broidery, you know, and, eventually m iners w ouldn’t 
go into the m ain shafts in anything but gangs, w ouldn’t go into the 
side shafts at all, and the m ines shut dow n.”

L ucky nodded. H e said, “Y ou’ll get the plans for the m ines?”
“R ight off. A nd replacem ents for that inso-suit too.”
Preparations proceeded as though for a m ajor expedition. A  new  

inso-suit, replacing the one that had been slashed, was brought and 
tested, then laid to one side. A fter all, it w ould be ordinary space- 
suits for the dark-side.

The charts w ere brought and studied. Together w ith Cook, Lucky 
sketched out a possible route o f  exploration, following the m ain 
shafts.

L ucky left B igm an to take care o f  packing the adjunct-units with 
hom ogenized food and with w ater (w hich could be sw allow ed while 
still in the suit), m ake sure o f  the charge o f  the pow er units and the 
pressure on the oxygen tanks, inspect the w orking efficiency o f  the 
w aste disposal unit and the m oisture recirculator.

He h im se lf m ade a short trip to their ship, the Shooting Starr. 
H e m ade the trip via the surface, carrying a field pack, the contents 
o f  w hich he did not discuss w ith Bigm an. He returned w ithout it but 
carrying tw o sm all objects that looked like thick belt buckles, slightly 
curved, in dull-steel finish and centered by a rectangle in glassy red.

“W h a t’s that?” asked Bigm an.
“M icroergom eters,” said Lucky. “Experim ental. You know, like 

the ergom eters on board  the ship except that those are bolted to the 
floor.”
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“W hat can these things detect?”
“N othing at a couple o f  hundred thousand m iles like a sh ip ’s 

ergometer, but it can detect atom ic pow er sources at ten  m iles, 
m aybe. Look, Bigman, you activate it here. See?”

L ucky’s thum bnail exerted pressure against a small slit in one 
side o f  the m echanism . A  sliver o f  m etal m oved in, then out, and 
instantly the red patch on the surface glow ed brightly. Lucky turned 
the small ergom eter in this direction and that. In one particular po
sition, the red patch glow ed w ith the energy o f  a nova.

“That,” said Lucky, “is probably the direction o f  the D om e’s 
pow er plant. W e can adjust the m echanism  to zero that out. I t’s a 
little tricky.” He w orked painstakingly on the adjustm ent o f  tw o small 
controls so sm oothly inset as nearly to be invisible.

He sm iled as he worked, his engagingly youthful face lighting 
with pleasure. “You know, Bigm an, there isn ’t a tim e I visit U ncle 
Hector but that he doesn’t load m e up w ith the C ouncil’s latest gad
gets. He claim s that w ith the chances you and I are alw ays taking 
(you know the w ay he talks) we need them . Som etim es, though, I 
think he ju st wants us to act as field-testers for the gadgets. This one, 
though, m ay be useful.”

“How, Lucky?”
“For one thing, Bigman, i f  there are Sirians in the m ines, th ey ’ll 

have a small atom ic pow er plant. T hey’ll have to. T hey’ll need pow er 
for heat, for electrolyzing water, and so on. This ergom eter should 
detect that at ample distance. And for another thing-------”

He fell silent, and B igm an’s lips com pressed in chagrin. He knew  
what that silence meant. Lucky had thoughts w hich later he w ould 
claim  had been too vague to talk  about.

“ Is one o f  the ergom eters for m e?” he asked.
“You bet,” said Lucky, tossing one o f  the ergom eters tow ard him. 

B igm an snatched it out o f  the air.

Hanley Cook was w aiting for them  w hen they stepped out o f  
their quarters, wearing their suits but w ith headpieces tucked under 
their arms.

He said, “I thought I ’d lead you as far as the nearest entrance to 
the shafts.”

“Thank you,” said Lucky.
It was the tail end o f  the sleeping period in the D om e. H um an 

beings always established an Earth-like alternation o f  w aking and 
sleeping, even where there w as no day and night to guide them . 
Lucky had chosen this tim e on purpose, since he did not w ant to



enter the m ines at the head o f  a curious procession. In this Dr. Pev- 
erale had  co-operated.

The corridors o f  the Dom e w ere empty. The lighting was 
dim m ed. A nd as they w alked, a heavy silence seem ed to fall about 
them  w hile the clank o f  their footsteps sounded even louder.

C ook stopped. “This is Entry Tw o.”
Lucky nodded. “All right. I hope w e’ll be seeing one another 

again soon.”
“R ight.”
C ook operated the lock with his usual gloom y gravity, while 

Lucky and B igm an put on their headpieces, clam ping them  firmly 
along the param agnetic seams. Lucky took his first breath o f  canned 
air w ith w hat was alm ost pleasure, he w as so accustom ed to it.

Lucky first, then Bigm an, stepped into the air lock. The wall 
closed behind them .

L ucky said, “Ready, B igm an?”
“Y ou bet, L ucky.” His w ords rang in L ucky’s radio receiver, and 

his sm all form  was a shadow  in the extrem ely dim  light o f  the lock.
Then the opposing wall opened. They could feel the p u ff o f  air 

escaping into vacuum , and they stepped forw ard through the opening 
once again.

A  touch at the outer controls and the wall closed behind them  
again. This tim e, light was shut o ff  altogether.

Standing in absolute darkness, they found them selves inside the 
silent and em pty m ines o f  M ercury.
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The Mines of Mercury

They flicked on their suit-lights and the darkness w as alleviated over 
a little space. They lit a tunnel that stretched out before them , dim ly 
and m ore dim ly and ending in darkness. The light beam  had  the usual 
sharp edge inevitable in a vacuum . Everything outside the direct 
beam  rem ained com pletely black.

The tall m an from  Earth and his short com panion from  M ars 
faced that darkness and m arched forw ard into the bow els o f  M ercury.

In the radiance o f  their suit-lights, B igm an looked curiously 
about at the tunnel, w hich resem bled those he had seen on the M oon. 
Rounded out sm oothly by the use o f  blasters and disintegrating p ro 
cedures, it stretched out straight and even. The w alls w ere curved 
and m erged into the rocky ceiling. The oval cross section, slightly 
flattened above and quite flattened below, m ade for the greatest struc
tural strength.

Bigman could hear his ow n steps through the air in his suit. He 
could sense L ucky’s steps only as a small shock o f  vibration along 
rock. It was not quite sound, but to a person who had passed as m uch 
o f  his life in vacuum  and near-vacuum  as had B igm an it w as alm ost 
as meaningful.

He could “hear” the vibration o f  solid m aterial m uch as ordinary 
Earthm en could hear the vibration o f  air w hich is called “sound.”

Periodically they passed colum ns o f  rock w hich had been left 
unblasted and w hich served as buttresses for the layers o f  rock b e 
tween the tunnel and the surface. A gain this w as like the m ines on 
the M oon, except that the buttresses w ere both th icker and m ore 
num erous here, w hich was reasonable, since M ercury’s gravity, small 
as it was, was two and a h a lf  tim es that o f  the M oon.
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Tunnels branched o ff  the m ain shaft along which they traveled. 
Lucky, w ho seem ed in no hurry, paused at each opening in order to 
com pare m atters w ith the chart he carried.

To Bigm an, the m ost m elancholy aspect o f  the m ines was the 
vestiges o f  one-tim e hum an occupancy: the bolts where illum o-plates 
m ust once have been attached to keep the corridors blazing w ith the 
light o f  day, the faint m arkings where param agnetic relays m ust once 
have afforded traction for ore cars, occasional side pockets where 
room s o r laboratories m ust have existed, where m iners m ight pause 
to eat at field kitchens or w here sam ples o f  ore m ight be assayed. 

A ll d ism antled now, all tom  down, only bare rock left.
B ut B igm an w as not the m an to brood overlong on such matters. 

Rather, he grew  concerned at the lack o f  action. He had not come 
out here m erely  for the walk.

He said, “Lucky, the ergom eter doesn’t show a thing.”
“I know , B igm an. Cover.”
H e said it quietly, w ith no special em phasis, but B igm an knew 

w hat it m eant. He shoved his radio control to the particular notch 
w hich activated a shield for the carrier wave and scram bled the m es
sage. It w as not regulation equipm ent on a space-suit, but it was 
routine for Lucky and Bigm an. B igm an had added the scram bler to 
the radio controls w hen preparing the suits alm ost w ithout giving the 
m atter a conscious thought.

B igm an’s heart was beating a little faster. W hen Lucky called 
for a tight, scram bled beam  betw een the two o f  them, danger was 
near. N earer, at any rate. He said, “W hat’s up, Lucky?”

“It’s tim e to talk .” L ucky’s voice had a faintly far-off sound, as 
though it w as com ing indeterm inately from  all directions. That was 
due to the inevitable lack o f  perfection o f  the part o f  the receiving 
unscram bler, w hich alw ays left a small fraction o f  “noise.”

Lucky said, “This is Tunnel 7a, according to the chart. It leads 
back by a fairly sim ple route to one o f  the vertical shafts leading to 
the surface. H I  be going there .”

B igm an said, am azed, “Y ou w ill? W hy, Lucky?”
“To get to the surface,” and Lucky laughed lightly. “W hy else?” 
“W hat for?”
“In order to travel along the surface to the hangar and the Shoot

ing Starr. W hen I went to the ship last time, I took the new  inso-suit 
w ith  m e.”

B igm an chew ed that over and said slowly, “Does that mean 
y o u ’ll be heading for Sun-side?”

“Right. I ’ll be heading for the big Sun. I can ’t get lost, at least,
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since I need only follow the coronal glow  on the horizon. It m akes 
it very sim ple.”

“Come o ff it, Lucky, will you? I thought it was the m ines that 
have the Sirians in them. D idn’t you prove that at the banquet?” 

“No, Bigman, I d idn’t prove it. I ju s t fast-talked it into sounding 
as though it w ere proven.”

“Then w hy didn’t you say so to  m e?”
“ Because w e’ve argued this out before, I don ’t w ant to go into 

it. I can’t risk your losing your tem per at the w rong time. I f  I had 
told you our com ing down here w as part o f  a deeper plan and if, for 
any reason, Cook had irritated you, you m ight have blurted  it right 
out.”

“I would not, Lucky. It’s ju s t that you hate to say anything at all 
till you ’re all ready.”

“T here’s that too,” adm itted Lucky. “Anyw ay, th a t’s the situa
tion. I w anted everyone to think I was going into the m ines. I w anted 
everyone to think I hadn’t the foggiest notion o f  heading for Sun- 
side. The safest w ay o f  seeing to it was to m ake sure nobody, but 
nobody, not even you, Bigman, thought any differently .”

“Can you tell m e why, Lucky? O r is that still all a big secret?” 
“I can tell you this. I have a strong notion that som eone at the 

Dome is behind the sabotage. I don ’t believe in the Sirian theory .” 
Bigman was disappointed. “You m ean there’s nothing dow n here 

in the m ines?”
“I could be wrong. But 1 agree w ith Dr. Cook. It is ju s t too 

unlikely that Sirius w ould put all the effort that w ould be involved 
in setting up a secret base on M ercury ju st to achieve a bit o f  sabo
tage. It w ould be m uch m ore likely that, i f  they w anted to do such a 
thing, they w ould bribe an Earthm an to do it. A fter all, who slashed 
the inso-suit? That, at least, can ’t be blam ed on Sirians. Even Dr. 
Peverale hasn’t suggested there are Sirians inside the D om e.”

“Then you’re looking for a traitor, Lucky?”
“I ’m  looking for the saboteur. He m ay be a traitor in the pay  o f  

Sirius, or he m ay be w orking for reasons o f  his own. I hope the 
answ er is on the Sun-side. A nd I hope, furtherm ore, that m y sm oke 
screen concerning an invasion o f  the m ines will keep the guilty  per
son from  having time to cover up or from  preparing an uncom fortable 
reception for m e.”

“W hat answ er do you expect?”
“I ’ll know  w hen I find it.”
“O kay,” said Bigman. “I ’m  sold, Lucky. O n our way. L e t’s go .” 
“Hold on, there,” cried Lucky in honest perturbation. “G reat Gal-
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axy, boy! I said I ’m going. T here’s only one inso-suit. Y ou’ll stay 
here.”

F or the first time, the significance o f  the pronouns Lucky had 
used  sank into B igm an’s consciousness. Lucky had said, “I,” “ I.” N ot 
once had he said “w e.” A nd yet B igm an, with the easy confidence 
o f  long association, had assum ed that “I” m eant “w e.”

“L ucky!” he cried, tom  betw een outrage and dismay. “W hy do 
I have to  stay?”

“B ecause I w ant the m en at the Dom e to be sure that w e ’re here. 
Y ou keep the chart and follow  the route we talked about or som ething 
like it. R eport back to C ook every hour. Tell them  where you are, 
w hat you see, tell the tm th; you don’t have to m ake anything up—  
except that you  say I ’m  w ith you.”

B igm an considered that. “W ell, w hat i f  they w ant to talk to you?” 
“Tell them  I ’m busy. Yell that you think y o u ’ve ju st seen a Sir- 

ian. Say y o u ’ve got to cut off. M ake up som ething, but keep them 
th inking I ’m  here. See?”

“A ll right. Sands o f  M ars, y o u ’ll go to Sun-side and have all the 
fun, and I ’ll ju s t w ander around in the dark playing gam es on the 
suit radio .”

“C heer up, B igm an, there m ay  be som ething in the mines. I ’m 
not alw ays right.”

“ I ’ll bet you are this time. T here’s nothing  down here.”
Lucky cou ldn’t resist a joke. “T here’s the freezing death Cook 

spoke about. Y ou could investigate that.”
B igm an d idn ’t see the hum or. He said, “Aw, shut up.”
There was a short pause. Then Lucky placed his hand on the 

o ther’s shoulder. “All right, that w asn ’t funny, Bigman, and I ’m 
sorry. N ow  cheer up, really. W e’ll be together again in no time. You 
know  that.”

B igm an pushed L ucky’s arm to one side. “All right. Drop the 
soft soap. Y ou say I ’ve got to do it, so I ’ll do it. O nly you’ll probably 
get sunstroke w ithout me there keeping an eye on you, you big ox.” 

Lucky laughed. “ I ’ll try to be careful.” He turned down tunnel 
7a but had not taken two steps w hen B igm an called out.

“L ucky!”
L ucky stopped. “W hat?”
B igm an cleared his throat. “ Listen. D on’t take stupid chances, 

will you? I m ean, I ’m  not going to be around to drag you out o f  
trouble.”

Lucky said, “N ow  you sound like Uncle Hector. Suppose you 
take som e o f  your ow n advice, eh?”
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It was as close as they ever got to expressing their real affection 
for one another. Lucky w aved his hand and stood glim m ering for a 
m om ent in B igm an’s suit-light. Then he turned and w ent off.

B igm an looked after him , follow ing his figure as it gradually 
m elted into the surrounding shadows until it turned about a curve in 
the tunnel and was lost to him.

He felt the silence, and the loneliness doubled. I f  he had  not been 
John B igm an Jones, he m ight have w eakened w ith the sense o f  loss, 
been overw helm ed at finding h im self alone.

B ut he was John B igm an Jones, and he set his jaw  and clam ped 
his teeth and m arched farther dow n the m ain shaft w ith unshaken 
tread.

B igm an m ade his first call to the D om e fifteen m inutes later. He 
was m iserable.

How could he have believed that Lucky seriously expected ad
venture in the m ines? W ould Lucky have arranged to m ake radio 
calls for the Sirians to pick up and keep tabs on?

Sure, it was a tight beam , but the m essages w eren’t scram bled, 
and no beam  was so tight that it couldn’t be tapped w ith patience.

He w ondered why Cook allow ed such an arrangem ent, and al
m ost at once the thought occurred to him  that C ook disbelieved in 
the Sirians too. Only B igm an had believed. B ig-brain!

At the m om ent, he could have chew ed through a spaceship hull.
He gathered in C ook and used the agreed-upon signal for all 

clear.
C ook’s voice at once shot back. “A ll clear?”
“ Sands o f  Mars! Yes. L ucky’s up ahead tw enty feet, but th ere ’s 

no sign o f  anything. Look, i f  I ’ve buzzed all clear, take m y w ord for 
it next tim e.”

“Let m e talk  to Lucky Starr.”
“W hat for?” B igm an kept it casual w ith an effort. “G et him  next 

tim e.”
C ook hesitated, then said, “All right.”
Bigman nodded to h im self grimly. T here’d be no next tim e. H e ’d 

buzz all clear and that w ould be all. . . . O nly how  long w as he sup
posed to w ander about in the darkness before he heard from  Lucky? 
An hour? Two? Six? Suppose six hours w ent by  and there w as no 
word? How long should he stay? H ow  long could  he stay?

And w hat i f  Cook dem anded specific inform ation? Lucky had 
said to describe things, but w hat i f  B igm an accidentally  failed to keep 
up the act? W hat i f  he tipped the boat and let slip the fact that Lucky
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had  gone into the Sun-side? Lucky w ould never trust him  again! W ith 
anything!

H e put the thought aside. It w ould do him  no good to concentrate 
on it.

I f  there w ere only som ething to distract him. Som ething besides 
darkness and vacuum , besides the faint vibration o f  his ow n footsteps 
and  the sound o f  his ow n breath.

He stopped to check his position in the m ain shaft. The side 
passages had letters and num bers ground sharply into their walls, and 
tim e had  done nothing to dull their sharpness. C hecking w asn’t d if
ficult.

H ow ever, the low  tem perature m ade the chart brittle and difficult 
to handle, and that d idn’t sw eeten his m ood. He turned his suit-light 
on his chest controls in order that he m ight adjust the dehumidifier. 
The inner surface o f  his face-plate was beginning to m ist over faintly 
from  the m oisture in his breath, probably because the tem perature 
w ith in  rose w ith his tem per, he told him self.

He had  ju s t com pleted the adjustm ent w hen he m oved his head 
sharply to one side as though he w ere suddenly cocking an ear to 
listen.

It w as exactly w hat he was doing. He strained to sense the rhythm  
o f  faint vibration that he “heard” now  only because his ow n steps 
had  ceased.

He held  his breath, rem ained as m otionless as the rocky wall o f  
the tunnel.

“L ucky?” he breathed into the transm itter. “Lucky?” The fingers 
o f  his right hand had adjusted the controls. The carrier wave was 
scram bled. N o one else w ould m ake sense out o f  that light whisper. 
B ut Lucky w ould, and soon his voice w ould com e in answer. B igm an 
w as asham ed to adm it to h im self how  w elcom e that voice w ould be.

“L ucky?” he said again.
The vibration  continued. There was no answer.
B igm an’s breathing quickened, first w ith tension, then with the 

savage jo y  bom  o f  excitem ent that alw ays came over him  when dan
ger w as in  the offing.

There was som eone else in the m ines o f  M ercury with him. 
Som eone o ther than Lucky.

W ho, then? A  Sirian? H ad Lucky been right after all though he 
had  thought he was m erely putting up a sm oke screen?

M aybe.
B igm an drew  his b laster and put out his suit-light.
D id they know  he was there? W ere they com ing to get him?
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The vibrations w eren’t the blurred nonrhythm ic “sound” o f  m any 
people, or even two or three. To B igm an’s keen ear, the d istinctly  
separated “thrum -thrum ” o f  vibration w as the “sound” o f  one m an ’s 
legs, rhythm ically advancing.

A nd B igm an w ould m eet any one m an, anyw here, under any 
conditions.

Quietly, he put out his hand, touching the nearer wall. The vi
brations sharpened noticeably. The other w as in that direction then.

He m oved forw ard quietly in the pitch-dark, his hand keeping a 
light touch on the wall. The vibrations being set up by the other w ere 
too intense, too careless. E ither the other believed h im self alone in 
the m ines (as B igm an h im self had until a m om ent before) or, i f  he 
were follow ing Bigman, he w asn ’t w ise in the w ays o f  the vacuum .

B igm an’s own footsteps had died to a m urm ur as he advanced 
catlike, yet the o ther’s vibrations show ed no change. A gain, i f  the 
other had been follow ing B igm an by sound, the sudden change in 
B igm an’s progress should have been reflected in a change in  the 
o ther’s. It w asn’t. The same conclusion, then as before.

He turned right at the next side-tunnel entrance and continued. 
His hand on the wall at once kept him  along the w ay and guided him  
tow ard the other.

And then there was the blinding flash o f  a suit-light far ahead in 
the darkness as the m otion o f  another’s body w hipped the beam  
across him. Bigman froze against the wall.

The light vanished. The other had passed across the tunnel B ig
man was on. He was not advancing along it. B igm an hurried forw ard 
lightly. He would find that cross tunnel and then he w ould be behind 
the other.

They w ould m eet then. He, B igm an, representing Earth and the 
Council o f  Science, and the enem y representing— w hom ?
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The Enemy in the Mines

Bigm an had calculated correctly. The o ther’s light was bobbing along 
ahead o f  him , as he found the opening. Its ow ner was unaw are o f  
him . H e m ust be.

B igm an’s b laster was ready. He m ight have shot unerringly, but 
a b laster w ould  not have left m uch behind. Dead m en tell no tales 
and  dead enem ies explain no m ysteries.

He pursued w ith catlike patience, cutting dow n the distance be
tw een them , follow ing the light, trying to estim ate the nature o f  the 
enem y.

His b laster alw ays ready, B igm an m oved to m ake first contact. 
First, radio! His fingers set the controls quickly for general local 
transm ission. The enem y m ight have no equipm ent to receive that on 
the w ave lengths B igm an could deliver. Unlikely, but possible! Very 
unlikely  and barely  possible!

Y et it d id n ’t m atter. There was alw ays the alternative o f  a light 
b laster bolt against the wall. It w ould m ake his point clearly enough. 
A  blaster carried authority and had a plain w ay o f  speaking that was 
understood in any language anywhere.

He said, his tenor voice carrying all the force it could muster, 
“ Stop, you! Stop w here you are and don’t turn around! T here’s a 
b laster beaded in on you!”

B igm an flashed on his suit-light, and in its glare the enem y froze. 
N or did he m ake any effort to turn around, w hich was p ro o f enough 
for B igm an that he had received the message.

B igm an said, “N ow  turn around. S low ly!”
The figure turned. B igm an kept his right hand in the path o f  his
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suit-light. Its m etal sheath was clam ped tightly about the large-caliber 
blaster. In the glow  o f  the light, its outline w as com fortingly clear.

B igm an said, “This blaster is fully charged. I ’ve killed  m en w ith 
it before, and I ’m  a dead shot.”

The enem y obviously had radio. He w as obviously receiving, for 
he glanced at the blaster and m ade a m otion as though to raise a 
hand to b lock o ff the b laster’s force.

B igm an studied w hat he could see o f  the enem y’s suit. It looked 
quite conventional (did the Sirians use such fam iliar m odels?).

B igm an said curtly, “Are you keyed in for radio transm ission?”
There was sudden sound in his ears and he jum ped. The voice 

was a fam iliar one, even under the disguising distortion o f  the radio; 
it said, “I t ’s Peew ee, isn ’t it?”

N ever in his life had B igm an needed greater self-control to keep 
from  using his blaster.

As it was, the w eapon leaped convulsively in his hand and the 
figure facing him  leaned quickly to one side.

“U rteil!” yelled Bigman.
His surprise turned to disappointm ent. N o Sirian! O nly Urteil!
Then the sharp thought: W hat w as U rteil doing here?
Urteil said, “I t’s Urteil all right. So put aw ay the bean-shooter.”
“That gets put aw ay w hen I feel like it,” said Bigm an. “W hat are 

you doing here?”
“The m ines o f  M ercury are not your private property, I th ink.”
“W hile I have the blaster they are, you fat-faced cobber.” B igm an 

was thinking hard and, to a certain extent, futilely. W hat w as there 
to do with this poisonous skunk? To take him  back to the D om e 
would reveal the fact that Lucky was no longer in the m ines. B igm an 
could tell them  that Lucky had lingered behind, but then they w ould 
becom e either suspicious or concerned w hen Lucky failed to report. 
And o f  what crim e could he accuse Urteil? The m ines w ere free to 
all, at that.

On the other hand, he could not rem ain indefinitely pointing a 
blaster at the man.

I f  Lucky w ere here, he w ould know —
And as though a telepathic spark had crossed the vacuum  be

tween the two m en, Urteil suddenly said, “A nd w here’s Starr, any
w ay?”

“That,” said Bigman, “ is nothing you have to w orry about.” 
Then, with sudden conviction, “You w ere follow ing us, w eren’t 
you?” and he shoved his blaster forw ard a little as though encour
aging the other to talk.



L U C K Y  ST A R R  A N D  TH E B IG  S U N  OF M E R C U R Y 4 1 1

In the glare o f  B igm an 's  suit-light, the o ther’s glassite-hidden 
face turned dow nw ard slightly as though to follow the blaster. He 
said, “W hat i f  I w ere?”

A gain  there w as the im passe.
B igm an said, “Y ou w ere going along a side passage. You were 

going to sw ing in  behind us.”
“I said-------W hat i f  I w ere?” U rte il’s voice had alm ost a lazy

quality  about it, as though its ow ner w ere thoroughly relaxed, as 
though he enjoyed having a b laster pointed at him.

U rteil w ent on. “B ut w here’s your friend? N ear here?”
“I know  w here he is. N o need for you to w orry.”
“I insist on w orrying. Call him. Y our radio is on local transm is

sion o r I w ou ldn’t hear you so w e l l . . . .  Do you m ind i f  I turn on my 
fluid je t?  I ’m  thirsty .” His hand m oved slowly.

“C areful,” said Bigm an.
“Just a drink.”
B igm an w atched tensely. He did not expect a w eapon to be ac

tivated  by  chest control, but the suit-light could be suddenly raised 
to b linding intensity, or— or-------W ell, anything.

B ut U rte il’s fingers finished their m otion w hile B igm an stood 
irresolute, and there was only the sound o f  swallowing.

“ Scare you?” asked U rteil calmly.
B igm an could  find nothing to say.
U rte il’s voice grew  sharp. “W ell, call the man. Call Starr!”
U nder the im pact o f  the order, B igm an’s hand began a m ovem ent 

and stopped.
U rteil laughed. “Y ou alm ost adjusted radio controls, d idn’t you? 

Y ou needed distance transm ission. H e’s now here near here, is he?”
“N o such thing,” cried B igm an hotly. He was burning with m or

tification. The large and poisonous Urteil was clever. There he stood, 
the target o f  a blaster, yet w inning the battle, proving h im self m aster 
o f  the situation, w hile w ith every passing second B igm an’s ow n po
sition, in w hich he could neither shoot nor low er his blaster, leave 
no r stay, grew  m ore untenable.

W ildly the thought gnaw ed at him: W hy not shoot?
B ut he knew  he could not. He w ould be able to advance no 

reason. A nd even i f  he could, the violent death o f  Senator Sw enson’s 
m an w ould  m ake trem endous trouble for the Council o f  Science. And 
for Lucky!

I f  only L ucky w ere here-------
Partly  because he w ished that so ardently, his heart leaped as
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U rteiPs light lifted slightly and focused beyond him, and he heard 
Urteil say, “No, I ’m  w rong after all and y o u ’re right. Here he com es.”

B igm an whirled. “Lucky-------”
In his right m ind, B igm an w ould have w aited calm ly enough for 

Lucky to reach them, for L ucky’s arm  to be on his shoulder, but 
B igm an was not quite in his right mind. His position was im possible, 
his desire for a w ay out overw helm ing.

He had time only for that one cry o f  “Lucky” before going dow n 
under the im pact o f  a body fully tw ice as m assive as his own.

For a few m om ents he retained the grip on his blaster, but another 
arm was tearing at his hand, strong fingers w ere w renching and tw ist
ing his. B igm an’s breath was knocked out o f  him , his brain  was 
whirling with the suddenness o f  the attack, and his b laster w ent fly
ing.

The w eight lifted from  him, and w hen he turned to struggle to 
his feet Urteil was tow ering over him  and B igm an was staring into 
the m uzzle o f  his ow n blaster.

“I have one o f  m y ow n,” said U rteil, grim ly, “but I th ink I ’d 
rather use yours. D on’t move. Stay that way. On hands and knees. 
T hat’s right.”

N ever in his life had B igm an so hated him self. To be tricked and 
hoodw inked this way. He alm ost deserved death. He w ould alm ost 
rather die than ever have to face Lucky and say, “ He looked behind 
m e and said you w ere com ing so I turned-------”

He said in a strangled voice, “Shoot, i f  you have the nerve for 
it. Shoot, and Lucky will track you dow n and see to it that you spend 
the rest o f  your life chained to the sm allest, coldest asteroid ever used 
as a prison.”

“Lucky will do that? W here is he?”
“Find him .”
“I will because you’ll tell m e w here he is. And tell m e, too, w hy 

he came down to the m ines in the first place. W hat’s he doing here?”
“To find Sirians. Y ou heard him .”
“To find com et gas,” grow led Urteil. “That senile fool, Peverale, 

m ay talk Sirians, but your friend never believed any o f  it. Not even 
i f  he only has the brains you do. He cam e dow n for another reason. 
You tell m e.”

“W hy should I?”
“To save your m iserable life.”
“T hat’s not enough reason for m e,” said B igm an, and he rose to 

his feet and took a step forward.
Urteil m oved backw ard till he w as leaning against the w all o f
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the tunnel. " One m ore m otion and I ’ll blast you with pleasure. I don’t 
need your inform ation very badly. It w ill save tim e, but not much. I f  
I spend m ore than five m inutes w ith you, i t’s a waste.

“N ow  let m e tell you exactly w hat I think. M aybe it will teach 
you that you and your tin  hero, Starr, are fooling nobody. N either 
one o f  you is good for anything m ore than tricks w ith force-knives 
against an unarm ed m an.”

B igm an thought gloom ily: T h a t’s  w hat’s griping the cobber. I 
m ade him  look like a jackass in front o f  the boys, and h e ’s w aiting 
for m e to  crawl.

“I f  y o u ’re going to do all that talking,” he said, squeezing as 
m uch contem pt into his voice as he could manage, “you m ight as 
w ell shoot. I ’d rather be blasted than talked to death.”

“D o n ’t race for it, little fellow, don ’t race for it. In the first place, 
Senator Sw enson is breaking the Council o f  Science. Y ou’re ju st an 
item , a tiny  one. Y our friend Starr is ju s t another item, and not a 
m uch b igger one. I ’m  the one w h o ’s going to do the breaking. W e’ve 
got the Council w here w e w ant it. The people o f  Earth know  it’s 
riddled  w ith  corruption, that its officers w aste the taxpayers’ m oney 
and  line their ow n pockets------- ”

“T hat’s a filthy lie,” broke in Bigman.
“W e’ll let the people decide that. Once we puncture the phony 

propaganda the Council puts out, w e ’ll see w hat the people think.”
“Y ou try  that. Go ahead and try!”
“W e intend to. W e’ll succeed too. And this will be exhibit num 

ber one: you tw o in the m ines. I know  w hy y o u ’re here. The Sirians! 
Huh! Starr either put Peverale up to telling the story, or he ju st took 
advantage o f  it. I ’ll tell you what you two are doing dow n here. 
Y o u ’re faking the Sirians. Y o u ’re setting up a Sirian camp to show 
people.

“ ‘I chased them  o ff  singlehanded,’ Starr will say. ‘I, Lucky Starr, 
b ig  h ero .’ The sub-etherics m ake a big deal out o f  it and the Council 
calls o ff  its Project L ight on the sly. T hey’ve m ilked it for all it’s 
w orth, and th ey ’re getting out w ith their skins. . . . Except that they 
w o n ’t be because I ’ll catch Starr in the act and h e ’ll be so m uch m ud 
under shoe and  so w ill the C ouncil.”

B igm an w as sick w ith fury. He longed to tear at the other with 
his bare hands, but som ehow  he m anaged to hold h im self in leash. 
H e knew  w hy U rteil w as talking as he was. It was because the man 
didn  7 know  as m uch as he pretended. He was trying to get m ore out 
o f  B igm an by  m aking him  blind-m ad.

In a low  voice, B igm an tried to turn the tables. “Y ou know, you
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putrid cobber, if  anyone ever punctured you and let out the com et 
gas, your peanut-sized soul w ould show itse lf clear. O nce they let 
the rot out o f  you, you ’d collapse to nothing but a loose sack o f  dirty 
skin.”

U rteil shouted, “T hat’s enough-------
But B igm an shouted over him , his high-pitched voice ringing. 

“Shoot, you yellow  pirate. Y ou show ed yellow  at the d inner table. 
Stand up to me, m an to m an, w ith bare fists and y o u ’ll show  yellow  
again, bloated as you are.”

B igm an was tense now. Let Urteil act in rash haste now. Let 
Urteil aim  on im pulse and Bigman w ould jum p. D eath w as probable, 
but there w ould be a chance-------

But Urteil seem ed only to stiffen and grow  colder.
“I f  you don’t talk, I ’ll kill you. And nothing will happen to me. 

I ’ll claim  self-defense and m ake it stick.”
“N ot w ith Lucky, you w o n ’t.”
“H e’ll have his ow n troubles. W hen I ’m  through w ith him , his 

opinions w on’t m ean a thing.” The blaster in U rte il’s hand w?as 
steady. “A re you going to try  to run  for it?”

“From  you?” B igm an said.
“I t’s up to you,” said U rteil coldly.
B igm an waited, w aited w ithout saying a w ord w hile U rte il’s arm  

grew stiff and U rteil’s headpiece dropped slightly as though he w ere 
taking aim, though at point-blank range he could not miss.

B igm an counted the m om ents, trying to choose the one in w hich 
to m ake his desperate jum p for life as Lucky had  w hen M indes had 
sim ilarly aim ed at him. But here there was no second party  to tackle 
Urteil as B igm an had tackled M indes on that occasion. A nd U rteil 
was no panicky, m ind-sick M indes. He w ould laugh and aim  again.

B igm an’s m uscles tensed for that final jum p. He did not expect 
to live for m ore than five m ore seconds, perhaps.



9

Dark and Light

B ut w ith  his body taut, his leg m uscles alm ost vibrating in the first 
part-instant o f  contraction, there was a sudden hoarse cry o f  utter 
surprise in  B igm an’s ears.

T hey w ere standing there, both o f  them , in a gray, dark w orld in 
w hich their beam s o f  light etched one another out. O utside the beams 
o f  light, nothing, so that the sudden blob o f  m otion that flashed across 
the line o f  sight m ade no sense at first.

His first reaction, his first thought was: Lucky! H ad Lucky re
turned? H ad he som ehow  m astered the situation, turned the tables?

B ut there was m otion again, and the thought o f  Lucky faded 
away.

It was as though a fragm ent o f  the rocky wall o f  the shaft had 
w orked itse lf  loose and was drifting dow nw ard in the lazy fall that 
w as characteristic o f  M ercury’s low  gravity.

A  rope o f  rock that was som ehow  flexible, that struck U rteil’s 
shoulder and— clung. One such encircled his w aist already. A nother 
m oved slowly, bringing itse lf dow n and around as though it were part 
o f  an unreal w orld  o f  slow ed m otion. But as its edge circled U rteil’s 
arm  and touched the m etal covering U rteil’s chest, arm  and chest 
closed upon one another. It w as as though the sluggish and seem ingly 
brittle rock contained the irresistible strength o f  a boa constrictor.

I f  U rte il’s first reaction had been one o f  surprise, there was now 
nothing bu t com plete terror in his voice.

“C old,” he croaked harshly. “T hey’re cold.”
B igm an’s w hirling m ind was having trouble encom passing the 

new  situation. A  piece o f  that rock had encircled U rteil’s low er arm 
and w rist. The butt o f  the b laster was clam ped in place.
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A final rope cam e floating down. They w ere so rocklike in ap
pearance that they were invisible until one actually detached itse lf 
from  the wall.

The ropes were connected one w ith another as a single organism , 
but there was no nucleus, no “body.” It was like a stony octopus 
consisting o f  nothing but tentacles.

B igm an had a kind o f  explosion o f  thought.
He thought o f  rock developing life through the long ages o f  M er

curian evolution. A com pletely different form  o f  life from  anything 
Earth knew. A life that lived on scraps o f  heat alone.

W hy not? The tentacles m ight crawl from  place to place, seeking 
any bit o f  heat that m ight exist. B igm an could see them  drifting 
tow ard M ercury’s N orth Pole w hen m ankind w as first established 
there. First the m ines and then the O bservatory Dom e supplied them  
w ith unending trickles o f  heat.

M an could be their prey too. W hy not? A hum an being w as a 
source o f  heat. O ccasionally an isolated m iner m ight have been 
trapped. Paralyzed with sudden cold and terror, he w ould be unable 
to call for help. M inutes later his pow er unit w ould be too low to 
m ake a radio call possible in any case. Still later, he w ould be dead, 
a frozen relic.

C ook’s m ad story o f  the deaths in the m ines m ade sense.
All this passed through B igm an’s m ind alm ost in one flash w hile 

he rem ained unm oving, still struggling w ith a sense o f  stunned 
am azem ent at the sudden new  turn o f  events.

U rteil’s voice was som ew here betw een a m oan and a harsh gasp. 
“ I— can’t-------Help m e— help-------- I t’s cold— cold--------”

B igm an yelled, “H old on. I ’m  com ing.”
Gone in a m om ent was any thought that this m an w as an enem y, 

that m om ents before he had been on the point o f  killing B igm an in 
cold blood. The little M artian recognized but one thing; here w as a 
man, helpless in the grip o f  som ething nonhum an.

Since m an had first left Earth and ventured into the dangers and 
mysteries o f  outer space, there had grow n up a stem , unw ritten  law. 
H um an feuds m ust be forgotten w hen m an faced the com m on enem y, 
the nonhum an and inhum an forces o f  the other worlds.

It m ight be that not everyone adhered to that law, but B igm an 
did.

He was at U rteil’s side in a bound, tearing at his arm.
U rteil m um bled, “H elp m e-------”
B igm an grasped at the blaster Urteil still held, trying to  avoid 

the tentacle that encircled U rteil’s clutching fist. B igm an noted  ab
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sently that the tentacle d idn’t curve sm oothly like a snake would. It 
bent in sections as though arranged in num erous s tiff segments 
hinged together.

B igm an’s other hand, groping for purchase on U rte il’s suit, m ade 
m om entary  contact w ith one o f  the tentacles and sprang aw ay reflec
tively. The cold was an icy shaft, penetrating and burning his hand.

W hatever m ethod the creatures had o f  w ithdraw ing heat, it was 
like nothing he had  ever heard  of.

B igm an yanked desperately at the blaster, heaving and w rench
ing. He did not notice at first the alien touch on his back, then—  
iciness lay over him  and did not go away. W hen he tried to jum p 
aw ay he found he could not. A  tentacle had reached out for him  and 
em braced him.

The tw o m en m ight have grow n together, so firmly were they 
bound.

The physical pain o f  the cold grew, and B igm an w renched at the 
b laster like a m an possessed. W as it giving?

U rteiTs voice startled him as it m urm ured, “N o use-------”
U rteil staggered and then, slowly, under the w eak pull o f  M er

cu ry ’s gravity, he toppled over to one side, carrying B igm an with 
him .

B igm an’s body was numb. It was losing sensation. He could 
scarcely tell w hether he w as still holding the m uzzle o f  the blaster 
or not. I f  he was, was it y ielding to his wild, sidewise wrenches, or 
w as it a last gasp o f  w ishful thinking?

H is suit-light was dim m ing as his pow er-unit drained m uch o f  
its energy into the voracious pow er-sucking ropes.

D eath by freezing could not be far away.

Lucky, having left B igm an in the m ines o f  M ercury, and having 
changed to an inso-suit in the quiet o f  the hangared Shooting Starr, 
stepped out onto the surface o f  M ercury and turned his face tow ard 
the “w hite ghost o f  the Sun.”

For long m inutes he stood m otionless, taking in once again the 
m ilky lum inescence o f  the S un’s corona.

A bsently, as he w atched, he flexed his sm oothly-m uscled limbs 
one at a tim e. The inso-suit w orked m ore sm oothly than an ordinary 
space-suit. That, com bined with its lightness, lent it an unusual sen
sation o f  not being there altogether. In an environm ent obviously 
airless, it was disconcerting, but Lucky brushed aside any feeling o f  
uneasiness he m ight have had and surveyed the sky.

The stars w ere as num erous and brilliant as in open space, and
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he paid them  little attention. It was som ething else he w anted to see. 
It was two days now, standard Earth time, since he had last seen 
these skies. In two days, M ercury had m oved one forty-fourth of the 
w ay along its orbit around the Sun. That m eant over eight degrees 
o f  sky had appeared in the east and over eight degrees had  disap
peared in the west. That m eant new  stars could be seen.

New planets too. Venus and Earth ought both to have risen above 
the horizon in the interval.

And there they were. Venus w as the h igher o f  the tw o, a 
diam ond-bright bit o f  white light, m uch m ore brilliant than it ever 
appeared to be on Earth. From Earth, V enus w as seen at a disadvan
tage. It was betw een Earth and the Sun, so that w hen V enus w as 
closest, Earth could see only its dark side. On M ercury, V enus could 
be seen at the full.

A t the m om ent, Venus was thirty-three m illion m iles from  M er
cury. A t the closest, however, it could approach to w ithin alm ost 
tw enty m illion miles, and then keen eyes could actually see it as a 
tiny disk.

Even as it was, its light alm ost rivaled that o f  the corona, and, 
staring at the ground, Lucky thought he could m ake out a double 
shadow extending from  his feet, one cast by the corona (a fuzzy one) 
and one by Venus (a sharp one). He w ondered if, under ideal c ir
cum stances, there m ight not be a triple shadow, the third being cast 
by Earth itself.

He found Earth, too, w ithout difficulty. It was quite near the 
horizon, and, though it was brighter than any star or planet in its own 
skies, it was pale in com parison to the glorious Venus. It w as less 
brightly lit by its m ore distant Sun; it w as less cloudy and therefore 
reflected less o f  the light it did give. Furtherm ore, it w as tw ice as far 
from M ercury as V enus was.

Yet in one respect it was incom parably m ore interesting. W here 
V enus’s light was a pure white, E arth’s light w as a blue-green glow.

And m ore than that, there was near it, ju s t skirting the horizon, 
the sm aller yellow  light o f  E arth ’s M oon. Together, Earth and M oon 
m ade a unique sight in the skies o f  the other planets inside the orbit 
o f  Jupiter. A double planet, traveling m ajestically  across the skies in 
each o ther’s com pany, the sm aller circling the larger in a m otion 
which, against the sky, looked like a slow  w obble from  side to  side.

Lucky stared at the sight perhaps longer than he should have, yet 
he could not help it. The conditions o f  his life took him  far from  his 
hom e planet on occasion, and that m ade it all the dearer to  him . A ll 
the quadrillions o f  hum an beings throughout the G alaxy had  orig i
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nated  on Earth. Through alm ost all o f  m an ’s history, Earth had been 
his only hom e, in fact. W hat m an could look on E arth’s speck o f  
light w ithout em otion?

Lucky tore his eyes away, shaking his head. There was w ork to 
be done.

Ele set out w ith firm stride tow ard the coronal glow, skim ming 
close to the surface as was proper in low  gravity, keeping his suit- 
light on and his gaze fixed at the ground before him  in order to guard 
against its rough unevenness.

He had an idea o f  what he m ight find, but it was purely a notion, 
backed as yet by no definite fact. Lucky had a horror o f  discussing 
such notions, w hich w ere som etim es nothing m ore than intuitions. 
He even disliked lingering on them  in his ow n mind. There was too 
great a danger o f  grow ing used to the idea, o f  beginning to depend 
upon it as truth, o f  closing the m ind unintentionally to alternate pos
sibilities.

He had seen this happen to the ebullient, ready-to-believe, ready- 
to-act B igm an. He had w atched vague possibilities becom e firm con
victions in B igm an’s m ind  m ore than once-------

He sm iled gently  at the thought o f  the little bantam . Injudicious 
he m ight be, levelheaded never, but he was loyal and ablaze with 
fearlessness. Lucky w ould  rather have B igm an at his side than a fleet 
o f  arm ored space-cruisers m anned by giants.

He m issed the gnom e-faced M artian now, as he leaped flatly 
along the M ercurian terrain, and it w as partly  to w ipe out that un
com fortable sensation that Lucky returned to thoughts o f  the problem  
at hand.

The trouble was that there w ere so m any crosscurrents.
First, there w as M indes him self, nervous, unstable, unsure o f  

him self. It had never been entirely settled, really, how  far his attack 
on Lucky had been m om entary m adness and how  far settled calcu
lation. There was G ardom a, who was M indes’s friend. Was he a 
dedicated  idealist caught up in the dream  o f  Project Light, or was he 
w ith  M indes for purely  practical reasons? I f  so, w hat w ere they?

U rteil, him self, w as a m ain focus o f  disturbance. He was intent 
on ruin ing the Council, and the object o f  his m ain attack was Mindes. 
Y et his arrogance naturally  spread hate o f  h im self w herever he went. 
M indes hated  him , o f  course, and so did Gardom a. Dr. Peverale hated 
him  in a m uch m ore restrained fashion. He w ould not even discuss 
the m an  w ith  Lucky.

A t the banquet, C ook had seem ed to shrink from  talking to Urteil, 
never let his eyes as m uch as m ove in his direction. W as this sim ply
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because Cook was anxious to avoid the sharp, flailing edge o f  U rte il’s 
tongue, or were there m ore specific reasons?

Cook thought little o f  Peverale too. He w as asham ed o f  the old 
m an’s preoccupation w ith Sirius.

A nd there was one question that rem ained to be answ ered aside 
from  all these things. W ho had slashed L ucky’s inso-suit?

There w ere too m any factors. Lucky had a line o f  thought that 
threaded through them , but as yet that line w as weak. A gain he 
avoided concentrating on that line. He m ust retain an open m ind.

The ground was sloping upw ard and he had  adjusted his stride 
to suit it autom atically. So preoccupied was he w ith his thoughts that 
the sight that caught his eyes as he topped that rise found him  un 
prepared and struck him  w ith am azem ent.

The extrem e upper edge o f  the Sun w as above the broken hori
zon, yet not the Sun itself. O nly the prom inences that edged the Sun 
showed, a sm all segm ent o f  them.

The prom inences were brilliant red in color, and one, in the very 
center o f  those visible, was m ade up o f  blazing stream ers m oving 
upw ard and outw ard w ith inching slowness.

Sharp and bright against the rock o f  M ercury, undim m ed by 
atm osphere, unhazed by dust, it w as a sight o f  incredible beauty. The 
tongue o f  flame seem ed to be grow ing out o f  M ercury’s dark crust 
as though the p lanet’s horizon were on fire or a volcano o f  m ore than 
giant size had suddenly erupted and been trapped in m id-blaze.

Yet those prom inences were incom parably m ore than anything 
that could have appeared on M ercury. The one he w atched, Lucky 
knew, was large enough to sw allow  a hundred Earths w hole, or five 
thousand M ercuries. And there it burned in atom ic fire, lighting up 
Lucky and all his surroundings.

He turned o ff  his suit-light to see.
Those surfaces o f  the rocks that faced directly tow ard the prom 

inences were aw ash with ruddy light, all o ther surfaces w ere black 
as coal. It was as though som eone had painted a bottom less p it w ith 
streaks o f  red. Truly it was the “red ghost o f  the Sun.”

The shadow o f  Lucky’s hand on his chest m ade a patch o f  black. 
The ground ahead was m ore treacherous, since the patches o f  light 
that caught every fragm ent o f  unevenness fooled the eye into a false 
estim ate o f  the nature o f  the surface.

Lucky turned on his suit-light once again and m oved forw ard 
tow ard the prom inences along the curve o f  M ercury, the Sun rising 
six m inutes o f  arc for every m ile he went.



That m eant that in less than a m ile, the body o f  the Sun would 
be visible and he w ould  be on M ercury’s Sun-side.

Lucky had no w ay o f  know ing then that at that m om ent B igm an 
w as facing death by freezing. His thought as he faced the Sun-side 
w as only this: There lies the danger and the crux o f  the problem , and 
there lies the solution too.
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The Sun-Side

M ore o f  the prom inences were now  visible. Their redness brightened. 
The corona did not vanish (there was no atm osphere to scatter the 
prom inence light and w ash out dim m er glows), but it seem ed less 
im portant now. The stars w ere still out and w ould stay out, Lucky 
knew, even w hen M ercury’s sun was full in the sky, but w ho could 
pay attention to them  now?

Lucky ran forw ard eagerly in the steady stride w hich he could 
m aintain for hours w ithout feeling unduly tired. U nder the circum 
stances, he felt he could have m aintained such a stride even under 
E arth’s gravity.

And then, w ith no w arning, no prem onitory glow  in the sky, no 
hint from  any atm osphere, there was the Sun!

Rather, there was a hairline that was the Sun. It w as an unbear
able line o f  light edging a notch o f  broken rock on the horizon, as 
though some celestial painter had outlined the gray stone in brilliant 
white.

Lucky looked backward. A cross the uneven ground that lay b e
hind him  there were the splotches o f  prom inence-red. B ut now , ju st 
at his feet, there was a wash o f  white, catching crystal form ations in 
glinting highlights.

He m oved onw ard again, and the line o f  light becam e first a small 
splotch and then a larger one.

The boundary o f  the Sun was clearly visible, lifting a b it above 
the horizon in its center, curving gently dow n on each side. The curve 
was aw esom ely flat to one w hose eyes w ere accustom ed to the cur
vature o f  E arth’s Sun.

N or did the Sun’s blaze drow n out the prom inences w hich
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craw led along its edge like flam ing red snakehair. The prom inences 
w ere all over the Sun, o f  course, but only at the edge could they be 
seen. On the S un’s face, they w ere lost am id the glare below.

A nd over all w as the corona.
Lucky m arveled, even as he watched, at the m anner in which the 

inso-suit had been adapted to its purpose.
A  glance at the edge o f  M ercury’s Sun w ould have been blinding 

to  unprotected  eyes, blinding forever. The visible light was bad 
enough in its intensity, but it was the hard ultra-violet, unfiltered by 
atm osphere, that w ould have m eant death to vision . .  . and to life 
itself, eventually.

Y et the glass o f  the inso-suit’s face-plate was so arranged mo- 
lecularly  as to grow  less transparent in direct proportion to the bright
ness o f  the light that fell upon it. O nly a small fraction o f  a percent 
o f  the Solar blaze penetrated  the plate, and he could stare at the Sun 
w ithout danger, alm ost w ithout discom fort. Y et at the same time, the 
light o f  the corona and the stars com e through undim inished.

The inso-suit protected him  in other ways. It was im pregnated 
w ith lead and bism uth, not enough so as to raise its w eight unduly, 
but enough to block out ultraviolet and x-radiation from  the Sun. The 
suit carried a positive charge to deflect m ost o f  the cosm ic rays to 
one side. M ercury’s m agnetic field was weak, but M ercury was close 
to the Sun and the cosm ic ray density was large. Still, cosm ic rays 
are com posed o f  positively-charged protons, and like charges repel 
like.

A nd, o f  course, the suit protected him  against the heat, not only 
by  its insulating com position but by its m irrorlike reflecting surface, 
a pseudo-liquid  m olecular layer that could be activated by a touch 
on the controls.

In fact, Lucky reflected, w hen the advantages o f  the inso-suit 
w ere considered, it seem ed a p ity  that it was not standard protection 
under all conditions. U nfortunately, he realized, its structural w eak
ness, as a result o f  lacking m etal in real quantity, m ade it im practical 
for use except w here protection against heat and radiation were par
am ount considerations.

L ucky w as a m ile into the Sun-side now  and not conscious o f  
undue heat.

This did not surprise him . To stay-at-hom es who confined their 
know ledge o f  space to the sub-etheric thriller shows, the Sun-side o f  
any airless p lanet w as sim ply a solid m ass o f  undeviating heat.

This w as an oversim plification. It depended on how high the Sun 
w as in the sky. From  this point on M ercury, for instance, with only
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a portion o f  the Sun above the horizon, com paratively little heat 
reached the surface, and that little was spread over a lot o f  ground 
as the radiation struck alm ost horizontally.

The “w eather” changed as one w ent deeper into the Sun-side and 
finally, w hen one reached that portion w here the Sun w as high in the 
sky, it was everything the sub-etherics said it was.

And besides, there were always the shadows. In the absence o f  
air, light and heat traveled in a straight line. N either could reach 
w ithin the shadow except for small fractions w hich w ere reflected or 
radiated into it from neighboring sunlit portions. The shadow s w ere 
therefore frosty cold and carbon black though the Sun w as ever so 
hot and bright.

Lucky was growing m ore aw are o f  these shadows. A t first, after 
the upper line o f  Sun had appeared, the ground had  been alm ost all 
shadow with only occasional patches o f  light. N ow, as the Sun rose 
higher and higher, the light spread and coalesced until the shadow s 
were distinct things hovering behind boulders and hills.

A t one time Lucky deliberately plunged into the shadow  o f  a rise 
o f  rock a hundred yards across, and it w as as though for a long m inute 
he were back on the dark-side. The heat o f  the Sun, w hich he had 
scarcely noticed while it beat upon him, becam e evident by its de
crease in the shadow. A ll around the shadow  the ground glim m ered 
brightly in sunlight, but w ithin the shadow  his suit-light was neces
sary to guide his steps.

He could not help noticing the difference in the surfaces that 
were in the shadow from those in the light. For on the Sun-side, at 
least, M ercury did have a kind o f  atm osphere. N ot one in the Earthly 
sense, no nitrogen, oxygen, carbon dioxide, or w ater vapor, nothing 
like that. On the Sun-side, however, m ercury w ould boil in places. 
Sulfur w ould be liquid and so w ould a num ber o f  volatile com pounds. 
Traces o f  the vapor o f  such substances w ould cling to M ercury’s 
superheated surface. These vapors froze out in the shadows.

This was brought forcibly to L ucky’s m ind w hen his insulated 
fingers brushed over the dark surface o f  one outcropping and cam e 
away sm eared with a frozen hoar o f  m ercury, glittering in his suit- 
light. It changed quickly into clinging liquid droplets as he em erged 
into the Sun and then, m ore slowly, evaporated away.

Slowly, the Sun seem ed to be getting hotter. That did not w orry  
Lucky. Even i f  it grew uncom fortably hot, he could alw ays dodge 
into a shadow  to cool o ff  w hen necessary.

Short-wave radiation was perhaps a m ore im portant considera
tion. Lucky doubted even that was serious in this short-term  exposure.
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W orkers on M ercury had a horror o f  radiation, because they were 
continually  exposed to small am ounts. Lucky recalled M indes’s em 
phasis on the fact that the saboteur he had seen had rem ained standing 
in the Sun. It w as natural that M indes should be disturbed at that. 
W hen exposure w as chronic any lengthening o f  the tim e o f  exposure 
w as foolish. In L ucky’s ow n case, however, exposure w ould be short
term — he hoped.

He ran across patches o f  blackish ground that stood out som berly 
against M ercury’s m ore general reddish gray. The reddish gray was 
fam iliar enough. It resem bled the soil o f  M ars, a m ixture o f  silicates 
w ith the addition o f  iron oxide, w hich gave it that ruddy tinge.

The black w as m ore puzzling. W herever it was, the ground was 
definitely hotter, since black absorbed m ore o f  the Sun’s heat.

He bent as he ran and found the black areas crum bly rather than 
gritty. Som e o f  it cam e up on the palm  o f  his gauntlet. He looked at 
it. It m ight be graphite, it m ight be iron or copper sulfide. It m ight 
be any o f  a num ber o f  things, but he w ould have bet on its being 
som e varie ty  o f  im pure iron  sulfide.

H e paused in the shadow  o f  a rock, finally, and took stock. In 
an hour and a half, he estim ated he had traveled some fifteen miles, 
judg ing  from  the fact that the Sun was ju st about entirely above the 
horizon now. (A t the m om ent, he was m ore interested in sipping 
sparingly at the su it’s supply o f  liquid nutrient m ixture than in esti
m ating distance, how ever.)

Som ew here to the left o f  him  were cables o f  M indes’s Project 
Light. Som ew here to the right o f  him  were others. Their exact lo
cation did not m atter. They covered hundreds o f  square miles, and 
to  w ander aim lessly am ong them  in search o f  a saboteur would have 
been foolish.

M indes had  tried it, hit or m iss, and had failed. I f  the object or 
objects he had seen had indeed been the saboteur, there m ight have 
been a w arning from  inside the Dom e. M indes had m ade no secret 
o f  the fact that he w as heading out to Sun-side.

Lucky had, how ever. There w ould be no warning, he hoped.
A nd he had a form  o f  help M indes had not had. He flipped his 

sm all ergom eter out o f  the pouch he had placed it in. He held it 
before him  in cupped palm , his suit-light playing full on it.

O nce activated, its red signal-patch blazed with incredible fury 
w hen held out in the sunlight. Lucky sm iled tightly and adjusted it. 
There w as short-w ave radiation from the Sun.

The flam e died.
Patiently, then, Lucky stepped out into the sunlight and scanned
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the horizon in every direction. W here, i f  anyw here, w as there a source 
o f  atom ic pow er other than the Sun? He found an indication o f  the 
Dome, o f  course, but the light due to that region increased as he 
dipped the ergom eter downward. The D om e’s pow er p lant was nearly  
a m ile underground, and a tw enty degree dow nw ard dip was required 
for m axim um  pow er w here he stood.

He turned slowly, the ergom eter held gingerly betw een the two 
forefingers o f  each hand in order that the opaque m aterial o f  the suit 
should not block o ff the telltale radiation. A round a second tim e and 
a third.

It seem ed to him  that in one particular direction there had been 
the briefest o f  flashes— scarcely enough to see against the sunlight, 
really. Perhaps no m ore than the product o f  w ishful thinking.

He tried again.
No m istake now!
Lucky sighted along the direction in w hich that glow  had ap

peared and m oved in that direction. He did not conceal from  h im self 
the fact that he m ight only be tracking dow n a patch o f  radioactive 
ore.

He caught his first glim pse o f  one o f  M indes’s cables nearly a 
m ile farther on.

It was not a single cable at all, rather a w eb o f  cables, lying h a lf 
buried in the ground. He follow ed it som e hundreds o f  yards and 
came upon a square m etal plate, about four feet on a side and polished 
to a high gloss. It reflected the stars as though it w ere a clear pool 
o f  water.

No doubt, thought Lucky, i f  he placed h im self in the proper po
sition he w ould find h im self staring into the reflection o f  the Sun. He 
becam e aware that the plate was changing its angle o f  elevation, 
becom ing less horizontal, m ore vertical. He looked aw ay to see i f  it 
were shifting in such a way as to catch the Sun.

W hen he looked back he was amazed. The clear square w as no 
longer clear. Instead, it was a dull black, so dull that not all the light 
o f  M ercury’s Sun seem ed to be able to brighten it.

Then, as he watched, that dullness trem bled, broke, and frag
mented.

It was bright again.
He w atched it through three m ore cycles as the angle o f  elevation 

m ade it m ore and m ore vertical. First, incredible reflection; then, 
com plete dullness. D uring the dullness, Lucky realized, light w ould 
be absorbed; during the glossiness, it w ould be reflected. The alter
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nation in phase m ight be perfectly  regular, or there m ight be a delib
erate, irregular pattern. He could not linger to find out and, i f  he did, 
it w as doubtful w hether his know ledge o f  hyperoptics w ould be 
enough to enable him  to understand the purpose o f  it all.

Presum ably hundreds or even thousands o f  such squares, all con
nected by a netw ork o f  cables and all pow ered from an atom ic mi- 
eropile inside the Dome, were absorbing and reflecting light in a set 
w ay at different angles to the Sun. Presum ably, this, in some way, 
could force light energy through hyperspace in a controlled manner.

And, presum ably, tom  cables and sm ashed plates prevented the 
overall pattern from  being properly com pleted.

Lucky tried his ergom eter again. It was m uch brighter now, and 
again he follow ed in the indicated direction.

Brighter, brighter! W hatever it was he was following, it was 
som ething that was changing its position. The source o f  gam m a rays 
w as not a fixed poin t on M ercury’s surface.

A nd that m eant it was not m erely an outcropping o f  radioactive 
ore. It w as som ething portable, and to Lucky that m eant it was man 
o r som ething belonging to man.

Lucky saw the figure first as a m oving speck, black against the 
fire-lit ground. The sight cam e after a long spell in the open Sun, at 
a tim e w hen he had been about to find h im self a shadow in which 
to let the slow ly accum ulating heat drain away.

Instead, he accelerated his pace now. He estim ated the tem per
ature outside his suit to be at not quite the boiling point o f  water. 
Inside, fortunately, it was considerably lower.

He thought grim ly: If  the Sun were overhead and not at the ho
rizon, even these suits w ould  be o f  no use.

The figure paid no attention to him. It continued on its own path, 
its gait show ing it far from  as expert in handling low gravity as was 
Lucky. Indeed its m otion m ight alm ost be described as lumbering. 
Y et it m anaged to devour space. It covered the ground.

It w ore no inso-suit. Even at long distance, the surface exposed 
to L ucky’s gaze w as obviously one o f  m etal.

Lucky paused briefly in the shade o f  a rock but forced h im self 
into the open again before there was time for m uch cooling.

The figure seem ed unbothered by the heat. A t least, in the time 
Lucky w atched him  he m ade no m ove to enter shadows, though he 
passed w ithin a few  feet o f  some.

Lucky nodded thoughtfully. It all fit well.
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He sped on. The heat was beginning to feel like som ething he 
could touch and squeeze. But it w ould only be a few  m om ents now.

He had abandoned his low -slung lope now. Every bit o f  his m us
cular pow er was being put into giant strides o f  up to fifteen feet each. 

He shouted, “You! You there! Turn around!”
He said it perem ptorily, w ith all the authority he could produce, 

hoping that the other could receive his radio signal and that he w ould 
not be reduced to sign language.

Slowly the figure turned, and L ucky’s nostrils flared in a kind o f  
cold satisfaction. So far, at least, it was as he thought, for the figure 
was no m an— nothing hum an at all!



Saboteur!

The figure was tall, taller even than Lucky. It was nearly seven feet 
tall, in fact, and broad in proportion. A ll o f  the figure that m et the 
eye w as gleam ing m etal, brilliant where it caught the Sun’s rays, 
b lack  w ith  shadow  w here it d id  not.

B ut underneath that m etal was no flesh and blood, only m ore 
m etal, gears, tubes, a m icropile w hich pow ered the figure w ith nu
clear energy and produced the gam m a rays that Lucky had detected 
w ith  his pocket ergom eter.

The lim bs o f  the creature w ere m onstrous and its legs were strad
dled far apart as it stood there facing Lucky. W hat passed for its eyes 
w ere tw o photoelectric cells that gleam ed a deep red. Its m outh was 
a slash across the m etal on the low er part o f  its face.

It w as a m echanical m an, a robot, and it took Lucky no more 
than one glance to know  that it was no robot o f  E arth’s manufacture. 
Earth had  invented the positronic robot, but it had never built any 
m odel like this.

The ro b o t’s m outh opened and closed in irregular m ovem ents as 
though it w ere speaking.

L ucky said, “I cannot hear sound in a vacuum , robot.” He said 
it sternly, know ing that it was essential to establish h im self as a man 
and therefore a m aster at once. “ Switch to radio.”

A nd now  the robo t’s m outh rem ained m otionless but a voice 
sounded in L ucky’s receiver, harsh and uneven, with the words un
naturally  spaced. It said, “W hat is your business, sir? W hy are you 
here?”

“Do not question m e,” said Lucky. “W hy are you  here?”
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A robot could only be truthful. It said, “I have been instructed 
to destroy certain objects at intervals.”

“By w hom ?”
“I have been instructed not to answ er that question.”
“Are you o f  Sirian m anufacture?”
“I was constructed on one o f  the planets o f  the Sirian C onfed

eration.”
Lucky frowned. The creature’s voice w as quite unpleasant. The 

few robots o f  Earth m anufacture that Lucky had had occasion to see 
in experim ental laboratories had been outfitted w ith voice boxes 
which, by direct sound or by radio, seem ed as p leasant and natural 
as a w ell-cultivated hum an voice. Surely the Sirians w ould  have im 
proved on that.

L ucky’s m ind shifted to a m ore im m ediate problem . He said, “I 
m ust find a shadow ed area. Com e w ith m e.”

The robot said at once, “I will direct you to the nearest shade.” 
It set o ff at a trot, its m etal legs m oving w ith a certain irregularity.

Lucky follow ed the creature. He needed no direction to reach the 
shade, but he lagged behind to w atch the robo t’s gait.

W hat had seem ed to Lucky, from  a distance, to be a lum bering 
or a clum sy pace, turned out, at close hand, to be a pronounced limp. 
A limp and a harsh voice. Two im perfections in this robot whose 
outer appearance was that o f  a m agnificent m echanical marvel.

It struck him  forcibly that the robot m ight not be adjusted to the 
heat and radiation o f  M ercury. Exposure had dam aged it, probably. 
Lucky was scientist enough to feel a tw inge o f  regret at that. It w as 
too beautiful to have to endure such damage.

He regarded the m achine w ith adm iration. U nderneath that m as
sive skull o f  chrome-steel was a delicate ovoid o f  sponge platinum - 
iridium  about the size o f  a hum an brain. W ithin it, quadrillions o f  
quadrillions o f  positrons cam e into being and vanished in m illionths 
o f  a second. As they cam e into being and vanished they traced p re
calculated paths which duplicated, in a sim plified w ay, the thinking 
cells o f  the hum an brain.

Engineers had calculated out those positronic paths to suit hu 
manity, and into them  they had designed the “Three Law s o f  R obot
ics.”

The First Law was that a robot could not harm  a hum an being 
or let one com e to harm. N othing cam e ahead o f  that. N othing could 
substitute for it.

The Second Law  was that a robot m ust obey orders except those 
that w ould break the First Law.
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The Third Law  allow ed a robot to protect itself, provided the 
F irst and  Second Law s w eren’t  broken.

L ucky cam e out o f  his short reverie w hen the robot stum bled and 
alm ost fell. There w as no unevenness in the ground that Lucky could 
see, no trifling ridge that m ight have caught his toe. I f  there had been, 
a line o f  b lack shadow  w ould have revealed it.

The ground w as table-sm ooth at that point. The robo t’s stride 
had  sim ply broken for no reason and throw n it to one side. The robot 
recovered after threshing about wildly. H aving done that, it resum ed 
its stride tow ard the shade as though nothing had happened.

Lucky thought: I t’s definitely in poor w orking order.
They entered the shadow  together, and Lucky turned on his suit- 

light.
H e said, “Y ou do w rong to destroy necessary equipm ent. You 

are doing harm  to m en.”
There was no em otion in the robo t’s face; there could be none. 

N or w as there em otion in its voice. It said, “I am obeying orders.”
“That is the Second Law ,” said Lucky severely. “ Still, you m ay 

not obey orders that harm  hum an beings. That w ould be to violate 
the F irst Law .”

“I have not seen any men. I have harm ed no one.”
“Y ou have harm ed m en you did not see. I tell you that.”
“I have harm ed no m an,” said the robot stubbornly, and Lucky 

frow ned at the unthinking repetition. D espite its polished appearance, 
perhaps it w as not a very advanced model.

The robot went on. “I have been instructed to avoid men. I have 
been w arned w hen m en w ere com ing, but I was not w arned about 
you .”

Lucky stared out past the shadow  at the glittering M ercurian 
landscape, ruddy and gray for the m ost part but blotched with a large 
area o f  the crum bly black m aterial w hich seem ed so com m on in this 
part o f  M ercury. He thought o f  M indes spotting the robot tw ice (his 
story m ade sense now ) and losing it w hen he tried to get closer. His 
ow n secret invasion o f  the Sun-side, com bined with the use o f  an 
ergom eter, had turned the trick, fortunately.

He said suddenly and forcefully, “ ftTzo w arned you to avoid 
m en?”

Lucky d idn ’t really expect to catch the robot. A robo t’s m ind is 
m achinery, he thought. It cannot be tricked or fooled, any m ore than 
you can trick  a suit-light into going on by jum ping  at the switch and 
pretending  to close contact.

The robot said, “I have been instructed not to answ er that ques
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tion.” Then slowly, creakily, as though the w ords w ere com ing out 
against its will, it said, “I do not w ish you to ask such questions any 
longer. They are disturbing.”

Lucky thought: To break the F irst Law  w ould  be m ore disturbing
still.

D eliberately he stepped out o f  the shadow into the sunlight.
He said to the robot, who followed, “W hat is your serial num 

ber?”
“RL-726.”
“V ery well, RL-726, you understand I am  a m an?”
“Y es.”
“I am not equipped to w ithstand the heat o f  M ercury’s Sun.”
“N or am  I,” said the robot.
“ I realize that,” said Lucky, thinking o f  the robo t’s near-fall a 

few m inutes earlier. “N evertheless, a m an is m uch less equipped for 
it than is a robot. Do you understand that?”

“Y es.”
“N ow, then, listen. I w ant you to stop your destructive activities, 

and I want you to tell m e who ordered you to destroy equipm ent.”
“I am instructed----—”
“If  you do not obey m e,” said Lucky loudly, “I w ill rem ain  here 

in the Sun until I am  killed and you will have broken the F irst Law, 
since you w ould have allow ed m e to be killed w hen you could have 
stopped it.”

Lucky w aited grimly. A  robo t’s statem ent could not be accepted 
as evidence, o f  course, in any court, but it w ould  assure him  that he 
was on the right track i f  it were to say w hat he expected it to.

But the robot said nothing. It swayed. One eye blinked out sud
denly (more im perfection!), then cam e to life. Its voice sounded in a 
wordless squawk, then it said in an alm ost drunken m um ble, “I w ill 
carry you to safety.”

“ I would resist,” said Lucky, “and you w ould have to harm  me. 
I f  you answ er m y question, I will return to the shade o f  m y ow n 
accord, and you will have saved m y life w ithout any dam age to m e 
at all.”

Silence.
Lucky said, “W ill you tell m e who ordered you to destroy equip

m ent?”
And suddenly the robot lunged forw ard, com ing to w ith in  two 

feet o f  Lucky before stopping. “I told you not to ask that question.”
Its hands m oved forw ard as though to seize Lucky but did not 

com plete the m otion.



Lucky w atched grim ly and w ithout concern. A robot could not 
harm  a hum an being.

B ut then the robot lifted one o f  those m ighty hands and put it to 
its head, for all the w orld as though it were a m an w ith a headache.

Headache!
A  sudden thought stabbed at Lucky. G reat Galaxy! H e’d been 

blind, stupidly, crim inally  blind!
It w asn ’t the robo t’s legs that w ere out o f  order, nor its voice, 

nor its eyes. H ow  could the heat affect them ? It w as— it had to be—  
the positronic brain itse lf that w as affected; the delicate positronic 
brain  subjected to the direct heat and radiation o f  the M ercurian Sun 
for how  long? M onths?

That brain  m ust be partially broken dow n already.
I f  the robot had been hum an, one w ould say he was in one o f  

the stages o f  m ental breakdow n. One m ight say he was on the road 
to  insanity.

A  m ad robot! D riven m ad by heat and radiation!
H ow  far w ould  the Three Law s hold in a broken-dow n positronic 

brain?
A nd now  Lucky Starr stood there, threatening a robot w ith his 

ow n death, w hile that sam e robot, nearly m ad, advanced tow ard him, 
arm s outstretched.

The very  dilem m a in w hich Lucky had placed the robot m ight 
be adding to  that m adness.

Cautiously, Lucky retreated. He said, “Do you feel w ell?”
The robot said nothing. Its steps quickened.
L ucky thought: I f  i t’s ready to break the First Law, it m ust be 

on the point o f  com plete dissolution. A positronic brain w ould have 
to be in  p ieces to be capable o f  that.

Yet, on the other hand, the robot had endured for m onths. It 
m ight endure for m onths m ore.

He talked in a desperate attem pt to delay m atters and allow  time 
for m ore thought.

He said, “D oes your head ache?”
“A che?” said the robot. “I do not understand the m eaning o f  the 

w ord .”
L ucky said, “I am  grow ing warm . W e had better retire to the 

shadow .”
N o m ore talk  o f  heating h im self to death. He retreated at a half

run now.
The robo t’s voice rum bled. “I have been told to prevent any 

interference w ith  the orders given m e.”
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Lucky reached for his blaster and he sighed. It w ould  be unfor
tunate if  he were forced to destroy the robot. It w as a m agnificent 
w ork o f  man, and the Council could investigate its w orkings w ith 
profit. And to destroy it w ithout even having obtained the desired 
inform ation was repugnant to him.

Lucky said, “Stop w here you are.”
The robot’s arms m oved jerk ily  as it lunged, and Lucky escaped 

by a hair as he floated aw ay in a sidew ise twist, taking the fullest 
advantage o f  M ercury’s gravity.

I f  he could m aneuver his way into the shadow; i f  the robot fo l
low ed him  there-------

The coolness m ight calm  those disordered positronic paths. It 
m ight becom e tam er, m ore reasonable, and Lucky m ight be spared 
the necessity  o f  its destruction.

Lucky dodged again, and again the robot rushed past, its m etal 
legs kicking up spurts o f  black grit that settled back to M ercury 
prom ptly and cleanly since there w as no atm osphere to keep it in 
suspension. It was an eerie chase, the tread o f  m an and robot hushed 
and silent in the vacuum.

L ucky’s confidence grew som ewhat. The robo t’s m ovem ents had 
grown jerkier. Its control o f  the gears and relays that m anipulated its 
limbs was im perfect and grow ing m ore so.

Yet the robot was m aking an obvious attem pt to head him  o ff 
from  the shadow. It was definitely and beyond any doubt trying to 
kill him.

And still Lucky could not bring h im self to use the blaster.
He stopped short. The robot stopped too. They w ere face to face, 

five feet apart, standing on the black patch o f  iron sulfide. The b lack
ness seemed to m ake the heat all the greater and Lucky felt a gath
ering faintness. The robot stood grim ly betw een Lucky and the shade.

Lucky said, “Out o f  m y w ay.” Talking was difficult.
The robot said, “ I have been told to prevent any interference w ith 

the orders given me. You have been in terfering.”
Lucky no longer had a choice. He had m iscalculated. It had never 

occurred to him  to doubt the validity o f  the Three Law s under all 
circum stances. The truth had com e to him  too late, and his m iscal
culation had brought him  to this: the danger o f  his own life and the 
necessity o f  destroying a robot.

He raised his blaster sadly.
And alm ost at once he realized that he had m ade a second m is

calculation. He had w aited too long, and the accum ulation o f  heat 
and weariness had m ade his body as im perfect a m achine as was the



ro b o t’s. His arm  lifted sluggishly, and the robot seem ed to be twice 
life-sized to his ow n reeling m ind and sight.

The robot w as a b lur o f  m otion, and this tim e L ucky’s tired body 
could not be driven into quick enough m ovem ent. The blaster was 
struck from  L ucky’s hand and w ent flying. L ucky’s arm  was clam ped 
tight in the grip o f  one m etal hand, and his w aist was em braced by 
a m etal arm.

U nder the best o f  circum stances, Lucky could not have w ithstood 
the steel m uscles o f  the m echanical m an. No hum an being could 
have. N ow  he felt all capacity for resistance vanish. He felt only the 
heat.

The robot tightened its grip, bending Lucky backw ard as though 
he w ere a rag doll. Lucky thought dizzily o f  the structural w eakness 
o f  the inso-suit. A n ordinary space-suit m ight have protected him 
even against a robo t’s strength. A n inso-suit could not. A ny m oment, 
a section o f  it m ight buckle and give.

L ucky’s free arm  flailed helplessly, his fingers dragging into the 
b lack  grit below .

One thought flicked through his mind. D esperately he tried to 
drive his m uscles into one last attem pt to fend o ff what seem ed in
evitable death at the hands o f  a m ad robot.
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Prelude to a Duel

L ucky’s predicam ent was a duplicate in reverse o f  that w hich had 
faced Bigrnan some hours previously. B igm an had  been threatened 
not by heat but by growing cold. He was held in the grip o f  the stony 
“ropes” as firmly as Lucky in the grip o f  the m etal robot. In  one 
respect, though, B igm an’s position held hope. His num bing grasp 
held desperately on the blaster pinned in U rte il’s hand.

And the blaster was com ing loose. In fact, it cam e free so sud
denly that B igm an’s num bed fingers nearly dropped it.

“ Sands o f  M ars!” he m uttered, and held  on.
If  he had know n where in the tentacles a vulnerable spot m ight 

be, i f  he could have blasted any part o f  those tentacles w ithout killing 
either Urteil or him self, his problem  w ould have been simple. A s it 
was, there was only one gam ble, not a good one either, open to him .

His thum b w orked clum sily on the intensity control, pushing it 
down and down. He was getting drow sy, w hich w as a bad  sign. It 
had been m inutes since he had heard any sign o f  life from  Urteil.

He had intensity at m inim um  now. One m ore thing; he m ust 
reach the activator w ith his forefinger w ithout dropping the blaster.

Space! He m ustn’t drop it.
The forefinger touched the proper spot and pushed against it.
The blaster grew warm. He could see that in the dull red glow  

o f the grid across the m uzzle. That w as bad  for the grid  since a b laster 
was not designed to be used as a heat ray, but to deep Space w ith 
that.

W ith what strength was left him , B igm an tossed the b laster as 
far as he could.



It seem ed to him  then as though reality w avered for a m om ent, 
as though he w ere on the edge o f  unconsciousness.

Then he felt the first glow  o f  warm th, a tiny leakage o f  heat 
entering his body from  the laboring pow er-unit, and he shouted in 
w eak  joy . That heat was enough to show  that pow er was no longer 
being drained directly into the voracious bodies o f  the heat-sucking 
tentacles.

He m oved his arms. He lifted a leg. They were free. The tentacles 
w ere gone.

H is suit-light had brightened, and he could see clearly the spot 
w here the b laster had been thrown. The spot, but not the blaster. 
W here the b laster should be was a sluggishly m oving m ass o f  gray, 
in tertw ining tentacles.

W ith shaky m otions, Bigrnan snatched at U rte il’s own blaster, 
setting it to m inim um  and tossing it past the position o f  the first. That 
w ould  hold the creature i f  the energy o f  the first gave out.

B igrnan said urgently, “Hey, Urteil. Can you hear m e?”
There w as no answer.
W ith w hat strength he could m uster he pulled the space-suited 

figure aw ay w ith him . U rte il’s suit-light glim m ered, and his power- 
unit gauge show ed itse lf as not quite empty. The tem perature inside 
his suit should return to norm al quickly.

B igrnan called the Dom e. There was no other decision possible 
now. In their w eakened condition, w ith their pow er supply low, an
o ther encounter w ith M ercurian life w ould kill them. And he would 
m anage to protect L ucky’s position somehow.

It w as rem arkable how  quickly m en reached them.

W ith tw o cups o f  coffee and a hot meal inside him and the 
D om e’s light and heat all about him , B igm an’s resilient m ind and 
body pu t the recent horror into proper perspective. It was already 
only  an unpleasant m em ory.

Dr. Peverale hovered about him  w ith an air partly like that o f  an 
anxious m other, partly  like that o f  a nervous old man. His iron-gray 
hair w as in disarray. “Y o u ’re sure y o u ’re all right, Bigrnan. No ill 
effects?”

“I feel fine. N ever better,” insisted Bigrnan. “The question is, 
D oc, h o w ’s U rteil?”

“A pparently  h e ’ll be all right.” The astronom er’s voice grew 
cold. “Dr. G ardom a has exam ined him  and reported favorably on his 
condition .”

“G ood,” said Bigrnan alm ost gloatingly.
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Dr. Peverale said w ith some surprise, “A re you concerned for 
him ?”

“Y ou bet, Doc. I ’ve plans for him .”
Dr. Hanley Cook entered now, alm ost trem bling w ith  excitem ent. 

“W e’ve sent m en into the m ines to see i f  w e can round up any o f  
the creatures. T hey’re taking heating pads w ith them . Like bait to a 
fish, you know .” He turned to Bigman. “Lucky you got aw ay.”

B igm an’s voice rose in p itch and he looked outraged, “It w asn ’t 
luck, it was brains. I figured they w ere after straight heat m ost o f  all. 
I figured it was their favorite kind o f  energy. So I gave it to them .”

Dr. Peverale left after that, but C ook rem ained behind, talking o f  
the creatures, w alking back and forth, bubbling w ith speculation. 
“Imagine! The old stories about the freezing death in the m ines were 
true. Really true! Think o f  it! Just rocky tentacles acting as heat 
sponges, absorbing energy w herever they can m ake contact. Y o u ’re 
sure o f  the description, B igm an?”

“O f course I ’m  sure. W hen you catch one, see for yourself.”
“W hat a discovery.”
“How com e they were never discovered before?” asked Bigm an.
“A ccording to you, they blend into their environm ent. Protective 

m imicry. Then, too, they attack only isolated m en. M aybe,” his w ords 
grew quicker, m ore anim ated, and his long fingers intertw ined and 
tw isted w ith one another, “there is some instinct there, som e rud i
m entary intelligence that kept them  hidden and out o f  sight. I ’m  sure 
o f  it. It’s a kind o f  intelligence that kept them  out o f  our way. They 
knew their only safety was in obscurity, so they attack only single, 
isolated men. Then for thirty years or m ore no m en appeared in  the 
mines. Their precious kernels o f  unusual heat w ere gone, and yet 
they never succum bed to the tem ptation to invade the D om e itself. 
But when m en finally appeared once m ore in the m ines, that tem p
tation was too great and one o f  the creatures attacked, even though 
there were two m en there and not one. For them , that w as fatal. They 
have been discovered.”

“W hy don’t they go to the Sun-side i f  they w ant energy and 
they ’re all that intelligent?” dem anded Bigman.

“M aybe th a t’s too hot,” said C ook at once.
“They took the blaster. It w as red hot.”
“The Sun-side m ay be too full o f  hard radiation. They m ay not 

be adapted to that. Or m aybe there is another breed o f  such creature 
on the Sun-side. H ow  can we know ? M aybe the dark-side ones live 
on radioactive ores and on the coronal glow .”

Bigman shrugged. He found such speculation unprofitable.

438  THE COM PLETE A D V E N T U R E S OF L U C K Y  ST A R R



L U C K Y  ST A R R  A N D  THE BIG SU N  OF M ER C U R Y 4 3 9

A nd C ook’s line o f  thought seem ed to change too. He stared 
speculatively at B igm an, one finger rubbing his chin rhythm ically. 
“ So you  saved U rte il’s life.”

“T hat’s right.”
“W ell, m aybe i t ’s a good thing. I f  Urteil had died, they w ould 

have b lam ed you. Senator Sw enson could have m ade it darned hot 
for you and for Starr and  for the Council. N o m atter w hat explanation 
you gave, you w ould  have been there w hen Urteil died, and that 
w ould  have been enough for Sw enson.”

“L isten,” said Bigm an, m oving about uneasily, “w hen do I get 
to  see U rteil?”

“W henever Dr. G ardom a says you m ay.”
“G et him  on the w ire and tell him  to say I can, then.”
C ook’s gaze rem ained fastened thoughtfully on the small M ar

tian. “W h at’s on your m ind?”
A nd because B igm an had to m ake arrangem ents about the grav

ity, he explained som e o f  his plan to Cook.

Dr. G ardom a opened the door and nodded to B igm an to enter. 
“Y ou can have him , B igm an,” he w hispered. “ I don’t w ant him .”

H e stepped out, and B igm an and Urteil were alone with one 
another once again.

Jonathan Urteil w as a little pallid  where stubble d idn’t darken his 
face, but that was the only sign o f  his ordeal. He bared his lips to a 
savage grin. “I ’m  in one piece, i f  th a t’s what y o u ’ve com e to see.” 

“T hat’s w hat I ’ve com e to see. A lso to ask you a question. Are 
you still full o f  that drivel about Lucky Starr setting up a fake Sirian 
base in  the m ines?”

“I intend to  prove it.”
“Look, you cobber, you know  it’s a lie, and y o u ’re going to fake 

p ro o f i f  you can. F ake  it! N ow  I ’m not expecting you to get on your
knees to thank m e for saving your life-------”

“W ait!” Slow ly U rte il’s face flushed. “All I rem em ber is that that 
th ing got me first by surprise. That was accident. A fter that, I don’t 
know  w hat happened. W hat you  say m eans nothing to m e.”

B igm an shrieked w ith outrage. “You sm udge o f  space dust, you 
yelled  for help .”

“W here’s your w itness? I d o n ’t rem em ber a thing.”
“H ow  do you suppose you  got out?”
“I ’m  not supposing anything. M aybe the thing craw led aw ay on 

its own. M aybe there w as no thing at all. M aybe a rockfall hit me 
and knocked m e out. N ow  i f  you cam e here expecting m e to cry on
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your shoulders and prom ise to lay o ff  your grafting friend, y o u ’re 
going to be disappointed. I f  you have nothing else to say, good-by.” 

B igm an said, “T here’s som ething y o u ’re forgetting. Y ou tried  to 
kill m e.”

“W here’s your w itness? N ow  if  you don’t get out, I ’ll pucker up 
and blow  you out, m idget.”

B igm an rem ained heroically calm. “I ’ll m ake a deal w ith you, 
Urteil. Y ou’ve m ade every threat you can th ink o f  because y o u ’re 
h a lf  an inch taller than I am  and h a lf  a pound heavier, but you 
craw led the only tim e I m ade a pass at you .”

“W ith a force-knife and m yself unarm ed. D o n ’t forget that.”
“I say you’re yellow. M eet m e rough and tum ble, now. N o w eap

ons. O r are you too w eak?”
“Too weak for you? Two years in the hospital and I w ouldn’t be 

too w eak for you!”
“Then fight. Before witnesses! W e can use the space in the pow er 

room. I ’ve m ade arrangem ents w ith H anley C ook.”
“Cook m ust hate you. W hat about Peverale?”
“N obody asked him. And Cook doesn’t hate m e.”
“He seems anxious to get you killed. B ut I don ’t th ink I ’ll give 

him the satisfaction. W hy should I fight a half-pint o f  skin and w ind?” 
“Y ellow ?”
“I said, w hy? You said you w ere m aking a deal.”
“Right. You win, I don ’t say a w ord about w hat happened in the 

m ines, w hat really happened. I win, you lay o ff  the C ouncil.”
“ Some deal. W hy should I w orry about anything you can say 

about m e?”
“Y ou’re not afraid o f  losing, are you?”
“Space!” The exclam ation w as enough.
B igm an said, “W ell, then?”
“You m ust think I ’m a fool. I f  I fight w ith you before w itnesses 

I ’ll be indicted for m urder. I f  I lean a finger on you, y o u ’re squashed. 
Go find yourself another w ay to com m it suicide.”

“All right. How m uch do you outw eigh m e?”
“A hundred pounds,” said Urteil contem ptuously.
“A hundred pounds o f  fat,” squeaked Bigm an, his gnom ish face 

screwed mto a ferocious scowl. “Tell you what. L e t’s fight under 
M ercurian gravity. That m akes your advantage forty pounds. A nd 
you keep your inertia advantage. Fair enough?”

Urteil said, “Space, I’d  like to give you one sm ash, ju st to p laster 
your big m outh over your m iserable little face.”

“Y ou’ve got your chance. Is it a deal?”



'B y Earth, i t’s a deal. I ’ll try not to kill you, but th a t’s as far as 
I ’ll go. Y o u ’ve asked for this, y o u ’ve begged for it.”

‘’Right. N ow  le t’s go. L e t’s go .” A nd B igm an was so anxious 
that he hopped about as he talked, sparring a little w ith rapid birdlike 
m otions o f  his fists. In fact, such was his eagerness for this duel that 
not once did he give a specific thought to Lucky nor suffer any 
presentim ent o f  disaster. He had no w ay o f  telling that, some time 
before, Lucky had fought a m ore deadly duel than the one B igm an 
now  proposed.

The pow er-level had its trem endous generators and heavy equip
m ent, but it also had its broad level space suitable for gatherings o f  
personnel. It was the oldest part o f  the Dome. In the first days, before 
even a single m ine shaft had been blasted into M ercurian soil, the 
original construction engineers had slept on cots in that space be
tw een the generators. Even now  it was still occasionally used for 
trifilm  entertainm ent.

N ow  it served as a ring, and Cook, together w ith h a lf a dozen or 
so technicians, rem ained dubiously on the side lines.

“Is this all?” dem anded Bigm an.
C ook said, “M indes and his m en are out Sun-side. There are ten 

m en in the m ines looking for your ropes, and the rest are m ostly at 
their instrum ents.” He looked apprehensively at Urteil and said, “Are 
you sure you know  w hat y o u ’re doing, B igm an?”

U rteil was stripped to the waist. He had a thick grow th o f  hair 
over his chest and shoulders, and he m oved his m uscles w ith an 
athletic joy .

B igm an looked in U rte il’s direction indifferently. “All set w ith 
the gravity?”

“W e’ll have it o ff  at the signal. I ’ve rigged the controls so the 
rest o f  the D om e w o n ’t be affected. Has Urteil agreed?”

“ Sure.” B igm an smiled. “I t’s all right, pal.”
“I hope so,” said C ook fervently.
U rteil called out, “W hen do we get started?” Then looking about 

the small group o f  spectators, he asked, “A nyone care to bet on the 
m onkey?”

One o f  the technicians looked at B igm an with an uneasy grin. 
B igm an, now  also stripped to his w aist, looked surprisingly wiry, but 
the d ifference in size gave the m atch a grotesque appearance.

“N o bet here,” said the technician.
“A re w e ready?” called. Cook.
“I am ,” said Urteil.
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Cook licked his pale lips and flicked the m aster switch. There 
was a change in the p itch o f  the subdued droning o f  the generators.

B igm an sw ayed with the sudden loss o f  w eight. So did all the 
rest. Urteil stum bled but recovered rapidly and advanced gingerly into 
the m iddle o f  the clear space. He did not bother to lift his arm s but 
stood w aiting in a posture o f  com plete relaxation.

“ Start som ething, bug,” he said.



13

Results of a Duel

For his part, B igm an advanced w ith gentle m ovem ents o f  his legs 
that translated  them selves into slow and graceful steps, alm ost as 
though he w ere on springs.

In a w ay he was. M ercurian surface gravity was alm ost precisely 
equal to M artian surface gravity, and it was som ething he was at 
hom e w ith thoroughly. His cool, gray eyes, w atching sharply, noticed 
every' sw ay in U rteiPs body, every knotting o f  a sudden m uscle as 
he w orked  to keep erect.

Sm all m isjudgm ents even in m erely keeping o ne’s balance were 
inevitable w hen w orking in a gravity to w hich one was unaccus
tom ed.

B igm an m oved in suddenly, springing from  foot to foot and side 
to side in a broken m otion that was at once am usingly dancelike and 
com pletely  confusing.

“W hat is th is?” grow led Urteil in exasperation. “A M artian 
w'altz?”

“K ind of,” said Bigm an. His arm  lunged outward, and his bare 
knuckles slam m ed into U rteiPs side w ith a resounding thwack, stag
gering the big fellow.

There was a gasp from  the audience and one yell o f  “Hey, boy!”
B igm an stood there, arm s akim bo, w aiting for Urteil to recover 

his balance.
U rteil did so in a m atter o f  five seconds, but now  there was an 

angry red splotch on his side and a sim ilar and angrier one on each 
cheekbone.

H is ow n arm  shot out pow erfully, his right palm  h a lf open as
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though a slap w ould be sufficient to fling this stinging insect out o f  
his w ay forever.

B ut the blow  continued, dragging U rteil about. B igm an had 
ducked, leaving a fraction o f  an inch to spare, w ith the sure judgm ent 
o f  a perfectly co-ordinated body. U rte il’s efforts to stop his follow- 
through left him  teetering wildly, back to Bigm an.

B igm an placed his foot on the seat o f  U rte il’s pants and shoved 
gently. The recoil sent him  hopping easily backw ard on the other 
foot, but Urteil w ent slowly forw ard on his face in grotesque slow 
motion.

There was sudden laughter from  the side lines.
One o f  the spectators called out, “Changed m y m ind, Urteil. I ’m  

betting.”
Urteil m ade no gesture o f  hearing this. He was facing B igm an 

again, and from  the com er o f  his thick lips a v iscid drop o f  saliva 
m ade its w ay dow n the com er o f  his chin.

“Up the gravity!” he roared hoarsely. “G et it to norm al!”
“W hat’s the m atter, tubbo?” m ocked Bigm an. “ Isn ’t forty pounds 

in your favor enough?”
“I ’ll kill you. I ’ll kill you,” U rteil shouted.
“Go ahead!” B igm an spread his arm s in m ock invitation.
But Urteil was not entirely beyond reason. He circled B igm an, 

hopping a little in ungainly fashion. He said, “I ’ll get m y gravity 
legs, bug, and once I grab you anyw here, that piece gets tom  o ff 
you.”

“Grab aw ay.”
But there was an uneasy silence am ong the m en w ho w atched 

now. Urteil was a stooping barrel, his arm s sw eeping out and w ide, 
his legs spread. He was keeping his balance, catching the rhythm  o f  
the gravity.

B igm an was a slender stalk in com parison. He m ight be as grace
ful and self-assured as a dancer, yet he looked pitifully  small.

B igm an seem ed unworried. He hopped forw ard w ith a sudden 
stamp o f  his feet that sent him  shooting high in the air, and w hen 
Urteil lunged at the rising figure, B igm an lifted his feet and w ent 
down behind his adversary before the other could turn around.

There was loud applause, and B igm an grinned.
He perform ed w hat was alm ost a pirouette as he ducked under 

one o f  the great arm s that threatened him , reaching out and bringing 
the side o f  his hand sharply dow n against the biceps.

Urteil restrained a cry and w hirled again.
Urteil m aintained a dreadful calm  to all these grandstanding p rov
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ocations now. B igm an, on the other hand, tried in every way he could 
to taunt and sting Urteil into a w ild m otion that w ould send him  
shooting o ff  balance.

Forw ard and away; quick, sharp blow s, w hich for all their flick
ing qualities carried  a sting.

B ut a new  respect for U rteil w as grow ing in the small M artian’s 
m ind. The cobber w as taking it. He was m aintaining his ground like 
a bear w arding o ff  the attack o f  a hunting dog. A nd B igm an was the 
hunting dog w hich could only hover at the outskirts, snap, snarl, and 
keep out o f  the reach  o f  the bea r’s paws.

U rteil even looked like a bear w ith his large, hairy body, his 
sm all, b loodshot eyes, and his jow ly, bristly face.

“Fight, cobber,” jeered  Bigman. “I ’m  the only one giving the 
custom ers a show .”

U rteil shook his head slowly. “Com e closer,” he said.
“ Sure,” said B igm an lightly, dashing in. W ith flashing m ove

m ents, he caught Urteil on the side o f  the jaw  and was under his arm 
and  aw ay in alm ost the sam e m ovem ent.

U rte il’s arm  h a lf  m oved, but it was too late and the m otion w asn’t 
com pleted. He sw ayed a little. “Try it again,” he said.

B igm an tried  it again, tw isting and diving under his other arm 
this tim e and finishing w ith a little bow  to accept the roars o f  ap
proval.

“T ry  it again,” said U rteil thickly.
“ Sure,” said Bigm an. A nd he dashed.
This tim e U rteil was thoroughly prepared. He m oved neither head 

nor arm s, bu t his righ t foot shot forward.
B igm an doubled, or tried to, in m id-air and d idn’t quite m ake it. 

H is ankle w as caught and pinned brutally for a m om ent by U rteil’s 
shoe. B igm an yelped  at the pressure.

U rte il’s rapid m ovem ent carried him  forward, and Bigm an, with 
a quick, desperate shove at the o ther’s back, accelerated that m ove
m ent.

This tim e U rteil, m ore accustom ed to the gravity, was not throw n 
forw ard as far and recovered m ore quickly, w hile Bigman, w ith his 
ankle on fire, m oved about w ith a frightening clum siness.

W ith a w ild  shout Urteil charged and Bigman, pivoting on his 
good foot, w as not fast enough. His right shoulder was caught in one 
ham like fist. H is right elbow  was caught in the other. They went 
dow n together.

A  groan w ent up alm ost in concert from  the spectators and Cook,
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w atching ashen-faced, cried out, “Stop the fight” in a croaking voice 
that w ent com pletely unheeded.

Urteil got to his feet, his grip firm on Bigm an, lifting the M artian 
as though he were a feather. B igm an, face tw isted in pain, w rithed 
to get a footing o f  his own.

Urteil m uttered into the little fe llow ’s ear. “Y ou thought you w ere 
w ise, tricking m e into fighting under low  gravity. Do you still th ink 
so?”

Bigm an w asted no time in thought. He w ould have to get at least 
one foot on the floor. . . .  O r on U rte il’s kneecap, for his right foot 
rested m om entarily on U rteil’s knee and that w ould have to do.

B igm an pushed down hard and lunged his body backw ard.
Urteil swayed forward. That was not dangerous for U rteil in it

self, but his balancing m uscles overshot the m ark in the low  gravity, 
and in righting h im self he swayed backw ard. A nd as he did so, B ig 
m an, expecting that, shifted his w eight and pushed hard forward.

Urteil went down so suddenly that the spectators could not see 
how  it was accom plished. B igm an w renched h a lf free.

He was on his feet like a cat, w ith his right arm  still pinned. 
B igm an brought his left arm  dow n on U rte il’s w rist and brought up 
his knee sharply against the o ther’s elbow.

Urteil how led and his grip on B igm an loosened as he shifted 
position to keep his own arm  from  being broken.

B igm an took his chance with the quickness o f  a je t ’s ignition. 
He w renched his pinned hand com pletely loose w hile m aintaining his 
grip on U rte il’s wrist. His freed hand cam e dow n upon U rte il’s arm  
above the elbow. He had a tw o-handed grip now  on U rte il’s left arm.

Urteil was scrabbling to his feet, and as he did so, B igm an’s 
body bowed and his back m uscles w ent dow n hard w ith effort. He 
lifted along the line o f  U rte il’s own m otion o f  rising.

B igm an’s m uscles, com bined w ith the action o f  U rte il’s lift, car
ried that large body free o f  the ground in a slow  m otion, im pressive 
display o f  what could be done in a low gravity field.

W ith his m uscles near to cracking, B igm an w hipped U rte il’s 
torso still farther upw ard, then let go, w atching it as it w ent flailing 
in a parabolic arc that seem ed grotesquely slow by Earth standards.

They all w atched and w ere all caught in the sudden change o f  
gravity. E arth’s full gravity snapped on w ith the force and speed o f  
a blaster bolt, and B igm an w ent to his knees w ith a painful w rench 
on his tw isted ankle. The spectators also w ent dow n in a chorus o f  
confused cries o f  pain and astonishm ent.

B igm an caught only the m erest glim pse o f  w hat happened to
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U rteil. The change in gravity had caught him  alm ost at the high point 
o f  the parabola, snapping him  dow nw ard with sharp acceleration. His 
head struck a protecting stanchion o f  one o f  the generators a sharp, 
cracking blow.

Bigm an, rising painfully  to his feet, tried to shake sense into his 
addled brains. He staggered and w as aw are o f  Urteil spraw led limply, 
o f  C ook kneeling  at U rte il’s side.

“W hat happened?” cried Bigman. “W hat happened to the grav
ity?”

The others echoed the question. As nearly as B igm an could tell, 
C ook w as the only one on his feet, the only one who seem ed to be 
thinking.

C ook was saying, “N ever m ind the gravity. I t’s U rteil.”
“ Is he hurt?” cried som eone.
“N ot any m ore,” said Cook, getting up from  his kneeling posi

tion. “I ’m  pretty  sure h e ’s dead.”
They m ade an uneasy circle about the body.
B igm an said, “B etter get Dr. G ardom a.” He scarcely heard h im 

se lf say it. A  great thought had com e to him.
“T here’s going to be trouble,” said Cook. “You killed him , Big

m an.”
“The change in gravity did that,” said Bigman.
“T h at’ll be hard to explain. Y ou threw  him .”
B igm an said, “ I ’ll face any trouble. D on’t w orry.”
C ook licked his lips and looked away. “ I’ll call G ardom a.”

G ardom a arrived five m inutes later, and the shortness o f  his ex
am ination w as p ro o f enough that Cook had been correct.

The physician rose to his feet, w iping his hands on a pocket 
handkerchief. He said gravely, “Dead. Fractured skull. H ow  did it 
happen?”

Several spoke at once, but Cook w aved them  down. He said, “A
grudge fight betw een B igm an and Urteil-------”

“B etw een B igm an and U rteil!” exploded Dr. Gardom a. “W ho
allow ed that? A re you crazy, expecting B igm an to stand up-------”

“Easy there ,” said Bigman. “ / ’m in one piece.”
C ook said in angry self-defense, “T hat’s right, Gardom a, it’s U r

teil th a t’s dead. A nd it was B igm an who insisted on the fight. You 
adm it that, d o n ’t you?”

“I adm it it all righ t,” said Bigman. “ I also said it was to be under 
M ercurian  gravity .”

Dr. G ardom a’s eyes opened wide. “M ercurian gravity? H ere?”
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He looked down at his feet as though w ondering i f  his senses w ere 
playing him  tricks and he w ere really lighter than he felt.

“It isn ’t M ercurian gravity any m ore,” said B igm an, “because the 
pseudo-grav field snapped to full Earth gravity at a crucial tim e. Bam! 
Like that! T hat’s w hat killed Urteil, not yours truly.”

“W hat m ade the pseudo-grav snap to Earth levels?” asked Gar- 
doma.

There was silence.
Cook said feebly, “It m ight have been a short-------”
“N uts,” said Bigman, “the lever is pulled up. It d idn’t do that by 

itself.”
There was a new  silence and an uneasy one.
One o f  the technicians cleared his throat and said, “M aybe in the 

excitem ent o f  the fight som eone was m oving around and shoved it 
up w ith his shoulder w ithout even realizing it.”

The others agreed eagerly. One o f  them  said, “Space! It ju st 
happened!”

Cook said, “I ’ll have to report the entire incident. B igm an------- ”
“W ell,” said the small M artian calm ly, “am  I under arrest for 

m anslaughter?”
“N — no,” said Cook uncertainly. “I w o n ’t arrest you, but I have 

to report, and you m ay be arrested in the end.”
“Uh huh. W ell, thanks for the w arning.” For the first tim e since 

returning from the m ines, B igm an found h im self thinking o f  Lucky. 
This, he thought, is a fine peck o f  trouble for Lucky to find w aiting 
for him  w hen he com es back.

And yet there was an odd stir o f  excitem ent in the little M artian, 
too, for he was sure he could get out o f  the tro u b le . . . and show  
Lucky a thing or tw o in the process.

A  new  voice broke in. “B igm an!”
Everyone looked up. It was Peverale, stepping dow n the ram p 

that led from the upper levels. “G reat Space, B igm an, are you dow n 
there? And C ook?” Then alm ost pettishly, “W hat’s going on?”

No one seem ed to be able to say anything at all. The old astron
om er’s eyes fell on the prone body o f  Urteil, and he said w ith  m ild 
surprise, “Is he dead?”

To B igm an’s astonishm ent, Peverale seem ed to lose interest in 
that. He d idn’t even w ait for his question to be answ ered before 
turning to B igm an once more.

He said, “W here’s Lucky Starr?”
Bigm an opened his m outh but nothing cam e out. Finally, he m an

aged to  say w eakly, “W hy do you ask?”
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“Is he still in the m ines?”
“W ell------ ”
“O r is he on Sun-side?”
“W ell------ ”
“G reat Space, m an, is he on Sun-side?”
B igm an said, “ I w ant to know  w hy you’re asking.”
“M indes,” said Peverale im patiently, “is out in his flitter, patrol

ling the area covered by his cables. He does that som etim es.”
“ So?”
“ So h e ’s either m ad or h e ’s correct in saying h e ’s seen Lucky 

Starr out there .”
“W here?” cried B igm an at once.
Dr. Peverale’s m outh com pressed in disapproval. “Then he is out 

there. T hat’s p lain enough. W ell, your friend Lucky Starr was ap
parently  in som e trouble w ith a m echanical m an, a robot-------”

“A  robot!”
“A nd according to M indes, w ho has not landed but who is w ait

ing for a party  to be sent out, Lucky Starr is dead!”



Prelude to a Trial

During the m om ent in w hich Lucky lay bent in the inexorable grip 
o f  the robot, he expected m om entary death, and w hen it did not com e 
at once a w eak hope flared up w ithin him .

Could it be that the robot, having the im possibility  o f  k illing a 
hum an being ingrained in its tortured m ind, found itse lf incapable o f  
the actual act now  that it was face to face w ith it?

And then he thought that couldn’t be, for it seem ed to h im  the 
pressure o f  the robot’s grip was increasing in sm ooth stages.

He cried w ith w hat force he could m uster, “Release m e!” and 
brought up his one free hand from  w here it had dragged, trailing  in 
the black grime. There was one last chance, one last, m iserably w eak 
chance.

He lifted his hand to the robo t’s head. He could not turn his head 
to see, crushed as that was against the robo t’s chest. His hand slipped 
along the sm ooth m etal surface o f  the robot’s skull tw o tim es, three 
times, four times. He took his hand away.

There w as nothing m ore he could do.
Then-------W as it his im agination, or did the ro b o t’s grip seem

to loosen? W as M ercury’s big Sun on his side at last?
“Robot!” he cried.
The robot m ade a sound, but it w as only like gears scraping 

rustily together.
Its grip was loosening. N ow  was the tim e to reinforce events by 

calling what m ight be left o f  the Law s o f  Robotics into play.
Lucky panted, “You m ay not hurt a hum an being.”
The robot said, “I m ay not-------” haltingly, and w ithout w arning

fell to  the ground.
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Its grip w as constant, as though rig id  in death.
L ucky said, “Robot! Let go!”
Jerkily, the robot loosened his hold. N ot entirely, but L ucky’s 

legs cam e free and  his head could m ove.
He said, “W ho ordered you to destroy equipm ent?”
H e no longer feared the robo t’s w ild  reaction to that question. 

H e knew  that he h im self had brought that positronic m ind to full 
disintegration. B ut in the last stages before final dissolution, perhaps 
som e ragged  rem nant o f  the Second Law  m ight hold. He repeated, 
“W ho ordered you to destroy equipm ent?”

The robot m ade a blurred sound. “Er— Er------ ” Then, m adden
ingly, radio contact broke off, and the robo t’s m outh opened and 
closed tw ice as though, in the ultim ate extrem ity, it were trying to 
talk  by  ordinary  sound.

A fter that, nothing.
The robot w as dead.
L ucky’s own m ind, now  that the im m ediate em ergency o f  near

death w as over, w as w avering and blurred. He lacked the strength to 
unw ind the robo t’s lim bs entirely from  his body. His radio controls 
had  been  sm ashed in  the ro b o t’s hug.

H e knew  that he m ust first regain his strength. To do that m eant 
he m ust get out o f  the direct radiation o f  M ercury’s big Sun and 
quickly. That m eant reaching the shadow  o f  the near-by ridge, the 
shadow  he had failed to reach during the duel w ith the robot.

Painfully  he doubled his feet beneath him. Painfully he inched 
his body  tow ard the shadow  o f  the ridge, dragging the robot’s weight 
w ith him . A gain. A gain. The process seem ed to last forever and the 
universe shim m ered about him .

A gain. A gain.
There seem ed to be no strength or feeling in his legs, and the 

robot seem ed to w eigh a thousand pounds.
Even w ith  M ercury’s low  gravity, the task seem ed beyond his 

w eakening strength, and it was sheer will that drove him  on.
H is head entered the shadow  first. L ight blanked out. He waited, 

panting, and then, w ith an effort that seem ed to crack his thigh m us
cles, he pushed  h im se lf along the ground once m ore and even once 
m ore.

H e w as in the shadow. One o f  the robo t’s legs was still in the 
sun, blazing reflections in all directions. Lucky looked over his shoul
der and noted  that dizzily. Then, alm ost gratefully, he let go o f  con
sciousness.
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There w ere intervals later w hen sense perception craw led back. 
Then, m uch later, he lay quietly, conscious o f  a soft bed  under 

him , trying to bring those intervals back to m ind. There w ere frag
m entary pictures in his m em ory o f  people approaching, a vague im 
pression o f  m otion in a je t  vehicle, o f  B igm an’s voice, shrill and 
anxious. Then, a trifle m ore clearly, a physician ’s m inistrations.

A fter that, a b lank again, follow ed by a sharp m em ory o f  Dr. 
Peverale’s courtly voice asking him  gentle questions. Lucky rem em 
bered answ ering in connected fashion, so the w orst o f  his ordeal m ust 
have been over by then. He opened his eyes.

Dr. Gardom a was looking at him  som berly, a hypoderm ic still in 
his hand. “H ow  do you feel?” he asked.

Lucky smiled. “H ow  should I feel?”
“Dead, I should think, after w hat y o u ’ve gone through. B ut you 

have a rem arkable constitution, so y o u ’ll live.”
Bigm an, who had been hovering anxiously at the outskirts o f  

L ucky’s vision, entered it full now. “N o thanks to M indes for that. 
W hy d idn’t that m ud-brain go dow n and get Lucky out o f  there after 
he spotted the robo t’s leg? W hat was he w aiting for? H e w as leaving 
Lucky to die?”

Dr. Gardom a put aw ay his hypoderm ic and w ashed his hands. 
W ith his back to Bigm an, he said, “Scott M indes was convinced 
Lucky was dead. His only thought was to stay aw ay so that no one 
could accuse him o f  being the m urderer. He knew  he had  tried to kill 
Lucky once before and that others w ould  rem em ber that.”

“H ow  could he think that this tim e? The robot-------”
“M indes isn’t h im self under pressure these days. H e called for 

help; that was the best he could do.”
Lucky said, “Take it easy, Bigman. 1 w as in no danger. I was 

sleeping it o ff in the shade, and I ’m  all right now. W hat about the 
robot, Gardom a? W as it salvaged?”

“W e’ve got it in the Dom e. The brain is gone, though, quite 
im possible to study.”

“Too bad,” said Lucky.
The physician raised his voice. “All right, B igm an, com e on. Let 

him  sleep.”
“H ey-------” began B igm an indignantly.
Lucky at once added, “T hat’s all right, Gardom a. As a m atter o f  

fact, I w ant to speak to him  privately.”
Dr. G ardom a hesitated, then shrugged. “Y ou need sleep, bu t I ’ll 

give you h a lf an hour. Then he m ust go.”
“H e’ll go.”
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A s soon as they w ere alone, B igm an seized L ucky’s shoulder 
and shook it violently. He said in a strangled kind o f  voice, “You 
stupid ape. I f  the heat h adn’t got that robot in tim e— like in the sub- 
etherics-------”

Lucky sm iled m irthlessly. “It w asn’t coincidence, B igm an,” he 
said. “ I f  I had  w aited for a sub-etheric ending, I ’d be dead. I had to 
g im m ick the robot.”

“H ow ?”
“Its brain case w as highly polished. It reflected a large part o f  

the su n ’s radiation. That m eant the tem perature o f  the positronic brain 
w as high enough to ruin its sanity but not high enough to stop it 
com pletely. Fortunately, a good part o f  M ercurian soil about here is 
m ade up o f  a loose b lack substance. I m anaged to sm ear some on its 
head.”

“W hat did that do?”
“B lack absorbs heat, B igm an. It doesn’t reflect it. The tem pera

ture o f  the ro b o t’s brain went up quickly and it died alm ost at once. 
It w as close, though. . . . Still, never m ind that. W hat happened at this 
end  w hile I w as gone? A nything?”

“A n yth in g ? Wow! You listen!” And as B igm an talked, Lucky did 
listen, w ith an expression that grew  continually graver as the story 
unfolded.

By the tim e it drew  to a conclusion he was frow ning angrily. 
“W hy did you fight IJrteil, anyw ay? That was foolish.”

“L ucky,” said B igm an in outrage, “it was strategy! Y ou always 
say I ju s t bull right ahead and can ’t be trusted to do the shrew d thing.
This w as shrewd. I knew  I could lick him  at low  gravity-------”

“It seem s as though you alm ost d idn’t. Y our ankle is taped.”
“I slipped. A ccident. Besides, I d id  win. A  deal was involved. 

H e could do a lot o f  dam age to the Council w ith his lies, but i f  I 
w on h e ’d get o f f  our backs.”

“C ould you take his w ord for that?”
“W ell------ ” began Bigm an, troubled.
L ucky drove on. “Y ou saved his life, you said. He m ust have 

know n that, and yet that d idn ’t persuade him  to abandon his purpose. 
D id you th ink he was likely to do so as a result o f  a fist fight?” 

“W ell-------” said B igm an, again.
“Especially  i f  he lost and w ould therefore be raging at the hu

m iliation o f  a public beating. . . .  I tell you what, Bigman. You did it 
because you w anted to beat him  and get revenge for m aking fun o f  
you. Y our talk  about m aking a deal w as ju s t an excuse to give you 
an opportunity  for the beating. Isn ’t that righ t?”
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“Aw, Lucky! Sands o f  M ars-------■”
“W ell, am  I w rong?”
“I w anted to m ake the deal-------”
“ But m ainly you w anted to fight, and now  look at the m ess.” 
B igm an’s eyes dropped. “I ’m  sorry.”
Lucky relented at once. “Oh, G reat Galaxy, B igm an, I ’m  not 

angry at you. I ’m  angry at m yself, really. I m isjudged that robot and 
nearly got m yself killed because I w asn’t thinking. I could see it was 
out o f  order and never tied it up w ith the effect o f  heat on its posi- 
tronic brain till it was nearly too late. . . .  W ell, the past has a lesson 
for the future, but otherw ise, le t’s forget it. The question is w hat to 
do about the U rteil situation.”

B igm an’s spirits bounced back at once. “A nyw ay,” he said, “the 
cobber is o ff our backs.”

“H e  is,” said Lucky, “but w hat about Senator Sw enson?” 
“H m m ”
“How do we explain things? The Council o f  Science is being 

investigated, and as a result o f  a fight instigated by som eone close 
to the Council, som eone w ho’s alm ost a m em ber, the investigator 
dies. That w on’t look good.”

“It was an accident. The pseudo-grav field— ”
“That w on’t help us. I ’ll have to talk  to Peverale and------- ”
Bigm an reddened and said hastily, “H e’s ju st an old guy. H e ’s 

not paying any attention to this.”
Lucky hitched h im self to one elbow. “W hat do you m ean, h e ’s 

not paying any attention?”
“He isn ’t,” said B igm an vehem ently. “He cam e in w ith  U rteil 

lying dead on the ground and thought nothing o f  it. He said, ‘Is he 
dead?’ and tha t’s all.”

“T hat’s all?”
“T hat’s all. Then he asked about w here you w ere and said M in- 

des had called and said a robot had killed you .”
L ucky’s level glance held Bigman. “T hat’s all?”
“That w as all,” said B igm an uneasily.
“W hat’s happened since then? Com e on, B igm an. Y ou don’t 

w ant m e to talk  to Peverale. W hy not?”
Bigm an looked away.
“Com e on, B igm an.”
“W ell, I ’m  being tried o r som ething.”
“Tried!"
“Peverale says it’s m urder and it’ll raise a sm ell back  on Earth. 

He says w e’ve got to fix responsibility .”
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“A ll right. W hen is the trial?”
“A w , Lucky, I d idn’t w ant to tell you. Dr. G ardom a said you 

w eren ’t to be excited.”
“D o n ’t act like a m other hen, Bigrnan. W hen is the trial?” 
“Tom orrow  at tw o P.M ., System  Standard Time. But there’s 

nothing to  w orry  about, L ucky.”
L ucky said, “Call in  G ardom a.”
“W hy?”
“D o as I say.”
B igrnan stepped to the door, and w hen he returned, Dr. G ardom a 

w as w ith  him .
Lucky said, “T here’s no reason I can ’t get out o f  bed by two 

P.M . tom orrow , is there?”
Dr. G ardom a hesitated. “I ’d rather you took m ore tim e.”
“I d o n ’t care w hat y o u ’d rather. It w on’t kill me, will it?”
“It w ou ldn’t kill you to get out o f  bed right now, Mr. Starr,” said 

Dr. G ardom a, offended. “B ut i t’s not advisable.”
“A ll right, then. N ow  you tell Dr. Peverale that I ’ll be at the trial 

o f  Bigrnan. Y ou know  about that, I suppose?”
“I do .”
“Everyone does except myself. Is that it?”
“Y ou w ere in  no condition-------”
“Y ou tell Dr. Peverale I ’ll be at that trial and it isn ’t to start 

w ithout m e.”
“I ’ll tell h im ,” said Gardom a, “and y o u ’d better go to sleep now. 

C om e w ith  m e, B igrnan.”
B igrnan squealed. “Just one second.” He stepped rapidly to the 

side o f  L ucky’s bed and said, “Look, Lucky, don’t get upset. I ’ve 
got the w hole situation under control.”

L ucky’s eyebrow s lifted.
B igrnan, alm ost bursting w ith self-im portance, said, “I w anted to 

surprise you, dam  it. I can prove I had nothing to do with Urteil 
breaking his neck. I ’ve solved the case.” He pounded his chest. “/  
have. M e! Bigrnan! I know  w h o ’s responsible for everything.” 

Lucky said, “W ho?”
B ut Bigrnan cried instantly, “No! I ’m  not saying. I w ant to show 

you I have m ore on m y m ind than fist fights. I ’ll run the show this 
tim e and you w atch m e, th a t’s all. Y ou’ll find out at the trial.”

The little M artian w rinkled his face into a delighted grin, exe
cuted a sm all dance step, and follow ed Dr. G ardom a out o f  the room, 
w earing  a look o f  gay  trium ph.
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The Trial

Lucky strode into Dr. Peverale’s office shortly before 2 P.M . the next 
day.

The others had already gathered. Dr. Peverale, sitting behind an 
old and crow ded desk, nodded pleasantly  at him , and Lucky re
sponded with a grave, “G ood afternoon, sir.”

It was m uch like the evening o f  the banquet. C ook w as there, o f  
course, looking as always, nervous and, som ehow , gaunt. He sat in 
a large arm chair at Dr. Peverale’s right, and B igm an’s sm all body 
squirm ed and was nearly lost in an equally large arm chair at the left.

M indes was there, his thin face tw isted glum ly and his inter
tw ining fingers separating occasionally to drum  on his pants leg. Dr. 
Gardom a sat next to him, stolid, his heavy eyelids lifting to glance 
disapprovingly at Lucky as he entered. The departm ent heads am ong 
the astronom ers w ere there.

In fact, the only m an who had been present at the banquet but 
was absent now w as Urteil.

Dr. Peverale began at once in his gentle way, “W e can start now. 
And first, a few w ords for Mr. Starr. I understand that B igm an de
scribed this proceeding to you as a trial. P lease be assured that it is 
nothing o f  the sort. If  there is to be a trial, and I hope not, it w ill 
take place on Earth w ith qualified judges and legal counsel. W hat we 
are trying to do here is m erely to assem ble a report for transm ission 
to the Council o f  Science.”

Dr. Peverale arranged som e o f  the helter-skelter o f  objects on his 
desk and said, “Let m e explain w hy a full report is necessary. In  the 
first place, as a result o f  Mr. S tarr’s daring penetration o f  the Sun- 
side, the saboteur who has been upsetting Dr. M indes’s project has
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been stopped. It turned out to be a robot o f  Sirian m anufacture, which
is now  no longer functional. Mr. Starr------- ”

“Y es?” said Lucky.
“The im portance o f  the m atter was such that I took the liberty' 

o f  questioning you w hen you w ere first brought in and w hen your 
state w as one o f  only half-consciousness.”

“I rem em ber that,” said Lucky, “quite w ell.”
“W ould you confirm  some o f  the answers now, for the record?” 
“I w ill.”
“ In the first place, are there any other robots involved?”
“The robot did not say, but I do not believe there were others.” 
“H ow ever, it did not say specifically that it was the only robot 

on  M ercury?”
“It did not.”
“T hen there m ight be m any others.”
“I d o n ’t th ink so.”
“T hat’s only your ow n opinion, though. The robot d idn’t say 

there w ere no o thers.”
“It did no t.”
“V ery well, then. H ow  m any Sirians were involved?”
“The robot w ould not say. It had been instructed not to.”
“D id it locate the base o f  the Sirian invaders?”
“It said nothing concerning that. It m ade no m ention o f  Sirians 

at all.”
“B ut the robot w as o f  Sirian m anufacture, w asn’t it?”
“It adm itted  that.”
“A h.” Dr. Peverale sm iled hum orlessly. “Then it is obvious, I 

think, that there are Sirians on M ercury and that they are active 
against us. The Council o f  Science m ust be m ade aware o f  this. There 
m ust be an organized search o f  M ercury and, i f  the Sirians evade us 
and leave the planet, there m ust at least be an increased aw areness 
o f  the Sirian danger.”

C ook interposed uneasily. “There is also the question o f  the na
tive M ercurian life-form s, Dr. Peverale. The Council will have to be 
inform ed o f  that, too.” He turned to address the gathering at large.
“One o f  the creatures w as captured yesterday and-------”

The old astronom er interrupted with som e annoyance. “Yes, Dr. 
Cook, the Council shall assuredly be inform ed. N evertheless, the Sir
ian question is w hat m ust be kept forem ost. O ther m atters m ust be 
sacrificed to the im m ediate danger. For instance, I suggest that Dr. 
M indes abandon his project until M ercury be m ade safe for Earth-

55m en.
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“Hold on, now ,” cried M indes quickly. “T here’s a lot o f  m oney
and time and effort invested here------- ”

“I said, until M ercury was safe. I do not im ply perm anent aban
donm ent o f  Project Light. A nd because it is necessary to put the 
M ercurian danger forem ost, it is necessary to m ake sure that U rte il’s 
protector, Senator Swenson, be prevented from  setting up obstruc
tions over side issues.”

Lucky said, “Y ou m ean you w ant to present the senator w ith a 
scapegoat in the form  o f  B igm an, neatly ticketed and bound hand 
and foot. Then w hile h e ’s w orrying and claw ing at B igm an, the chase 
for Sirians can proceed on M ercury w ithout interference.”

The astronom er lifted his white eyebrow s. “A  scapegoat, Mr. 
Starr? W e ju s t w ant the facts.”

“W ell, go ahead, then,” said Bigm an, m oving restlessly  in his 
chair. “Y ou’ll get the facts.”

“Good,” said Dr. Peverale. “As the central figure, do you care to 
begin? Tell everything that occurred betw een you and Urteil in your 
own words. Tell it in your own w ords, but I w ould appreciate brevity. 
And rem em ber, these proceedings are being recorded on sound m i
crofilm .”

Bigman said, “Do you want m e to take m y oath?”
Peverale shook his head. “This is not a form al trial.”
“ Suit yourself.” And with surprising dispassion, B igm an to ld  the 

story. Beginning with U rteil’s slurs on his height and continuing 
through the encounter in the m ines, he ended w ith the duel. He left 
out only U rteil’s threats o f  action against Lucky Starr and the C oun
cil.

Dr. G ardom a followed, verifying w hat had occurred on the oc
casion o f  the first m eeting betw een Urteil and B igm an and also de
scribing, for the record, the scene at the banquet table. He w ent on 
to describe his treatm ent o f  Urteil after the return from  the m ines.

He said, “He recovered quickly from  the hypotherm ia. I d idn’t 
ask him  for details, and he d idn’t offer any. H ow ever, he asked after 
Bigman, and, from  his expression w hen I said B igm an w as entirely 
well, I should judge that his dislike for B igm an w as as great as ever. 
He d idn’t act as though B igm an had saved his life. Just the sam e, I 
m ust say that from m y observation o f  the m an I should say Urteil 
was not subject to attacks o f  gratitude.”

“That is only an opinion,” interposed Dr. Peverale hastily, “and 
I recom m end that we not confuse the record by such statem ents.” 

Dr. Cook came next. He concentrated on the duel. He said, “B ig
m an insisted on the fight. T hat’s all there was to that. It seem ed to
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m e that i f  I arranged one under low gravity as B igm an suggested, 
w ith w itnesses, no harm  w ould be done. W e could intervene i f  things 
grew  serious. I was afraid that, i f  I refused, a fight between them 
m ight result w ithout w itnesses and that there m ight be serious results. 
O f  course, the results could scarcely be m ore serious than they have 
turned  out to be, but I never anticipated that. I ought to have con
sulted you, Dr. Peverale, I adm it that.”

Dr. Peverale nodded. “Y ou certainly ought to have. But the fact 
is now  that B igm an insisted on the duel and insisted on low gravity, 
d idn ’t he?”

“T hat’s righ t.”
“And he assured you that he w ould kill Urteil under those con

ditions.”
“His exact w ords were that he w ould ‘m urder the cobber.’ I think 

he w as only speaking figuratively. I’m sure he d idn’t plan actual 
m urder.”

Dr. Peverale turned to Bigman. “Have you any com m ents in that 
connection?”

“Yes, I do. A nd since Dr. Cook is on the stand, I w ant to cross- 
exam ine.”

Dr. Peverale looked surprised. “This isn ’t a trial.”
“L isten,” said Bigman heatedly. “U rte il’s death was no accident. 

It w as m urder, and I w ant a chance to prove that.”
The silence that fell at that statem ent lasted a m om ent and no 

m ore. It w as succeeded by a confused babbling.
B igm an’s voice rose to a piercing squeal. “ I ’m set to cross- 

exam ine Dr. H anley C ook.”
Lucky Starr said coldly, “ I suggest you allow  Bigm an to go 

through w ith  this, Dr. Peverale.”
The old astronom er was the picture o f  confusion. “Really, I

d o n ’t-------B igm an can ’t---------” He stam m ered h im self into silence.
B igm an said, “First, Dr. Cook, how  did Urteil com e to know the 

route Lucky and I w ere taking in the m ines?”
C ook reddened. “I d idn’t know  he knew the route.”
“H e d id n ’t follow  us directly. He took a parallel route as though 

he w ere intending to catch up and fall behind us well within the 
m ines, after we had convinced ourselves that we were alone and 
unfollow ed. To do that, he w ould have to be certain o f  the route we 
w ere planning to take. N ow  Lucky and I planned that route with you 
and w ith no one else. Lucky d idn ’t tell Urteil and neither did I. W ho 
did?”

C ook looked w ildly about as though for help. “ I don ’t know .”
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“Isn ’t it obvious you did?”
“No. M aybe he overheard.”
“He couldn’t overhear m arks on a m ap, Dr. Cook. . .  . L e t’s pass 

on, now. I fought Urteil, and i f  gravity had stayed at M ercurian nor
mal, he w ould still be alive. B ut it d idn’t stay there. It was suddenly 
hopped up to Earth-levels at ju st the m om ent w here it helped to kill 
him. W ho did that?”

“I don’t know .”
“You were the first one at U rteil’s side. W hat w ere you doing? 

M aking sure he was dead?”
“I resent that. Dr. Peverale-------” C ook turned a  flam ing face

tow ard his chief.
Dr. Peverale said w ith agitation, “A re you accusing Dr. C ook o f  

having m urdered U rteil?”
Bigm an said, “Look. The sudden change in gravity pulled m e to 

the ground. W hen I got to m y feet, everyone else was either getting 
to their feet, too, or was still on the ground. W hen 75 to 150 pounds 
fall on your back w ithout warning, you don’t get to your feet in a 
hurry. But Cook had. He was not only on his feet, he had gotten to 
U rteil’s side and was bending over h im .”

“W hat does that prove?” dem anded Cook.
“It proves you d idn’t go down w hen the gravity w ent up, or you 

couldn’t have gotten there in time. A nd w hy  d idn’t you go dow n 
when the gravity w ent up? Because you expected  it to go up and 
were braced for it. And why did you expect it to go up? B ecause you  
tripped the lever.”

Cook turned to Dr. Peverale. “This is persecution. I t’s m adness.”
But Dr. Peverale looked at his second in stricken horror.
B igm an said, “Let me reconstruct the business. C ook w as w ork

ing with Urteil. T hat’s the only w ay Urteil could have learned our 
route in the mines. But he was w orking w ith U rteil out o f  fear. M aybe 
Urteil was blackm ailing him. Anyw ay, the only w ay C ook could get 
out from  under was to kill Urteil. W hen I said I could m urder the 
cobber if  we fought under low gravity, I m ust have put an idea into 
his head, and w hen we had the fight he stood there w aiting at the 
lever. T hat’s all.”

“ W ait,” cried Cook urgently, alm ost choked, “this is all— this is 
all-------”

“You don’t have to go by m e,” said Bigm an. “I f  m y theory  is 
right, and I ’m  sure it is, then Urteil m ust have som ething in w riting 
or on recording or on film that he can hold over C ook’s head. O th
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erw ise, C ook w ouldn’t have felt trapped to the point o f  m urder. So 
search U rte il’s effects. Y o u ’ll find som ething and that will be it.”

“I agree w ith  B igm an,” said Lucky.
Dr. Peverale said in bew ilderm ent, “ I suppose it’s the only way 

o f  settling the m atter, though how ------- ”
A nd the air seem ed to go out o f  Dr. Hanley Cook, leaving him 

pale, shaken, and helpless. “W ait,” he said weakly, “I ’ll explain.”
A nd all faces turned tow ard him.
H anley C ook’s lean cheeks w ere bathed in perspiration. His 

hands as he raised  them , alm ost in supplication, trem bled badly. He 
said, “U rteil cam e to m e shortly after he arrived on M ercury. He said 
he w as investigating the O bservatory. He said Senator Swenson had 
evidence o f  inefficiency and waste. He said it was obvious that Dr. 
Peverale ought to be retired; that he was an old m an and incapable 
o f  bearing up under the responsibility. He said I m ight m ake a logical 
replacem ent.”

Dr. Peverale, w ho listened to this w ith an air o f  stunned surprise, 
cried out. “C ook!”

“I agreed w ith him ,” said Cook sullenly. “You are  too old. I ’m 
running the place anyw ay w hile you occupy yourse lf with your Sirius 
m ania.” He turned again to Lucky. “Urteil said that i f  I helped him  
in his investigation he w ould see to it that I w ould be the next di
rector. I believed him ; everyone knows Senator Swenson is a pow 
erful man.

“ I gave him  a great deal o f  inform ation. Some o f  it was in writing 
and signed. He said he needed it for legal proceedings afterward.

“A nd then— and then he began holding that w ritten inform ation 
over m y head. It turned out that he was a lot m ore interested in 
Project L ight and the Council o f  Science. He w anted me to use my 
position  to becom e a kind o f  personal spy for him. He made it quite 
p lain  that he w ould go to Dr. Peverale w ith evidence o f  what I had 
done i f  I refused. That w ould have m eant the end o f  m y career, o f  
everything.

“I had  to spy for him . I had to give inform ation concerning the 
route Starr and B igm an w ere to take in the mines. I kept him  up to 
date on everything M indes did. Every tim e I surrendered a bit more 
to  him  I was m ore helplessly in his power. And after a w hile I knew 
that som eday he w ould break me, no m atter how  m uch I helped him. 
He w as that kind o f  m an. I began to feel that the only w ay I could 
escape w as to kill him . I f  only I knew  how -------

“Then B igm an cam e tp m e w ith his plan to fight Urteil under 
low  gravity. He w as so confident that he could toss Urteil about. I
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thought then I m ight-------The chances w ould be one in a hundred,
m aybe one in a thousand, but I thought, w hat w as there to  lose? So 
I stood at the pseudo-grav controls and w aited  m y chance. It cam e 
and Urteil died. It w orked perfectly. I thought it w ould go dow n as 
accident. Even i f  B igm an w ere in trouble, then the Council could get 
him  out o f  it. No one w ould be hurt except Urteil, and he deserved 
it a hundred tim es over. A nyway, th a t’s it.”

In the aw ed silence that followed, Dr. Peverale said huskily , “U n
der the circum stances, Cook, you will o f  course consider you rse lf 
relieved o f  all duty and under ar-------”

“Hey, hold it, hold it,” cried Bigman. “The confession isn ’t com 
plete yet. Look here, Cook, that was the second tim e you tried  to kill 
Urteil, w asn’t  it?”

“The second tim e?” C ook’s tragic eyes lifted.
“W hat about the gim m icked inso-suit? Urteil said for us to w atch 

out for one, so he m ust have had experience w ith it. He m ade out 
M indes was doing it, but that Urteil was a lying cobber and nothing 
he says has to be believed. W hat I say is that you tried to kill Urteil 
that way, but he caught the suit and forced you to transfer it to our 
room  w hen we came. Then he w arned us about it ju s t to get us 
thinking he was on our side and m ake trouble for M indes. Isn ’t that 
so?”

“N o,” shouted Cook. “No! I had nothing to do w ith that inso- 
suit. N othing.”

“Com e on,” began Bigman. “W e’re not going to believe------- ”
But now  Lucky Starr got to his feet. “I t’s all right, Bigman. C ook 

had nothing to do with the inso-suit. Y ou can believe him . The m an 
responsible for the slashed inso-suit is the m an responsible for the 
robot.”

B igm an stared at his tall friend incredulously. “Y ou m ean the 
Sirians, Lucky?”

“No Sirians,” said Lucky. “There are no Sirians on M ercury. 
There never have been.”



16

Results of the Trial

Dr. Peverale’s deep voice was hoarse w ith dismay. “N o Sirians? Do 
you  know  w hat y o u ’re saying, Starr?”

“Perfectly .” Lucky Starr m oved up to Dr. Peverale’s desk, sat 
dow n on one com er o f  it, and faced the assem blage. “Dr. Peverale 
w ill bear m e out on that, I ’m  sure, w hen I ’ve explained the reason
ing.”

‘7 7 /  bear you out? N o fear o f  that, I assure you,” huffed the old 
astronom er, his face set in an attitude o f  bitter disapproval. “It is 
scarcely w orth  d iscu ss in g .. . .  B y the way, w e ’ll have to place Cook 
under arrest.” He h a lf  rose.

Lucky urged him  gently back into his seat. “It’s all right, sir. 
B igm an w ill m ake sure that C ook will rem ain under control.”

“I w o n ’t m ake any trouble,” said the despairing Cook in a m uf
fled tone. B igm an pulled his arm chair close to C ook’s nevertheless.

L ucky said, “Think back, Dr. Peverale, on the night o f  the ban
quet and o f  your ow n w ords concerning the Sirian ro b o ts .. . .  By the 
w ay, Dr. Peverale, y o u ’ve know n for a long tim e there was a robot 
on the planet, haven’t you?”

The astronom er said uneasily, “W hat do you m ean?”
“Dr. M indes cam e to you w ith stories o f  having sighted m oving 

m anlike figures in w hat seem ed like m etal space-suits who also 
seem ed to endure solar radiation better than one w ould expect hu
m ans to .”

“I certainly d id,” interposed M indes, “and I should have know n 
I w as seeing a robot.”

“Y ou d idn ’t have the experience w ith robots that Dr. Peverale 
d id,” said Lucky. He turned to the old astronom er again. “I ’m  sure
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that you suspected the existence o f  S irian-designed robots on the 
planet as soon as M indes reported w hat he had  seen. H is description 
fit them  perfectly.”

The astronom er nodded slowly.
“I, m yself,” Lucky went on, “did not suspect robots w hen M indes 

told me his story any m ore than he h im self did. A fter the banquet, 
however, when, Dr. Peverale, you discussed Sirius and its robots, the 
thought occurred to m e very forcefully that here w as the explanation. 
You m ust have thought so too.”

Dr. Peverale nodded slowly again. He said, “I realized that we 
ourselves could do nothing against a Sirian incursion. That is w hy I 
discouraged M indes.”

(M indes turned pale at this point and m uttered savagely to  h im 
self.)

Lucky said, “You never reported to the Council o f  Science?”
Dr. Peverale hesitated. “I was afraid they w ouldn’t believe m e 

and that I w ould only succeed in getting m yself replaced. Frankly, I 
d idn’t know what to do. It was obvious that I could m ake no use o f  
Urteil. He was interested only in his ow n plans. W hen you came, 
Starr,” his voice grew deeper, m ore flowing, “I felt I m ight have an 
ally at last, and for the first tim e I felt able to talk  about Sirius, its 
dangers, and its robots.”

“Y es,” said Lucky, “and do you rem em ber how  you described 
the Sirian affection for their robots? Y ou used the w ord ‘love.’ Y ou 
said the Sirians pam pered their robots; they loved them ; nothing was 
too good for them. You said they w ould regard a robot as w orth  a 
hundred Earthm en.”

“O f course,” said Dr. Peverale. “T hat’s true.”
“Then i f  they loved their robots so m uch, w ould they send one 

o f  them  to M ercury, uninsulated, unadapted to Solar radiation? 
W ould they condem n one o f  their robots to a slow, torturing death 
by the Sun?”

Dr. Peverale fell silent, his low er lip trem bling.
Lucky said, “ I, myself, could scarcely think o f  blasting the robot 

even though it endangered m y life, and I am no Sirian. C ould a Sirian 
have been so cruel to  a robot, then?”

“The im portance o f  the m ission-------” began Dr. Peverale.
“G ranted,” said Lucky. “I don ’t say a Sirian w ouldn’t send a 

robot to M ercury for purposes o f  sabotage, but, G reat G alaxy, they 
w ould have insulated its brain first. Even leaving their love for robots 
out o f  account, i t’s only good sense. They could get m ore service 
out o f  it.”
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There w as a m urm ur o f  approval and agreem ent from  the assem 
blage.

‘'B u t,” stam m ered Dr. Peverale, “i f  not the Sirians then w ho------ ”
"’W ell,” said Lucky, “ le t’s see w hat leads we have. N um ber one. 

Tw ice M indes spotted the robot, and tw ice it vanished w hen M indes 
tried  to draw  close. The robot later inform ed m e that it had been 
instructed  to avoid people. O bviously, it had been w arned that M indes 
w as out searching for the saboteur. O bviously, too, it m ust have been 
w arned by som eone inside the Dome. It w asn’t w arned against me, 
because I announced that I w as going into the mines.

“Lead num ber two. As the robot lay dying, I asked once more
w ho had given it its instructions. It could only say, ‘Er— er------ ’
Then its radio blanked out, but its m outh m oved as though it were 
m aking tw o syllables.”

B igm an shouted suddenly, his pale red hair standing on end with 
passion, “Urteil! The robot was trying to say Urteil! That filthy cob
ber w as the saboteur all the time. It fits in! It fits-------”

“M aybe,” said Lucky, “m aybe! W e’ll see. It struck m e as a pos
sibility that the robot was trying to say, ‘E arthm an.’ ”

“A nd m aybe,” said Peverale diyly, “it was only a vague sound 
m ade by a dying robot and it m eant nothing at all.”

“M aybe,” agreed Lucky. “But now we com e to lead num ber three 
and it is instantly conclusive. That is this: The robot was o f  Sirian 
m anufacture, and w hat hum an here at the Dom e could possibly have 
had  a chance to gain possession o f  a Sirian robot? Have any o f  us 
been on the Sirian p lanets?”

Dr. Peverale’s eyes narrow ed. “I have.”
“E xactly ,” said Lucky Starr, “and no one else. T hat’s your answ er.” 
M ad confusion follow ed and Lucky called for silence. His voice 

w as authoritative and his face stem . “As a C ouncilm an o f  Science,” 
he said, “ I declare this observatory to be in m y charge from this 
m om ent on. Dr. Peverale is replaced as director. I have been in com 
m unication w ith Council H eadquarters on Earth, and a ship is on its 
w ay now. A ppropriate action will be taken.”

“I dem and to be heard,” cried Dr. Peverale.
“Y ou will be,” said Lucky, “but first listen to the case against 

you. Y ou are the only m an here w ho had the opportunity to steal a 
Sirian robot. Dr. C ook told us that you were aw arded a robot for 
personal service during your stay on Sirius. Is that correct?”

“Y es, but------- ”
“Y ou directed  it into your ow n ship when you w ere through with
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it. Somehow you m anaged to evade the Sirians. P robably they never 
dream ed anyone could com m it so horrible a crim e, to them , as robot
stealing. They took no precautions against it for that reason, perhaps.

“W hat’s m ore, it m akes sense to suppose the robot w as try ing to 
say, ‘Earthm an’ w hen I asked it who had given it instructions. Y ou 
were the one Earthm an on Sirius. You w ould be spoken o f  as Earth- 
m an’ w hen the robot was first placed in your service, probably. It 
w ould think o f  you as ‘E arthm an.’

“Finally, who w ould know  better w hen anyone m ight be explor
ing the Sun-side? W ho w ould better inform  the robot by radio w hen 
it m ight be safe and w hen it ought to go into hid ing?”

“I deny everything,” said Dr. Peveraie tightly.
“T here’s no point in denying it,” said Lucky. “I f  you insist on 

your innocence, the Council will have to send to Sirius for infor
m ation. The robot gave m e its serial num ber as RL-726. I f  the Sirian 
authorities say that the robot assigned to you during your stay on 
Sirius was RL-726 and that it disappeared about the tim e you left 
Sirius, that will condem n you.

“Furtherm ore, your crim e o f  robot-stealing w as com m itted on 
Sirius, and because we have an extradition treaty w ith the Sirian 
planets we m ay be forced to release you into their custody. I w ould 
advise you, Dr. Peveraie, to confess and let E arth’s justice  take its 
course, rather than to m aintain innocence and risk w hat Sirius m ight 
do for your crim e o f  having stolen one o f  their beloved robots and 
tortured it to death.”

Dr. Peveraie stared pitifully at the assem blage w ith unseeing 
eyes. Slowly, jo in t by jo int, he collapsed and dropped to the floor.

Dr. Gardom a rushed to his side and felt for his heart. “H e’s 
alive,” he said, “but I think h e’d better be m oved to bed.”

Two hours later, w ith Dr. G ardom a and Lucky Starr at his bed
side and with Council H eadquarters in sub-etheric contact, Dr. Lance 
Peveraie dictated his confession.

W ith M ercury falling rapidly behind and the sure know ledge that 
Council em issaries now had the situation in hand, relieving him  o f  
any feeling o f  responsibility, Lucky still felt tension. His expression 
was brooding and thoughtful.

Bigman, face puckered anxiously, said, “W hat’s the m atter, 
Lucky?”

“ I’m sorry for old Peveraie,” said Lucky. “He m eant well in his 
way. The Sirians are a danger, i f  not quite as im m ediate as he 
thought.”



“The Council w ouldn’t have turned him  over to Sirius, would 
it?”

“Probably not, but his fears o f  Sirius w ere sufficiently great to 
force his confession. It w as a cruel trick, but necessary. H ow ever 
patriotic his m otives, he had been forced into attem pted murder. 
Cook, too, was goaded into his crim e, yet it was none the less a 
crim e, how ever little w e think o f  U rteil.”

B igm an said, “W hat did the old guy have against Project Light 
anyw ay, L ucky?”

“Peverale m ade that clear at the banquet,” said Lucky grimly. 
“Everything w as m ade clear that night. You rem em ber, he com 
plained that Earth was w eakening itse lf by depending on im ported 
food and resources. He said Project L ight w ould m ake Earth de
pendent on space stations for the very m anner in w hich it got its 
sunlight. H e w anted Earth to be self-sufficient so that it could better 
resist the Sirian danger.

“In his slightly unbalanced m ind, he m ust have thought he would 
help that self-sufficiency along by  trying to sabotage Project Light. 
Perhaps he originally brought back the robot ju st as a dram atic dem 
onstration o f  Sirian power. Finding Project L ight in progress when 
he returned, he turned the robot into a saboteur instead.

“W hen U rteil arrived he m ust have been afraid at first that Urteil 
w as going to investigate the Project L ight affair and expose him. So 
he planted  a slashed inso-suit in U rteil’s room , but Urteil spotted it. 
M aybe U rteil really believed M indes had been responsible.”

B igm an said, “ Sure, com e to think o f  it. The first time we met 
the old guy he w ouldn’t even talk about Urteil, he was so m ad about 
h im .”

“E xactly ,” said Lucky, “and there was no obvious reason why 
that should be, as in M indes’s case, for instance. I thought there m ight 
be som e reason  I knew  nothing about.”

“ Is that w hat put you on to him  first, Lucky?”
“N o, it w as som ething else. It was the slashed inso-suit in our 

ow n room . The m an w ith the best opportunity to do that was obvi
ously Peverale him self. He also w ould be in the best position to 
dispose o f  the suit after it had killed its man. He best knew  our 
assigned room , and he could assign an inso-suit too. W hat bothered 
m e, though, w as the m otive? W hy should he want to kill me?

“M y nam e apparently  m eant nothing to him. He asked if  I were 
a sub-tem poral engineer like M indes the first tim e we met. Now M in
des had  recognized m y nam e and tried to get m e to help him. Dr. 
G ardom a had heard o f  m e in connection w ith the poisonings on Mars.
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Urteil knew all about me, o f  course. I w ondered i f  Dr. Peverale m ight 
not have heard o f  me too.

“There was Ceres, for instance, w here you and I stayed a w hile 
during the battle against the pirates. The largest observatory in the 
System is there. M ight not Dr. Peverale have been there then? I asked 
him  that, and he denied having m et m e there. He adm itted that he 
visited Ceres, and Cook later told us the old m an visited Ceres fre
quently. Peverale went on to explain, w ithout any prom pting from  
me, that he had been sick in bed  during the pirate raid, and C ook 
later backed that statement. That was the giveaw ay. In his anxiety, 
Peverale had talked too m uch.”

The little M artian stared. “I don ’t  get that.”
“I t’s simple. I f  Peverale had been on Ceres a num ber o f  tim es, 

how  was it he felt it necessary to alibi that particular tim e w hen the 
pirates had attacked? W hy that time and not another? O bviously, he 
knew  on w hich occasion I had been on Ceres and w as trying to alibi 
that one. O bviously, again, he knew  w ho I was.

“ If  he knew me, why should he try to kill m e, and U rteil too? 
Both o f  us suffered from  slashed inso-suits, you know. W e w ere both 
investigators. W hat was it Peverale feared?

“Then he began to talk about Sirians and robots at the banquet 
table, and things began to drop into place. M indes’s story suddenly 
m ade sense, and I knew  at once that the only ones who could have 
brought a robot to M ercury w ere either Sirians or Dr. Peverale. To 
m e it seem ed that Peverale was the answer, that he w as talking about 
Sirians now  as a kind o f  insurance. I f  the robot w ere found and the 
sabotage stopped, it w ould serve as a sm oke screen to hide his ow n 
part and, furtherm ore, it w ould m ake good anti-S irian propaganda.

“I needed proof. O therwise, Senator Sw enson w ould shout we  
were setting up a sm oke screen to cover the C ouncil’s ow n incom 
petence and extravagance. I needed good proof. W ith U rteil right on 
the ground, I dared not talk  about the m atter to anyone, B igm an, not 
even to you.”

Bigman groaned in disgust. “W hen are you going to trust me, 
Lucky?”

“W hen I can count on you to avoid tricks like rough-and-tum bles 
with m en tw ice your size,” said Lucky w ith a sm ile that robbed the 
statem ent o f  some o f its sting. “Anyw ay, I set out to capture the robot 
on the Sun-side and use him  as evidence. That failed and I w as forced 
to w ork a confession out o f  Peverale.”

Lucky shook his head.
Bigman said, “W hat about Sw enson now ?”
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“I t ’s a draw, I th ink,” said Lucky. “He can ’t do m uch with Ur- 
te il’s death, since w e can use Dr. Cook as a w itness to show some 
o f  U rte il’s dirty tactics. W e can ’t do m uch against him , either, since 
the tw o top m en at the M ercurian O bservatory have had to be relieved 
o f  duty for felonies. I t’s a standoff.”

“ Sands o f  M ars!” m oaned Bigman. “W e’ll have that cobber on 
our necks later on then.”

B ut Lucky shook his head. “N o, Senator Swenson is not a real 
cause for worry. H e ’s ruthless and dangerous, but for that very reason 
he keeps the Council on its toes, keeps us from  getting flabby.

“B esides,” he added thoughtfully, “the Council o f  Science needs 
its critics, ju s t as C ongress and the governm ent do. I f  ever the Council 
began to consider itse lf above criticism , then the tim e m ight com e 
w hen it w ould  establish a dictatorship over the Earth, and certainly 
I w ou ldn ’t w ant that to happen.”

“W ell, m aybe,” said Bigm an, unsatisfied, “but I don’t like that 
Sw enson.”

Lucky laughed and reached out to tousle the M artian’s hair. “Nor 
I, but w hy w orry about that now. Out there are the stars, and who 
know s w here w e’ll be going next week, or w hy?”
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Trouble on Jupiter Nine

Jupiter w as alm ost a perfect circle o f  cream y light, h a lf the apparent 
d iam eter o f  the m oon as seen from  Earth, but only one seventh as 
brightly  lit because o f  its great distance from  the sun. Even so, it was 
a  beautiful and im pressive sight.

Lucky Starr gazed at it thoughtfully. The lights in the control 
room  w ere out and Jupiter was centered on the visiplate, its dim  light 
m aking Lucky and his com panion som ething m ore than m ere shad
ows. Lucky said, “I f  Jupiter w ere hollow, Bigman, you could dump 
thirteen hundred planets the size o f  Earth into it and still not quite 
fill it up. It w eighs m ore than all the other planets put together.”

John B igm an Jones, w ho allow ed no one to call him anything 
but B igm an, and who was five feet two inches tall i f  he stretched a 
little, disapproved o f  anything that was big, except Lucky. He said, 
“A nd w hat good is all o f  it? No one can land on it. No one can come 
near it.”

“W e’ll never land on it, perhaps,” said Lucky, “but w e’ll be 
com ing close to it once the A grav ships are developed.”

“W ith  the Sirians on the jo b ,” said Bigm an, scow ling in the 
gloom , “ it’s going to take us to m ake sure that happens.”

“W ell, B igm an, w e ’ll see.”
B igm an pounded his small right fist into the open palm  o f  his 

o ther hand. “ Sands o f  M ars, Lucky, how  long do we have to wait 
here?”

T hey w ere in L ucky’s ship, the Shooting S tarr , which was in an 
orbit about Jupiter, having m atched velocities with Jupiter Nine, the 
g iant p lan e t’s outerm ost satellite o f  any size.

That satellite hung stationary a thousand m iles away. Officially,
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its nam e was A drastea, but except for the largest and closest, Jup iter’s 
satellites w ere m ore popularly  know n by num bers. Jupiter N ine was 
only eighty-nine m iles in diam eter, m erely an asteroid, really, but it 
looked larger than distant Jupiter, fifteen m illion m iles away. The 
satellite was a craggy rock, gray and forbidding in the sun’s w eak 
light, and scarcely w orth interest. Both Lucky and B igm an had  seen 
a hundred such sights in the asteroid belt.

In one way, how ever, it was different. U nder its skin a thousand 
m en and billions o f  dollars labored to produce ships that w ould be 
im m une to the effects o f  gravity.

N evertheless, Lucky preferred w atching Jupiter. Even at its p res
ent distance from  the ship (actually three fifths o f  the distance o f  
Venus from  Earth at their closest approach), Jupiter show ed a disc 
large enough to reveal its colored zones to the naked eye. They 
showed in faint pink and greenish-blue, as though a child had dipped 
his fingers in a w atery paint and trailed them  across Jup iter’s image.

Lucky alm ost forgot the deadliness o f  Jupiter in its beauty. B ig
m an had to repeat his question in a louder voice.

“Hey, Lucky, how  long do we have to w ait here?”
“Y ou know  the answ er to that, Bigman. U ntil C om m ander D on

ahue com es to pick us up.”
“I know  that part. W hat I want to know  is w hy w e have to w ait 

for him .”
“Because h e ’s asked us to .”
“Oh, he has. W ho does the cobber think he is?”
“The head o f  the A grav project,” Lucky said patiently.
“You don’t have to do w hat he says, you know, even i f  he is.”
B igm an had a sharp and deep realization o f  L ucky’s powers. As 

full m em ber o f  the Council o f  Science, that selfless and brilliant or
ganization that fought the enem ies o f  Earth w ithin and w ithout the 
solar system, Lucky Starr could w rite his ow n ticket even against the 
m ost high-ranking.

But Lucky was not quite ready to do that. Jupiter w as a know n 
danger, a planet o f  poison and unbearable gravity; but the situation 
on Jupiter Nine was m ore dangerous still because the exact points o f 
danger were unknow n— and until Lucky could know  a bit m ore, he 
was picking his w ay forw ard carefully.

“Be patient, B igm an,” he said.
B igm an grum bled and flipped the lights on. “W e’re not staring 

at Jupiter all day, are w e?”
He w alked over to the small V enusian creature bobbing up and 

down in its enclosed w ater-filled cage in the com er o f  the pilo t room .
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H e peered fondly dow n at it, his w ide m outh grinning with pleasure. 
The V -ffog alw ays had that effect on Bigm an, or indeed, on anyone.

The V -frog was a native o f  the V enusian oceans, a tiny thing 
that seem ed, at tim es, all eyes and feet. Its body was green and frog
like and but six inches long. Its two big eyes protruded like gleam ing 
blackberries, and its sharp, strongly curved beak opened and closed 
at irregular intervals. A t the m om ent its six legs w ere retracted, so 
that the V -frog hugged the bottom  o f  its cage, but when Bigman 
tapped the top cover, they unfolded like a carpenter’s rule and be
cam e stilts.

It was an ugly  little thing but B igm an loved it w hen he was near 
it. He cou ldn’t help it. A nyone else w ould feel the same. The V-ffog 
saw  to that.

C arefully  B igm an checked the carbon-dioxide cylinder that kept 
the V -frog’s w ater well saturated and healthful and m ade sure that 
the w ater tem perature in the cage was at ninety-five. (The warm 
oceans o f  V enus w ere bathed by and saturated w ith an atm osphere 
o f  nitrogen and carbon dioxide. Free oxygen, nonexistent on Venus 
except in the m an-m ade dom ed cities at the bottom  o f  its ocean shal
lows, w ould have been m ost uncom fortable for the V-frog.)

B igm an said, “Do you think the w eed supply is enough?” and as 
though the V -frog heard the rem ark, its beak snipped a green tendril 
o ff  the native V enusian w eed that spread through the cage, and 
chew ed slowly.

Lucky said, “ It will hold till we land on Jupiter N ine,” and then 
both  m en looked up sharply as the receiving signal sounded its un
m istakable rasp.

A  stem , aging face w as centered on the visiplate after Lucky’s 
fingers had quickly m ade the necessary adjustm ents.

“D onahue at this end,” said a voice briskly.
“Yes, C om m ander,” said Lucky. “W e’ve been w aiting for you.”
“C lear locks for tube attachm ent, then.”
O n the com m ander’s face, w ritten in an expression as clear as 

though it consisted  o f  letters the size o f  Class I m eteors, was w orry—  
trouble and worry.

Lucky had grow n accustom ed to ju st that expression on m en’s 
faces in these past w eeks. On C h ief C ouncilm an Hector C onw ay’s 
for instance. To the ch ie f councilm an, Lucky was alm ost a son and 
the o lder m an felt no need to assum e any pretense o f  confidence.

C onw ay’s rosy face, usually  am iable and self-assured under its 
crow n o f  pure w hite hair, w as set in a troubled frown. “I ’ve been 
w aiting  for a chance to talk  to you for m onths.”
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“Trouble?” Lucky asked quietly. He had ju s t returned from  M er
cury less than a m onth earlier, and the intervening tim e had been 
spent in his N ew  Y ork apartm ent. “I d idn’t get any calls from  you.”

“You earned your vacation,” C onw ay said gruffly. “I w ish I could 
afford to let it continue longer.”

“Just w hat is it, U ncle H ector?”
The ch ief councilm an’s old eyes stared firm ly into those o f  the 

tall, lithe youngster before him  and seem ed to find com fort in those 
calm , brow n ones. “Sirius!” he said.

Lucky felt a stir o f  excitem ent w ithin him . W as it the great enem y 
at last?

It had been centuries since the pioneering expeditions from  Earth 
had colonized the planets o f  the nearer stars. N ew  societies had grow n 
up on those worlds outside the solar system. Independent societies 
that scarcely rem em bered their Earthly origin.

The Sirian planets form ed the oldest and strongest o f  those so
cieties. The society had grow n up on new  w orlds w here an advanced 
science was brought to bear on untapped resources. It was no secret 
that the Sirians, strong in the belief that they represented the best o f  
m ankind, looked forward to the tim e w hen they m ight rule all m en 
everywhere; and that they considered Earth, the old m other w orld, 
their greatest enemy.

In the past they had done w hat they could to support the enem ies 
o f  Earth at hom e but never yet had they felt quite strong enough to 
risk open war.

But now?
“ W hat’s this about Sirius?” asked Lucky.
Conway leaned back. His fingers drum m ed lightly on the table. 

He said, “Sirius grows stronger each year. W e know  that. B ut their 
worlds are underpopulated; they have only a few  m illions. W e still 
have m ore hum an beings in our solar system  than exist in all the 
galaxy besides. W e have m ore ships and m ore scientists; we still have 
the edge. But, by Space, we w o n ’t keep that edge i f  things keep on 
as they ’ve been going.”

“In w hat w ay?”
“The Sirians are finding out things. The Council has definite ev

idence that Sirius is com pletely up-to-date on our A grav research .”
“W hat!” Lucky w as startled. There w ere few  things m ore top- 

secret than the Agrav project. One o f  the reasons actual construction 
had been confined to one o f  the outer satellites o f  Jupiter had been 
for the sake o f  better security. “G reat Galaxy, how  has that hap
pened?”
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C onw ay sm iled bitterly. “That is indeed the question. How has 
that happened? All sorts o f  m aterial are leaking out to them, and we 
d o n ’t know  how. The A grav data is m ost critical. W e’ve tried to stop 
it. There isn ’t a m an on the project that hasn’t been thoroughly 
checked for loyalty. There isn ’t a precaution we haven’t taken. Yet 
m aterial still leaks. W e’ve planted false data and tha t’s gone out. W e 
know  it has from  our ow n Intelligence inform ation. W e’ve planted 
data in such w ays that it couldn  Y go out, and yet it has.”

“H ow  do you m ean couldn  Y go out?”
“W e scattered it so that no one m an— in fact, no h a lf dozen 

m en— could possibly be aw are o f  it all. Yet it went. It would m ean 
that a num ber o f  m en w ould have to be co-operating in espionage 
and  th a t’s ju s t  unbelievable.”

“O r that som e one m an has access everyw here,” said Lucky. 
“W hich is ju s t as im possible. It m ust be som ething new, Lucky. 

Do you see the im plication? If  Sirius has learned a new  w ay o f 
p icking our brains, w e ’re no longer safe. W e could never organize a 
defense against them. W e could never m ake plans against them .” 

“H old it, U ncle Hector. G reat Galaxy, give yourself a minute. 
W hat do you m ean w hen you say th ey ’re picking our brains?” Lucky 
fixed his glance keenly on the older man.

The ch ie f councilm an flushed. “Space, Lucky, I ’m  getting des
perate. I can ’t see how  else this can be done. The Sirians m ust have 
developed som e form  o f  m ind reading, o f  telepathy.”

“W hy be em barrassed at suggesting that? I suppose it’s possible. 
W e know  o f  one practical m eans o f  telepathy at least. The Venusian 
V -frogs.”

“A ll right,” said Conway. “ I ’ve thought o f  that, too, but they don’t 
have V enusian V -frogs. I know  w hat’s been going on in V-frog 
research. It takes thousands o f  them  w orking in com bination to make 
telepathy possible. To keep thousands o f  them  anyw here but on V e
nus w ould be aw fully difficult, and easily detectable, too. And w ith
out V -frogs, there is no w ay o f  m anaging telepathy.”

“N o w ay w e ’ve w orked out,” Lucky said softly, “so far. It is 
possib le that the Sirians are ahead o f  us in telepathy research.” 

“W ithout V -frogs?”
“E ven  w ithout V -frogs.”
“I d o n ’t believe it,” C onw ay cried violently. “ I can’t believe that 

the Sirians can have solved any problem  that has left the Council o f  
Science so com pletely  help less.”

Lucky alm ost sm iled a t  the older m an ’s pride in the organization, 
but had to  adm it that there was som ething m ore than m erely pride
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there. The Council o f  Science represented the greatest collection o f  
intellect the galaxy had ever seen, and for a century not one sizable 
piece o f  scientific advance anyw here in the G alaxy had com e any
where but from  the Council.

N evertheless Lucky couldn’t resist a small dig. He said, “T hey’re 
ahead o f  us in robotics.”

“N ot really,” snapped Conway. “O nly in its applications. Earth- 
m en invented the positronic brain that m ade the m odem  m echanical 
m an possible. D on’t forget that. Earth can take the credit for all the 
basic developm ents. I t’s ju st that Sirius builds m ore robots and,” he 
hesitated, “has perfected some o f  the engineering details.”

“ So I found out on M ercury,” Lucky said grim ly.
“Yes, I know, Lucky. That was dreadfully close.”
“B ut it’s over. L et’s consider w hat’s facing us now. The situation 

is this: Sirius is conducting successful espionage and w e can ’t stop 
them .”

“Y es.”
“And the Agrav project is m ost seriously affected.”
“Y es.”
“A nd I suppose, Uncle Hector, that w hat you w ant m e to do is 

to go out to Jupiter Nine and see i f  I can leam  som ething about th is.” 
Conway nodded gloom ily. “ It’s w hat I ’m  asking you to do. I t’s 

unfair to you. I ’ve gotten into the habit o f  thinking o f  you as m y ace, 
m y tm m p card, a m an I can give any problem  and be sure it w ill be 
solved. Yet what can you do here? T here’s nothing the Council h asn ’t 
tried and w e’ve located no spy and no m ethod o f  espionage. W hat 
m ore can w e expect o f  you?”

“N ot o f  m yself alone. I ’ll have help.”
“B igm an?” The older m an couldn’t help sm iling.
“Not Bigman alone. Let me ask you a question. To your know l

edge, has any inform ation concerning our V -frog research on V enus 
leaked out to the Sirians?”

“N o,” said Conway. “N one has, to m y know ledge.”
“Then I’ll ask to have a V -frog assigned to m e.”
“A  V-frog! One V -frog?”
“T hat’s right.”
“But what good will that do you? The m ental field o f  a single 

V-frog is terribly weak. You w on’t be able to read m inds.”
“True, but I m ight be able to catch w hiffs o f  strong em otion.” 
Conway said thoughtfully, “Y ou m ight do that. B ut w hat good 

w ould that do?”
“I ’m not sure yet. Still, it will be an advantage previous inves



L U C K Y  ST A R R  A N D  THE M O O N S OF JUPITER 481

tigators haven’t had. An unexpected em otional surge on the part o f  
som eone there m ight help m e, m ight give m e grounds for suspicion, 
m ight point the direction for further investigation. Then, too— ”

“Y es?”
“I f  som eone possesses telepathic pow er, developed either natu

rally  or by  use o f  artificial aids, I m ight detect som ething m uch 
stronger than ju st a w h iff o f  em otion. I m ight detect an actual thought, 
som e distinct thought, before the individual learns enough from  my 
m ind to shield his thoughts. You see w hat I m ean?”

“H e could detect your em otions, too.”
“Theoretically, yes, but I w ould be listening for em otion, so to 

speak. H e w ould  not.”
C onw ay’s eyes brightened. “ It’s a feeble hope, but, by Space, 

i t’s a hope! I ’ll get you your V -frog . . . But one thing, D avid,” and 
it w as only at m om ents o f  deep concern that he used L ucky’s real 
nam e, the one by w hich the young councilm an had been know n all 
through childhood— “I w ant you to appreciate the im portance o f  this. 
I f  w e d o n ’t find out w hat the Sirians are doing, it m eans they are 
really ahead o f  us at last. A nd that m eans w ar can ’t be delayed m uch 
longer. W ar o r peace hangs on this.”

“I know ,” said Lucky softly.



2

The Commander Is Angry

A nd so it came about that Lucky Starr, Earthm an, and his sm all 
friend, Bigman Jones, bom  and bred on M ars, traveled  beyond the 
asteroid belt and into the outer reaches o f  the solar system . A nd it 
was for this reason also that a native o f  V enus, not a m an at all, but 
a small m ind-reading and m ind-influencing anim al, accom panied 
them.

They hovered, now, a thousand m iles above Jupiter N ine and 
w aited as a flexible conveyer tube was m ade fast betw een the Shoot
ing Starr  and the com m ander’s ship. The tube linked air lock to air 
lock and form ed a passagew ay w hich m en could use in going from  
one ship to the other w ithout having to put on a space suit. The air 
o f  both ships m ingled, and a m an used to space, taking advantage o f  
the absence o f  gravity, could shoot along the tube after a single initial 
push and guide h im self along those places w here the tube curved 
with the gentle adjusting force o f  a w ell-placed elbow.

The com m ander’s hands w ere the first part o f  him  visible at the 
lock opening. They gripped the lip o f  the opening and pushed in such 
a w ay that the com m ander h im self leapfrogged out and cam e dow n 
in the Shooting S tarr 's  localized artificial gravity field (or pseudo- 
grav field, as it was usually term ed) w ith scarcely a stagger. It w as 
neatly done, and Bigman, who had high standards indeed for all 
forms o f  spacem en’s techniques, nodded in approval.

“G ood day, Councilm an Starr,” said D onahue gruffly. It w as al
ways a m atter o f  difficulty w hether to say “good m orning,” “good 
afternoon,” or “good evening” in space, w here, strictly speaking,
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there w as neither m orning, afternoon, nor evening. “G ood day” was 
the neutral term  usually  adopted by spacem en.

“G ood day, C om m ander,” said Lucky. “A re there any difficulties 
concerning our landing on Jupiter N ine that account for this delay?”

“D ifficulties? W ell, th a t’s as you look at it.” He looked about 
and sat dow n on one o f  the sm all p ilo t’s stools. “I ’ve been in touch 
w ith Council headquarters but they say I m ust treat w ith you directly, 
so I ’m  here.”

C om m ander D onahue w as a w iry m an, w ith an air o f  tension 
about him . His face w as deeply lined, his hair grayish but showing 
signs o f  having once been brown. His hands had prom inent blue veins 
along their backs, and he spoke in an explosive fashion, rapping out 
his phrases in a quick succession o f  words.

“Treat w ith m e about what, sir?” asked Lucky.
“Just this, C ouncilm an. I w ant you to return to Earth.”
“W hy, sir?”
The com m ander did not look directly at Lucky as he spoke. “W e 

have a m orale problem . O ur m en have been investigated and inves
tigated  and  investigated. T hey’ve all com e through clear each time, 
and each tim e a new  investigation is started. They don’t like it and 
neither w ould  you. They don’t like being under continual suspicion. 
A nd I ’m  com pletely on their side. O ur A grav ship is alm ost ready 
and this is not the tim e for m y m en to be disturbed. They talk o f  
going on strike.”

Lucky said calm ly, “Y our m en m ay have been cleared but there 
is still leakage o f  inform ation.”

D onahue shrugged. “Then it m ust com e from  elsewhere. It 
m u s t . . . ” H e broke o ff  and a sudden incongruous note o f  friendliness 
entered his voice. “W hat’s that?”

B igm an follow ed his eyes and said at once, “T hat’s our V-frog, 
C om m ander, I ’m  B igm an.”

The com m ander did not acknow ledge the introduction. He ap
proached the V -frog instead, staring into the enclosed water-filled 
cage. “T h at’s a V enus creature, isn ’t it?”

“T hat’s righ t,” said Bigm an.
“I ’ve heard o f  them . N ever saw  one, though. Cute little jigger, 

isn ’t it?”
L ucky felt a grim  am usem ent. He did not find it strange that in 

the m idst o f  a m ost serious discussion the com m ander should veer 
o f f  into an absorbed adm iration for a small w ater creature from  V e
nus. The V -frog itse lf m ade that inevitable.

The sm all creature w as looking back at D onahue now  out o f  its
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black eyes, swaying on its extensible legs and clicking its parro t beak 
gently. In all the know n universe its m eans o f  survival was unique. 
It had no defensive weapons, no arm or o f  any sort. It had  no claw s 
or teeth or horns. Its beak m ight bite, but even that bite could do no 
harm  to any creature larger than itself.

Y et it m ultiplied freely along the w eed-covered surface o f  the 
V enusian ocean, and none o f  the fierce predators o f  the ocean ’s deeps 
disturbed it, sim ply because the V -frog could control em otion. They 
instinctively caused all other form s o f  life to like them , to feel 
friendly tow ard them , to have no w ish w hatever to hurt them . So they 
survived. They did m ore than that. They flourished.

N ow  this particular V -frog was filling D onahue, quite obviously, 
w ith a feeling o f  friendliness, so that the arm y m an pointed  a finger 
at it through the glass o f  its cage and laughed to see it cock its head 
and sink down along its collapsing legs, as D onahue m oved his finger 
downward.

“Y ou don’t suppose we could get a few  o f  these for Jupiter N ine, 
do you, Starr?” he asked. “W e’re great ones for pets here. A n anim al 
here and there m akes for a breath o f  hom e.”

“I t’s not very practical,” said Lucky. “V -frogs are difficult to 
keep. They have to be m aintained in a carbon-dioxide-saturated sys
tem, you know. O xygen is m ildly poisonous to them . That m akes 
things com plicated.”

“Y ou m ean they can’t be kept in an open fish-bow l?”
“They can be at times. T hey’re kept so on Venus, w here carbon 

dioxide is dirt cheap and w here they can alw ays be turned loose in 
the ocean if  they seem  to be unhappy. On a ship, though, or on an 
airless world, you don’t w ant to bleed carbon dioxide continuously 
into the air, so a closed system  is best.”

“O h.” The com m ander looked a bit wistful.
“To return to our original subject o f  d iscussion,” said Lucky 

briskly, “I m ust refuse your suggestion that I leave. I have an as
signm ent and I m ust carry it through.”

It seem ed to take a few  seconds for the com m ander to em erge 
from  the spell cast by the V-frog. His face darkened. “I ’m  sure you 
don’t understand the entire situation.” He turned suddenly, looking 
down at Bigman. “Consider your associate, for instance.”

The small M artian, w ith a stiffening o f  spine, began to redden. 
“I ’m B igm an,” he said. “I told you that before.”

“N ot very big a m an, nevertheless,” said the com m ander.
A nd though Lucky placed a soothing hand on the little fe llow ’s 

shoulder at once, it d idn’t help. B igm an cried, “B igness isn ’t on the
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outside, m ister. M y nam e is B igm an, and I’m a big m an against you 
o r anyone you w ant to nam e regardless o f  w hat the yardstick says. 
A nd i f  you don’t believe i t . . . ” He was shrugging his left shoulder 
vigorously. “Let go o f  me, Lucky, will you? This cobber here . . . ” 

“W ill you w ait ju s t one m inute, B igm an?” Lucky urged. “L e t’s 
find out w hat the com m ander is trying to say.”

D onahue had looked startled at B igm an’s sudden verbal assault. 
H e said, “ I ’m  sure I m eant no harm  in m y remark. I f  I’ve hurt your 
feelings, I ’m  sorry.”

“M y feelings hurt?” said Bigm an, his voice squeaking. “M e? L is
ten, one thing about m e, I never lose m y tem per and as long as you 
apologize, w e ’ll forget about it.” He hitched at his belt and brought 
the palm s o f  his hands dow n with a sm art slap against the knee-high 
orange and verm ilion boots that w ere the heritage o f  his M artian 
farm boy past and w ithout w hich he w ould never be seen in public 
(unless he substituted others w ith an equally garish color scheme).

“ I w ant to be very p lain w ith you, Councilm an,” said Donahue, 
turning to Lucky once m ore. “I have alm ost a thousand m en here at 
Jup iter N ine, and th ey ’re tough, all o f  them . They have to be. T hey’re 
far from  hom e. They do a hard job . They run great risks. They have 
their ow n outlook on life now  and it’s a rough one. For instance, 
they haze new com ers and not w ith a light hand, either. Sometim es 
new com ers can ’t stand it and go home. Som etim es th ey ’re hurt. I f  
they  com e through, everything’s fine.”

L ucky said, “Is this officially perm itted?”
“N o. B ut it is perm itted  unofficially. The m en have to be kept 

happy som ehow , and we can ’t afford to alienate them  by interfering 
w ith  their horseplay. G ood m en are hard to replace out here. N ot 
m any people are w illing to com e to the m oons o f  Jupiter, you know. 
Then, too, the initiation is helpful in w eeding out the misfits. Those 
that d o n ’t pass w ould  probably fail in other respects eventually. That 
is w hy I m ade m ention o f  your friend.”

The com m ander raised his hands hurriedly. “N ow  m ake no m is
take. I agree that he is big on the inside and capable and anything 
else you  want. B ut will he be a m atch for w hat lies ahead? W ill you, 
C ouncilm an?”

“Y ou m ean  the hazing?”
“It w ill be rough, C ouncilm an,” said Donahue. “The men know 

you are com ing. N ew s gets around som ehow .”
“Y es, I know ,” m urm ured Lucky.
The com m ander scowled. “In any case, they know  you are to 

investigate them  and they w ill feel no kindness tow ard you. They are
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in an ugly m ood and they will hurt you, C ouncilm an Starr. I am  
asking you not to land on Jupiter N ine for the pro jec t’s sake, for m y 
m en’s sake, and for your own. There you have it as plain ly  as I can 
put it.”

B igm an stared at the change that cam e over Lucky. His usual 
look o f  calm  good nature was gone. His dark brow n eyes turned hard, 
and the straight lines o f  his lean and handsom e face w ere set in 
som ething that B igm an rarely saw there: bitter anger. Every m uscle 
o f  L ucky’s tall body seem ed tense.

Lucky said ringingly, “C om m ander D onahue, 1 am  a m em ber o f  
the Council o f  Science. I am responsible only to the head o f  the 
Council and to the President o f  the Solar Federation o f  W orlds. I 
outrank you and you will be bound by m y decisions and orders.

“I consider the w arning you have ju st given m e to be evidence 
o f  your own incom petence. D on’t say anything, please; hear m e out. 
You are obviously not in control o f  your m en and not fit to com m and 
men. N ow  hear this: I w ill land on Jupiter N ine and I w ill conduct 
m y investigations. I will handle your m en i f  you cannot.”

He paused while the other gasped and vainly attem pted to find 
his voice. He rapped out, “Do you understand, C om m ander?”

C om m ander Donahue, his face congested alm ost beyond recog
nition, m anaged to grind out, “I will take this up w ith the Council o f  
Science. No arrogant young whipsnap can talk  like that to m e, coun
cilm an or no councilm an. I will m atch m y record as a leader o f  m en 
against that o f  anyone in the service. Furtherm ore, m y w arning to 
you will be on record also and i f  you are hurt on Jupiter N ine, I w ill 
run the risk o f  court-m artial gladly. I will do nothing for you. In fact, 
I hope— I hope they teach you m anners, you . . .”

He was past speech once more. He turned on his heel, tow ard 
the open lock, connected still w ith the space tube to his ow n ship. 
He clam bered in, m issing a hand hold in his anger and stum bling 
badly.

Bigman w atched with awe as the com m ander’s heels disappeared 
down the tube. The o ther’s anger had been so intense a thing that 
the little M artian had seem ed to feel it in his ow n m ind as though 
waves o f  heat w ere rolling in  upon him.

Bigman said, “W ow, that cobber was really going! Y ou had  him  
rocking.”

Lucky nodded. “ He was angry. N o doubt about it.”
Bigman said, “Listen, m aybe he \s the spy. H e’d know  the m ost. 

H e’d have the best chance.”
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“H e’d also be the m ost thoroughly investigated, so your theory 
is doubtful. B ut at least h e ’s helped us out in a little experim ent, so 
w hen I see h im  next I will have to apologize.”

“A pologize?” B igm an was horrified. It was his firm view  that 
apologies w ere strictly som ething that other people had to do. 
“W hy?”

“Com e, B igm an, do you suppose I really m eant those things I 
said?”

“Y ou w eren ’t angry?”
“N ot really .”
“It w as an act?”
“Y ou could call it that. I w anted to m ake him  angry, really angry, 

and I succeeded. I could tell that firsthand.”
“F irsthand?”
“C ouldn’t you? C ouldn’t you feel the anger ju s t pouring out o f  

h im  all over you?”
“ Sands o f  M ars! The V -frog!”
“O f course. It received the com m ander’s anger and rebroadcast 

it on to us. I had to know  if  one V -frog could do it. W e tested it 
back on Earth, but until I tried it under actual field conditions, I 
w asn ’t sure. N ow  I am .”

“It broadcast fine.”
“I know . So at least it proves we have a weapon, one weapon, 

after all.”



3

The Agrav Corridor

“G ood deal,” said B igm an fiercely. “Then w e’re on our w ay.”
“Hold it,” said Lucky at once. “H old everything, m y friend. This 

is a non-specific weapon. W e’ll sense strong em otion but we m ay 
never sense one that will give us the key to the m ystery. I t’s like 
having eyes. W e m ay see, but we m ay not see the right thing, not 
ever.”

“ Tom w ill,” said B igm an confidently.

Dropping down tow ard Jupiter N ine rem inded B igm an very 
strongly o f  sim ilar m aneuvers in the asteroid belt. As Lucky had 
explained on the voyage outward, m ost astronom ers considered Ju 
piter Nine to have been a true asteroid to begin with; a rather large 
one that had been captured by Jupiter’s trem endous gravity field 
m any m illions o f  years previously.

In fact, Jupiter had captured so m any asteroids that here, fifteen 
m illion m iles from  the giant planet, there was a kind o f  m iniature 
asteroid belt belonging to Jupiter alone. The four largest o f  these 
asteroid satellites, each from  forty to a hundred m iles in diam eter, 
were Jupiter Twelve, Eleven, Eight, and Nine. In addition there w ere 
at least a hundred additional satellites o f  m ore than a m ile in d iam 
eter, unnum bered and unregarded. Their orbits had been plo tted  only 
in the last ten years w hen Jupiter Nine was first put to use as an anti
gravity research center, and the necessity  o f  traveling to and from  it 
had m ade the population o f  surrounding space im portant.

The approaching satellite sw allow ed the sky and becam e a rough 
world o f  peaks and rocky channels, unsoftened by any touch o f  air 
in the billions o f  years o f  its history. B igm an, still thoughtful, said,
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“Lucky, w hy in Space do they call this Jupiter Nine, anyw ay? It isn ’t 
the ninth one out from  Jupiter according to the Atlas. Jupiter Twelve 
is a lot closer.”

Lucky sm iled. “The trouble w ith you, Bigman, is that y o u ’re 
spoiled. Just because you w ere bom  on M ars, you think m ankind has 
been cutting through space ever since creation. Look boy, it’s only a 
m atter o f  a thousand years since m ankind invented the first space
ship.”

“I know  that,” said B igm an indignantly. “I ’m not ignorant. I ’ve 
had  schooling. D o n ’t go shoving your big brain all over the place.”

L ucky’s sm ile expanded, and he rapped B igm an’s skull w ith two 
knuckles. “A nybody hom e?”

B igm an’s fist w hipped tow ard L ucky’s abdom en, but Lucky- 
caught it in m idair and held the little fellow  m otionless.

“ I t’s as sim ple as this, Bigman. Before space travel was invented, 
m en w ere restricted to Earth and all they knew  about Jupiter was 
w hat they could see in a telescope. The satellites are num bered in 
the order they  w ere discovered, see?”

“O h,” said Bigm an, and yanked free. “Poor ancestors!” He 
laughed, as he alw ays did, at the thought o f  hum an beings cooped 
up on one w orld, peering out longingly, even as he struggled to free 
h im se lf from  L ucky’s grip.

Lucky w ent on. “The four big satellites o f  Jupiter are num bered 
One, Tw o, Three, and Four, o f  course, but the num bers are hardly 
ever used. The nam es Io, Europa, G anym ede, and Callisto are fa
m iliar nam es. The nearest satellite o f  all, a small one, is Jupiter Five, 
w hile the farther ones have num bers up to Twelve. The ones past 
Tw elve w eren ’t discovered till after space travel was invented and 
m en had reached M ars and the asteroid b e l t . . . W atch out now. 
W e’ve got to adjust for landing.”

It was am azing, thought Lucky, how  you could consider tiny a 
w orld eighty-nine m iles in diam eter as long as you were nowhere 
near it. O f  course, such a w orld is tiny com pared to Jupiter or even 
to Earth. Place it gently on Earth and its diam eter is small enough to 
allow  it to fit w ithin the state o f  Connecticut w ithout lapping over; 
and its surface area is less than that o f  Pennsylvania.

A nd yet, ju s t the same, w hen you cam e to enter the small world, 
w hen you found your ship enclosed in a large lock and m oved by 
gigantic grapples (w orking against a gravitational force o f  almost 
zero but against full inertia) into a large cavern capable o f  holding a
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hundred ships the size o f  the Shooting S tarr , it no longer seem ed so 
small.

And then w hen you cam e across a m ap o f  Jupiter N ine on the 
wall o f  an office and studied the netw ork o f  underground caverns 
and corridors within which a com plicated program  was being carried 
out, it began to seem  actually large. Both horizontal and vertical 
projections o f  the w ork volum e o f  Jupiter N ine w ere shown on the 
m ap, and though only a small portion o f  the satellite w as being used, 
Lucky could see that some o f  the corridors penetrated as m uch as 
two m iles beneath the surface and that others spread out ju s t under 
the surface for nearly a hundred miles.

“A trem endous jo b ,” he said softly to the lieutenant at his side.
Lieutenant A ugustus N evsky nodded briefly. His uniform  was 

spotless and gleam ing. He had a s tiff little blond m ustache, and his 
w ide-set blue eyes had a habit o f  staring straight ahead as though he 
were at perpetual attention.

He said w ith pride, “W e’re still grow ing.”
He he had introduced h im self a quarter o f  an hour earlier, as 

Lucky and Bigman had stepped from  the ship, as the personal guide 
assigned them  by C om m ander Donahue.

Lucky said w ith some am usem ent, “G uide? O r guardian, L ieu
tenant? Y ou are arm ed.”

Any trace o f  feeling was carefully w ashed out o f  the o ther’s face. 
“M y arms are regulation for officers on duty, Councilm an. Y ou will 
find you w ill need a guide here.”

But he seem ed to relax, and there was ordinary hum an feeling 
about him  as he listened to the v isito rs’ aw ed praise o f  the project. 
He said, “O f course the absence o f  any significant gravitational field 
m akes certain engineering tricks feasible that w ouldn’t w ork on 
Earth. U nderground corridors require practically  no support.”

Lucky nodded, then said, “1 understand that the first A grav ship 
is about ready for take-off.”

The lieutenant said nothing for a m om ent. His face blanked free, 
again, o f  em otion or feeling. Then he said stiffly, “I will show  you 
your quarters first. It can be m ost easily reached by A grav, i f  I can 
persuade you to use an A grav cor— ”

“ Hey, Lucky,” called B igm an in sudden excitem ent. “Look at 
this.”

Lucky turned. It was only a half-grow n cat, gray as sm oke, w ith 
the look o f  solem n sadness that cats usually  have, and a back that 
arched readily against B igm an’s curved fingers. She was purring.
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Lucky said, “The com m ander said they went for pets here. Is this 
one yours, L ieutenant?”

The officer flushed. “W e all have shares in it. There are a few 
o ther cats around, too. They com e on the supply ships sometimes. 
W e’ve got som e canaries, a parakeet, w hite mice, goldfish. Things 
like that. N othing like your w hatever-it-is, though.” And his eyes, as 
they looked quickly at the V -frog’s bowl tucked under L ucky’s arm, 
contained a spark o f  envy.

B ut B igm an was concentrating on the cat. There was no native 
anim al life on M ars and the furry pets o f  Earth always had the charm 
o f  novelty  to  him .

“H e likes m e, L ucky.”
“I t’s a she,” said the lieutenant, but B igm an paid no attention. 

The cat, tail hoisted into a s tiff vertical with only the tip drooping, 
w alked past him , doubling sharply so as to present first one side, then 
the other, to  B igm an’s gentle stroking.

A nd then the purring stopped, and through B igm an’s m ind 
stabbed one pure touch o f  fevered and hungry desire.

It startled him  for a m om ent, and then he noticed that the cat had 
stopped purring and was squatting slightly in the tense hunting pos
ture dictated by its m illions-of-years-old instincts.

H er green slitted eyes stared directly at the V-frog.
B ut the em otion, so feline in its touch, was gone alm ost as soon 

as it had com e. The cat padded softly over to the glass container 
Lucky w as holding and stared in curiously, purring with contentm ent.

The cat, too, liked the V-frog. It had to.
Lucky said, “You were saying, Lieutenant, we would have to 

reach our quarters by Agrav. W ere you going to explain what that 
m eans?”

The lieutenant, w ho had also been staring fondly at the V-frog, 
paused to gather his w its before answering. “Yes. It’s sim ple enough. 
W e have artificial gravity fields here on Jupiter Nine as on any as
teroid  or on any space ship for that m atter. They are arranged at each 
o f  the m ain corridors, end to end, so that you can fall the length o f  
them  in either direction. It’s like dropping straight down a hole on 
E arth.”

Lucky nodded. “H ow  fast do you drop?”
“W ell, th a t’s the point. O rdinarily, gravity pulls constantly and 

you fall faster and faster . . . ”
“W hich is why I ask m y question,” interposed Lucky dryly.
“But not under A grav controls. A grav is really A-grav: no grav

ity, you see. A grav can be used to absorb gravitational energy or
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store it or transfer it. The point is you only fall so fast, you see, and 
no faster. W ith a gravitational field in the other direction, too, you 
can even slow down. An A grav corridor with two pseudo-grav fields 
is very simple and it has been used as a steppingstone to  an A grav 
ship w hich works in a single gravitational field. N ow  E ngineers’ 
Quarters, w hich is where your room s w ill be, is only a little over a 
m ile from here and the m ost direct route is by C orridor A-2. R eady?” 

“W e will be once you explain how  w e’re to w ork A grav.” 
“T hat’s hardly a problem .” L ieutenant N evsky presented  each 

with a light harness, adjusting them  over the shoulders and at the 
waist, talking rapidly about the controls.

And then he said, “I f  y o u ’ll follow  m e, gentlem en, the corridor 
is ju st a few  yards in this direction.”

Bigman hesitated at the opening o f  the corridor. He w as not 
afraid o f  space in itself, or o f  drops in them selves. But all his life he 
had been used to bridging gaps under M artian gravity or less. This 
tim e the pseudo-grav field was at full Earth-norm al, and under its 
influence the corridor was a brilliantly lighted hole, plum m eting, ap
parently, straight downward, even though in actuality (B igm an’s 
m ind told him) it paralleled the satellite’s surface closely.

The lieutenant said, “N ow  this is the lane for travel in the d irec
tion o f  Engineers’ Quarters. I f  we were to approach from  the other 
side, ‘dow n’ w ould appear to be in the other direction. O r we could 
m ake ‘u p ’ and ‘dow n’ change places by appropriate adjustm ents o f  
our A grav controls.”

He looked at the expression on B igm an’s face and said, “Y o u ’ll 
get the idea as you go along. It becom es second nature after a w hile.” 

He stepped into the corridor and d idn’t drop an inch. It was as 
though he were standing on an invisible platform .

He said earnestly, “Have you set the dial at zero?”
Bigman did so, and instantly all sensation o f  gravity vanished. 

He stepped into the corridor.
Now the lieutenant’s hand on the central knob o f  his ow n controls 

turned it sharply, and he sank, gathering speed. Lucky follow ed him , 
and Bigman, who would sooner have fallen the length o f  the corridor 
under double gravity and been sm ashed to pulp than fail to do any
thing Lucky did, took a deep breath and let h im self fall.

“Turn back to zero,” called the lieutenant, “and y o u ’ll be m oving 
at constant velocity. Get the feel o f  it.”

Periodically they approached and passed through luminous green 
letters that glowed Keep To This Side. Once there was the flash of
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a m an passing (falling, really) in the other direction. He was moving 
m uch m ore rapidly  than they were.

“A re there ever any collisions, L ieutenant?” asked Lucky.
“N ot really ,” said the lieutenant. “The experienced dropper 

w atches for people who m ight be overtaking him  or w hom  he m ight 
be overtaking, and it’s easy enough to slow  down or speed up. O f 
course the boys w ill bum p on purpose som etimes. It’s a kind o f  
row dy fun that ends w ith a broken collarbone som etim es.” He looked 
quickly at Lucky. “O ur boys play rough.”

Lucky said, “I understand. The com m ander w arned m e.” 
B igm an, w ho had been staring dow nw ard through the w ell-lit 

tunnel into w hich he was sinking, cried in sudden exhilaration, “Hey, 
Lucky, this is fun w hen you get used to it,” and turned his controls 
into the positive region.

He sank faster, his head m oving down to a level with L ucky’s 
feet, then farther dow n at an increasing rate.

L ieutenant N evsky cried out in instant alarm, “Stop that, you 
fool. T urn  back  into the negatives!”

Lucky called out an im perious, “Bigm an, slow dow n!”
They caught up to him , the lieutenant angrily exclaim ing. “D on’t 

ever do that! There are all sort o f  barriers and partitions along these 
corridors, and i f  you don’t know  your way, you ’ll be slam m ing into 
one ju s t  w hen you th ink  y o u ’re safe.”

“Here, B igm an,” said Lucky. “H old the V-frog. That will give 
you som e responsibility  and m ake you behave, perhaps.”

“Aw, L ucky,” said Bigm an, abashed. “I was ju st kicking m y 
heels a bit. Sands o f  M ars, Lucky . .

“All right,” said Lucky. “N o harm  done,” and Bigman brightened 
at once.

B igm an looked dow n again. Falling at a constant rate was not 
quite the sam e as free fall in space. In space, nothing seem ed to move. 
A  space ship m ight be traveling at a velocity o f  hundreds o f  
thousands o f  m iles an hour and there w ould still be the sensation o f  
m otionlessness all about. The distant stars never moved.

H ere, though, the sense o f  m otion was all about. The lights and 
openings and various attachm ents that lined the corridor walls flashed 
past.

In space, one expected that there w ould be no “up” and “dow n,” 
but here there w as none either and it seem ed wrong. As long as he 
looked “dow n” past his feet, it seem ed “dow n” and that was all right. 
W hen he looked “up,” how ever, there w ould be a quick sensation 
that “up” w as really “dow n,” that he was standing head dow nw ard



falling “up.” He looked tow ard his feet again quickly to get rid  o f  
the sensation.

The lieutenant said, “D on’t bend too far forw ard, B igm an. The 
Agrav works to keep you lined up in the direction o f  fall, bu t i f  you 
bend over too m uch, you ’ll start tum bling.”

B igm an straightened.
The lieutenant said, “T here’s nothing fatal about tum bling. A ny

one w ho’s used to Agrav can straighten h im self out again. B eginners 
w ould find it troublesom e, however. W e’ll decelerate now. M ove the 
dial into the negatives and keep it there. A bout m inus five.”

He was slowing as he spoke, m oving above them . His feet dan
gled at B igm an’s eye level.

B igm an m oved the dial, trying desperately to line h im self up w ith 
the lieutenant. A nd as he slowed, “up” and “dow n” becam e definite, 
and in the w rong way. He was standing on his head.

He said, “Hey, the b lood’s rushing to m y head.”
The lieutenant said sharply, “There are footholds along the sides 

o f  the corridor. H ook one w ith the toe o f  your foot as you reach it 
and let go quickly.”

He did so as he said this. His head swung outw ard, and head and 
feet reversed position. He continued sw inging and stopping h im self 
w ith a quick hand tap against the wall.

Lucky follow ed suit, and Bigm an, flailing w idely w ith his short 
legs, m anaged to catch one o f  the footholds at last. H e w hirled  
sharply and caught the wall w ith his elbow  ju s t a trifle too hard for 
com fort but m anaged to line up properly.

At least he was head-up again. He w asn ’t falling any m ore, but 
rising, as though he had been shot out o f  a cannon and rising against 
gravity m ore and m ore slowly; but at least he w as head-up.

W hen they were m oving at a slow craw l, B igm an, looking un 
easily tow ard his feet, thought: W e’re going to be falling again. A nd 
suddenly the corridor looked like an endlessly deep well and his 
stom ach tightened.

But the lieutenant said, “A djust to zero,” and at once they stopped 
slowing down. They ju s t m oved upw ard, as though in a sm ooth, slow  
elevator, until they reached a cross-level at w hich the lieutenant, seiz
ing a foothold w ith one toe, brought h im self to a feathery stop.

“Engineers’ Quarters, gentlem en,” he said.
“A nd,” added Lucky Starr gently, “a reception com m ittee.”
For m en were w aiting for them  in the corridor now, fifty o f  them  

at least.
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Lucky said, “Y ou said they liked to play rough, Lieutenant, and 
m aybe they  w ant to  p lay  now ,”

H e stepped firm ly out into the corridor. B igm an, nostrils flaring 
w ith  excitem ent and grateful to be on the firm pseudo-grav o f  a solid 
floor, clutched the V -frog’s cage tightly and was at L ucky’s heels, 
facing the w aiting  m en o f  Jupiter Nine.
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Initiation!

Lieutenant N evsky tried to m ake his voice crackle w ith authority as 
he placed his hand on the butt o f  his blaster. “W hat are you m en 
doing here?”

There was a small m urm ur from  the m en, but by  and large they 
rem ained quiet. Eyes turned to the one o f  them  w ho stood in front, 
as though they were w aiting for him  to speak.

The leader o f  the m en was sm iling, and his face was crinkled 
into an expression o f  apparent good will. His straight hair, parted  in 
the m iddle, had a light-orange tint to it. His cheekbones w ere broad 
and he chew ed gum. His clothing was o f  synthetic fiber, as w as true 
o f  that o f  the others, but unlike the others, his shirt and trousers w ere 
ornam ented with brass buttons that w ere large and bulky. Four on 
his shirt front, one each on the two shirt pockets, and four dow n the 
side o f  each pants leg: fourteen altogether. They seem ed to serve no 
purpose; to be only for show.

“All right, Sum m ers,” said the lieutenant, turning to this m an, 
“what are the m en doing here?”

Summ ers spoke now  in a soft, w heedling voice. “W ell, now, 
Lieutenant, we thought it w ould be nice to m eet the new  m an. H e’ll 
be seeing a lot o f  us. H e’ll be asking questions. W hy shouldn’t we 
m eet him  now ?”

He looked at Lucky Starr as he spoke, and for a m om ent there 
was a touch o f  ice in that glance that sw allow ed up all the show  o f  
softness.

The lieutenant said, “You m en should be at w ork.”
“Have a heart, L ieutenant,” said Sum m ers, chew ing even m ore
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slow ly and leisurely. “W e’ve been  working. N ow  we want to say 
hello .”

The lieutenant was obviously uncertain as to his next move. He 
looked doubtfully  at Lucky.

Lucky said, “W hich room s are to be ours, L ieutenant?”
“R oom s 2 A  and 2B, sir. To find them — ”
“I ’ll find them . I’m sure one o f  these m en will direct me. And 

now , Lieutenant Nevsky, that y o u ’ve directed us to our quarters, I 
think your assignm ent is com pleted. I ’ll be seeing you again.”

“I can ’t leave!” said Lieutenant N evsky in a low, appalled w his
per.

“I th ink  you can.”
“ Sure you can, L ieutenant,” said Summers, grinning more 

broadly  than ever. “A sim ple hello w o n ’t hurt the boy.” There was a 
snicker o f  laughter from  the m en behind him. “A nd besides, you’ve 
been  asked to  leave.”

B igm an approached Lucky and m uttered in an urgent whisper. 
“Lucky, let m e give the V -frog to the lieutenant. I can ’t fight and 
ho ld  it, too .”

“You ju s t hold it,” said Lucky. “ I w ant it exactly here. . . . Good 
day, L ieutenant, D ism issed!”

The lieutenant hesitated, and Lucky said in a tone that, for all its 
softness, bit like steel. “T hat’s an order, L ieutenant.”

Lieutenant N evsky’s face assum ed a soldierly rigidity. He said 
sharply, “Yes, sir.”

Then, surprisingly, he hesitated one further m om ent and glanced 
dow n at the V -frog in the crook o f  B igm an’s arm, as it chew ed idly 
at a fern frond. “Take care o f  that little thing.” He turned and was 
in the A grav corridor in tw o steps, disappearing alm ost at once in a 
rush  o f  speed.

Lucky turned to face the m en again. He was under no illusions. 
They w ere grim -faced and they m eant business, but unless he could 
face them  down and prove that he m eant business as well, his m ission 
w ould  com e to nothing against the rock o f  their hostility. He would 
have to w in  them  over som ehow.

S um m ers’ sm ile had becom e the least bit wolfish. He said, “Well, 
now , friend, the uniform -boy is gone. W e can talk. I ’m Red Summers. 
W h a t’s your nam e?”

Lucky sm iled in return. “ M y nam e is D avid Starr. M y friend’s 
nam e is B igm an.”
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“ Seems to me I heard you called Lucky w hen all that w hispering 
was going on a while back.”

“I ’m  called Lucky by m y friends.”
“Isn ’t that nice. Do you w ant to  stay lucky?”
“Do you know  a good w ay?”
“M atter o f  fact, Lucky Starr, I do.” Suddenly his face contorted 

itself into a bitter scowl. “Get o ff Jupiter N ine.”
There was a hoarse roar o f  approval from  the others, and a few  

voices took up the cry o f  “G et off! G et off!”
They crow ded closer, but Lucky stood his ground. “I have im 

portant reasons to stay on Jupiter N ine.”
“In that case, I ’m  afraid you aren ’t lucky,” said Sum m ers. 

“Y ou’re a greenhorn and you look soft, and soft greenhorns get hurt 
on Jupiter N ine. W e w orry about you.”

“I think I w on’t  get hurt.”
“T hat’s what you think, eh?” said Summ ers. “A rm and, com e 

here.”
From the ranks behind him, a huge m an stepped forw ard, round- 

faced, beefy o f  build, w ith large shoulders and a barrel chest. He 
topped L ucky’s six feet one by h a lf a head and looked dow n at the 
young councilm an with a sm ile that show ed yellow ed, w ide-spaced 
teeth.

The m en were beginning to take seats on the floor. They shouted 
to one another w ith lighthearted cheer, as though they w ere about to 
w atch a ball game.

One called out, “Hey, A rm and, w atch out you don’t step on the 
kid!”

Bigman started, and glared furiously in the direction o f  the voice 
but could not identify the speaker.

Summ ers said, “Y ou could still leave, Starr.”
Lucky said, “ I have no intention o f  doing so, particularly  at a 

m om ent w hen you seem to be planning som e sort o f  entertainm ent.” 
“N ot for you,” said Summers. “N ow  listen, Starr, w e ’re ready for 

you. W e’ve been ready since we got w ord that you w ere com ing. 
W e’ve had enough o f  you little tinhorns from  Earth and w e aren ’t 
taking any more. I ’ve got m en stationed on various levels. W e’ll 
know if  the com m ander tries to interfere, and i f  he does, then by 
Jupiter, w e’re ready to go on strike. A m  I right, m en?”

“Right! ” cam e back the m ultiple roar.
“A nd the com m ander knows it,” said Sum m ers, “and I d o n ’t 

think h e ’ll interfere. So this gives us our chance to give you our
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initiation and after that I ’ll ask you again i f  you w ant to leave. I f  
y o u ’re conscious, that is.”

“Y o u ’re going to a lot o f  trouble for nothing,” said Lucky. “W hat 
harm  am  I doing you?”

“Y ou w o n ’t be doing us any,” said Summers. “I guarantee that.”
B igm an said, in his tense, high-pitched voice, “Look, you cobber, 

y o u ’re talk ing to a councilm an. Have you stopped to figure what 
happens i f  you fool w ith the Council o f  Science?”

Sum m ers looked at him  suddenly, put his fists on his hips, and 
bent his head back to laugh. “Hey, m en, it talks. I was wondering 
w hat it was. It looks as though Lucky Snoop has brought along his 
baby  b ro ther for protection .”

B igm an w ent dead-w hite, but under the cover o f  the laughter 
Lucky stooped and spoke through s tiff lips. “Y our jo b  is to hang on 
to the V -frog, B igm an. I ’ll take care o f  Summers. And, Great Galaxy, 
B igm an, stop broadcasting anger! I can ’t get a thing on the V-frog 
except that.”

B igm an sw allow ed hard tw ice, three times.
Sum m ers said softly, “N ow, Councilm an Snoop, can you m aneu

ver under A grav?”
“I ju s t  have, M r. Sum m ers.”
“W ell, w e ’ll ju s t have to test you and m ake sure. W e can’t have 

anyone around who h asn ’t learned all the Agrav ropes. I t’s too dan
gerous. R ight, m en?”

“R ight!” they roared again.
“A rm and here,” said Sum m ers, and his hand rested on one o f  

A rm and’s huge shoulders, “is our best teacher. Y ou’ll know all about 
A grav m aneuvering w hen y o u ’re through with him. O r you will know 
i f  you stay out o f  his way. I suggest you get out into the Agrav 
corridor now. A rm and w ill jo in  you.”

L ucky said, “I f  I choose not to go?”
“Then w e ’ll throw  you into the corridor anyw ay and Arm and 

goes after you .”
Lucky nodded. “Y ou seem  determ ined. Are there any rules to 

this lesson I ’m  going to get?”
There was w ild laughter, but Sum m ers held up his arms. “Just 

keep out o f  A rm and’s way, C ouncilm an. T hat’s the only rule you ’ll 
have to rem em ber. W e’ll be at the lip o f  the corridor watching. If  
you try  to crawl out o f  A grav before y o u ’ve com pleted your lesson, 
w e ’ll throw  you back in, and there are m en stationed at other levels, 
w atching, and th ey ’re ready to do the sam e.”
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Bigm an cried, “Sands o f  M ars, your m an outw eighs Lucky by 
fifty pounds and h e ’s an expert w ith A grav!”

Summers turned on him in m ock surprise. “N o! I never thought 
o f  that. W hat a sham e!” There was laughter from  the m en. “On your 
way, Starr. Get into the corridor, Arm and. D rag him  in i f  you have 
to .”

“He w on’t have to ,” said Lucky. He turned and m oved into the 
open space o f  the wide Agrav corridor. As his feet drifted out into 
em pty air, his fingers caught gently at the wall, tw isting him  in a 
slow, turning m otion that he stopped w ith another touch against the 
wall. He stood there in m idair, facing the men.

There was some m urm uring at L ucky’s m aneuver, and A rm and 
nodded, speaking for the first tim e in a rolling appreciative bass. 
“Hey, m ister, tha t’s not bad.”

Summers, lips suddenly set and with a frown new ly creasing his 
forehead, struck A rm and a sharp blow  on the back. “D o n ’t talk, you 
idiot! Get in after him  and give it to him .”

Arm and m oved forw ard slowly. He said, “Hey, Red, let’s not 
m ake too m uch o f  this.”

Sum m ers’ face contorted in fury. “Get in there! A nd you do w hat 
I said. I told you what he is. I f  we don’t get rid  o f  him , th ey ’ll be 
sending m ore.” His words were a harsh w hisper that d idn’t carry

Arm and stepped into the corridor and stood face to face w ith 
Lucky.

Lucky Starr waited in what was alm ost absence o f  mind. He w as 
concentrating on the faint whiffs o f  em otion brought him  by the 
V-frog. Some he could recognize w ithout difficulty, both as to their 
nature and their owner. Red Sum m ers was easiest to detect: fear and 
niggling hate m ixed with an undertone o f  anxious trium ph. A rm and 
loosed a small leak o f  tension. O ccasionally there w ere sharp p in 
points o f  excitem ent from  one or another, and som etim es Lucky 
could identify the ow ner because it coincided w ith a happy shout or 
a threatening one. All o f  it had to be sorted out from  the steady trickle 
o f  B igm an’s anger, o f  course.

But now he was staring into A rm and’s sm all eyes and he was 
aware that the other was bobbing up and dow n, a few  inches either 
way. A rm and’s hand fingered his chest control.

Lucky was instantly alert. The other was alternating the gravi
tational direction, m oving the controls this w ay and that. W as he 
expecting to confuse Lucky?

Lucky was sharply aw are that for all his experience w ith  space
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he w as inexperienced in the type o f  w eightlessness brought about by 
A grav, for this w as a w eightlessness that w asn’t absolute, as in space, 
but one that could be changed at will.

A nd suddenly Arm and dropped as though he had stepped through 
a trap door— except that he dropped upward!

A s A rm and’s large legs m oved up past L ucky’s head, they parted 
and cam e together as i f  to catch L ucky’s head in a vise.

A utom atically  L ucky’s head snapped back, but as it did so, his 
legs m oved forw ard, his body sw inging about its center o f  gravity, 
and for a m om ent, he w as o ff balance and flailing helplessly. A  roar 
o f  laughter arose from  the w atching men.

Lucky knew  w hat was wrong. He should have dodged by gravity. 
I f  A rm and m oved up, Lucky should have adjusted controls to m ove 
up w ith him  or to race dow n past him. And now  it w ould take the 
pull o f  gravity to straighten him  out. A t gravity zero, he would tum ble 
indefinitely.

B ut before his fingers could touch his controls, A rm and was past 
the top o f  his rise and was gathering speed downward. As he dropped 
past Lucky once m ore, his elbow  caught Lucky a sharp jab  in the 
hip. H e dropped farther and his thick fingers clutched at L ucky’s 
ankles, carrying him  down, down. A rm and pulled strongly dow nw ard 
and reached up to seize L ucky’s shoulders. His harsh breath stirred 
L ucky’s hair. He said, “You need a lot o f  training, m ister.”

Lucky brought up his ow n arm s head-high and broke the o ther’s 
ho ld  sharply.

Lucky dialed gravity up and helped his upw ard m ovem ent by 
bringing his foot sharply dow n on the o ther’s shoulder, accelerating 
his ow n pace and slow ing the o ther’s. To his ow n senses it now 
seem ed that he w as falling head dow nw ard and there was a tenseness 
about that sensation that seem ed to be slowing his reactions. O r was 
it his A grav controls w hich w ere som ew hat sluggish? He tested them  
and lacked the experience to be certain, yet felt that they were.

A rm and w as on him  now, bellow ing, thrusting against him, at
tem pting to use his ow n greater m ass o f  body to m aneuver Lucky 
hard  against the wall.

L ucky w riggled his hand tow ard the controls in order to reverse 
the direction o f  gravity. He readied his knees for an upw ard thrust 
to coincide and lurch A rm and out o f  position.

B ut it was A rm and’s field that shifted first, and it was Lucky who 
w as lurched out o f  position.

A rm and’s feet shot backw ard now, striking the wall o f  the cor
ridor as it w as flashing by and angling the pair, by recoil, against the
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opposite wall. Lucky struck bruisingly and skidded along it som e feet 
before his ankle caught one o f  the m etal railings and his body sw ung 
aw ay and into the open corridor.

A rm and w hispered hotly  in L ucky’s ear, “H ad enough, m ister? 
Just tell Red you’ll leave. I don’t want to hurt you bad .”

Lucky shook his head. Strange, he thought, that A rm and’s grav
itational field had beaten his ow n to the shift. He had  felt A rm and’s 
hand m ove to the controls and he was certain his ow n controls had 
m oved first.

Twisting suddenly, Lucky placed his elbow  sharply in the p it o f  
A rm and’s stomach. A rm and grunted, and in that split second Lucky 
got his legs betw een h im self and the o ther’s and straightened them. 
The two m en flew apart and Lucky was free.

He shot aw ay an instant before A rm and returned, and then for 
the next few m inutes Lucky concentrated only on staying away. He 
was learning the use o f  the controls and they w ere  sluggish. It w as 
only by skillful use o f  the footholds along the w alls and lightning- 
like head-to-foot reversals that he m anaged to avoid Arm and.

And then while he was drifting feather-fashion, allow ing A rm and 
to shoot past him, he turned his A grav controls and found no response 
at all. There was no change in the gravitational field direction; no 
sudden sensation o f  accelerating one w ay or the other.

Instead, A rm and was on him  again, grunting, and Lucky found 
h im self crashing w ith stunning force against the corridor wall.
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Needle-Guns and Neighbors

B igm an felt fully confident o f  L ucky’s ability to handle any over
grow n m ass o f  beef, and though he felt a sharp anger at the unsym 
pathetic crow d, he felt no fear.

Sum m ers had approached the lip o f  the corridor and so had an
other, a gangling, dark-com plexioned fellow  who barked out events 
as they occurred  in a raucous voice, as though it w ere a flight-polo 
gam e on the subetherics.

There w ere cheers w hen A rm and first slam m ed Lucky against 
the corridor wall. B igm an discounted those w ith contem pt. O f course 
that shouting fool w ould try  to m ake it look good for his own side. 
W ait till Lucky got the feel o f  the A grav technique; he w ould cut 
that A rm and guy into ribbons. B igm an was sure o f  it.

B ut then w hen the dark fellow  yelled, “A rm and has him  now  in 
a head lock. H e ’s m aneuvering for a second fall; feet against the 
w all; retract and extend and th e re ’s the crash, a beauty!” B igman 
felt the beginnings o f  uneasiness.

H e edged close to the corridor him self. N o one paid any attention 
to him . It w as one advantage o f  his small size. People who d idn’t 
know  him  tended to discount him  as a possible danger, to ignore him.

B igm an looked dow n and saw Lucky pushing aw ay from the 
w all, A rm and drifting nearby, waiting.

“L ucky!” he yelled  shrilly. “ Stay aw ay!”
His cry w as lost in the hubbub, but the dark m an’s voice as it 

w as low ered in a conversational aside to Red Sum m ers was not. 
B igm an caught it.

The dark m an said, “Give the snoop some pow er, Red. There 
w o n ’t be any  excitem ent.”
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And Summ ers grow led in response, “I don ’t w ant excitem ent. I 
w ant A rm and to finish the jo b .”

B igm an d idn’t get the significance o f  the short exchange for a 
m om ent, but only for a m om ent. A nd then his eyes darted sharply in 
the direction o f  R ed Summ ers, w hose hands, held closely against his 
chest, were m anipulating some small object B igm an could not iden
tify.

“Sands o f  M ars!” B igm an cried breathlessly. He sprang back. 
“You! Summers! You foul-fighting cobber!”

This was another one o f  those tim es w hen B igm an w as glad he 
carried a needle-gun even in the face o f  L ucky’s disapproval. Lucky 
considered it an unreliable w eapon, as it w as too hard to focus ac
curately, but B igm an w ould sooner doubt the fact that he w as as tall 
as any six-footer as doubt his ow n skill.

W hen Summ ers d idn’t turn at B igm an’s shout, B igm an clenched 
his fist about the w eapon (o f w hich only half-inch o f  snout, narrow ing 
to a needlepoint, show ed betw een the second and third fingers o f  his 
right hand) and squeezed ju st tightly enough to activate it.

Sim ultaneously there was a flash o f  light six inches in front o f  
Sum m ers’ nose, and a slight pop. It w as not very im pressive. O nly 
air m olecules w ere being ionized. Sum m ers jum ped, how ever, and 
panic, transm itted by the V-ffog, rose sharply.

“Everybody,” called Bigman. “Freeze! Freeze! Y ou split-head, 
underlipped m iseries.” A nother needle-gun discharge popped the air, 
this tim e over Sum m ers’ head w here all could see it plainly.

Few people m ight have handled needle-guns, w hich w ere expen
sive and hard to get licenses for, but everybody knew  w hat a needle- 
gun discharge looked like, i f  only from  subetheric program s, and 
everyone knew  the dam age it could do.

It was as though fifty m en had stopped breathing.
B igm an was bathed in the cold drizzle o f  hum an fear from  fifty 

frightened men. He backed against the wall.
He said, “N ow  listen, all o f  you. H ow  m any o f  you know  that 

this cobber Summ ers is gim m icking m y friend’s A grav controls? This 
fight is fixed!”

Summ ers said desperately, through clenched teeth, “Y o u ’re 
wrong. Y ou’re w rong.”

“Am  I? Y ou’re a brave m an, Sum m ers, w hen y o u ’ve got fifty 
against two. L et’s see you stay brave against a needle-gun. T h ey ’re 
hard to aim, o f  course, and I m ight m iss.”

He clenched his fist again, and this tim e the pop o f  the discharge 
was sharply ear-splitting and the flash dazzled all the spectators but
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Bigrnan, w ho, o f  them  all, w as the only one who knew  exactly w hen 
to  close his eyes for a m om ent.

Sum m ers em itted a strangled yell. He was untouched except that 
the top button  on his shirt w as gone.

B igrnan said, “N ice aim ing i f  I do say so m yself, but I suppose 
having  a run o f  luck is too m uch to ask. I ’d  advise you not to m ove, 
Sum m ers. Pretend y o u ’re stone, you cobber, because i f  you do m ove, 
I ’ll m iss and feeling a chunk o f  your skin go will hurt you worse 
than ju s t losing a button .”

Sum m ers closed his eyes. His forehead was glistening with per
spiration. Bigrnan calculated the distance and clenched twice.

Pow! Smack! Tw o m ore buttons gone.
“ Sands o f  M ars, m y lucky day! Isn ’t it nice that you ’ve arranged 

to have no one com e around to interfere? W ell, one m ore— for the 
road.”

And this tim e Sum m ers yelled in agony. There was a rent in the 
shirt and reddened skin showed.

“A w ,” said Bigrnan, “not on the nose. N ow  I ’m rattled and I ’ll 
p robably  m iss the next by two inches . .  . U nless y o u ’re ready to say 
som ething, Sum m ers.”

“A ll righ t,” yelled  the other. “I ’ve fixed it.”
B igrnan said m ildly, “Y our m an was heavier. Y our m an had ex

perience and still you cou ldn’t leave it a fair fight. Y ou don’t take 
any  chances, do you? Drop w hat y o u ’re holding . . .  D on’t the rest o f  
you  m ove, though. From  here on in, i t’s a fair fight in the corridor. 
N o o n e’s m oving until som eone clim bs out o f  the corridor.”

He paused and glared as his fist w ith  the needle-gun m oved 
slow ly from  side to side. “B ut i f  i t’s your ball o f  gristle that comes 
back, I ’ll ju s t be a bit disappointed. A nd w hen I ’m  disappointed, 
th ere ’s no telling w hat I ’ll do. I ju s t m ight be disappointed and m ad 
enough to fire this needle-gun into the crowd, and there isn ’t a thing 
in the w orld  any o f  you can do to stop m e from  clenching m y fist 
ten times. So i f  there are ten o f  you bored w ith living, ju s t hope that 
your boy  beats L ucky Starr.”

B igrnan w aited  there desperately, his right hand holding the 
needle-gun, his left arm  crooked over the V -frog in its container. He 
longed to order Sum m ers to bring the two m en back, to end the fight, 
but he dared not risk L ucky’s anger. He knew  Lucky well enough to 
know  that the fight cou ldn’t be allow ed to end by  default on L ucky’s 
side.

A  figure w hizzed past the line o f  sight, then another. There was



a crash as o f  a body hitting a wall, then a second and a third. Then 
silence.

A figure drifted back, w ith a second gripped firm ly by  one ankle.
The person in control cam e lightly out into the corridor; the per

son being held follow ed and dropped like a sack o f  sand.
B igm an let out a shout. The m an standing w as Lucky. H is cheek 

was bruised and he limped, but it w as A rm and who w as unconscious.

They brought A rm and back to consciousness w ith som e diffi
culty. He had a lum p on his skull resem bling a small grapefruit, and 
one eye was swollen closed. Though his low er lip was bleeding, he 
m anaged a painful smile and said, “By Jupiter, this k id ’s a w ildcat.”

He got to his feet and threw  his arm s about Lucky in a bear hug. 
“It was like tangling with ten m en after he got his bearings. H e ’s all 
right.”

Surprisingly, the m en w ere cheering wildly. The V -ffog trans
m itted re lie f first, sw allow ed up at once by excitem ent.

A rm and’s sm ile w idened, and he dabbed at the blood w ith  the 
back o f  his hand. “This councilm an is all right. A nyone who still 
doesn’t like him  has to fight me, too. W here’s R ed?”

But Red Summ ers was gone. So w as the instrum ent he had 
dropped at B igm an’s order.

A rm and said, “Listen, Mr. Starr, I ’ve got to tell you. This w asn ’t 
m y idea, but Red said we had to get rid  o f  you or y o u ’d m ake trouble 
for all o f  us.”

Lucky raised his hand. “T hat’s a m istake. Listen, all o f  you. 
T here’ll be no trouble for any loyal Earthm an. I guarantee it. This 
fight is o ff the record. It was a bit o f  excitem ent, but we can forget 
it. N ext time we m eet, we all m eet fresh. N oth ing’s happened. 
Right?”

They cheered m adly and there w ere shouts o f  “H e’s all righ t” 
and “Up the Council!”

Lucky was turning to go w hen A rm and said, “Hey, w ait.” He 
drew in a vast breath and pointed a thick finger. “W hat’s th is?” He 
was pointing to the V-ffog.

“A V enusian anim al,” said Lucky. “A  pet o f  ours.”
“ It’s cute.” The giant sim pered dow n at it. The others crow ded 

close to stare at it and m ake appreciative com m ents, to seize L ucky’s 
hand and assure him  that they had been on his side all along.

Bigman, outraged at the shoving, finally yelled, “L e t’s get to 
quarters, Lucky, or I sw ear I ’ll kill a few  o f  these guys.”
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There w as an instant silence and m en squeezed back to m ake a 
path  for L ucky and Bigm an.

Lucky w inced as B igm an applied cold w ater to the bruised cheek 
in  the p rivacy  o f  their quarters.

He said, “ Some o f  the m en w ere saying som ething about needle- 
guns in that final crush, but in the confusion 1 d idn’t get the story 
straight. Suppose you tell m e, B igm an.”

R eluctantly  B igm an explained the circum stances.
L ucky said thoughtfully, “I realized that m y controls were off, 

bu t I assum ed m echanical failure, particularly since they came back 
after m y second fall. I d idn ’t know  you and Red Summ ers were 
fighting it out over m e.”

B igm an grinned. “ Space, Lucky, you d idn’t think I ’d let that 
character pull a trick  like that?”

“There m ight have been some w ay other than needle-guns.” 
“N othing else w ould have frozen them  so,” said Bigman, ag

grieved. “D id you w ant m e to shake m y finger at them  and say, 
‘N aughty, naugh ty ’? Besides, I had  to scare the green bejeebies out 
o f  them .”

“W hy?” L ucky said sharply.
“ Sands o f  M ars, Lucky', you spotted the other guy two falls when 

the fighting w as fixed, and I d idn’t know  if  you had enough left to 
m ake out. I w as going to m ake Summ ers call the fight off.”

“That w ould  have been bad, Bigman. W e w ould have gained 
nothing. There w ould  have been m en convinced the cry o f  ‘fou l’ was 
an unsportsm anlike fake.”

“I knew  y o u ’d figure that, but I was nervous.”
“N o need to be. A fter m y controls started responding properly, 

things w ent fairly well. A nnand  was certain he had me, and when 
he found there w as still fight in me, the fight seem ed to go out o f  
him . That happens som etim es w ith people who have never had to 
lose. W hen they don’t w in at once, it confuses them, and they don’t 
w in  at all.”

“Y es, L ucky,” said B igm an, grinning.
Lucky w as silent for a m inute or two, then he said, “ I don’t like 

that ‘Y es, L ucky .’ W hat did you do?”
“W ell— ” B igm an applied the final touch o f  flesh tint to hide the 

bruise and stepped back to consider his handiw ork critically— “I 
cou ldn ’t help but hope that you ’d win, now  could I?”

“N o, I suppose no t.”
“A nd I to ld  everyone in that place that i f  A rm and won, I would 

shoot as m any o f  them  as I could.”
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“Y ou w eren’t serious.”
“M aybe I was. Anyw ay, they thought I was; they w ere sure I 

was after they saw m e needle four buttons o ff that cobber’s shirt. So 
there were fifty guys there, even including Sum m ers, who w ere 
sweating them selves blind hoping you w ould w in and A rm and lose.” 

Lucky said, “So th a t’s it.”
“W ell, I couldn’t help it i f  the V -frog was there and transm itted 

all those thoughts to you too, could I?”
“ So all the fight w ent out o f  A rm and because his m ind w as b lan

keted w ith w ishes he w ould lose.” Lucky looked chagrined. 
“Rem em ber, Lucky. Two foul falls. It w asn ’t a fair fight.”
“Yes, I know. W ell, m aybe I needed the help at that.”
The door signal flashed at that m om ent, and Lucky raised his 

eyebrows. “W ho’s this, I w onder?” He pressed the button that re
tracted the door into its slot.

A chunky man, w ith thinning hair and china-blue eyes that stared 
at them  unblinkingly, stood in the doorway. In one hand he held an 
oddly shaped piece o f  gleam ing m etal, which his lim ber fingers 
turned end for end. O ccasionally the piece ducked betw een fingers, 
traveling from thum b to pinkie and back as though it had a life o f  
its own. B igm an found h im self w atching it, fascinated.

The m an said, “M y nam e is H arry N orrich. I ’m your next-door 
neighbor.”

“G ood day,” said Lucky.
“Y ou’re Lucky Starr and B igm an Jones, aren’t you? W ould you 

care to com e to m y place a few m inutes? V isit a bit, have a drink?” 
“T hat’s kind o f  you,” said Lucky. “W e’ll be glad to jo in  you .” 
N orrich turned som ew hat stiffly and led the w ay dow n the cor

ridor to the next door. One hand touched the corridor wall occasion
ally. Lucky and B igm an followed, the latter holding the V-frog.

“W on’t you com e in, gentlem en?” He stood aside to let them  
enter. “Please sit down. I ’ve heard a great deal about you already.” 

“Like w hat?” asked Bigman.
“Like L ucky’s fight w ith Big A rm and and B igm an’s m arksm an

ship w ith a needle-gun. I t’s all over the place. I doubt there’s anyone 
on Jupiter N ine who w o n ’t hear o f  it by m orning. I t’s one o f  the 
reasons I asked you in. I w anted to talk  to you about it.”

He poured a reddish liquor carefully into tw o sm all glasses and 
offered them. For a m om ent Lucky put his hand som e three inches 
to one side o f  the glass, w aited w ithout result, then reached over and 
took it from  N orrich ’s hand. Lucky put the drink to one side. 

“W hat’s that on your w orktable?” asked Bigm an.
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N o rrich ’s room , in addition to the usual furnishings, had som e
thing that looked like a w orktable running the length o f  one wall w ith 
a bench  before it. O n the w orktable was a series o f  metal gim m icks 
spread out loosely, and in the center was an odd structure, six inches 
h igh  and  very  uneven in  outline.

“This th ing?” N orrich ’s hand slid delicately along the surface o f  
the table and cam e to rest on the structure. “I t’s a threedee.”

“A  w hat?”
“A  three-dim ensional jigsaw . The Japanese had them  for 

thousands o f  years, but th ey ’ve never caught on elsewhere. T hey’re 
puzzles, m ade up o f  a num ber o f  pieces that fit together to form  some 
sort o f  structure. This one, for instance, w ill be the m odel o f  an Agrav 
generator w hen it’s finished. I designed and m ade this puzzle m yself.”

H e lifted the piece o f  m etal he was holding and placed it carefully 
in a little slot in the structure. The piece slid in sm oothly and held 
in place.

“N ow  you take another piece.” His left hand m oved gently over 
the structure, w hile his right felt am ong the loose pieces, came up 
w ith  one, and  m oved it into place.

B igm an, fascinated, m oved forward, then jum ped back at a sud
den  anim al how l from  beneath  the table.

A  dog cam e squirm ing out from  beneath the table and put its 
forefeet on the bench. It was a large G erm an shepherd dog and it 
stood now  looking m ildly at B igm an.

B igm an said nervously, “Here, now, I stepped on it by accident.”
“I t ’s only M utt,” said N orrich. “He w on’t hurt anyone without 

better cause than being stepped on. H e ’s m y dog. H e’s m y eyes.”
“Y our eyes?”
L ucky said softly, “Mr. N orrich is blind, B igm an.”
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Death Enters the Game

Bigm an shrank back. “I ’m  sorry.”
“No need to be sorry,” N orrich said cheerfully. “ I ’m  used to  it 

and I can get along. I ’m  holding a m aster technician’s rank and I ’m  
in charge o f  constructing experim ental jigs. I don ’t need anyone to 
help m e, either, any m ore than I need help in m y threedees.”

“I im agine the threedees offer good exercise,” said Lucky. 
B igm an said, “You m ean you can put those things together w ith

out even being able to see them ? Sands o f  M ars!”
“I t’s not as hard as you m ight think. I ’ve been practicing for 

years and I m ake them  m yself so I know  the tricks o f  them . H ere, 
Bigman, here’s a sim ple one. I t’s ju st an egg shape. C an you take it 
apart?”

Bigm an received the light-alloy ovoid and turned it in his hands, 
looking over the pieces that fit together sm oothly and neatly.

“In fact,” N orrich went on, “the only thing I really need M utt for 
is to take m e along the corridors.” He leaned dow n to scratch the 
dog behind one ear, and the dog perm itted it, opening his m outh  w ide 
in a sleepy yawn, showing large w hite fangs and a length o f  p ink 
lolling tongue. Lucky could feel the w arm  thickness o f  N orrich ’s 
affection for the dog pour out via the V-ffog.

“ I can’t use the A grav corridors,” N orrich  said, “since I ’d have 
no w ay o f telling w hen to decelerate, so I have to w alk  through 
ordinary corridors and M utt guides me. It m akes for the long w ay 
around, but i t’s good exercise, and w ith all the w alking M utt and I 
know  Jupiter N ine better than anybody, don ’t we, M utt? . . . H ave 
you got it yet, B igm an?”

“N o,” said Bigm an. “I t’s all one piece.”
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“N ot really. H ere, give it to m e.”
B igm an handed it over, and N orrich’s skillful fingers flew over 

the surface. “ See this little square bit here? You push it and it goes 
in a bit. G rab the part that com es out the other end, give it h a lf a 
turn clockw ise, and it pulls out altogether. See? N ow  the rest comes 
apart easily. This, then this, then this, and so on. Line up the pieces 
in  order as they com e out; there are only eight o f  them ; then put 
them  back in reverse order. Put the key piece in last, and it w ill lock 
everything into p lace.”

B igm an stared dubiously at the individual pieces and bent close 
over them .

Lucky said, “I believe you w anted to discuss the reception com 
m ittee I m et up w ith w hen I arrived, Mr. Norrich. You said you 
w anted to talk  about m y fight w ith A rm and.”

“Yes, Councilm an, yes. I w anted you to understand. I ’ve been 
here on Jupiter N ine since A grav project started and I know  the men. 
Som e leave w hen their h itch is up, some stay on, greenhorns jo in  up; 
bu t th ey ’re all the sam e in one way. T hey’re very insecure.”

“W hy?”
“For several reasons. In the first place, there is danger involved 

in the project. W e’ve had dozens o f  accidents and lost hundreds o f  
m en. I lost m y eyes five years ago and I was fortunate in a way. I 
m ight have died. Secondly, the m en are isolated from  friends and 
fam ily w hile th ey ’re here. R eally isolated.”

Lucky said, “I im agine there are some people who enjoy the 
isolation.”

H e sm iled grim ly as he said that. It was no secret that m en who 
in one w ay or another had gotten entangled with the law som etimes 
m anaged to find wrork on som e o f  the p ioneer worlds. People were 
alw ays needed to w ork under dom es in artificial atm ospheres with 
pseudo-grav  fields, and those who volunteered w ere usually not asked 
too m any questions. N or was there anything very w rong with that. 
Such volunteers aided Earth and its people under difficult conditions, 
and that, in a w ay, w as a paym ent for m isdeeds.

N orrich  nodded at L ucky’s w ords. “I see y o u ’re not naive about 
it and I ’m  glad. Leaving the officers and the professional engineers 
to  one side, I im agine a good h a lf o f  the m en here have crim inal 
records on Earth, and m ost o f  the rest m ight have such records if  the 
police knew  everything. I doubt that one in five gives his real name. 
A nyw ay, you see w here tension com es in w hen investigator after 
investigator arrives. Y o u ’re all looking for Sirian spies; we know that; 
but each m an thinks that m aybe his own particular trouble will come
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out and h e ’ll be dragged back to ja il on Earth. They all w ant to  go 
back to Earth, but they want to go back anonym ously, not at the 
other end o f  a set o f  w rist locks. T hat’s w hy R ed Sum m ers could 
rouse them  so.”

“And is Summ ers som ething special that he takes the lead? A 
particularly bad record  on Earth?”

Bigm an looked up briefly from  his threedee to say bitterly, “M ur
der, m aybe?”

“N o,” said N orrich w ith instant energy. “Y o u ’ve got to under
stand about Summers. H e’s had an unfortunate life: broken hom e, no 
real parents. He got into the w rong crowds. H e ’s been in prison, yes, 
for being involved in some m inor rackets. I f  h e ’d stayed on Earth, 
his life w ould have been one long waste. B ut h e ’s com e to  Jupiter 
Nine. H e’s m ade a new  life here. He cam e out as a com m on laborer 
and he educated him self. H e’s learned low -grav construction engi
neering, force-field m echanics, and A grav techniques. H e’s been p ro 
m oted to a responsible position and has done w onderful w ork. H e ’s 
respectable, adm ired, well liked. H e’s found out w hat it is to  have 
honor and position and he dreads nothing m ore than the thought o f  
going back to Earth and his old life.”

“ Sure, he hates it so m uch,” said Bigm an, “that he tried  to kill 
Lucky by  gim m icking the fight.”

“Y es,” said N orrich, frowning, “I heard he w as using a sub-phase 
oscillator to kill the councilm an’s control response. That w as stupid 
o f  him , but he was in panic. Look, fundam entally the m an is good- 
hearted. W hen m y old M utt died— ”

“Y our old M utt?” asked Lucky.
“ I had a Seeing Eye dog before this one w hich I also called M utt. 

It died in a force-field short circuit that killed tw o m en besides. He 
shouldn’t have been there, but som etim es a dog will w ander o ff  on 
his own adventures. This one does, too, w hen I ’m  not using him , but 
he always com es back.” He leaned dow n to slap his dog ’s flank 
lightly, and M utt closed one eye and thum ped his tail against the 
floor.

“Anyway, after old M utt died, it looked for a w hile as though I 
m ightn’t get another and I w ould have to be sent hom e. I ’m  no use 
here w ithout one. Seeing Eye dogs are in short supply; there are 
w aiting lists. The adm inistration here at Jupiter N ine d idn’t w ant to 
pull any strings because they w eren’t anxious to publicize the fact 
that they were em ploying a blind m an as construction engineer. The 
econom y bloc in C ongress is alw ays w aiting for som ething like that 
to m ake bad publicity out of. So it was Sum m ers w ho cam e through.
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He used som e contacts he had on Earth and got m e M utt here. It 
w asn ’t exactly legal, it w as even w hat you m ight call the black m ar
ket, but Sum m ers risked his position here to do a friend a favor and 
I ow e him  a great deal. I ’m hoping y o u ’ll rem em ber Summers can 
do and has done things like that and that y o u ’ll go easy on him  for 
his actions earlier today.”

Lucky said, “ I ’m  not taking any action against him. I had no 
intention o f  doing so even before our conversation. Still, I ’m  sure 
that Sum m ers’ real nam e and record are know n to the Council and 
I ’ll be checking on the facts.”

N orrich flushed, “By all m eans, do so. Y ou’ll find h e ’s not so 
bad .”

“I hope so. But tell m e som ething. Through all that has ju st taken 
place, there w as no attem pt on the part o f  the project adm inistration 
to interfere. D o you find this strange?”

N orrich laughed shortly. “N ot at all. I don ’t think C om m ander 
D onahue w ould have cared m uch i f  y o u ’d been killed, except for the 
trouble it w ould  have taken to hush it up. H e’s got bigger troubles 
on his m ind than you  or your investigation.”

“B igger troubles?”
“ Sure. The head o f  this project is changed every year; arm y pol

icy o f  rotation. Donahue is the sixth boss w e’ve had and far and 
aw ay the best. I ’ve got to say that. H e’s cut through red tape and he 
h asn ’t tried to m ake an arm y cam p out o f  the project. H e’s given the 
m en leew ay and let them  raise a bit o f  cain now  and then so h e ’s 
gotten results. N ow  the first A grav ship will be ready to take o ff any 
tim e. Som e say it’s a m atter o f  days.”

“That soon?”
“C ould be. B ut the point is that C om m ander D onahue is due to 

be relieved in less than a month. A  delay now  could m ean that the 
launching o f  the A grav ship w o n ’t take place until D onahue’s suc
cessor com es in. D onahue’s successor w ould get to ride in it, have 
the fame, go dow n in the history books, and Donahue w ould m iss 
out.”

“No w onder he d idn’t w ant you on Jupiter N ine,” B igm an said 
hotly. “N o w onder he d idn’t w ant you, Lucky.”

Lucky shrugged. “D on’t w aste tem per, B igm an.”
B ut B igm an said, “The dirty cobber! Sirius can gobble up Earth 

for all he cares as long as he can get to ride his m iserable ship.” He 
lifted a clenched fist, and there w as a m uted growl from  Mutt.

N orrich  said sharply, “W hat are you doing, B igm an?”
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“W hat?” B igm an was genuinely astonished. “I ’m  not doing a 
thing.”

“A re you m aking a threatening gesture?”
Bigm an low ered his arm  quickly. “N ot really .”
“Y ou’ve got to be careful around M utt. H e ’s been trained to take 

care o f  m e . . . .  Look, I ’ll show you. Just step tow ard m e and m ake 
believe you’re going to throw  a punch at m e.”

Lucky said, “T hat’s not necessary. W e understand— ”
“Please,” said Norrich. “T here’s no danger. I ’ll stop M utt in tim e. 

As a m atter o f  fact, it’s good practice for him . Everyone on the 
project is so careful o f  me that 1 sw ear I don ’t know  if  he rem em bers 
his training. Go ahead, B igm an.”

Bigman stepped forw ard and raised his arm  halfheartedly. A t 
once M utt’s ears flattened, his eyes slitted, his fangs stood sharply 
revealed, his leg m uscles tensed for a spring, and a harsh grow l issued 
from  the recesses o f  his throat.

B igm an drew back hastily, and N orrich said, “D ow n, M utt!” The 
dog subsided. Lucky could sense, clearly, the gathering and relaxa
tion o f  tension in B igm an’s m ind and the fond trium ph in N orrich ’s.

N orrich said, “How are you doing w ith the threedee egg, B ig
m an?”

The little M artian, in exasperation, said, “I ’ve given up. I ’ve got 
two pieces put together and that’s all I can do.”

N orrich laughed. “Just a m atter o f  practice, th a t’s all. L ook.”
He took the two pieces out o f  B igm an’s hand and said, “N o 

wonder. Y ou’ve got these together w rong.” He flipped one piece end 
for end, brought the two together again, added another piece and 
another until he held seven pieces in the shape o f  a loose ovoid w ith 
a hole through it. He picked up the eighth and key piece, slipped it 
in, gave it a ha lf turn counterclockw ise, pushed it the rest o f  the way, 
and said, “Finished.”

He tossed the com pleted egg into the air and caught it, w hile 
B igm an w atched in chagrin.

Lucky got to his feet. “W ell, Mr. N orrich, w e ’ll be seeing you 
again. I ’ll rem em ber your rem arks about Sum m ers and the rest. 
Thank you for the drink.” It still rested untouched on the desk. 

“Nice to have m et you,” said N orrich, rising and shaking hands.

It was some time before Lucky could fall asleep. H e lay in the 
darkness o f  his room  hundreds o f  feet below  the surface o f  Jupiter 
Nine, listening to B igm an’s soft snoring in the adjoining room , and 
thought o f  the events o f  the day. O ver and over them  he went.



H e w as bothered! Som ething had happened that shouldn’t have; 
or som ething had  not happened that should have.

B ut he w as w eary and everything w as a bit unreal and tw isted 
in  the half-w orld  o f  half-sleep. Som ething hovered at the edge o f  
aw areness. H e clutched at it, but it slipped away.

A nd w hen m orning cam e there was nothing left o f  it.
B igm an called out to Lucky from  his ow n room  as Lucky' was 

drying h im se lf under the soft je ts  o f  w arm  air after his shower.
The little M artian yelled, “ Hey, Lucky, I ’ve recharged the 

V -frog ’s carbon-dioxide supply and dum ped in m ore weed. Y ou’ll 
be taking it dow n to our m eeting w ith that blasted com m ander, w on’t 
you?”

“W e certain ly  w ill, B igm an.”
“I t’s all set then. H ow  about letting m e tell the com m ander w hat 

I th ink o f  h im ?”
“N ow , B igm an.”
“N uts! I t ’s m e for the show er now .”
L ike all m en o f  the solar system  brought up on planets other than 

Earth, B igm an reveled  in w ater w hen he could get at it, and a show er 
for him  w as a leisurely, loving experience. Lucky braced h im self for 
a session o f  the tenor caterw auling that Bigman called singing.

The intercom  sounded after B igm an w as well launched into some 
dubious fragm ent o f  m elody that sounded piercingly off-key and ju st 
as L ucky com pleted dressing.

L ucky stepped to it and activated reception. “ Starr speaking.” 
“ Starr!” C om m ander D onahue’s lined face showed in the visi- 

panel. H is lips w ere narrow  and com pressed and his whole expression 
w as one o f  antagonism  as he gazed at Lucky. “ I have heard some 
story o f  a fight betw een yourse lf and one o f  our w orkers.”

“Y es?”
“I see you  have no t been hurt.”
L ucky sm iled. “A ll’s w ell.”
“Y o u ’ll rem em ber I w arned you.”
“I am  m aking no com plaints.”
“ Since you aren ’t, and in the interest o f  the project, 1 w ould like 

to ask i f  you plan  m aking any report concerning it.”
“U nless it turns out to have some direct bearing on the problem  

w hich  concerns m e here, the incident w ill never be m entioned by 
m e.”

“G ood!” D onahue looked suddenly relieved. “I w onder i f  I could 
extend that attitude to our m eeting this m orning. O ur m eeting m ight 
be taped for confidential records and I w ould prefer— ”
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“There will be no need to discuss the m atter, C om m ander.” 
“V ery good!” The com m ander relaxed into w hat was alm ost cor

diality. “I ’ll be seeing you in  an hour then.”
Lucky was dim ly aware that B igm an’s show er had stopped and 

that his singing had subsided to a hum m ing. N ow  the hum m ing 
stopped, too, and there was a m om ent o f  silence.

Lucky said into the transm itter, “Yes, Com m ander, good— ” 
w hen B igm an exploded into a wild, near-incoherent shout.

“Lucky! ”
Lucky was on his feet w ith sm ooth speed and at the door con

necting the two room s in  two strides.
But B igm an was in the doorw ay before him , eyes big w ith horror. 

“Lucky! The V-ffog! It’s dead! I t’s been killed!”



7

A Robot Enters the Game

The V -frog ’s plastic cage was shattered and shriveled, and the floor 
w as w et w ith its w atery  contents. The V-frog, h a lf covered with the 
fronds it fed upon, w as quite, quite dead.

N ow  that it w as dead and unable to control em otion, Lucky could 
look at it w ithout the enforced fondness that he, as well as all others 
that cam e w ithin its radius o f  influence, had felt. He felt anger, how 
ever— m ostly  at h im self for having allow ed h im self to be over
reached.

B igm an, fresh from  his shower, w ith only his shorts on, clenched 
and unclenched  his fists. “I t ’s m y fault, Lucky. I t ’s all m y fault. 
I w as yelling  so loud in the show er I never heard  anyone com e 
in .”

The phrase “com e in” w as not quite appropriate. The killer had 
not sim ply com e in; he had burnt his w ay in. The lock controls were 
fused and m elted  aw ay w ith w hat had obviously been an energy 
p ro jec tor o f  fairly  large caliber.

Lucky stepped back to the interphone. “C om m ander D onahue?”
“Yes, w hat happened? Is anything w rong?”
“ I ’ll see you in an hour.” He broke connections and returned to 

the grieving Bigm an. He said som berly, “I t ’s m y fault, Bigman. U n
cle H ector said the Sirians had not yet discovered the facts concerning 
the em otional pow ers o f  the V-frog, and I accepted that too thor
oughly. I f  I had been a little less optim istic about Sirian ignorance, 
neither one o f  us w ould ever have left that little creature out o f  our 
sight for a  second.”

L ieutenant N evsky called for them , standing at attention as Lucky 
and  B igm an left their quarters.
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He said in a low voice, “ I am  glad, sir, that you w ere unharm ed 
in yesterday’s encounter. I w ould not have left you, sir, had  you not 
strictly ordered m e to .”

“Forget it, L ieutenant,” Lucky' said absently. H is m ind kept re 
turning to that m om ent ju st before sleep the preceding night when, 
for a b rie f instant, a thought had hovered at the outskirts o f  con
sciousness, then vanished. B ut it w ould not com e now , and finally 
L ucky’s m ind sped to other m atters.

They had entered the A grav corridor now, and this tim e it seem ed 
crow ded with m en, stream ing accurately and unconcernedly in both 
directions. There was a “beginning o f  the w ork day” atm osphere all 
about. Though m en w orked underground here and there w as no day 
or night, yet the old tw enty-four-hour schedule held. M ankind 
brought the fam iliar rotation o f  the Earth to all the w orlds on w hich 
he lived. And though m en m ight w ork in shifts the clock round, the 
largest num ber always w orked on the “day shift” from  nine to five, 
Solar Standard Time.

It was nearly nine now, and there was a bustle through the A grav 
corridors as m en traveled to the w ork posts. There was a feel o f  
“m orning” alm ost as strong as though there w ere a sun low  in the 
eastern sky and dew  on the grass.

Tw o m en w ere sitting at the table w hen L ucky and B igm an en
tered  the conference room . One w as C om m ander D onahue, w hose 
face bore the appearance o f  a carefully  contro lled  tension. The 
com m ander rose and coldly in troduced the other: Jam es Panner, the 
ch ie f engineer and civilian head o f  the project. Panner w as a stocky 
m an w ith a sw arthy face, dark deep-set eyes, and a bull neck. H e 
w ore a dark shirt open at the collar and w ithout insign ia  o f  any 
sort.

L ieutenant N evsky saluted and retired. C om m ander D onahue 
w atched the door close and said, “ Since that leaves the four o f  us, 
let’s get to business.”

“The four o f  us and a cat,” said Lucky, stroking a sm all creature 
that hitched its forepaws on the table and stared at him  solem nly. 
“This isn ’t the same cat I saw  yesterday, is it?”

The com m ander frowned. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. W e have a 
num ber o f  cats on the satellite. H ow ever, I presum e w e’re not here 
to discuss pets.”

Lucky said, “On the contrary, Com m ander, I th ink it w ill do as 
a topic o f  conversation to begin w ith and I chose it deliberately. Do 
you rem em ber m y ow n pet, sir?”
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“Y our little V enusian creature?” said the com m ander w ith sudden 
w arm th. “I rem em ber it. It w as— ” He stopped in confusion as though 
w ondering, in the V -ffog’s absence, w hat the reason for his enthu
siasm  concerning it m ight be.

“The little V enusian creature,” said Lucky, “had peculiar abili
ties. It could detect em otion. It could transm it emotion. It could even 
im pose em otion.”

The com m ander’s eyes opened w ide, but Panner said in a 
husky  voice, “ I once heard  a rum or to that effect, Councilm an. I 
laughed .”

“Y ou n eedn’t have. It is true. In fact, C om m ander Donahue, m y 
purpose in  asking for this interview  was to m ake arrangem ents to 
have every m an on the project interview ed by me in the presence o f  
the V -frog. I w anted  an em otional analysis.”

The com m ander still seem ed h a lf stunned. “W hat w ould that 
p rove?”

“Perhaps nothing. Still, I m eant to try  it.”
Panner intervened. “M eant to try  it? You use the past tense, 

C ouncilm an S tarr.”
L ucky stared solem nly at the two project officials. “M y V -frog 

is dead.”
B igm an said furiously, “K illed this m orning.”
The com m ander said, “W ho killed  it?”
“W e don’t  know , C om m ander.”
The com m ander sat back in his chair. “Then your little investi

gation is over, I suppose, till the anim al can be replaced.”
L ucky said, “There w ill be no waiting. The m ere fact o f  the 

V -frog ’s death has told m e a great deal, and the m atter becom es m uch 
m ore serious.”

“W hat do you m ean?”
A ll stared. Even B igm an looked up at Lucky in profound sur

prise.
L ucky said, “I to ld  you that the V -frog has the capacity to impose 

em otion. Y ou yourself, C om m ander Donahue, experienced that. Do 
you recall your feelings w hen you saw the V -frog on m y ship yes
terday? Y ou w ere under considerable strain, yet w hen you saw the 
V -frog—  D o you rem em ber your feelings, sir?”

“I w as rather taken w ith the creature,” the com m ander faltered. 
“C an you think w hy, as you look back at the m om ent now ?” 
“N o, com e to  th ink o f  it. U gly  creature.”
“Y et you liked it. Y ou couldn’t help yourself. Could you have 

harm ed it?”
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“I suppose not.”
“I ’m  certain you couldn’t. N o one w ith em otions could have. Y et 

som eone did. Someone killed it.”
Panner said, “Do you intend to explain the paradox?”
“Easily explained. N o one with em otions. A robot, how ever, 

does not have em otions. Suppose that som ew here on Jup iter N ine 
there is a robot, a m echanical m an, in the perfec t form  o f  a hum an 
being?”

“You m ean a hum anoid?” exploded C om m ander D onahue. “Im 
possible. Such things exist only in fairy tales.”

Lucky said, “I think, Com m ander, you are not aw are o f  how  
skillful the Sirians are in the m anufacture o f  robots. I think they m ight 
be able to use some m an on Jupiter N ine, som e thoroughly loyal 
m an, as m odel; build a robot in his shape and substitute it for him . 
Such a hum anoid robot could have special senses that w ould enable 
it to be the perfect spy. It m ight, for instance, be able to  see in the 
dark or sense things through thicknesses o f  m atter. It w ould certainly 
be able to transm it inform ation through the subether by som e built- 
in device.”

The com m ander shook his head. “Ridiculous. A  m an could easily 
have killed the V-ffog. A desperate m an frightened to an extrem e 
m ight have overcom e this— this m ental influence the anim al exerted. 
Have you thought o f  that?”

“Yes, I have,” said Lucky. “But w hy should a m an be so des
perate, why so w ild to kill a harm less V -frog? The m ost obvious 
reason is that the V -frog represented a desperate danger, that it w as 
not harm less at all. The only danger a V -frog m ight have to the killer 
w ould involve the anim al’s capacity to detect and transm it the k ille r’s 
em otions. Suppose those em otions w ould be an im m ediate giveaw ay 
to the fact that the killer was a spy?”

“How could it be?” Panner asked.
Lucky turned to look at him . “W hat i f  our k ille r had  no em o

tions at all? W ouldn’t a m an w ithout em otions be revealed  at once 
as a robot? . . .  O r take it another w ay altogether. W hy kill only  the 
V -frog? H aving gotten into our room s, having  risked  so m uch, 
having found one o f  us in the show er and one at the in tercom  
and both unsuspecting and unready, w hy did not the k ille r k ill us 
instead o f  the V -frog? For that m atter, w hy not k ill us a n d  the 
V -frog?”

“N o tim e, probably,” said the com m ander.
“T here’s another and m ore plausible reason,” said Lucky. “Do



you know  the Three Law s o f  Robotics, the rules o f  behavior that all 
robots are bu ilt to  follow ?”

“I know  them  generally ,” the com m ander said. “1 can’t quote 
them .”

“I can ,” said Lucky, “and w ith your perm ission I will, so that I 
m ay m ake a point. The First Law is this: A robot m ay not injure a 
hum an being or, through inaction, allow  a hum an being to com e to 
harm. The Second Law  is: A  robot m ust obey the orders given it by 
hum an beings except w here such orders w ould conflict w ith the First 
Law. The Third Law  is: A robot m ust protect its ow n existence as 
long as such protection does not conflict with the First or Second 
L aw .”

Panner nodded. “All right, Councilm an, w hat does that prove?” 
“A  robot can be ordered to kill the V-frog, w hich is an animal. 

It w ill risk its existence, since self-preservation is only Third Law, 
to obey orders, w hich is Second Law. But it cannot be ordered to 
kill B igm an or m yself, since w e are hum ans, and First Law takes 
precedence over all. A  hum an spy w ould have killed us and the 
V -frog; a robot spy w ould have killed only the V-frog. It all points 
to the sam e thing, C om m ander.”

The com m ander considered that for long m inutes, sitting m otion
less, the lines on his tired face grooving deeper. Then he said, “W hat 
do you propose to do? X -ray every m an on the project?”

“N o,” said Lucky at once. “ I t’s not that simple. Successful es
pionage is going on elsew here than here. I f  there is a hum anoid robot 
here, there are probably others elsew here. It would be well to catch 
as m any o f  the hum anoids as possible; all o f  them  if  we can. I f  we 
act too eagerly and openly to catch the one under our hands, the 
others m ay be snatched aw ay for use at another tim e.”

“Then w hat do  you propose doing?”
“To w ork slowly. Once you suspect a robot, there are ways o f  

m aking it give itse lf aw ay w ithout its being aw are o f  it. And I don’t 
start com pletely from  scratch. For instance, Com m ander, I know  you 
are not a robot, since I detected em otion in you yesterday. In fact, I 
deliberately induced anger in you to test m y V-frog, and for that I 
ask  your pardon .”

D onahue’s face had gone m auve. “I, a robot?”
“A s I said, I used you only to test m y V -frog.”
Panner said d iyly, “You have no reason to feel sure about me, 

Councilm an. I never faced your V -frog.”
“That is right,” said Lucky. “You are not cleared yet. Remove 

your shirt.”

L U C K Y  ST A R R  A N D  THE M O O N S OF JUPITER 521



5 2 2 THE COM PLETE A D V E N T U R E S OF L U C K Y  ST A R R

“W hat!” cried Parmer indignantly. “W hy?”
Lucky said m ildly, “You have ju st been cleared. A  robot w ould 

have had to obey that order.”
The com m ander’s fist banged down on his desk. “Stop it! This 

ends right here. I w ill not have you testing or annoying m y m en in 
any way. I have a job  to do on this satellite, C ouncilm an Starr; I 
have an A grav ship to get into space, and I ’m  getting it into space. 
My m en have been investigated and th ey ’re clear. Y our story about 
a robot is flimsy, and I ’m  not going along w ith it.

“ I told you yesterday, Starr, that I d idn’t w ant you on this Sat
ellite disturbing m y m en and w recking their m orale. Y ou saw fit 
yesterday to address m e in insulting fashion. Y ou say now  it w as ju s t 
to test your animal, w hich m akes it no less insulting. For that reason, 
I feel no need to co-operate w ith you and I am  not doing so. Let m e 
tell you exactly w hat I have done.

“I ’ve cut o ff all com m unication with Earth. I ’ve put Jupiter N ine 
under em ergency orders. I have the pow ers o f  a m ilitary dictator now. 
Do you understand?”

L ucky’s eyes narrow ed a trifle. “As councilm an o f  the Council 
o f  Science, I outrank you.”

“How do you intend to enforce your rank? M y m en w ill obey 
me and they have their orders. Y ou will be restrained forcibly i f  you 
try in any way, by w ord or deed, to interfere w ith m y orders.”

“A nd w hat are your orders?”
“Tom orrow ,” said C om m ander D onahue, “at 6 p.m., Solar Stan

dard Tim e, the first functioning A grav ship in existence will m ake 
its first flight from  Jupiter Nine to Jupiter One, the satellite Io. A fter 
w e’re back— after w e’re back, Councilm an Starr, and not one hour 
sooner— you m any conduct your investigation. A nd i f  you then w ant 
to get in touch with Earth and arrange court-m artial proceedings, I 
w ill be ready for you.”

C om m ander Donahue stared firmly at Lucky Starr.
Lucky said to Panner. “ Is the ship ready?”
Panner said, “I think so.”
Donahue said scornfully. “W e leave tom orrow . W ell, C ouncil

m an Starr, do you go along w ith m e or w ill I have to have you 
arrested?”

The silence that follow ed was a tense one. B igm an virtually  held 
his breath. The com m ander’s hands w ere clenching and unclenching, 
and his nose was white and pinched. Panner slow ly fum bled a stick



o f  gum  out o f  his shirt pocket, stripped it o f  its plastofoil coating 
w ith one hand, and crum pled it into his mouth.

And then Lucky clasped his hands loosely, sat back in his chair, 
and said, “ I ’ll be glad to co-operate w ith you, Com m ander.”
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Blindness

Bigm an was at once outraged. “Lucky! A re you going to let him  stop 
the investigation ju s t like that?”

Lucky said, “N ot exactly, Bigman. W e’ll be on board  the A grav 
ship and w e’ll continue it there.”

“No sir,” the com m ander said flatly, “Y ou will not be on board. 
D on’t think that for an instant.”

Lucky said, “W ho will be on board, Com m ander? Y ourself, I 
presum e?”

“M yself. Also Panner, as ch ief engineer. Tw o o f  m y officers, five 
other engineers, and five ordinary crewm en. A ll these were chosen 
some time ago. M yself and Panner, as responsible heads o f  the pro j
ect; the five engineers to handle the ship itself; the rem ainder in return 
for their services to  the project.”

Lucky said thoughtfully, “W hat type o f  service?”
Panner interrupted to say, “The best exam ple o f  w hat the com 

m ander is talking about is Harry N orrich, w ho— ”
Bigm an stiffened in surprise. “You m ean the b lind  fellow ?” 
Panner said, “Y ou know  him  then?”
“W e m et him  last evening,” said Lucky.
“W ell,” said Panner, “N orrich was here at the very beginning o f  

the project. He lost his sight w hen he threw  h im self betw een tw o 
contacts to keep a force field from  buckling. He w as in the hospital 
five m onths and his eyes w ere the one part o f  him  that cou ldn’t be 
restored. By his act o f  bravery, he kept the satellite from  having a 
chunk the size o f  a m ountain blow n out o f  it. He saved the lives o f  
two hundred people and  he saved the project, since a m ajor accident 
at the beginning m ight have m ade it im possible to get further appro
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priations out o f  Congress. That sort o f  thing is what earns one the 
honor o f  a place on the m aiden voyage o f  the Agrav ship.”

“I t ’s a sham e he w o n ’t be able to see Jupiter up close,” said 
B igm an. Then, his eyes narrow ing, “H ow ’ll he get around on board 
ship?”

Panner said, “W e’ll be taking M utt, I ’m  sure. H e’s a well- 
behaved  dog.”

“T h at’s all I w ant to know  then,” said B igm an heatedly. “I f  you 
cobbers can take a dog, you can take Lucky and m e.”

C om m ander D onahue was looking at his w ristw atch im patiently. 
N ow  he put the palm s o f  his hands flat on the table and m ade as 
though to rise. “W e have finished our business then, gentlem en.” 

“N ot quite,” Lucky said. “T here’s one little point to be cleared 
up. B igm an puts it crudely, but h e ’s quite right. He and I will be on 
the A grav  ship w hen it leaves.”

“N o,” said C om m ander Donahue. “Im possible.”
“Is the added m ass o f  two individuals too great for the ship to 

handle?”
Panner laughed. “W e could m ove a m ountain.”
“D o you  lack room  then?”
The com m ander stared at Lucky in hard displeasure. “I will not 

give any reason. Y ou are not being taken only because it is my 
decision that you not be taken. Is that clear?”

There w as a glint o f  satisfaction in his eyes, and Lucky did not 
find it hard to guess that he was squaring accounts for the tongue- 
lashing Lucky had given him  aboard the Lucky Starr.

Lucky said quietly, “You had better take us, Com m ander.” 
D onahue sm iled sardonically. “W hy? Am  I to be relieved o f  duty 

at the orders o f  the Council o f  Science? You w o n ’t be able to com 
m unicate w ith Earth till I return, and after that they can relieve me 
o f  duty  i f  they w ish .”

“I d o n ’t think y o u ’ve thought it through, C om m ander,” said 
Lucky. “They m ight relieve you o f  duty retroactive to this moment. 
In fact, I assure you they w ill do so. As far as the governm ent records 
are concerned, then, it w ill appear that A grav ship m ade its first flight 
not under your com m and but under the com m and, officially, o f  your 
successor, w hoever he m ight be. The records o f  the trip m ight even 
be adjusted to show, officially, that you were not on board.”

C om m ander D onahue w ent white. He rose and for a m om ent 
seem ed on the po in t o f  throw ing h im self bodily at Lucky.

L ucky said, “Y our decision, C om m ander?”



D onahue’s voice was m ost unnatural w hen it finally came. “Y ou 
m ay com e.”

Lucky spent the rem ainder o f  the day in the record  room s, study
ing the files on various m en em ployed on the project, w hile B igm an, 
under Partner’s guidance, was taken from  laboratory to laboratory and 
through trem endous testing room s.

It was only after the evening m eal w hen they returned to quarters 
that they had a chance to be alone together. L ucky’s silence then w as 
not extraordinary, since the young councilm an was never talkative at 
the best o f  times, but there was a sm all crease betw een his eyes that 
Bigman recognized as a sure sign o f  concern.

B igm an said, “W e aren’t m aking any progress, are w e, L ucky?”
Lucky shook his head, “N othing startling, I ’ll adm it.”
He had brought a book-film  w ith him  from  the pro jec t’s library, 

and Bigman caught a flash o f  its title: A dvanced  Robotics. M ethod
ically Lucky threaded the beginnings o f  the film through the view er.

B igm an stirred restlessly. “A re you going to be all tied  up w ith 
that film, Lucky?”

“I ’m  afraid so, B igm an.”
“Do you m ind then i f  I visit N orrich next door for com pany?”
“Go ahead.” Lucky had the view er over his eyes and he was 

leaning back, his arms crossed loosely across his chest.
B igm an closed the door and rem ained standing ju s t outside for 

a m om ent, a little nervous. He should discuss this w ith  Lucky first, 
he knew  he should, and yet the tem ptation . .  .

He told himself: I’m  not going to do anything. I ’ll ju s t check 
som ething. I f  I ’m wrong, I ’m  w rong and w hy bother Lucky? B ut i f  
it checks out, then I ’ll really  have som ething to tell him .

The door opened at once w hen he rang, and there w as N orrich, 
blind eyes fixed in the direction o f  the doorw ay, seated before a desk 
on w hich a checkerboard design carried odd figures.

He said, “Y es?”
“This is B igm an,” said the little M artian.
“Bigman! Com e in. Sit down. Is C ouncilm an Starr w ith  you?”
The door closed again, and B igm an looked about in the brightly  

lit room. His m outh tightened. “H e’s busy. B ut as for m e, I ’m  filled 
up on Agrav today. Dr. Panner took m e all over, only I d o n ’t under
stand a thing o f  it hardly.”

N orrich smiled. “Y ou’re not exactly in a m inority , bu t i f  you 
ignore the m athem atics, some o f  it isn ’t too hard to understand.”

“No? M ind explaining it then?” B igm an sat dow n in a large chair
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and bent to  look under N orrich ’s w orkbench. M utt lay there w ith his 
head betw een his forepaw s and one eye brightly fixed on Bigman.

(K eep him  talking, thought Bigman. K eep him  talking till I find 
a  hole, o r m ake one.)

“L ook here,” N orrich said. He held up one o f  the round counters 
he had  been holding. “G ravity is a form o f  energy. An object such 
as this piece I ’m  holding w hich is under the influence o f  a gravita
tional field but is not allow ed to m ove is said to have potential energy. 
I f  I w ere to release the piece, that potential energy w ould be con
verted  to m otion— or kinetic energy, as it is called. Since it continues 
under the influence o f  the gravitational field as it falls, it falls faster 
and faster and faster.” He dropped the counter at this point, and it 
fell.

“U ntil, splash,” said Bigm an. The counter hit the floor and rolled.
N orrich  bent as though to retrieve it and then said, “W ould you 

get it for m e, B igm an? I ’m  not sure where it rolled.”
B igm an suppressed his disappointm ent. He picked it up and re

turned  it.
N orrich  said, “N ow  until recently that was the only thing that 

could be done w ith potential energy: it could be converted into kinetic 
energy. O f course the kinetic energy could be used further. For in
stance, the falling w ater o f  N iagara Falls could be used to form  elec
tricity, but th a t’s a different thing. In space, gravity results in m otion 
and that ends it.

“C onsider the Jovian system  o f  moons. W e’re at Jupiter Nine, 
w ay out. F ifteen m illion m iles out. W ith respect to Jupiter, w e’ve got 
a trem endous quantity o f  potential energy. I f  we try to travel to Ju
piter One, the satellite Io, w hich is only 285,000 m iles from  Jupiter, 
w e are, in a w ay, falling all those m illions o f  miles. W e pick up 
trem endous speeds w hich we m ust continually counteract by pushing 
in the opposite direction w ith a hyperatom ic motor. It takes enorm ous 
energy. Then, i f  we m iss our m ark by a bit, w e ’re in constant danger 
o f  continuing to fall, in w hich case th ere ’s only one place to go, and 
th a t’s Jupiter— and Jupiter is instant death. Then, even i f  we land 
safely on Io, th ere ’s the problem  o f  getting back to Jupiter Nine, 
w hich m eans lifting ourselves all those m illions o f  m iles against Ju
p ite r’s gravity. The am ount o f  energy required to m aneuver am ong 
Jup iter’s m oons is ju s t prohibitive.”

“A nd A grav?” asked Bigman.
“Ah! N ow  th a t’s a d ifferen t thing. O nce you use an A grav con

verter, poten tia l energy  can be converted  into form s o f  energy 
o ther  than  k inetic  energy.' In the A grav corridor, for instance, the
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force o f  gravity  in one direction  is used to charge the grav ita tional 
field in the o ther direction  as you fall. People falling  in  one d i
rection provide the energy for people falling  in  the other. B y b leed 
ing o ff  the energy that w ay, you yourself, w hile falling, need  never 
speed up. Y ou can fall at any velocity  less than  the natural falling  
velocity. Y ou see?”

Bigman w asn’t quite sure he did but he said, “Go on.”
“In space i t ’s different. T here’s no second grav ita tional field 

to shift the energy to. Instead, it is converted  to  hyperatom ic field 
energy and stored so. By doing this, a space ship can drop from  
Jupiter N ine to lo  at any speed less than the natural falling  speed 
w ithout having to use any energy to decelerate. V irtually  no en
ergy is expended except in the final adjustm ent to Io ’s orbital 
speed. A nd safety is com plete, since the ship is alw ays under p er
fect control. Jup iter’s gravity  could be com pletely  b lanketed , i f  
necessary.

“Going back to Jupiter N ine still requires energy. There is no 
getting around that. But now  you can use the energy you had  p re 
viously stored in the hyperatom ic field condenser to get you back. 
The energy o f  Jupiter’s ow n gravitational field is used to kick you 
back.”

Bigman said, “It sounds good.” He squirm ed in his seat. He 
w asn’t getting anywhere. Suddenly he said, “W hat’s that y o u ’re fool
ing w ith on your desk?”

“Chess,” said N orrich. “Do you p lay?”
“A little,” B igm an confessed. “Lucky taught me, but i t’s no fun 

playing with him. He always w ins.” Then he asked, offhand, “H ow  
can you  p lay chess?”

“Y ou m ean because I ’m  blind?”
“U h— ”
“It’s all right. I ’m  not sensitive about being b l in d . . . .  I t ’s easy 

enough to explain. This board is m agnetized and the pieces are m ade 
o f  a light m agnetic alloy so that they stick w here th ey ’re pu t and 
don’t go tum bling if  I m ove m y arm about carelessly. H ere, try  it, 
B igm an.”

Bigman reached for one o f  the pieces. It cam e up as though stuck 
in sym p for a quarter o f  an inch or so, then w as free.

“And you see,” said N orrich, “th ey ’re not ordinary chess p ieces.”
“M ore like checkers,” grunted Bigman.
“Again so I don’t knock them  over. T hey’re not com pletely flat, 

though. T hey’ve got raised designs w hich I can identify easily  enough 
by touch and w hich resem ble the ordinary pieces closely enough so
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that other people can learn them  in a m om ent and play with me. See 
for yourself.”

B igm an had no trouble. The circle o f  raised points was obviously 
the queen, w hile the little cross in the center o f  another piece signified 
the king. The pieces w ith grooves slanting across were the bishops, the 
raised  circle o f  squares the rooks, and pointed horse’s ears the 
knights, and the sim ple round knobs the pawns.

B igm an felt stym ied. He said, “W hat are you doing now? Playing 
a gam e by  yourself?”

“N o, solving a problem . The pieces are arranged ju s t so, you see, 
and th e re ’s one w ay and only one in w hich w hite can win the game 
in exactly three m oves and I ’m  trying to find that w ay.”

B igm an said suddenly, “H ow  can you tell w hite from  black?”
N orrich laughed. “ I f  y o u ’ll look closely, y o u ’ll see the white 

pieces are grooved along the rim s and the black pieces aren’t.”
“Oh. Then you have to rem em ber where all the pieces are, don’t 

you?”
“T hat’s not hard,” N orrich said. “ It sounds as though you would 

need a photographic m em ory, but actually all I have to do is pass 
m y hand over the board and check the pieces any time. Y ou’ll notice 
the squares are m arked o ff  by little grooves, too.”

B igm an found h im self breathing hard. He had forgotten about 
the squares on the checkerboard, and they were grooved off. He felt 
as though he w ere p laying a kind o f  chess gam e o f  his own, one in 
w hich  he w as being badly  beaten.

“M ind i f  I w atch?” he said sharply. “M aybe I can figure out the 
righ t m oves.”

“B y all m eans,” said N orrich. “ I w ish you could. I ’ve been at 
this for h a lf  an hour and I ’m getting frustrated.”

There was silence for a m inute or m ore, and then B igm an rose, 
his body tense and catlike in its effort to m ake no noise. He drew a 
sm all flashlight from  one pocket and stepped tow ard the wall in little 
m otions. N orrich never m oved from  his bow ed position over the 
chessboard. B igm an threw  a quick glance tow ard M utt, but the dog 
m ade no m ove, either.

B igm an reached the wall and, hardly breathing, put one hand 
lightly  and noiselessly over the light patch. A t once, the light in the 
room  w ent out and a profound darkness rested everywhere.

B igm an rem em bered the direction in w hich N orrich ’s chair was. 
H e raised  the flashlight.

H e heard a m uted thum p and then N orrich’s voice calling out in
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surprise and a little displeasure, “W hy did you put out the light, 
B igm an?”

“That does it,” yelled B igm an in trium ph. He let the flashlight’s 
beam  shine full on N orrich’s broad face. “Y o u ’re not blind  at all, 
you spy.”



9

The Agrav Ship

N orrich cried out, “ I don ’t know  w hat y o u ’re doing, but Space, man, 
d o n ’t do anything sudden or M utt will jum p you!”

“Y ou know  exactly w hat I ’m  doing,” said Bigm an, “because you 
can see w ell enough I ’m  draw ing m y needle-gun, and I think y o u ’ve 
heard  I ’m  a dead shot. I f  your dog m oves in m y direction, i t’s the 
end for h im .”

“D o n ’t hurt M utt. P lease!”
B igm an w as taken aback by  the sudden anguish in the o ther’s 

voice. He said, “Just keep him  quiet then and com e w ith me and no 
one w ill be hurt. W e’ll go see Lucky. A nd i f  we pass anyone in the 
corridor, d o n ’t you say anything but ‘G ood day .’ I ’ll be right beside 
you, you know .”

N orrich  said, “I can ’t go w ithout M utt.”
“ Sure you can,” said Bigman. “ I t ’s only five steps dow n the cor

ridor. Even i f  you w ere really blind, you could m anage that— a fellow 
w ho can do threedees and all.”

L ucky lifted the view er from  his head at the sound o f  the door 
opening and said, “G ood day, Norrich. W here’s M utt?”

Bigm an spoke before the other had a chance to answer. “M utt’s 
in N orrich ’s room , and N orrich doesn’t need him. Sands o f  Mars. 
Lucky, N orrich isn ’t any blinder than we are!”

“W hat?”
N orrich  began, “Y our friend is quite m istaken, Mr. Starr. I want 

to say— ”
B igm an snapped. “Quiet, you! I ’ll talk, and then w hen y o u ’re 

invited, you can m ake som e rem arks.” •
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Lucky folded his arms. “ If you don’t m ind, M r. N orrich, I ’d like 
to hear what Bigman has on his m ind. A nd m eanw hile, B igm an, 
suppose you put aw ay the needle-gun.”

Bigm an did so w ith a grim ace. He said, “Look, Lucky, I sus
pected this cobber from  the beginning. Those threedee puzzles o f  his 
set m e to thinking. He was ju st a little too good. I got to w ondering 
right aw ay that he m ight be the spy.”

“T hat’s the second time y o u ’ve called m e a spy,” N orrich  cried. 
“I w on’t stand for that.”

“Look, Lucky,” said Bigm an, ignoring N orrich ’s outcry, “it 
w ould be a clever m ove to have a spy a supposed blind  m an. He 
could see an awful lot no one w ould think he was seeing. People 
w ouldn’t cover up. They w ouldn’t hide things. He could be staring 
right at some vital docum ent and th ey ’d think, ‘I t’s only poor N or
rich. He can’t see.’ M ore likely they w ouldn’t give it a thought at 
all. Sands o f  M ars, it w ould be a perfect setup!”

N orrich was looking m ore astonished w ith every m om ent. “B ut 
I am  blind. I f  i t’s the threedee puzzles or the chess, I ’ve explained— ” 

“Oh, sure, you ’ve explained,” B igm an said scornfully. “Y o u ’ve 
been practicing explanations for years. H ow  com e you sit in the pri
vacy o f  your room  with the lights on, though? W hen I walked in, 
Lucky, about h a lf an hour ago, the light w as on. He h adn’t ju s t put 
it on for me. The switch was too far aw ay from  w here he w as sitting. 
W hy?”

“W hy not?” said Norrich. “ It m akes no difference to m e w hether 
it’s on or not, so it m ight as well be on as long as I ’m  aw ake for the 
convenience o f  those who com e visiting, like you.”

“All right,” said Bigman. “That shows how  he can th ink up an 
explanation for everything— how  he can play chess, how  he can iden
tify the pieces, everything. Once he alm ost forgot h im se lf He 
dropped one o f  his chess pieces and bent to pick it up w hen he 
rem em bered ju st in tim e and asked m e to do it for h im .”

“U sually,” said N orrich, “I can tell w here som ething drops by 
the sound. This piece rolled.”

“Go on, explain,” said Bigm an. “It w o n ’t help you because 
there’s one thing you c a n ’t explain. Lucky, I w as going to test him . 
I was going to put out the light, then flash m y pocketlight in his eyes 
at full intensity. I f  he w eren’t blind, h e ’d be bound to jum p or blink  
his eyes anyway. I was sure I ’d get him . B ut I d idn ’t even have to 
go that far. As soon as I put out the light, the poor cobber forgets 
h im self and says, ‘W hy did you put out the ligh t?’ . . . H ow  did he 
know I put out the light, Lucky? H ow  d id  he know ?"
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“B ut— ” N orrich began.
B igm an drove on. “He can feel chess pieces and threedee puzzles 

and all that but he can ’t feel light going out. He had to see  that.” 
Lucky said, “I think i t ’s tim e to let Mr. N orrich say som ething.” 
N orrich  said, “T hank you. I m ay be blind, Councilm an, but my 

dog is not. W hen I put out the light at night, it m akes no difference 
to m e, as I said before, but to M utt it signals bedtim e and he goes 
to his ow n com er. N ow  I heard B igm an tiptoe to the wall in the 
direction o f  the light switch. He was trying to m ove w ithout sound, 
but a m an w ho has been blind for five years can hear the lightest 
tiptoe. A  m om ent after he stopped w alking I heard M utt jum p into 
his com er. It d idn ’t take m uch brain pow er to figure out w hat had 
happened. B igm an w as standing at the light switch and M utt was 
turning in for the night. O bviously he had put out the light.”

The engineer turned his slightless face in the direction first o f  
B igm an, then o f  Lucky, as though straining his ears for an answer. 

Lucky said, “Yes, I see. It seems we owe you an apology.” 
B igm an’s gnom elike face screw ed up unhappily. “But Lucky— ” 
Lucky shook his head. “Let go, Bigman! N ever hang on to a 

theory  after i t’s been exploded. I hope you understand, Mr. Norrich, 
that B igm an was only doing w hat he felt to be his duty.”

“I w ish he had asked a few  questions before acting,” said N or
rich, coldly, “N ow  m ay I go? Do you m ind?”

“Y ou m ay go. As an official request, however, please m ake no 
m ention o f  w hat has occurred to anyone. T hat’s quite im portant.” 

N orrich  said, “ It com es under the heading o f  false arrest, I im ag
ine, but w e ’ll let it go. I w o n ’t m ention this.” He w alked to the door, 
reached the signal patch w ith a m inim um  o f  fum bling, and walked 
out.

B igm an turned alm ost at once to Lucky. “ It was a trick. You 
shou ldn’t have let him  go.”

Lucky rested  his chin on the palm  o f  his right hand, and his calm, 
brow n eyes w ere thoughtful. “No, Bigman, he isn ’t the man w e’re 
after.”

“B ut h e ’s g o t  to be, Lucky. Even if  h e ’s blind, really  blind, i t’s 
an argum ent against him . Sure, Lucky,” B igm an grew  excited again, 
his sm all hands clum ping into fists, “he could get close to the V-frog 
w ithout seeing it. H e could kill it.”

Lucky shook his head, “N o, Bigman. The V -frog’s m ental influ
ence doesn ’t depend on its being seen. I t’s direct m ental contact. 
T h a t’s the one fact we can ’t get around.” He said slowly, “ It had to 
be a robot w ho did that. I f  had to be, and N orrich is no robot.”



5 3 4 THE COM PLETE A D V E N T U R E S OF L U C K Y  ST A R R

“W ell, how  do you know  he— ?” B ut B igm an stopped.
“I see y o u ’ve answ ered your ow n question. W e sensed his em o

tion during our first m eeting, w hen the V -frog w as still w ith  us. He 
has em otions, so h e ’s not the robot and h e ’s not the m an w e ’re look
ing for.”

B ut even as he said so, there was a look o f  deep trouble on his 
face and he tossed the book-film  on advanced robotics to one side as 
though despairing o f  help from  it.

The first Agrav ship ever to be built was nam ed Jovian M oon  
and it was not like any ship Lucky had ever seen. It w as large enough 
to be a luxury liner o f  space, but the crew  and passenger quarters 
w ere abnorm ally crow ded forward, since nine tenths o f  the sh ip’s 
volum e consisted o f  the A grav converter and the hyperatom ic force- 
field condensers. From  the m idsection, curved vanes, ridged into a 
vague resem blance to b a t’s w ings, extended on either side. Five to 
one side, five to the other, ten in  all.

Lucky had been told that these vanes, in cutting the lines o f  force 
o f  the gravitational field, converted the gravity into hyperatom ic en
ergy. It was as prosaic as that, and yet they gave the ship an alm ost 
sinister appearance.

The ship rested now  in a gigantic pit dug into Jupiter N ine. The 
lid, o f  reinforced concrete, had been retracted, and the w hole area 
was under norm al Jupiter N ine gravity and exposed to the norm al 
airlessness o f  Jupiter N ine’s surface.

N evertheless the entire personnel o f  the project, nearly  a thou
sand m en, were gathered in this natural am phitheater. Lucky had 
never seen so m any m en in space suits at one time. There w as a 
certain natural excitem ent because o f  the occasion; a certain alm ost 
hysterical restlessness that m anifested itse lf in horseplay m ade pos
sible by the low  gravity.

Lucky thought grimly: A nd one o f  those m en in space suits is 
no m an at all.

But w hich one? A nd how  could he tell?
C om m ander D onahue m ade his short speech o f  dedication to a 

group o f m en grow n silent, im pressed despite them selves; w hile 
Lucky, looking up at Jupiter, g lanced at a sm all object near it that 
was not a star but a tiny sliver o f  light, curved like the paring o f  a 
small fingernail, alm ost too small for the curve to be seen. I f  there 
had been any air in the way, instead o f  Jupiter N ine’s airless vacuum , 
that small curve w ould have been blurred  into a form less spot o f  
light.
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Lucky knew  the tiny crescent to be G anym ede, Jupiter Three, 
Jup iter’s largest satellite and w orthy m oon o f  the giant planet. It was 
nearly  three tim es the size o f  E arth ’s moon; it was larger than the 
p lanet M ercury. It w as alm ost as large as M ars. W ith the A grav fleet 
com pleted, G anym ede w ould quickly becom e a m ajor w orld o f  the 
solar system .

C om m ander D onahue christened the ship at last in a voice husky 
w ith em otion, and then the assem bled audience, in groups o f  five and 
six, entered the air-filled interior o f  the satellite through the various 
locks.

O nly those w ho w ere to be aboard the Jovian M oon  remained. 
One by  one they clim bed the ram p to the entrance lock, Com m ander 
D onahue first.

Lucky and  B igm an w ere last to board. C om m ander Donahue 
turned  aw ay from  the air lock as they entered, stiffly unfriendly.

B igm an leaned tow ard Lucky, to say tightly, “D id you notice, 
Lucky, that R ed Sum m ers is on board?”

“I know .”
“H e ’s the cobber w ho tried  to  kill you.”
“I know , B igm an.”

The ship w as lifting now  in w hat was at first a m ajestic creep. 
The surface gravity  o f  Jupiter N ine was only one eightieth o f  Earth, 
and though the w eight o f  the ship w as still in the hundreds o f  tons, 
that w as not the cause o f  the initial slowness. Even w ere gravity 
absent altogether, the ship w ould still retain its full content o f  m atter 
and  all the inertia that w ent w ith it. It w ould still be ju st as hard to 
put all that m atter into m otion, or, i f  it cam e to that, to stop it or 
change its direction o f  travel, once it had begun moving.

B ut first slowly, then m ore and m ore rapidly, the pit was left 
behind. Jupiter N ine shrank beneath them  and becam e visible in the 
visiplates as a rugged gray rock. The constellations pow dered the 
b lack  sky and Jupiter was a bright m arble.

Jam es Panner approached them  and placed an arm  on the shoul
der o f  each m an. “W ould you two gentlem en care to jo in  m e in my 
cabin  for a m eal? T here’ll be nothing to w atch here in the viewing 
room  for a w hile.” His w ide m outh pulled back in a grin that swelled 
the cords o f  his th ick  neck and m ade it seem  no neck at all but a 
m ere continuation o f  head.

“Thank you ,” Lucky said. “I t’s kind o f  you to invite us.”
“W ell,” said Panner, “the com m ander isn ’t going to and the m en
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are a little leery o f  you, too. I don ’t w ant you to get too lonely. It 
w ill be a long trip.”

“A ren’t you leery o f  m e, Dr. Panner?” Lucky asked dryly.
“O f course not. You tested m e, rem em ber, and I passed.”

Panner’s cabin was a small one in w hich the three barely  fitted. 
It was obvious that the quarters in this, the first A grav ship, w ere as 
cram ped as engineering ingenuity could m ake them . Panner broke 
out three cans o f  ship-ration, the concentrated food that w as un iver
sally eaten on space ships. It was alm ost hom e to Lucky and B igm an; 
the smell o f  heating rations, the feeling o f  crow ding w alls, outside 
o f  w hich was the infinite em ptiness o f  space, and, sounding through 
those walls, the steady vibrating hum  o f  hyperatom ic m otors con
verting field energies into a directional thrust or, at the very least, 
pow ering the energy-consum ing innards o f  the ship.

If  ever the ancient be lief o f  the “m usic o f  the spheres” could be 
said to have com e literally true, it was in that hum  o f  hyperatom ics 
that w as the very essential o f  space flight.

Panner said, “W e’re past Jupiter N in e’s escape velocity  now, 
w hich m eans we can coast w ithout danger o f  falling back to its sur
face.”

Lucky said, “That m eans w e’re in free fall dow n to Jupiter.”
“W ith fifteen m illion m iles to fall, yes. Once w e ’ve p iled  up 

enough velocity to m ake it w orthw hile, w e ’ll shift to A grav.”
He took a w atch out o f  his pocket as he spoke. It w as a large 

disc o f  gleam ing, featureless m etal. He pressed a sm all catch, and 
lum inous figures appeared upon its face. A  glow ing line o f  w hite 
encircled it, turning red in a sw eeping arc until the redness closed in 
upon itself and the arc turned w hite again.

Lucky said, “Are we scheduled to enter A grav so soon?”
“Not very long,” said Panner. He placed the w atch on the table, 

and they ate silently.
Panner lifted the w atch again. “A little under a m inute. It should 

be com pletely autom atic.” A lthough the ch ief engineer spoke calm ly 
enough, the hand that held the w atch trem bled very slightly.

Panner said, “N ow ,” and there was silence. Com plete silence.
The hum  o f  the hyperatom ics had stopped. The very pow er to 

keep the ship’s lights on and its pseudo-gray field in operation w ere 
now  com ing from Jupiter’s gravitational field.

Panner said, “On the nose! Perfect!” He pu t aw ay his w atch, and 
though the sm ile on his broad, hom ely face w as a restrained one, it



virtually  shouted relief. “W e’re actually on an Agrav ship now  in full 
A grav operation.”

Lucky w as sm iling, too. “C ongratulations. I ’m  pleased to be on 
board .”

“I im agine you are. Y ou w orked hard enough for it. Poor D on
ahue.”

Lucky said gravely, “I ’m sorry I had to push the com m ander so 
hard, but I had no choice. One w ay or another, I had to be on board.” 

P anner’s eyes narrow ed at the sudden gravity in L ucky’s voice. 
“H a d  to be?”

“H ad to be! It seem s alm ost certain to m e that on board this ship 
at the present m om ent is the spy w e’re looking for.”
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In the Vitals of the Ship

Parmer stared blankly. Then, “W hy?”
“The Sirians w ould certainly w ant to know  how  the ship actually 

worked. I f  their m ethod o f  spying is foolproof, as it has been till 
now, why not continue it on board the ship?”

“W hat you ’re saying, then, is that one o f  the fourteen m en on 
board the Jovian M oon  is a robot?”

“That is exactly w hat I m ean.”
“But the m en aboard ship have been chosen long since.”
“The Sirians w ould know  the reasons for choosing and the 

m ethod o f  choice ju st as they know  everything else about the project 
and they w ould m aneuver their hum anoid robot so as to have him  
chosen.”

“T hat’s giving them  a lot o f  credit,” m uttered Panner.
“ I adm it it,” said Lucky. “There is an alternative.”
“W hich is?”
“That the hum anoid robot is aboard as a stow aw ay.”
“V ery unlikely,” said Panner.
“But quite possible. It m ight easily have boarded the ship in the 

confusion before the com m ander m ade his christening speech. I tried 
to w atch the ship then, but it w as im possible. Furtherm ore, nine tenths 
o f  the ship seems to be m ade up o f  engine com partm ent, so there 
m ust be plenty o f  room  to h ide.”

Panner thought about it. “N ot as m uch room  as you m ight th ink.” 
“ Still we m ust search the ship. W ill you do that, Dr. Panner?”
“I?,,

“Certainly. As ch ief engineer, you w ould know  the contents o f  
the engine com partm ent better than anyone else. W e’ll go w ith you .”
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“W ait. I t’s a foo l’s errand.”
“If there is no stow aw ay, Dr. Panner, we have still gained som e

thing. W e’ll know  we can restrict our consideration to the m en legally 
aboard ship.”

“Just three o f  us?”
L ucky said quietly, “W hom  can we trust to help us, w hen anyone 

w e m ight ask  m ight be the robot w e ’re looking for? Let us not discuss 
this any further, Dr. Panner. A re you w illing to help us search the 
ship? I am  asking your help in m y capacity as a m em ber o f  the 
C ouncil o f  Science.”

R eluctantly  Panner got to his feet. “I suppose I m ust then.”

They clam bered dow n the hand holds o f  the narrow  shaft leading 
to the first engine level. The light was subdued and, naturally, indi
rect, so that the huge structures on either side cast no shadow.

There w as no sound, no slightest hum  to indicate activity or to 
show  that vast forces w ere being trapped and dealt with. Bigman, 
looking about, w as appalled to find that nothing seem ed familiar; that 
o f  the ordinary w orkings o f  a space ship, such as that o f  their own 
Shooting  Starr, nothing seem ed left.

“E very th ing’s closed in ,” he said.
Panner nodded and said in a low  voice, “Everything is as auto

m atic as possible. The need for hum an intervention has been cut to 
the m inim um .”

“W hat about repairs?”
“There shouldn’t have to be any,” the engineer said grimly. “We 

have alternate circuits and duplicated equipm ent at every step, all 
allow ing for autom atic cut-in after self-check.”

Panner m oved ahead, guiding them  through the narrow  openings 
but m oving alw ays slow ly as though at any m om ent he expected 
som eone, or som e thing, to hurl itse lf m urderously upon them.

Level by level, m ethodically  m oving out from  the central shaft 
along the side channels, Panner probed each bit o f  room  with the 
sureness o f  the expert.

Eventually  they cam e to a halt at the very bottom , hard against 
the large tail je ts  through w hich the glow ing hyperatom ic forces 
(w hen the ship was in ordinary flight) pressed backw ard to push the 
ship forward.

From  w ithin the ship the test je ts  show ed as four smooth pipes, 
each tw ice as th ick  as a m an, burrow ing into the ship and ending in 
the trem endous featureless structures that housed the hyperatom ic 
m otors.
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Bigm an said, “Hey, the jets! Inside!”
“N o,” said Panner.
“W hy not? A robot could hide there fine. I t’s open space, but 

w hat’s that to a robot?”
“H yperatom ic thrusts,” said Lucky, “w ould be p lenty to it and 

there’ve been a num ber o f  those till an hour ago. N o, the je ts  are 
out.”

“W ell, then,” said Panner, “there’s no one anyw here in the engine 
com partm ents. N o thing, either.”

“Y ou’re sure?”
“Yes. There isn ’t a place we haven’t looked, and the route I 

follow ed m ade it im possible for anything to get around and behind 
us.”

Their voices m ade small echoes in the lengths o f  shafts behind 
them.

Bigm an said, “ Sands o f  M ars, that leaves us w ith the fourteen 
regulars.”

Lucky said thoughtfully, “Less than that. Three o f  the m en 
aboard ship showed emotion: C om m ander Donahue, H arry N orrich, 
Red Summers. That leaves eleven.”

Panner said, “D on’t forget me. I disobeyed an order. That leaves 
ten.”

“That raises an interesting point,” said Lucky. “Do you know  
anything about robotics?”

“I?” said Panner. “N ever dealt w ith a robot in m y life.”
“Exactly,” said Lucky. “Earthm en invented the positronic robot 

and developed m ost o f  the refinem ents, yet, except for a few spe
cialists, the Earth technician knows nothing about robotics, sim ply 
because we don’t use robots to any extent. It isn ’t taught in the 
schools and it doesn’t com e up in practice. I m yself know  the Three 
Laws and not too m uch more. C om m ander D onahue cou ldn’t even 
quote the Three Laws. The Sirians, on the other hand, w ith a robot- 
saturated econom y, m ust be past m asters at all the subtleties o f  ro 
botics.

“N ow  I spent a good deal o f  tim e yesterday and today w ith a 
book-film  on advanced robotics that I found in the project library. It 
was the only book on the subject, by the w ay.”

“So?” said Panner.
“It becam e obvious to m e that the Three Law s aren ’t as sim ple 

as one m ight think. . .  . Let us m ove on, by the way. W e can give the 
engine levels a double check on the w ay back.” He w as m oving



across this low est level as he spoke, looking with keen interest at his 
surroundings.

Lucky continued, “For instance, I m ight think it w ould only be 
necessary  to give each m an on the ship a ridiculous order and note 
w hether it be obeyed. As a m atter o f  fact, I did think so. But that 
isn ’t necessarily  true. It is theoretically  possible to adjust the posi- 
tronic brain o f  a robot to obey only those orders that belong naturally 
to the line o f  its duties. O rders that are contrary to those duties or 
irrelevant to them  m ay still be obeyed provided that they are preceded 
by  certain  w ords w hich act as a code or by the person who gives the 
orders identifying h im self in a certain way. In this m anner a robot 
can be handled in all ways by its proper overseers and yet be insen
sitive to  strangers.”

Fanner, who had placed his hands on the holds that w ould guide 
the m en up to the next h igher level, released them. He turned to face 
Lucky.

He said, “Y ou m ean w hen you told me to take o ff m y shirt and 
I d idn ’t obey, that m eant nothing?”

“I say it could have m eant nothing, Dr. Panner, since taking o ff 
your shirt at that m om ent w as no part o f  your regular duties, and m y 
order m ight not have been stated in the proper form .”

“Then y o u ’re accusing m e o f  being a robot?”
“No. It isn ’t likely that you are. The Sirians, in choosing some 

m em ber o f  the project to replace by a robot, w ould scarcely choose 
the ch ie f engineer. For the robot to do that jo b  properly, it would 
have to know  so m uch about A grav that the Sirians couldn’t supply 
the know ledge. Or, i f  they could, they w ould have no need to spy.” 

“T hanks,” said Panner, sourly, turning tow ard the hand holds 
again, bu t now  B igm an’s voice rang out.

“H old it, Panner!” The small M artian had his ready needle-gun 
in his fist. H e said, “W ait a m inute, Lucky, how  do we know he 
know s anything about A grav? W e’re ju s t assum ing that. He never 
show ed us any know ledge. W hen the Jovian M oon  shifted to Agrav, 
w here w as he? Sitting on his squatter in his quarters with us, tha t’s 
w here he w as.”

Lucky said, “ I thought o f  that, too, Bigman, and th a t’s one reason 
I b rought Panner dow n here. H e ’s obviously acquainted with the en
gines. I ’ve w atched him  inspect everything and he couldn’t have done 
it w ith  such assurance i f  he w eren’t an expert on the w orkings.” 

“D oes that suit you, M artian?” Panner dem anded with suppressed 
anger.
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Bigm an put his needle-gun away, and w ithout a further w ord 
Panner scram bled up the ladder.

They stopped o ff at the next level, w orking through it a second 
time.

Panner said, “All right, that leaves ten men: tw o arm y officers, 
four engineers, four workm en. W hat do you propose to do? X -ray 
each o f  them  separately? Som ething like that?”

Lucky shook his head. “T hat’s too risky. A pparently  the Sirians 
have been know n to use a cute little trick  to protect them selves. 
T hey’ve been know n to use robots to carry m essages or to perform  
tasks w hich the individual giving the orders w anted to be kept secret. 
Now obviously a robot can’t keep a secret i f  a hum an being asks 
him , in the proper fashion, to reveal it. Wfiat the Sirians do, then, is 
to install an explosive device in the robot w hich is triggered by any 
attem pt to force the robot to give aw ay the secret.”

“You m ean if  you put an X -ray on the robot, it w ill explode?”
“T here’s a very good chance that it would. Its greatest secret is 

its identity, and it m ay be triggered for every attem pt to discover that 
identity that the Sirians could think of.” Lucky added regretfully, 
“They hadn’t counted on a V-frog; there was no trigger against that. 
They had to order the robot to kill the V -frog directly. O r that m ight 
have been preferable anyw ay, since it m anaged to keep the robot 
alive undetected.”

“W ouldn’t the robot be harm ing hum ans nearby i f  it exploded? 
W ouldn’t it be breaking First Law ?” asked Panner w ith a trace o f  
sarcasm.

“It w ouldn’t. It w ould have no control over the explosion. The 
triggering w ould be the result o f  the sound o f  a certain question or 
the sight o f  a certain action, not the result o f  anything the robot itse lf 
w ould do.”

They craw led up to still another level.
“Then what do you expect to do, C ouncilm an?” dem anded P an

ner.
“ I don’t know ,” Lucky said frankly. “The robot m ust be m ade to 

give itself aw ay som ehow. The Three Laws, how ever m odified and 
fancified, m ust apply. I t’s only a question o f  being sufficiently ac
quainted with robotics to know  how  to take advantage o f  those Laws. 
I f  I knew  how  to force the robot into som e action that w ould  show  
it to be non-hum an w ithout activating any explosive device w ith 
w hich it m ight be equipped; i f  I could m anipulate the Three Law s so 
as to force one to conflict w ith another sufficiently strongly to para
lyze the creature com pletely; i f  I— ”
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Partner broke in im patiently, “W ell, i f  you expect help from  me, 
C ouncilm an, i t’s no use. I ’ve told you already I know  nothing o f  
robotics.” He w hirled  suddenly. “W hat’s that?”

B igm an looked about, too. “ I d idn’t hear anything.”
W ordlessly  Partner squeezed past them , dw arfed by the bending 

m etal tube on either side.
H e had gone alm ost as far as he could, the other two following, 

w hen he m uttered, “ Som eone m ight have squeezed in am ong the 
rectifiers. L et m e pass again.”

Lucky stared, frowning, into w hat was alm ost a forest o f  tw isting 
cables that enclosed them  in a com plete dead end.

L ucky said, “It seem s clear to m e.”
“W e can test it for sure,” Parmer said tightly. He had opened a 

panel in the w all nearby and now  he reached in cautiously, looking 
over his shoulder.

“D o n ’t m ove,” he said.
B igm an said testily, “N oth ing’s happened. T here’s nothing 

there .”
Panner relaxed. “I know  it. I asked you not to m ove because I 

d id n ’t w ant to slice an arm  o ff when I established the force field.”
“W hat force field?”
“I ’ve shorted a force field right across the corridor. Y ou can’t 

m ove out o f  there any m ore than you could i f  you were encased in 
solid  steel three feet th ick .”

B igm an yelled, “ Sands o f  M ars, Lucky, he is the robot!” His 
hand lunged.

Panner cried at once, “D on’t try the needle-gun. Kill m e and how 
do you ever get out?” He stared at them , dark eyes sparking, his 
broad shoulders hunched. “Rem em ber, energy can get through a force 
field but m atter can ’t, not even air m olecules. Y ou’re airtight in there. 
Kill m e and y o u ’ll suffocate long before anyone happens to come 
across you  dow n here.”

“I said he w as the robot,” said B igm an in raging despair.
Panner laughed shortly, “Y o u ’re wrong. I ’m not a robot. But if  

there is one, I know  w ho it is.”



Down the Line of Moons

“W ho?” B igm an dem anded at once.
But it was Lucky who answered. “O bviously he thinks it’s one 

o f  us.”
“Thanks!” said Panner. “H ow  w ould yon explain it? Y ou m en

tioned stowaways; you talked about people forcing their w ay on 
board the Jovian Moon. Talk about nerve! A ren’t there tw o people 
who did force their w ay on board? D idn’t 1 w itness the process? You 
two!”

“True enough,” said Lucky.
“And you brought me down here so you could investigate every 

inch o f  the ship’s workings. You tried to keep m e busy w ith stories 
about robots hoping I w ouldn’t notice that you tw o w ere going over 
the w hole ship w ith a m icroscope.”

Bigman said, “W e have a right to do it. This is Lucky Starr!”
“He says  h e ’s Lucky Starr. I f  h e ’s a m em ber o f  the Council o f  

Science, he can prove it and he knows how. I f  I had any brains, I ’d 
have dem anded identification before taking you dow n.”

“It’s not too late now ,” Lucky said calm ly. “C an you see clearly 
from  that distance?” He held up one arm, palm  forw ard, and peeled 
the sleeve back.

“ I ’m  not com ing any closer,” Panner said angrily.
Lucky said nothing to that. He let his w rist tell the story. The 

skin along the inner surface o f  his w rist seem ed m erely exposed skin, 
but years before it had been treated horm onally  in a m ost com plicated 
fashion. R esponding to nothing m ore than a d isciplined effort o f  
L ucky’s will, an oval spot on the w rist darkened and slow ly turned
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black. W ithin it, little yellow  specks form ed in the fam iliar patterns 
o f  the B ig D ipper and o f  Orion.

Panner gasped as though the breath had been forcibly knocked 
out o f  his lungs. Few hum an beings had the occasion to see this sign 
o f  the C ouncil, but all above the age o f  childhood knew  it for what 
it w as— the final and unforgeable identification insigne o f  the coun
cilm an o f  science.

Panner w as left w ith no choice. Silently, reluctantly, he released 
the force field and stepped back.

B igm an cam e out, raging, “I ought to bend in your skull, you 
lopsided— ”

Lucky pulled him  back. “Forget it, Bigman. The m an had as 
m uch right to suspect us as we had to suspect him. Settle dow n.”

Panner shrugged. “It seem ed logical.”
“I adm it it did. I think we can trust each other now .”
“Y ou, m aybe,” the ch ief engineer said pointedly. “Y ou’re iden

tified. W hat about this little loudm outh w ith you? W ho identifies 
h im ?”

B igm an squaw ked incoherently and Lucky stepped in betw een 
the two. “ I identify him  and take full responsibility for him. . .  . N ow  
I propose that we get back to passenger quarters before a search is 
organized for us. Everything that w ent on dow n here is, o f  course, 
strictly  confidential.”

Then, as though nothing had happened, they resum ed the climb 
upw ard.

The room  assigned to them  contained a tw o-decker bed and a 
w ashstand out o f  w hich a small trickle o f  w ater could be urged. 
N othing more. Even the cram ped and Spartan quarters on board the 
Shooting  S tarr  w ere luxury to  this.

B igm an sat cross-legged on the upper bed, while Lucky sponged 
his neck and shoulders. They talked in w hispers, conscious o f  the 
listening ears that m ight be present on the other side o f  the walls.

B igm an said, “Look, Lucky, suppose I go up to each person on 
board ship; I m ean, each o f  the ten we don’t know  about? Suppose 
I deliberately pick a fight w ith each one, call them  a few names, 
things like that? W ouldn’t it turn out that the guy w ho doesn’t take 
a punch at m e is the robot?”

“N ot at all. He m ight not w ant to break shipboard discipline, or 
he m ight know  w hat a handy fellow  you are w ith a needle-gun, or 
he m ight not w ant to get into a w rangle w ith the Council o f  Science, 
or he m ight ju s t not like to hit a m an sm aller than him self.”
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“Aw, come on, Lucky.” B igm an was silent for a m inute, then  he 
said cautiously, “I ’ve been thinking: how  can you be sure  the robot 
is aboard ship? I keep thinking m aybe it stayed back on Jupiter Nine. 
It’s possible.”

“I know  it’s possible and yet I ’m  sure the robot is here on board 
ship. T hat’s ju st it. I’m  sure and I don ’t know  why I ’m  sure,” said 
Lucky, his eyes dark w ith thought. He leaned against the bed  and 
tapped his teeth w ith the knuckle o f  one finger. “That first day we 
landed on Jupiter Nine, som ething happened.”

“W hat?”
“I f  I only knew! I had it; I knew  w hat it was, or thought I did, 

just before I went to sleep that night, and it vanished. I h aven ’t been 
able to get it back. I f  I w ere on Earth, I ’d subm it to a psycho-probe. 
Great Galaxy, I sw ear I would!

“I ’ve tried every trick I could. Thinking hard, getting m y m ind 
o ff it altogether. W hen we w ere w ith Panner dow n in the engine 
levels, I tried talking m y fool head off. I thought i f  I w ould ju s t keep 
discussing every aspect o f  the m atter, the thought w as bound to pop 
into m y head. It d idn’t.

“But i t’s there ju st the same. I t’s because o f  the thought that I 
m ust feel so sure the robot is one o f  the m en aboard ship. I ’ve m ade 
the subconscious deduction. I f  I could only put m y finger on it, I ’d 
have the whole answer. I f  I could only put m y finger on it.”

He sounded alm ost despairing.
B igm an had never seen Lucky w ith quite that look o f  frustrated 

loss in his face. He said, worried, “Hey, w e ’d better get som e sleep.”
“Yes, w e ’d better.”
M inutes later, in the darkness, B igm an w hispered, “Hey, Lucky, 

w hat m akes you so sure I ’m  not the robot m yself?”
Lucky w hispered back, “Because the Sirians couldn’t bear to 

build a robot w ith such an ugly face,” and lifted his elbow  to w ard  
o ff a flying pillow .

The days passed. H alfw ay to Jupiter, they passed the inner and 
m ore sparsely populated belt o f  sm all m oons, o f  w hich only Six, 
Seven, and Ten w ere num bered. Jupiter Seven was visible as a bright 
star, but the others w ere far enough aw ay to m elt into the background 
o f  the constellations.

Jupiter itself had grow n to the size o f  the m oon as seen from  
Earth. And because the ship was approaching the p lanet w ith the sun 
squarely to its rear, Jupiter rem ained in the “full” phase. Its entire
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visible surface w as ablaze w ith sunlight. There was no shadow o f 
n igh t advancing across it.

Y et though the size o f  the m oon, it was not so bright as the m oon 
by  any m eans. Its cloud-decked surface reflected eight tim es as m uch 
o f  the light that reached it, as did the bare pow dered rock o f  the 
m oon. The trouble w as that Jupiter only received one tw enty-seventh 
o f  the light per square m ile that the m oon did. The result was that it 
w as only one third as bright at that m om ent as the m oon appeared 
to  be to hum an beings on Earth.

Y et it w as m ore spectacular than the m oon. Its belts had become 
quite distinct, brow nish streaks w ith  soft fuzzy edges against a 
cream y-w hite background. It was even easy to m ake out the flattened 
straw -colored oval that w as the G reat R ed Spot as it appeared at one 
edge, crossed the face o f  the planet, then disappeared at the other.

B igm an said, “Hey, Lucky, Jupiter looks as though it isn ’t really 
round. Is that ju s t an optical illusion?”

“N ot at all,” said Lucky. “Jupiter really  isn ’t round. I t’s flattened 
at the poles. Y o u ’ve heard that Earth is flattened at the poles, haven’t 
you?”

“ Sure. B ut not enough to notice.”
“O f  course not. Consider! Earth is twenty-five thousand m iles 

about its equator and rotates in tw enty-four hours, so that a spot on 
its equator m oves ju s t over a thousand m iles an hour. The resulting 
centrifugal force bulges the equator outw ard so that the diam eter o f  
the Earth across its m iddle is about tw enty-seven m iles m ore than 
the d iam eter from  N orth Pole to South Pole. The difference in the 
tw o diam eters is only about a third o f  one per cent so that from space 
E arth  looks like a perfect sphere.”

“O h.”
“N ow  take Jupiter. It is 276,000 m iles about its equator, eleven 

tim es the circum ference o f  Earth, yet it rotates about its axis in only 
ten hours; five m inutes less than that, to be exact. A point on its 
equator is m oving at a speed o f  alm ost tw enty-eight thousand m iles 
an hour; or tw enty-eight tim es as fast as any point on Earth. T here’s 
a great deal m ore centrifugal force and a m uch larger equatorial 
bulge, especially  since the m aterial in Jupiter’s outer layers is m uch 
lighter than that in the E arth ’s crust. Jup iter’s diam eter across its 
equator is nearly  six thousand m iles m ore than its diam eter from 
N orth  Pole to South Pole. The difference in the diam eters is a full 
fifteen per cent, and th a t’s an easy thing to see.”

B igm an stared at the flattened circle o f  light that was Jupiter and 
m uttered, “Sands o f  M arsf”
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The sun rem ained behind them  and unseen as they sank tow ard 
Jupiter. They crossed the orbit o f  Callisto, Jupiter Four, outerm ost o f  
Jupiter’s m ajor satellites, but did not see it to  advantage. It w as a 
w orld one and a h a lf  m illion m iles from  Jupiter and as large as M er
cury, but it was on the other side o f  its orbit, a small pea close to 
Jupiter and heading into eclipse in its shadow.

Ganym ede, w hich was Jupiter Three, w as close enough to show 
a disc one third as w ide as the m oon seen from  Earth. It lay o ff  to 
one side so that part o f  its night surface could be seen. It w as three 
quarters full even so, pale white, and featureless.

Lucky and B igm an found them selves ignored by the rest o f  the 
crew. The com m ander never spoke to them  or even looked at them , 
but m oved past w ith eyes fixed on nothingness. N orrich, w hen he 
was led past by M utt, nodded cheerfully as he alw ays did w hen he 
detected the presence o f  hum ans. W hen B igm an answ ered the greet
ing, however, the p leasant look vanished from  his face. A  gentle 
pressure on M utt’s harness started the dog m oving and he w as gone.

The two found it m ore com fortable to eat in their ow n quarters.
B igm an grum bled. “W ho in space do they th ink they are? Even 

that guy Panner gets busy all at once w hen I ’m  around.”
Lucky said, “In the first place, B igm an, w hen the com m ander 

m akes it so obvious that w e’re in his bad books, subordinates don ’t 
fall over them selves being friendly. Secondly, our dealings w ith  a 
few  o f  the m en have been unpleasant.”

B igm an said thoughtfully, “I m et Red Sum m ers today, the cob
ber. There he was com ing out o f  the engine room  and there I was, 
facing him .”

“W hat happened? Y ou d idn’t . .
“I d idn’t do anything. I ju s t stood there w aiting for him  to start 

som ething, hoping  he w ould start som ething, but he ju s t sm iled and 
m oved around m e.”

Everyone aboard the Jovian M oon  w as w atching the day G any
m ede eclipsed Jupiter. It w asn’t a true eclipse. G anym ede covered 
only a tiny part o f  Jupiter. G anym ede w as 600,000 m iles aw ay, not 
quite h a lf  the size o f  the m oon as seen from  Earth. Jupiter was tw ice 
the distance, but it was a sw ollen globe now, fourteen tim es as w ide 
as G anym ede, m enacing and frightening.

G anym ede m et Jupiter a little below  the la tte r’s equator, and 
slowly the two globes seem ed to m elt together. W here G anym ede 
cut in, it m ade a circle o f  dim m er light, for G anym ede had far less 
o f  an atm osphere than Jupiter had and reflected a considerably
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sm aller portion  o f  the light it received. Even i f  that had not been so, 
it w ould have been visible as it cut across Jupiter’s belts.

The rem arkable part was the crescent o f  blackness that hugged 
G anym ede’s rear as the satellite m oved com pletely onto Jupiter’s 
disk. A s the m en explained to one another in breathless whispers, it 
w as G anym ede’s shadow  falling on Jupiter.

The shadow , only its edge seen, m oved w ith Ganym ede, but 
slow ly gained on it. The sliver o f  black cut finer and finer until in 
the m id-eclipse region, w hen Jupiter, Ganym ede, and the Jovian  
M oon  all m ade a straight line w ith the sun, the shadow was com 
pletely  gone, covered by the w orld that cast it.

Thereafter, as G anym ede continued to m ove on, the shadow be
gan to advance, appearing before it, first a sliver, then a thicker cres
cent, until both left Jup iter’s globe.

The entire eclipse lasted three hours.

The Jovian M oon  reached and passed the orbit o f  G anym ede 
w hen that satellite was at the other end o f  its seven-day orbit about 
Jupiter.

There w as a special celebration w hen that happened. M en with 
ordinary ships (not often, to be sure) had reached G anym ede and 
landed on it, but no one, not one hum an being, had ever penetrated 
closer than that to Jupiter. A nd now  the Jovian M oon  did.

The ship passed w ithin one hundred thousand m iles o f  Europa, 
Jup iter Two. It w as the sm allest o f  Jup iter’s m ajor satellites, only 
nineteen hundred m iles in diam eter. It was slightly sm aller than the 
m oon, but its closeness m ade it appear tw ice the size o f  the m oon as 
seen from  Earth. D ark m arkings could be m ade out that m ight have 
been m ountain ranges. S hip’s telescopes proved they w ere exactly 
that. The m ountains resem bled those on M ercury, and there was no 
sign o f  m oon-like craters. There w ere brilliant patches, too, resem 
bling  ice fields.

A nd still they sank dow nw ard, and left E uropa’s orbit behind.
Io w as the innerm ost o f  Jupiter’s m ajor satellites, in size alm ost 

exactly  equal to E arth ’s m oon. Its distance from  Jupiter, m oreover, 
w as only 285,000 m iles, or little m ore than that o f  the m oon from 
Earth.

B ut there the kinship ended. W hereas E arth ’s gentle gravitational 
field m oved the m oon about itse lf in the space o f  four w eeks, Io, 
caught in Jup iter’s gravity, w hipped about in its slightly larger orbit 
in the space o f  forty-tw o hours. W here the m oon m oved about Earth 
at a speed o f  a trifle over a thousand m iles an hour, Io m oved about
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Jupiter at a speed o f  tw enty-tw o thousand m iles an hour, and a land
ing upon it was that m uch m ore difficult.

The ship, how ever, m aneuvered perfectly. It cut in ahead o f  Io 
and w iped out A grav at ju st the proper m om ent.

W ith a bound, the hum  o f  the hyperatom ics w as back, filling the 
ship w ith w hat seem ed a cascade o f  sound after the silence o f  the 
past weeks.

The Jovian M oon  curved out o f  its path, finally, subject once 
again to the accelerating effect o f  a gravitational field, that o f  Io. It 
was established in an orbit about the satellite at a distance o f  less 
than ten thousand m iles, so that Io ’s globe filled the sky.

They circled about it from  dayside to nightside, com ing low er 
and lower. The sh ip’s batlike A grav fins w ere retracted  in order that 
they m ight not be tom  o ff by Io ’s thin atm osphere.

Then, eventually, there was the keen w histling that cam e w ith 
the friction o f  ship against the outerm ost w isps o f  that atm osphere.

V elocity dropped and dropped; so did altitude. The sh ip’s sidejets 
curved it to face stem -dow nw ard tow ard Io, and the hyperatom ic je ts  
sprang into life, cushioning the fall. Finally, w ith one last bit o f  drop 
and the softest jar, the Jovian M oon  cam e to rest on the surface o f  
Io.

There was w ild hysteria on board the Jovian M oon. Even Lucky 
and Bigman had their backs pounded by m en w ho had been avoiding 
them  constantly all voyage long.

One hour later, in the darkness o f  Io ’s night, w ith  C om m ander 
D onahue in the lead, the m en o f  the Jovian M oon, each in  his space 
suit, em erged one by one onto the surface o f  Jupiter One.

Sixteen men. The first hum an beings ever to land on Io!
Correction, thought Lucky. Fifteen men.
And one robot!



The Skies and Snows of Io

It w as Jupiter they stopped to look at. It w as Jupiter that held them  
frozen. There w as no talk  about it, no babble over the helm et radios. 
It w as beyond talk.

Jupiter w as a giant globe w hich, from rim  to rim, extended one 
eighth o f  the w ay across the visible sky. H ad it been full, it w ould 
have been tw o thousand tim es as bright as the E arth’s full m oon, but 
the n igh t shadow  cut a th ird  o f  it away.

The bright zones and dark belts that crossed it w ere not m erely 
brow n now. They w ere close enough to show full clear color: pink, 
green, blue, and purple, am azingly bright. The edges o f  the bands 
w ere ragged  and slow ly changed shape as they w atched, as though 
the atm osphere w ere being w hipped into gigantic and turbulent 
storm s, as m ost probably  it was. lo ’s clear, thin atm osphere d idn’t 
obscure the sm allest detail o f  that colored shifting surface.

The G reat R ed Spot w as heaving ponderously into sight. It gave 
the im pression o f  a funnel o f  gas, sw irling lazily.

They w atched for a long tim e, and Jupiter did not change posi
tion. The stars m oved past it, but Jupiter rem ained fixed w here it was, 
low  in the w estern sky. It could not m ove, since Io presented only 
one side to Jupiter as it revolved. O n nearly  h a lf o f  lo ’s surface 
Jupiter never rose, and on nearly  h a lf  it never set. In an in-between 
region o f  the satellite, a region m aking up nearly a fifth o f  the total 
surface, Jupiter rem ained forever on the horizon, part showing, part 
hidden.

“W hat a place for a telescope!” m urm ured B igm an on the wave 
length allo tted  to Lucky dtiring the pre-landing briefing.
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Lucky said, “T hey’ll have one soon and a lot o f  other equip
m ent.”

B igm an touched L ucky’s face-plate to attract his attention and 
pointed quickly. “Look at Norrich. Poor guy, he can ’t see any o f  
this!”

Lucky said, “I noticed him  before. H e’s got M utt w ith h im .” 
“Yes. Sands o f  M ars, they go to trouble for that Norrich! That 

dog suit is a special job. I was w atching them  put it on the dog w hen 
you were keeping tabs on the landing. They had to test to m ake sure 
he could hear the orders and obey them  and i f  h e ’d let N orrich  use 
him  once Norrich got into a space suit. A pparently  it all w orked out.” 

Lucky nodded. On im pulse he m oved rapidly in N orrich ’s d irec
tion. Io ’s gravity was ju st a trifle over that o f  the m oon, and both he 
and B igm an could handle that neatly.

A  few long, flat strides did the job . “N orrich,” said Lucky, shift
ing to the engineer’s w ave length.

One cannot tell direction o f  a sound w hen it com es out o f  ear
phones, o f  course, and N orrich’s blind eyes looked about helplessly. 
“W ho is it?”

“Lucky Starr.” He was facing the blind m an, and through the 
face-plate could m ake out clearly the look o f  intense jo y  on N orrich ’s 
face. “Y ou’re happy to be here?”

“Happy? Y ou m ight call it that. Is Jupiter very beautifu l?” 
“Very. W ould you w ant m e to describe it to you?”
“No. You don’t have to. I ’ve seen it by telescope w hen— w hen 

I had eyes, and I can see it in m y m ind now. I t’s ju st t h a t . . .  I don ’t 
know  if  I can m ake you understand. W e’re some o f  the few  people 
to stand on a new w orld for the first time. Do you realize w hat a 
special group that m akes us?”

His hand reached down to stroke M utt’s head and contacted only 
the m etal o f  the dog’s helm et, o f  course. Through the curved face
plate, Lucky could see the dog’s lolling tongue, and his uneasy eyes 
turning restlessly this w ay and that, as though disturbed by  the strange 
surroundings or by the presence o f  his m aster’s voice w ithout the 
fam iliar body that w ent w ith it.

N orrich said quietly, “Poor Mutt! The low gravity  has him  all 
confused. 1 w on’t keep him  out m uch longer.”

Then, with an increase o f  passion again, “Think o f  all the trillions 
o f  people in the galaxy. Think how  few o f  them  have had  the luck 
to be the first on a world. You can alm ost nam e them  all off. Janofski 
and Sterling were the first m en on the m oon, C hing the first m an on 
M ars, Lubell and Smith on Venus. A dd them  all up. Even count in
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all the asteroids and all the planets outside the solar system. A dd up 
all the firsts and see how  few there are. A nd w e’re am ong those few. 
7’m  am ong those few .”

H e flung his arm s out as though he were ready to em brace the 
w hole satellite. “A nd I owe that to Sum m ers, too. W hen he worked 
out a new  technique for m anufacturing the lead contact point— it was 
ju s t a m atter o f  a bent rotor, but it saved two m illion dollars and a 
y ea r’s tim e, and he not even a trained m echanic— they offered to let 
h im  be in the party  as reward. Y ou know  w hat he said. He said I 
deserved it in his place. They said sure, but I was blind, and he 
rem inded them  w hy I w as blind and said he w ouldn’t go w ithout me. 
So they took us both. I know  you two don’t think m uch o f  Summers, 
but th a t’s w hat I think o f  w hen /  think o f  him .”

The com m ander’s voice sounded ringingly in all helmets: “L e t’s 
get to w ork, m en. Jupiter will stay w here it is. Look at it later.”

For hours the ship was unloaded, equipm ent was set up, tents 
unfurled. Tem porary air tights w ere prepared for possible use as 
oxygen-supplied  headquarters outside the ship.

The m en w ere not to be kept from  w atching the unusual sky, 
though. A s it happened, all three o f  Jup iter’s other large satellites 
w ere in the sky.

Europa was closest, appearing som ew hat sm aller than E arth’s 
m oon. It w as a crescent, near the eastern horizon. G anym ede, ap
pearing sm aller still, was nearer zenith and h a lf full. Callisto, only a 
quarter the w idth o f  E arth ’s m oon, was nudging close to Jupiter and, 
like Jupiter, w as som e two thirds full. All three together gave not one 
quarter the light o f  E arth ’s full m oon and were com pletely incon
spicuous in the presence o f  Jupiter.

B igm an said exactly that.
Lucky looked dow n at his small M artian friend after having stud

ied the eastern horizon thoughtfully. “You think nothing could beat 
Jupiter, do you?”

“N ot out here,” B igm an said stoutly.
“T hen keep w atching,” said Lucky.
In Io ’s thin atm osphere there was no tw ilight to speak o f  and no 

w arning. There w as a diam ondlike sparkle along the frost-covered 
top-line o f  the ridge o f  low  hills, and seven seconds later the sun had 
topped the horizon.

It w as a tiny seed-pearl o f  a sun, a little circle o f  brilliant white, 
and for all the light that giant Jupiter cast, the pigm y sun cast m uch, 
m uch m ore.
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>fe *  *

They got the telescope up in time to catch Callisto vanishing 
behind Jupiter. One by one, all three satellites w ould do the same. 
Io, although it kept only one face to Jupiter, revolved about it in 
forty-tw o hours. That m eant that the sun and all the stars seem ed to 
m arch around Io ’s skies in those forty-tw o hours.

As for the satellites, Io m oved faster than any o f  them , so it kept 
overtaking them  in the race about Jupiter. It overtook the farthest and 
slowest, Callisto, m ost rapidly; so Callisto circled Io ’s heavens in 
two days. Ganym ede took four days and Europa seven. Each traveled 
from east to w est and each in due turn was to pass behind Jupiter.

The excitem ent in the case o f  the Callisto eclipse, w hich w as the 
first to be w itnessed, was extrem e. Even M utt seem ed to be affected 
by it. He had grow n increasingly used to low  gravity, and N orrich 
gave him  periods o f  freedom  during w hich he floundered grotesquely 
about and tried vainly to inspect by nose the num erous strange things 
he encountered. A nd in the end, w hen Callisto reached Jup iter’s 
glowing curve and passed behind, and all the m en grew  silent, M utt, 
too, sat on his sw athed haunches and, tongue lolling, stared upw ard 
at the sky.

But it was the sun they were really w aiting for. Its apparent 
m otion was faster than that o f  any o f  the satellites. It gained on 
Europa (whose crescent thinned to nothingness) and passed behind 
it, rem aining in eclipse for som ething less than thirty seconds. It 
em erged, and then Europa was a crescent again, w ith its horns facing 
in the other direction now.

Ganym ede had plunged behind Jupiter before the sun could reach 
it, and Callisto, having em erged from  behind Jupiter, w as below  the 
horizon.

It was the sun and Jupiter now, those two.
The m en w atched greedily as the seed-pearl sun clim bed higher 

in the sky. As it did, Jup iter’s phase grew  narrow er, its lighted portion 
always, o f  course, facing the sun. Jupiter becam e a “half-m oon,” then 
a fat crescent, then a thin one.

In Io ’s thin atm osphere the sunlit sky was a deep purple, and 
only the dim m er stars had been blotted out. A gainst that background 
there burnt the gigantic crescent in the sky, bulging out tow ard the 
relentlessly approaching sun.

It was like D avid’s pebble hurled from  som e cosm ic slingshot 
tow ard G oliath’s forehead.

The light o f  Jupiter shrank still further and becam e a yellow ish 
curved thread. The sun w as alm ost touching.
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It did touch and the m en cheered. They had m asked their face
plates in order to watch, but now  that was no longer necessary, for 
the light had dim m ed to bearable dim ensions.

Y et it had not vanished entirely. The sun had m oved behind the 
edge o f  Jupiter but it still shone m urkily through that giant p lanet’s 
thick, deep atm osphere o f  hydrogen and helium.

Jupiter itse lf was now  com pletely blanked out, but its atm osphere 
had sprung to life, refracting and bending the sunlight through itself 
and around the curve o f  the planet, a sm oothly bending film o f m ilky 
light.

The film o f  light spread as the sun m oved farther behind Jupiter. 
It curved back on itse lf until faintly, very faintly, the two horns o f  
light m et on Jup iter’s other side. Jup iter’s vanished body was outlined 
in light and one side bulged w ith it. It was a diam ond ring in the 
sky, big enough to hold tw o thousand globes the size o f  the m oon 
as seen from  Earth.

A nd still the sun m oved farther behind Jupiter so that the light 
began to fade and grow  dim, and dim m er, until finally it was gone 
and, except for the pale crescent o f  Europa, the sky was black and 
belonged  to  the stars.

“ It w ill stay like this five hours,” said Lucky to Bigman. “Then 
everything w ill repeat itse lf in reverse as the sun com es out.”

“A nd this happens every forty-tw o hours?” said Bigman, awed.
“T hat’s righ t,” said Lucky.

Panner approached them  the next day and called out to them, 
“H ow  are you? W e’re alm ost done here.” He spread his arm about 
in a broad  circle to indicate the loan valley, now  littered with equip
m ent. “W e’ll be leaving soon, you know , and w e’ll leave m ost o f 
this s tu ff here .”

“W e w ill?” said Bigm an, surprised.
“W hy not? T here’s nothing living on the satellite to disturb the 

s tu ff and th ere ’s no w eather to speak of. E verything’s coated for 
pro tection  against the am m onia in the atm osphere and it will keep 
nicely  till a second expedition com es round.” His voice was suddenly 
lower. “Is there anyone else on your private wave length, Council
m an?”

“M y receivers don ’t detect anyone.”
“D o you w ant to take a w alk w ith m e?” He headed out, out o f  

the shallow  valley and up the gentle slope o f  the surrounding hills. 
The o ther tw o followed.
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Parmer said, “I m ust ask your pardon i f  I seem ed unfriendly  on 
board ship. I thought it better so.”

“There are no hard feelings,” Lucky assured him.
“I thought I ’d try an investigation o f  m y own, you see, and I 

thought it safer not to seem  hand in glove w ith you. I w as sure that 
i f  I only w atched carefully, I w ould catch som eone giving h im self 
away, doing som ething non-hum an, i f  you know  w hat I m ean. I 
failed, I ’m  afraid.”

They had reached the top o f  the first rise and Fanner looked back. 
He said w ith am usem ent, “Look at that dog, will you? H e’s getting 
the real feel o f  low  gravity.”

M utt had learned a lot in the past few  days. His body arched and 
straightened as he lunged in low, tw enty-foot leaps, and he seem ed 
to indulge in them  for the sheerest pleasure.

Panner sw itched his radio to the w ave length that had been re
served for N orrich’s use in calling M utt and shouted, “Hey, M utt, 
hey, boy, com e, M utt,” and w histled.

The dog heard, o f  course, and bounded high in the air. Lucky 
sw itched to the dog’s w ave length and heard his delighted barking.

Panner w aved his arm  and the dog headed tow ard them , then 
stopped and looked back as though w ondering i f  he did right to leave 
his master. He approached m ore slowly.

The m en walked onw ard again. Lucky said, “A  Sirian robot built 
to fool a m an w ould be a thorough job . Casual exam ination w ouldn’t 
detect the fraud.”

“M ine w asn’t casual exam ination,” protested Panner.
L ucky’s voice held m ore than a tinge o f  bitterness. “I ’m  begin

ning to think that the exam ination by anyone but an experienced 
robotics m an can be nothing but casual.”

They were passing over a drift o f  snow like m aterial, g littering in 
Jupiter light, and Bigman looked dow n upon it in am azem ent.

“This thing m elts i f  you look at it,” he said. He picked som e up 
in his gauntleted hand, and it m elted dow n and ran o ff  like bu tter on 
a stove. He looked back, and w here the three had stepped w ere deep 
indentations.

Lucky said, “I t’s not snow, it’s frozen am m onia, B igm an. A m 
m onia m elts at a tem perature eighty degrees low er than ice does, and 
the heat radiating from  our suits m elts it that m uch faster.”

B igm an lunged forw ard to w here the drifts lay deeper, gouging 
holes w herever he stepped, and shouted, “This is fun .”

Lucky called, “M ake sure your heater is on i f  y o u ’re going to 
play in the snow .”
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“ It’s on ,” yelled  Bigm an, and running down a ridge with long 
low leaps, he flung h im self headlong into a bank. He m oved like a 
d iver in slow  m otion, hit the drifted am m onia, and, for a m om ent, 
disappeared. H e floundered to his feet.

“ I t’s like diving into a cloud, Lucky. You hear me? Com e on, 
try it. M ore fun than sand skiing on the m oon.”

“Later, B igm an,” Lucky said. Then he turned to Fanner. “For 
instance, did you try in any w ay to test any o f  the m en?”

O ut o f  the com er o f  his eye Lucky could see Bigman plunging 
into a bank for a second tim e, and, after a few m om ents had elapsed, 
his eyes turned full in that direction. A nother m om ent and he called 
out anxiously, “B igm an!” Then, m ore loudly and m uch m ore anx
iously, “B ig m a n !”

H e started running.
B igm an’s voice came, w eak and gasping. “Breath . . .  knocked 

o u t . . .  h it rock  . . .  river dow n here . . . ”
“H old on, I ’ll be w ith you .” Lucky and Panner, too, were de

vouring space w ith  their strides.
Lucky knew  w hat had happened, o f  course. The surface tem per

ature o f  Io w as not far rem oved from  the m elting point o f  ammonia. 
U nderneath  the am m onia drifts, m elting am m onia could be feeding 
hidden rivers o f  that foul-sm elling, choking substance that existed so 
copiously on the outer planets and their satellites.

There w as the rattle o f  B igm an’s coughing in his ear. “Break in 
a ir hose . . .  am m onia getting in . . .  choking.”

Lucky reached the hole left by B igm an’s diving body and looked 
dow n. The am m onia river was plainly visible, bubbling slowly dow n
hill over sharp crags. It m ust have been against one o f  those that 
B igm an’s a ir hose had  been dam aged.

“W here are you, B igm an?”
A nd though B igm an answ ered feebly, “H ere,” he was nowhere 

to be seen.
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Fall!

Lucky jum ped recklessly into the exposed river, drifting gently dow n
w ard under the pull o f  Io ’s w eak gravity. He was angry at the slow 
ness o f  his fall, at B igm an for the childish enthusiasm s that seized 
him  so suddenly, and— unpredictably— at h im self for not having 
stopped B igm an w hen he m ight.

Lucky hit the stream, and am m onia sprayed high in the air, then 
fell back w ith surprising quickness. Io ’s thin atm osphere could not 
support the small droplets even at low  gravity.

There was no sense o f  buoyancy to the am m onia river. Lucky 
had not expected any to speak of. L iquid am m onia w as less dense 
than w ater and had less lifting power. N or was the force o f  the current 
great under Io ’s weak pull. H ad B igm an not dam aged his air hose, 
it would have been only a m atter o f  w alking out o f  the river and 
through any o f  the drifts that m ight have packed it round.

As it was . . .
Lucky splashed dow nstream  furiously. Som ew here ahead the 

small M artian m ust be struggling feebly against the poisonous am 
monia. I f  the break in the hose was large enough, or had grow n large 
enough, to allow  liquid am m onia to enter, Lucky w ould be too late.

He m ight be too late, already, and his chest constricted and tigh t
ened at the thought.

A form streaked past Lucky, burying itse lf in the pow dered am 
monia. It disappeared, leaving a tunnel into w hich am m onia slow ly 
collapsed.

“Parmer,” Lucky said tentatively.
“Here I am .” The engineer’s arm  fell upon L ucky’s shoulder from
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behind. “That w as M utt. He cam e running w hen you yelled. W e were 
bo th  on h is w ave length.”

T ogether they forged through the am m onia on the track o f  the 
dog. T hey m et him , returning.

L ucky cried  eagerly, “H e’s got B igm an.”
B igm an’s arm s feebly enfolded the dog ’s suit-encased haunches, 

and though that ham pered M utt’s m ovem ents, low gravity enabled 
the dog to m ake respectable headw ay through use o f  shoulder m us
cles alone.

Even as Lucky bent for B igm an, the little M artian’s straining 
hold  relaxed and he fell.

Lucky scooped him  up. He w asted no time on investigation or 
talk. There w as only one thing to do. He turned up B igm an’s oxygen 
flow to full capacity, slung him  over his shoulders, and ran for the 
ship. Even allow ing for Io ’s gravity’ he had never run so recklessly 
in his life. W ith such haste did he kick the ground aw ay w hen com ing 
dow n from  each hurtling, horizontal stride that the effect was alm ost 
one o f  low -level flying.

Fanner pum ped along in the rear, and M utt stayed excitedly at 
L ucky’s heels.

Lucky used the com m unal wave length to alert the others even 
as he w as running and one o f  the air tights was m ade ready.

Lucky hurtled inside the air tight, scarcely breaking his stride. 
The flap closed behind him  and the interior flooded with additional 
air under pressure to m ake up the loss during the flap’s opening.

W ith flying fingers he unbuckled B igm an’s helm et, then m ore 
slow ly drew  o ff  the rest o f  the suit.

H e felt for the heartbeat and, to his relief, found it. The air tight 
w as equipped, o f  course, w ith a first-aid kit. He m ade the necessary 
injections for general stim ulation and w aited for w arm th and plentiful 
oxygen to  do the rest.

A nd eventually  B igm an’s eyes fluttered and focused with diffi
culty  on Lucky. His lips m oved and m ade the w ord “Lucky,” though 
no sound w as involved.

Lucky laughed w ith re lie f and finally took the tim e to rem ove 
his ow n space suit.

O n board  the Jovian M oon  H arry N orrich stopped at the open 
door o f  the com partm ent w ithin w hich B igm an was com pleting his 
recuperation. His unseeing, china-blue eyes were w arm  with pleasure.

“H o w ’s the invalid?”
B igm an struggled up in his bunk and shouted, “Fine! Sands o f
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M ars, I feel great! I f  it w eren’t that Lucky w ants to keep m e down, 
I ’d  be up and around.”

Lucky grunted his disbelief.
B igm an ignored that. He said, “Hey, let M utt com e in. G ood old 

Mutt! H ere, boy, here!”
M utt, the hold on his harness released, trotted over to B igm an, 

his tail w agging furiously and his intelligent eyes doing everything 
but talk  a greeting.

B igm an’s small arm em braced the dog’s neck in a bear hug. “Boy 
th e re ’s a friend. You heard w hat he did, N orrich, d idn’t you?”

“Everyone did,” and it was p lain to see that N orrich  took a great 
personal pride in his dog’s accom plishm ent.

“I ju st barely rem em ber it,” B igm an said, “before I blacked out 
altogether. I got that lungful o f  am m onia and cou ldn’t seem  to 
straighten out. I rolled downhill, ju s t going through the am m onia 
snow as though it w ere nothing. Then there was this thing com ing at 
me and I was sure it was Lucky w hen I heard the sound o f  som ething 
moving. But he knocked enough o f  the snow  o ff  us to let som e o f  
the Jupiter light com e in and I could ju s t m ake out it w as M utt. The 
last thing I rem em ber w as grabbing him .”

“And a good thing, too,” Lucky said. “The extra tim e that w ould 
have been required for m e to find you w ould have been your finish.” 

B igm an shrugged. “Aw, Lucky, you m ake such a big deal out o f  
it. N othing w ould have happened if  I h adn ’t ju s t caught the hose on 
a rock and tom  it. A t that i f  I had had enough brains to turn up m y 
oxygen pressure, I could have kept the am m onia out. It w as ju s t the 
first lungful that seem ed to put m e out o f  kilter. I couldn’t th ink.” 

Panner passed by, ju st then, and looked. “H ow  are you, B ig
m an?”

“Sands o f  Mars! Looks like everyone thinks I ’m  an invalid  or 
something. T here’s nothing w rong w ith m e. Even the com m ander 
stopped by and m anaged to find his tongue long enough to gm nt at 
m e.”

“W ell,” said Panner, “m aybe h e ’s getting over his m ad.” 
“N ever,” said Bigman. “He ju s t w ants to m ake sure his first flight 

w on’t be spoiled by a casualty. He w ants his record pure w hite, th a t’s 
all.”

Panner laughed. “A ll set for the take-off?”
Lucky said, “A re w e leaving Io?”
“Any hour. The m en are reloading the equipm ent w e ’re taking 

with us and securing w hat w e leave behind. I f  you tw o can m ake the
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pilo t room  once w e’re underw ay, do so. W e’ll get a better look at 
Jup iter than ever.”

He tick led  M utt behind one ear and left.
They radioed Jupiter N ine that they w ere leaving Io, as days 

earlier they had radioed that they had surfaced on the satellite.
B igm an said, ‘‘W hy don’t we call Earth? C h ief C ouncilm an Con

w ay ought to know  w e’ve m ade it.”
“O fficially,” said Lucky, “w e haven’t m ade it all the w ay until 

w e ’ve returned to Jupiter N ine.”
He did not add aloud that he was not at all anxious to return to 

Jupiter N ine, still less anxious to talk to Conway. He had, after all, 
accom plished nothing on this trip.

His brow n eyes surveyed the control room. The engineers and 
crew m en w ere at their stations for the takeoff. The com m ander, his 
tw o officers and Fanner, how ever, were in the control room.

Lucky w ondered again about the officers as time and again he 
had  w ondered about each o f  the ten m en w hom  the V -frog had not 
had a chance to elim inate. He had spoken to each o f  them  on occa
sion, as had Panner even m ore frequently. He had searched their 
quarters. He and Panner together had gone over their records. N othing 
had  resulted.

He w ould  be going back to Jupiter N ine w ith the robot unlocated, 
and thereafter location w ould be harder than ever and he m ight have 
to report back to Council headquarters w ith news o f  failure.

O nce m ore, desperately, the thought o f  X  rays entered his mind, 
o r som e other m eans o f  forceful inspection. As always, he thought 
at once o f  the possibility  o f  triggering o ff  an explosion, probably a 
,nuclear explosion.

It w ould  destroy the robot. It w ould also kill fifteen men and 
blow  up a priceless ship. W orst o f  all, it w ould show no safe w ay o f 
detecting  the hum anoid robots w hich, Lucky felt certain, were prey
ing in other parts o f  the Solar Confederation.

He w as startled by P anner’s sudden cry, “Here w e go!”
There was the fam iliar distant whoosh  o f  the initial thrust, the 

gathering backw ard press o f  acceleration, and Io ’s surface dropped 
aw ay, faster and faster.

The v isiplate could not center Jupiter in its entirety: it was too 
large. It centered the G reat Red Spot instead and follow ed it in its 
ro tation  about the globe.

Panner said, “W e’ve gone into A grav again, yes, but i t’s only 
tem porary, ju s t to let Io pull aw ay from  us.”
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“B ut w e’re still falling tow ard Jupiter,” B igm an said.
“T hat’s right, but only till the proper m om ent is reached. Then 

we go into hyperatom ic drive and plunge tow ard Jupiter on a hyper
bolic orbit. Once that is established, we cut the drive and let Jupiter 
do the work. O ur closest approach will be about 150,000 m iles. Ju
p iter’s gravity will zoom  us around as though w e w ere a pebble in a 
slingshot and shoot us out again. A t the proper point our hyperatom ic 
drive cuts in again. By taking advantage o f  the slingshot effect, we 
actually save a bit on energy over the alternative o f  leaving directly 
from Io, and  we get some super close-ups o f  Jupiter.”

He looked at his watch. “Five m inutes,” he said.
He was referring, as Lucky knew, to the m om ent w hen the ship 

would switch from Agrav to hyperatom ic drive and begin to curve 
o ff into the planned orbit about Jupiter.

Still staring at his watch, Panner said, “The tim e is selected so 
that we com e out heading tow ard Jupiter N ine as squarely as possible. 
The fewer side adjustm ents we have to m ake, the m ore energy we 
save. W e’ve got to com e back to Jupiter N ine w ith as m uch o f  our 
original energy store as possible. The m ore we com e back w ith, the 
better A grav looks. I ’ve set m y goals at eighty-five per cent. I f  we 
can come back with ninety, that w ould be superlative.”

B igm an said, “ Suppose you com e back w ith m ore energy than 
you had when you left? How would that be?”

“ Super-superlative, B igm an, but im possible. T here’s som ething 
called the second law o f  therm odynam ics that stands in the w ay o f  
m aking a profit on the deal or, for that m atter, o f  breaking even. 
W e’ve got to take some loss.” He sm iled broadly and said, “One 
m inute.”

And at the appropriate second the sound o f  the hyperatom ics 
filled the ship w ith its m uted m urm urings, and Parmer p laced  his 
w atch in his pocket w ith a satisfied expression.

“From here on in,” he said, “until actual landing m aneuvers at 
the Jupiter N ine approach, everything is quite autom atic.”

He had no sooner said that w hen the hum m ing ceased again, the 
lights in the room  flickered and went out. A lm ost at once they w ent 
on again, but now  there was a little red sign on the control panel that 
said, Emergency.

Panner sprang to his feet. “W hat in Space . . . ?”
He left the pilot room  at a run, leaving the others staring after 

him  and at one another in various degrees o f  horror. The com m ander 
had gone dead-white, his lined face a tired mask.
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Lucky, w ith sudden decision, follow ed Panner, and Bigm an, o f  
course, follow ed Lucky.

They cam e upon one o f  the engineers clam bering out o f  the en
gine com partm ent. He w as panting. “Sir!”

“W hat is it, m an?” snapped Panner.
“The A grav is off, sir. It can ’t be activated.”
“W hat about the hyperatom ics?”
“The m ain reserve is shorted. W e cut it ju s t in tim e to keep it 

from  blow ing. I f  w e touch it, the w hole ship will go up. Every bit o f  
the stored energy w ill b low .”

“Then w e ’re w orking on the em ergency reservoir?”
“T h at’s righ t.”
P anner’s sw arthy face was congested with blood. “W hat good is 

that? W'e can ’t set up an orbit about Jupiter w ith the em ergency 
reservoir. O ut o f  the way. Let m e dow n there.”

The engineer stepped aside, and Panner swung into the shaft. 
L ucky  and  B igm an w ere at his heels.

Lucky and B igm an had not been in the engine com partm ent since 
that first day aboard the Jovian M oon. The scene was different now. 
There w as no august silence, no sensation o f  m ighty forces quietly 
at work.

Instead, the puny sound o f  m en rose high about them.
Panner sprang o ff  into the third level. “N ow  w hat’s w rong?” he 

called. “Exactly  w hat’s w rong?”
M en parted  to let him  through and they all huddled over the 

gutted  insides o f  a com plex m echanism , pointing things out in tones 
o f  m ingled  despair and anger.

There w ere sounds o f  other footsteps com ing down the rungs o f  
the shaft, and then the C om m ander h im self m ade his appearance.

He spoke to Lucky, who w as standing gravely to one side. “W hat 
is it, C ouncilm an?” It was the first tim e he had addressed Lucky since 
they had  left Jup iter N ine.

Lucky said, “ Serious dam age o f  some sort, C om m ander.”
“H ow  did it happen? P anner!”
Panner looked up from  the close exam ination o f  som ething that 

had been held out to him. He shouted in annoyance, “ W hat in space 
do you w ant?”

C om m ander D onahue’s nostrils flared. “W hy has som ething been 
allow ed to go w rong?”

“N oth ing  has been allow ed  to go w rong.”
“T hen w hat do you  call th is?”
“ Sabotage, Com mander! D eliberate, m urdering sabotage!”
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“What!”
“Five gravitic relays have been com pletely sm ashed and the nec

essary replacem ents have been rem oved and can ’t be located. The 
hyperatom ic thrust-control has been fused and shorted beyond repair. 
N one o f  it happened by  accident.”

The com m ander stared at his ch ief engineer. He said, hollow ly, 
“Can anything be done?”

“M aybe the five relay replacem ents can be located or cannibal
ized out o f  the rest o f  the ship. I ’m  not sure. M aybe a m akeshift 
thrust-control can be set up. It w ould take days anyw ay and I cou ldn’t 
guarantee results.”

“D ays!” cried the com m ander. “ It can ’t take days. W e’re fa llin g  
tow ard Jupiter!”

There was a com plete silence for a few  m om ents, and then Pan- 
ner put into words w hat all o f  them  knew. “T hat’s right, Com m ander. 
W e’re falling tow ard Jupiter and we can’t stop ourselves in time. It 
m eans w e’re through, Com m ander. W e’re all dead m en!”



Jupiter Close Up

It w as Lucky who broke the deadly silence that followed, in sharp, 
incisive tones. “N o m an is dead w hile he has a m ind capable o f  
thought. W ho can handle this sh ip’s com puter m ost rapidly?”

C om m ander D onahue said, “M ajor Brant. H e’s the regular tra
jec to ry  m an.”

“Is he up in the control room ?”
“Y es.”
“L e t’s get to him . I w ant the detailed Planetary Ephem erae  . . . 

Fanner, you stay here w ith the m en and get to work cannibalizing 
and im provising.”

“W hat good will it— ?” Panner began.
Lucky cut in at once. “Perhaps no good at all. I f  so, w e’ll hit 

Jup iter and y o u ’ll die after having w asted a few hours o f  labor. N ow  
I ’ve g iven you an order. G et to w ork!”

“B u t . . .” C om m ander Donahue seem ed stuck after that one 
word.

Lucky said, “A s councilm an o f  science, I ’m assum ing com m and 
o f  this vessel. I f  you w ish to dispute that, I ’ll have Bigman lock you 
in your cabin and you can argue it out at the court-m artial proceed
ings, assum ing w e survive.”

Lucky turned aw ay and m oved quickly up the central shaft. B ig
m an m otioned C om m ander D onahue up with a quick je rk  o f  his 
thum b and  follow ed last.

Panner looked after them  scow ling, turned savagely to the en
gineers, and said, “All right, you bunch o f  corpses. No use waiting 
for it w ith  our fingers in our m ouths. Hop to it.”

*  *  ■ *
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Lucky strode into the control room.
The officer at the controls said, “W hat’s w rong dow n there?” His 

lips w ere white.
“Y ou’re M ajor Brant,” said Lucky. “W e haven’t been form ally 

introduced, but never m ind that. I ’m  C ouncilm an D avid Starr, and 
you’re taking orders from  me. G et at that com puter and do w hat 
you’re told w ith all the speed you have.”

Lucky had the Planetary Ephem erae  before him , Like all great 
reference w orks, it was in book form rather than film. The turning o f  
pages, after all, m ade for the m ore rapid location o f  a specific piece 
o f  inform ation, than did the long-draw n-out unw inding o f  film from  
end to end.

He turned the pages now  w ith practiced hand, searching am ong 
the rows and colum ns o f  num bers that located the position  o f  every 
chunk o f  m atter in the solar system  over ten m iles in d iam eter (and 
some under) at certain standard tim es, together w ith their planes o f  
revolution and velocity  o f  m otion.

Lucky said, “Take the follow ing co-ordinates as I call them  out, 
together w ith the line o f  m otion, and calculate the characteristics o f  
the orbit and the position o f  the point at this m om ent and for suc
ceeding m om ents for the space o f  forty-eight hours.”

The m ajor’s fingers flew as figures w ere converted by  the special 
punch m achine into a coded tape w hich w as fed into the com puter.

Even while that was taking place, Lucky said, “C alculate from  
our present position and velocity our orbit w ith respect to Jupiter and 
the point o f  intersection w ith the object w hose orbit you have ju s t 
calculated.”

Again the m ajor worked.
The com puter spat out its results in coded tape that w ound on to 

a spool and dictated the tapping o f  a typew riter that spelled out the 
results in figures.

Lucky said, “A t the point o f  intersection, w hat is tim e discrep
ancy betw een our ship and the object?”

Again the m ajor worked. He said, “W e m iss it by four hours, 
tw enty-one m inutes, and forty-four seconds.”

“Calculate how  the velocity o f  the ship m ust be altered  in order 
to hit the point squarely. Use one hour from  now  as the starting tim e.”

C om m ander Donahue broke in. “W e can ’t do anything this close 
to Jupiter, Councilm an. The em ergency pow er w o n ’t b reak  us away. 
D on’t you understand that?”

“I ’m not asking the m ajor to break us aw ay, Com m ander. I ’m
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asking him  to accelerate the ship tow ard Jupiter, for w hatever our 
reserve pow er is w orth .”

The com m ander rocked back on his heels. “Toward  Jupiter?”
The com puter was m aking the calculation and the results were 

com ing in. Lucky said, “Can you accelerate by that m uch on the 
pow er available?”

M ajor B rant said shakily, “I th ink so.”
“Then do it.”
C om m ander D onahue said again, “Toward  Jupiter?”
“Yes. Exactly. Io isn ’t the innerm ost o f  Jupiter’s satellites. Amal- 

thea is closer, Jupiter Five. I f  w e can intersect its orbit properly, we 
can land on it. I f  w e m iss it, well, then, we will have hurried death 
b y  tw o hours.”

B igm an felt a surge o f  sudden hope. He could never entirely 
despair w hile Lucky w as in action, but until that m om ent he had not 
seen w hat it w as that Lucky intended doing. He rem em bered now 
his earlier conversation w ith Lucky on the subject. The satellites were 
num bered in order o f  discovery. A m althea was a small satellite, ju st 
a hundred m iles in diam eter, and it w as discovered only after the four 
m ajor satellites w ere known. So, though the closest to Jupiter, it was 
Jupiter Five. Som ehow  one tended to forget that. Because Io was 
called Jupiter One, there w as alw ays the tendency to think there was 
nothing betw een it and the planet itself.

A nd one hour later the Jovian M oon  began a carefully plotted 
acceleration tow ard Jupiter, hastening tow ard the death trap.

They no longer centered the visiplate on any part o f  Jupiter. 
Though the latter sw elled hourly, the center o f  sight rem ained on a 
portion  o f  the star field a considerable distance from  Jupiter’s rim. 
The star field w as under m axim um  m agnification. A t that point 
should be Jupiter Five, streaking for its rendezvous w ith a ship which 
w as hurtling and straining dow n, dow n tow ard Jupiter. E ither the ship 
w ould  be caught by the speck o f  rock and saved, or it w ould miss 
and be lost forever.

“There it is,” said B igm an in excitem ent. “That star shows a 
v isible d isk.”

“C alculate observed position and m otion,” ordered Lucky, “and 
check w ith  the com puted orbit.”

This w as done.
“A ny correction?” L ucky asked.
“W e’ll have to  slow  dow n by— ”
“N ever m ind  the figures. Do it!”
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Jupiter Five circled Jupiter in tw elve hours, m oving in its orbit 
at a speed o f  nearly three thousand m iles an hour. This w as one and 
a h a lf tim es as rapid as Io ’s m otion and its gravitational field was 
only one tw entieth that o f  Io. For both reasons, it m ade the harder 
target.

M ajor B rant’s fists trem bled on the controls as the all-im portant 
side thrusts bent the Jovian Moon's, orbit ever so slightly to m eet the 
onrushing Jupiter Five, slip behind it and round, m atching speeds for 
ju st those vital m om ents that w ould enable the satellite’s gravity  to 
establish the ship in an orbit about itself.

Jupiter Five was a large, brilliant object now. I f  it stayed so, 
good. I f  it began to grow  smaller, they had missed.

M ajor Brant w hispered, “W e’ve m ade it,” and his head fell fo r
w ard into his shaking palm s as he released the controls.

Even Lucky closed his eyes m om entarily in a k ind o f  w eary 
relief.

In one w ay the situation on Jupiter Five was far different from  
what it had been on Io. There, all the crew  had been sight-seers; the 
consideration o f  the heavens had taken precedence over the leisurely 
preparations in the valley.

Here on Jupiter Five, how ever, no one em erged from  the Jovian  
Moon. W hat there w as to see, no one saw.

The m en stayed aboard the ship and w orked on the repair o f  the 
engines. N othing else m attered. If  they failed, the landing on Jupiter 
Five could only postpone doom  and stretch it out into greater agony.

No norm al ship could land on Jupiter Five to rescue them , and 
no other Agrav ship existed or w ould exist for a year at least. I f  they 
failed, there w ould be tim e enough to w atch Jupiter and the vision 
o f  the skies w hile they w aited for death.

Yet under less urgent conditions the vision w ould  have been 
worth watching. It was Io all over again w ith everything doubled and 
tripled.

From the point at w hich the Jovian M oon  landed, Jup iter’s low er 
rim seem ed to sweep the flat, pow dery horizon. The giant looked so 
close in the airlessness that a w atcher w ould have im agined he could 
reach out his hand and bury it in that circle o f  light.

From the horizon Jupiter stretched upw ard, halfw ay to zenith. A t 
the m om ent the Jovian M oon  landed, Jupiter w as alm ost full, and 
within the unbearable circle o f  brilliant stripes and colors nearly ten 
thousand full m oons Earth variety could have been placed. A lm ost 
one sixteenth o f  the entire vault o f  the sky was covered by  Jupiter.
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A nd because Jupiter Five circled Jupiter in tw elve hours, the 
visible m oons— there w ere four here rather than three as on Io, since 
Jo itse lf  w as now  a m oon— m oved three tim es as fast as they did on 
Io. So did all the stars and everything else in the sky, except for 
frozen Jupiter, w hich one side o f  the satellite eternally faced and 
w hich  therefore never m oved.

In five hours the sun w ould rise and it w ould be exactly the same 
in appearance as on Io; it w ould be the one thing that hadn’t changed. 
B ut it w ould  race tow ard a four-tim es-as-large Jupiter at three times 
the speed and m ake an eclipse a hundred tim es as terrifyingly beau
tiful.

B ut no one saw it. It took place tw ice while the Jovian Moon 
stayed and no one saw it. N o one had the time. No one had the heart.

Panner finally sat down and stared out o f  bleary eyes. The flesh 
around them  was red and puffy. His voice w as a hoarse whisper.

“A ll right. Everyone to your norm al stations. W e’ll have a dry 
run .” He h ad n ’t slept in forty hours. The others had w orked in shifts, 
but Panner had stopped neither to eat nor to sleep.

B igm an, w ho had confined h im self to unskilled labor, to fetching 
and carrying, to reading dials under direction and holding levers ac
cording to instruction, had no place in a dry run, no station, no duties. 
So he w andered som berly about the ship in search o f  Lucky and 
found him  in the control room  w ith C om m ander Donahue.

Lucky had his shirt o ff  and w as w iping his shoulders, forearm s, 
and  face on a large p lastofluff towel.

A s soon as he saw Bigm an, he said briskly, “The ship will be 
m oving, B igm an. W e’ll be taking o ff  soon.”

B igm an’s eyes raised. “W e’re only doing a dry run, Lucky.”
“It w ill work. That Jim  Panner w orked m iracles.”
C om m ander D onahue said stiffly, “C ouncilm an Starr, you have 

saved m y ship.”
“N o, no. Panner deserves the credit. I think h a lf the engine is 

being held together w ith copper wire and m ucilage, but it will w ork.”
“Y ou know  w hat I m ean, Councilm an. You drove us on to Jupiter 

Five w hen the rest o f  us were ready to give up and panic. You saved 
m y ship, and I will report that fact fully w hen I stand court-m artial 
on Earth for having failed to co-operate w ith you on Jupiter N ine.”

Lucky flushed in em barrassm ent. “I can ’t allow  that, C om 
m ander. It is im portant that councilm en avoid publicity. As far as the 
official record is concerned, you w ill have rem ained in com m and at 
all tim es. There w ill be no m ention o f  any actions o f  m ine.”
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“Im possible. I couldn’t allow  m yself to be praised  for w hat you 
have done.”

“Y ou will have to. I t’s an order. A nd le t’s have no talk  o f  court- 
m artials.”

C om m ander D onahue drew  h im self up w ith a k ind o f  pride. “I 
deserve court-martial. You w arned m e o f  the presence o f  Sirian 
agents. I did not listen and as a result m y ship w as sabotaged.”

“The blam e is mine, too,” Lucky said calm ly. “I w as on board  
ship and did not prevent it. N evertheless, i f  w e can bring back the 
saboteur, there will be no question o f  court-m artial.”

The com m ander said, “The saboteur, o f  course, is the robot you 
w arned me of. H ow  I could be so blind!”

“I ’m afraid you still don’t see entirely. It w asn ’t the robot.”
“N ot the robot?”
“A robot could not have sabotaged the ship. It w ould have been 

bringing harm  to hum ans and that w ould have m eant breaking the 
First Law .”

The com m ander frowned as he considered that. “It m ight not 
have been aware that it w as doing harm .”

“Everyone aboard ship, including the hum anoid, understands 
Agrav. The robot w ould have know n it was doing harm. In any case 
I think we have the identity o f  the saboteur, or will have in a m o
m ent.”

“Oh? W ho is he, Councilm an Starr?”
“W ell, consider this for a m om ent. I f  a m an so sabotages a ship 

as to insure that it will either blow  up or fall into Jupiter, he w ould  
be either a m adm an or a superhum anly dedicated person to stay on 
board that ship.”

“Yes, I suppose so.”
“Since the time we left Io, the air locks have never opened. I f  

they had there w ould have been slight drops in air pressure, and the 
ship’s barom eter indicates no such drops. You see, then, the saboteur 
m ust never have gotten on the ship at Io. H e ’s still there, unless h e ’s 
been taken off.”

“How could he be taken off? N o ship could get to Io, except this 
one.”

Lucky sm iled grim ly. “N o Earth  ship.”
The com m ander’s eyes w idened. “Surely no Sirian ship, either.” 
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, I ’m  sure.” The com m ander frowned. “A nd for that m atter, 

wait a m om ent. Everyone reported on board  before w e left Io. W e 
w ouldn’t have left w ithout everyone reported  present.”
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“In that case everyone is still on board .”
“I w ould  presum e so.”
“W ell,” said Lucky, “Panner has ordered all m en to stations un

der em ergency conditions. The w hereabouts o f  every m an should be 
fixed during this dry run. Call Panner and ask i f  anyone is m issing.” 

C om m ander D onahue turned to the intercom , and signaled Pan
ner.

There w as som e delay, and then Panner’s voice, infinitely tired, 
answ ered. “I was about to call, Com m ander. The run was successful. 
W e can take off. I f  w e ’re lucky, things will hold till w e ’re back on 
Jupiter N ine.”

The com m ander said, “Very7 good. Y our w ork will be properly 
acknow ledged, Panner. M eanw hile, are all m en at stations?”

P anner’s face on the visiplate above the intercom  seem ed to hard
en all at once. ‘W o/ By Space, I m eant to tell you! W e can’t locate 
Sum m ers.”

“R ed Sum m ers,” B igm an cried in sudden excitement. “That m ur
dering cobber. L u c k y . . . ”

“One m om ent, B igm an,” Lucky said. “Dr. Panner, you m ean 
Sum m ers isn ’t  in his quarters?”

“He isn ’t anyw here. Except that it’s im possible, I’d say he w asn’t 
on board .”

“T hank you .” Lucky reached over to break contact. “W ell, C om 
m ander.”

B igm an said, “Listen, Lucky. You rem em ber once I told you I 
m et him  com ing out o f  the engine room ? W hat was he doing down 
there?”

“W e know  now ,” said Lucky.
“A nd w e know  enough to get him ,” said the com m ander, w hite

faced. “W e’re landing on Io a n d . . .”
“W ait,” said Lucky, “first things first. There is som ething m ore 

im portant even than a traitor.”
“W hat?”
“The m atter o f  the robot.”
“T hat can w ait.”
“Perhaps not. Com m ander, you said that all m en reported on 

board  the Jovian  M oon  before we left Io. I f  so, the report was ob
v iously  a false one.”

“W ell?”
“I th ink we ought to try to find the source o f  the false report. A 

robot can ’t sabotage a ship, but i f  a m an has sabotaged the ship
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w ithout the robo t’s know ledge, it w ould be very sim ple for the robot 
to help that m an rem ain o ff  the ship i f  its help is requested .”

“You m ean w hoever is responsible for the false report that Sum 
m ers was on board ship is the robot?”

Lucky paused. He tried not to allow  h im self to grow  too hopeful 
or feel too trium phant, and yet the argum ent seem ed perfect.

He said, “It seems so.”



15

Traitor!

C om m ander D onahue said, “M ajor Levinson, then.” His eyes dark
ened. “A nd yet I find that im possible to believe.”

“Find w hat im possible to believe?” Lucky asked.
“That he is a robot. H e’s the m an who took the report. He keeps 

our records. I know  him  well and I sw ear that he c a n ’t be a robot.”
“ W e’ll question him, Com m ander. A nd one thing— ” L ucky’s 

expression was som ber. “D on’t accuse him  o f  being a robot; don ’t 
ask him  i f  h e ’s one or even im ply that he m ight be one. Do nothing 
to  m ake him  feel h e ’s under suspicion.”

The com m ander looked astonished. “W hy not?”
“The Sirians have a w ay o f  protecting their robots. Open suspi

cion m ay trigger som e explosive device w ithin the m ajor i f  he is 
indeed a robot.”

The com m ander exhaled explosively. “ Space!”

M ajor Levinson show ed the signs o f  strain that were universal 
am ong the m en aboard the Jovian M oon, but he stood at brisk m ili
tary  attention. “Y es, sir.”

The com m ander said cautiously, “C ouncilm an Starr has a few 
questions to ask .”

M ajor Levinson shifted to face Lucky. He was quite tall, topping 
even L ucky’s inches, w ith fair hair, blue eyes, and a narrow  face.

Lucky said, “All m en w ere reported on board the Jovian Moon  
at the tim e o f  take-o ff from  Io, and you prepared that report. Is that 
right, m ajor?”

“Y es, sir.”
“D id you  see each m an individually?”
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“No, sir. I used the intercom. Each m an answ ered at take-o ff 
station or in his cabin.”

“Each m an? Did you hear each m an’s voice? Each individual 
voice?”

M ajor Levinson looked astonished. “I suppose so. T hat’s not the 
sort o f  thing one rem em bers, really .”

“N evertheless i t’s quite im portant and I ’m  asking you to rem em 
ber.”

The m ajor frow ned and bent his head. “W ell, now  wait. Com e 
to think o f  it, N orrich answ ered for Sum m ers because Sum m ers was 
in the bathroom .” Then, w ith a sudden spark o f  excitem ent, he added, 
“Hold on, they ’re looking for Sum m ers right now .”

Lucky held up a palm. “N ever m ind that, M ajor. W ould you get 
N orrich and send him  up?”

N orrich came in on M ajor L evinson’s arm. He looked bew il
dered. He said, “Com m ander, no one seems to be able to find R ed 
Summers. W hat’s happened to h im ?”

Lucky forestalled the com m ander’s answer. He said, “W e’re try 
ing to find out. D id you report Sum m ers present w hen M ajor L ev
inson checked those aboard before we left Io?”

The blind engineer reddened. He said tightly, “Y es.”
“The m ajor says you said Sum m ers w as in the bathroom . W as 

he?”
“W e ll . . . No, he w asn’t, Councilm an. He had gotten o ff ship for 

a m om ent to pick up some item  o f  equipm ent he had left behind. He 
d idn’t want the com m ander chew ing him  out— pardon m e, sir— for 
carelessness, and he asked me to cover for him . H e said he w ould 
be back well before take-off.”

“W as he?”
“I . . .  I th o u g h t. . .  I had the im pression he was. M utt barked, I 

think, and I was sure Sum m ers w as com ing back, but there isn ’t 
anything for me to do at take-off, so I w as turning in for a nap and 
I guess 1 ju st d idn’t give the m atter too m uch thought at the m om ent. 
Then there was the mess in the engine room  alm ost right away, and 
after that there was no tim e to think o f  anything.”

Panner’s voice came over the central intercom  w ith sudden loud
ness. “W arning to all men. W e are taking off. Everyone to stations.”

The Jovian M oon  was in space again, lifting itse lf against Jupi
te r’s gravity w ith pow erful surges. It was expending energy at a rate 
that would have bankrupted five ordinary vessels and and only the



faint trem or in the sound o f  the hyperatom ics rem ained to show that 
the sh ip ’s m echanism  depended, in part, on m akeshift devices.

Panner gloom ily pondered on the poor showing the ship would 
now  m ake energy-w ise. He said, “As is, I ’ll get back w ith only sev
enty per cent o f  original energy, w hen it could have been eighty-five 
or ninety. I f  w e land on Io and m ake another take-off, w e ’ll get back 
w ith  only fifty. A nd I d o n ’t know  if  w e can stand another take-off.”

B ut Lucky said, “W e m ust get Sum m ers, and you know w hy.”

W ith Io grow ing large-sized once again in the visiplate, Lucky 
said thoughtfully , “I t’s not entirely certain we can find him, Bigm an.”

Bigm an said incredulously, “Y ou don’t think the Sirians actually 
p icked  h im  up, do you?”

“No, but lo ’s a big place. I f  he w anders o ff to some rendezvous, 
w e m ight never locate him . I ’m  counting on his staying put. H e’d 
have to carry air, food, and w ater w ith him  if  he m oved, so it would 
be m ost logical for him  to stay put. Particularly w hen h e ’d have no 
reason to  expect us to com e back.”

B igm an said, “W e should have know n it was that cobber all 
along, Lucky. He tried to kill you first thing. W hy should he want to 
do that, i f  he w eren’t p laying along w ith the Sirians?”

“True enough, B igm an, but rem em ber this: we were looking for 
a spy. Sum m ers cou ldn’t be the spy. He had no access to the leaked 
inform ation. O nce it w as clear to m e that the spy was a robot, that 
cleared Sum m ers on another account. The V -frog had detected em o
tion in him , so he couldn’t be a robot and therefore couldn’t be the 
spy. O f course that d idn’t prevent him  from  being a traitor and sab
oteur, and I should not have allow ed the search for a spy to blind 
m e to  that possib ility .”

He shook his head and added, “This seems to be a case riddled 
w ith  disappointm ent. I f  it had been anyone else but N orrich who had 
covered for Sum m ers, we w ould have had our robot. The trouble is 
that N orrich is the only m an who could have had convincingly in
nocent reason to co-operate w ith Summ ers. He was friendly with 
Sum m ers; we know  that. Then, too, N orrich could innocently be 
ignorant that Sum m ers never returned before take-off. A fter all, h e ’s 
b lind .”

B igm an said, “B esides w hich, he show ed em otion, too, so he 
ca n ’t be the robot.”

Lucky nodded. “True enough.” Yet he frowned and grew silent.
D ow n, dow n they cam e to lo ’s surface, landing alm ost in the 

m arks o f  their previous take-off. The dots and sm eared shadows in
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the valley resolved them selves into the equipm ent they had  set up as 
they approached.

Lucky was surveying the surface intently through the visiplate. 
“W ere any air tights left behind on Io?”

“N o,” said the com m ander.
“Then we m ay have our m an. One air tight, as you m ay notice, 

is fully expanded behind that rock form ation. Do you have the list 
o f  m aterial unaccounted for on board?”

The com m ander delivered a sheet o f  paper w ithout com m ent, and 
Lucky studied it. He said, “B igm an and I w ill go out after him . I 
doubt that w e’ll need help.”

The tiny sun was high in the sky, and B igm an and Lucky w alked 
on their own shadows. Jupiter was a thinnish crescent.

Lucky spoke on B igm an’s w ave length. “He m ust have seen the 
ship; unless h e ’s sleeping.”

“O r unless h e ’s gone,” said Bigm an.
“I doubt that h e ’s gone.”
And alm ost at once B igm an cried, “ Sands o f  M ars, Lucky, look 

up there!”
A figure appeared at the top o f  the line o f  rock. It stood out 

blackly against the thinning yellow  line o f  Jupiter.
“D on’t m ove,” came a low, tired  voice on L ucky’s ow n w ave 

length. “I ’m  holding a b laster.”
“ Sum m ers,” said Lucky, “com e dow n and surrender.”
A note o f  bitter m ockery entered the o ther’s strained voice. “I 

guessed the right wave length, d idn’t I, Councilm an? Though it w as 
an easy guess from the size o f  your friend . . . Get back to your ship 
or I ’ll kill you both.”

Lucky said, “D on’t b lu ff pointlessly. A t this distance you 
couldn’t hit us in a dozen tries.”

Bigman added with tenor fury, “And I ’m  arm ed, too, and I can 
hit you even at this distance. Just rem em ber that and don’t even m ove 
a finger near the activating button.”

Lucky said, “Throw  dow n your b laster and surrender.”
“N ever!” said Summers.
“W hy not? To w hom  are you being loyal?” Lucky dem anded. 

“The Sirians? Did they prom ise to p ick  you up? I f  so, they lied to 
you and betrayed you. T hey’re not w orth loyalty. Tell m e w here the 
Sirians’ base in the Jupiter system  is located.”

“You know so much! Figure it out for yourself.”
“W hat subwave com bination do you use to contact them ?”
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“ Figure that out, too . . . D o n ’t m ove any closer.”
Lucky said, “Help us out now, Sum m ers, and I ’ll do m y best to 

get you m ild  treatm ent on E arth.”
Sum m ers laughed weakly. “The w ord o f  a councilm an?”
“Y es.”
“I w ou ldn ’t take it. G et back to your ship.”
“W hy have you turned against your own world, Summ ers? W hat 

have the Sirians offered you? M oney?”
“M oney!” The o ther’s voice was suddenly furious. “Do you want 

to know  w hat they offered m e? I ’ll tell you. A  chance at a decent 
life.” They could hear the tiny gritting sound Summ ers m ade as his 
teeth ground together. “W hat did I have on Earth? M isery all m y life. 
A  crow ded planet w ith no decent chance at m aking a nam e and a 
position  for m yself. Everyw here I w ent I w as surrounded by m illions 
o f  people claw ing at each other for existence, and w hen I tried to 
claw  also, I was put in jail. I m ade up m y m ind that i f  ever I could 
do anything to get back at Earth, I w ould.”

“W hat do vou expect to get from  Sirius in the w ay o f  a decent 
life?”

“They invited m e to em igrate to the Sirian planets, i f  you m ust 
know .” He paused, and his breathing m ade small w histling noises. 
“N ew  w orlds out there. C lean worlds. T here’s room  for m en there; 
they need m en and talent. I’d have a chance there.”

“Y o u ’ll never get there. W hen are they com ing for you?” 
Sum m ers w as silent.
Lucky said, “Face it, man. T hey’re not com ing for you. They 

have no decent life for you; no life at all for you. O nly death for 
you. Y ou expected them  before this, d idn’t you?”

“I d idn’t.”
“D o n ’t lie. It w o n ’t im prove the situation for you. W e’ve checked 

the supplies m issing from  the Jovian M oon. W e know  exactly how 
m uch oxygen you sm uggled o ff the ship. O xygen cylinders are 
clum sy things to carry even under Io ’s gravity w hen you have to 
sneak them  o ff w ithout being caught and in a hurry. Y our air supply 
is alm ost gone now , isn ’t it?”

“I have plenty  o f  air,” said Summers.
Lucky said, “I say i t’s alm ost gone. D on’t you see the Sirians 

a ren ’t com ing for you? They can ’t com e for you w ithout A grav and 
they h aven ’t got A grav. G reat Galaxy, m an, have you let yourself 
get so hungry for the Sirian w orlds that y o u ’ll let them  kill you in 
as open and crude a double-cross as I ’ve ever seen? Now, tell me, 
w hat have you done for them ?”
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Summers said, “I did w hat they asked m e to do and that w asn ’t 
much. And i f  I have any regrets,” he shouted in sudden, breathless 
bravado, “it’s only that I d idn’t get the Jovian M oon. H ow  did you 
get away, anyway? I fixed it. I f ix e d  the rotten, slim y . . . ” he ended, 
choking.

Lucky m otioned to B igm an and broke into the soaring lope char
acteristic o f  running on low -gravity worlds. B igm an follow ed, veer
ing o ff so as not to offer a single target.

Sum m ers’ blaster came up and m ade a thin popping sound, all 
that was possible in Io ’s thin w isps o f  atm osphere. Sand kicked up 
and around, and a crater form ed yards from  L ucky’s fleeting figure.

“You w on’t catch m e,” Summ ers yelled w ith a kind o f  w eak 
violence. “ I ’m not com ing back to Earth. T hey’ll com e for me. The 
Sirians will com e for m e.”

“Up, B igm an,” said Lucky. He had reached the rock form ation. 
Jum ping upward, he caught a projection and hurled h im self further 
upward. At sixth-norm al gravity, a m an, even in a space suit, could 
outdo a m ountain goat in  clim bing.

Summ ers scream ed thinly. His hands m oved up to his helm et and 
he leaped backw ard and disappeared.

Lucky and B igm an reached the top. The rock form ation was 
nearly sheer on the other side, w ith sharp outcroppings breaking the 
clifflike face. Summers was a spread-eagled figure, dropping slow ly 
downward, striking against the face o f  the rock, and rebounding.

Bigman said, “L et’s get him , Lucky,” and jum ped  far outw ard, 
wide o f  the cliff. Lucky followed.

It would have been a killing leap on Earth, even on M ars. On Io 
it was little more than a tooth-jarring drop.

They hit with bent knees and let them selves roll to take up som e 
o f  the force o f  impact. Lucky was on his feet first and m ade for 
Summers, who lay prone and unm oving.

Bigman came up panting. “Hey, that w asn ’t the easiest jum p  I—  
W hat’s the m atter w ith the cobber?”

Lucky said grimly. “H e’s dead. I knew  his oxygen w as low  from  
the way he sounded. He was alm ost unconscious. I t’s w hy I rushed 
him .”

“You could go a long tim e being unconscious,” said Bigm an.
Lucky shook his head. “He m ade sure. He really  d idn’t w ant to 

be taken. Just before he jum ped, he opened his helm et to Io ’s poison 
air and he hit the cliff.”

He stepped aside and B igm an caught a glim pse o f  the sm ashed 
face.
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L ucky said, “P oor fool!”
“Poor tra itor /” B igm an raged. “He m ight have had the answ er 

and he w ouldn’t tell us. N ow  he can’t tell us.”
Lucky said, “He doesn’t have to, Bigman. I think I know the 

answ er now .”
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Robot!

“Y ou do?” The little M artian’s voice rose to a squeak. “W hat is it, 
Lucky?”

But Lucky said, “N ot now .” He gazed dow n at Sum m ers, w hose 
dead eyes stared sightlessly tow ard the alien heavens. He said, “ Sum 
m ers has one distinction. He is the first m an ever to die on Io.”

He looked up. The sun was edging behind Jupiter. The planet 
was becom ing only a faint silvery circle o f  tw ilit atm osphere.

Lucky said, “ It will be dark. L et’s go back to the ship.”

Bigman paced the floor o f  their cabin. It took only three steps 
one way, three steps the other, but he paced. He said, “B ut i f  you 
know, Lucky, w hy don’t you . .

Lucky said, “I can’t take an ordinary action and risk explosion. 
Let m e do it in m y own tim e and m y ow n way, B igm an.”

There was a firmness in his tone that quite subdued Bigm an. He 
changed the subject and said, “W ell, then, w hy w aste any m ore tim e 
on Io because o f  that cobber out there? H e’s dead. T here’s nothing 
m ore to do about him .”

“One thing,” said Lucky. The door signal flashed and he added, 
“O pen it, Bigman. It should be N orrich.”

It was. The blind engineer stepped in, his dog, M utt, going b e
fore.

N orrich’s blue, unseeing eyes b linked rapidly. He said, “I ’ve 
heard about Summ ers, Councilm an. It’s a terrible thing to th ink he 
tried to . .  . to . .  . Terrible that he was a traitor. Y et som ehow  I ’m  
sorry for him .”

Lucky nodded. “ I knew  you w ould be. I t’s w hy I asked you to



com e here. I t ’s dark out on Io now. The sun ’s in eclipse. W hen the 
eclipse is over, w ill you com e out w ith m e to bury Sum m ers?”

“G ladly. W e should do that m uch for any m an, shouldn’t w e?” 
N o rrich ’s hand dropped as if  for consolation on M utt’s m uzzle, and 
the dog cam e close and m oved softly against his m aster as though 
feeling som e dim  need to offer sympathy.

Lucky said, “I thought you w ould w ant to com e along. A fter all, 
you w ere his friend. You m ight w ant to pay your last respects.”

“Thank you. I w ould like to .” N orrich ’s blind eyes w ere moist.

Lucky said to C om m ander D onahue ju st before he placed the 
helm et over his head, “It will be our last trip out. W hen we return, 
w e w ill take o ff  for Jupiter N ine.”

“G ood,” the com m ander said, and there seem ed some unspoken 
understanding as their eyes met.

L ucky put on his helm et and in another com er o f  the pilot room, 
N orrich ’s sensitive fingers m oved delicately over M utt’s flexible 
space suit, m aking sure all fastenings w ere secure. Inside the glass- 
fronted, odd-shaped helm et that fitted over M utt’s head, M utt’s jaw s 
m oved in a faintly heard bark. It was obvious the dog knew  he was 
headed for a trip into low  gravity and that he enjoyed the prospect.

The first grave on Io was done. It had been dug out o f  hard, 
rocky soil by the use o f  force diggers. It was filled in w ith a m ound 
o f  gravel and topped by an oval boulder as a marker.

The three m en stood round it w hile M utt w andered o ff  in the 
distance, trying vainly, as always, to exam ine his surroundings, 
though m etal and glass blocked the use o f  his sense o f  smell.

B igm an, w ho knew  w hat Lucky expected him  to do but d idn’t 
know  w hy, w aited  tensely.

N orrich stood with his head bow ed and said softly, “This was a 
m an w ho w anted som ething very m uch, did wrong for that reason, 
and  has paid  for it.”

“He did w hat the Sirians asked him  to do,” Lucky added. “That 
w as his crim e. He com m itted sabotage and . . . ”

N orrich  stiffened as the pause in L ucky’s rem arks lengthened. 
H e said, “A nd  w hat?”

“A nd he got yo u  on board ship. He refused to jo in  the crew 
w ithout you. Y ou yourse lf to ld  m e that it was only through him  that 
you w ere assigned to the Jovian M oon.”

L ucky’s voice grew  stem . “Y ou are a robot spy placed here by 
the Sirians. Y our blindness' m akes you seem  innocent to the others
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on the project, but you don’t need a sense o f  sight. Y ou k illed  the 
V -frog and covered for Summ ers to get him  o ff  the ship. Y our own 
death m eant nothing to you in the face o f  orders, as Third Law  states. 
And, finally, you fooled m e by the display o f  em otion I caught 
through the V-frog, a synthetic em otion built into you by the S irians.”

This was the cue for w hich B igm an had been waiting. L ifting 
the butt o f  his blaster high, he hurled h im self at N orrich, w hose 
incoherent protestations did not coalesce into words.

“I knew  it was you,” B igm an shrieked, “and I ’m  sm ashing you .”
“I t’s not true,” N orrich wailed, finding his voice. He threw  up 

his hands and stum bled backward.
And suddenly M utt was a streak in the pale, w hite light. He 

hurled h im self furiously across the quarter m ile that separated him  
from the m en, aim ing with desperate passion at Bigman.

B igm an paid no attention. One hand caught at N orrich ’s shoulder. 
The other swung the b laster upward.

Then M utt collapsed!
W hile he w as still ten feet from  the struggling pair, his legs 

stiffened uselessly and he tum bled and rolled past them , com ing to 
a frozen halt at last. Through the glass o f  his helm et his jaw s could 
be seen hanging open, as though in m id-bark.

B igm an held his threatening position over N orrich  as though he, 
too, w ere frozen.

Lucky approached the anim al w ith quick steps. He used his force 
shovel as a kind o f  unw ieldy knife and slit M utt’s space suit length
wise from  neck to tail.

Then, tensely, he slit through the skin at the back o f  the neck 
and probed deftly w ith his m ail-shod fingers. They closed on a sm all 
sphere that was not bone. He lifted the sphere and m et resistance. 
Holding his breath, he snapped the w ires that held it in place and 
stood up, alm ost w eak with relief. The base o f  the brain had been 
the logical place for a m echanism  to be activated by the brain, and 
he had found it. M utt could endanger no one now.

N orrich cried out, as though through instinctive know ledge o f  his 
loss.

“M y dog! W hat are you doing to m y dog?”
Lucky said softly, “ It’s no dog, N orrich. N ever was. It w as a 

robot. Com e, B igm an, lead him  back to the ship. I ’ll carry M utt.”
Lucky and B igm an w ere in P anner’s room . The Jovian M oon  

was in flight again, and lo  w as falling rapidly away, already only a 
bright coin in the sky.

“W hat gave it aw ay?” said Panner.
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L ucky said som berly, “A  num ber o f  things w hich I never saw. 
E very  clue pointed  firm ly to M utt, but I was so intent on finding a 
hum anoid  robot, so inw ardly convinced that a robot had to look hu
m an, that I looked past the truth though it stared m e in the face.” 

“T hen w hen d id  you  see?”
“W hen Sum m ers killed h im self by jum ping  o ff the rock. I stared 

at him , lying there, and thought o f  B igm an falling through the am 
m onia snow  and nearly dying. I thought: T here’s no M utt that can
save this o ne___ A nd that did it.”

“H ow ? I don ’t understand.”
“H ow  d id  M utt save B igm an? W hen the dog came running up 

past us, B igm an w as som ew here under the ice, now here to be seen. 
Y et M utt p lunged in, m ade for B igm an w ithout hesitation, and 
dragged him  out. W e accepted that w ithout thought because we som e
how  expect dogs to find w hat can ’t be seen through their sense o f  
smell. B ut M utt’s head was enclosed. He could neither see nor smell 
B igm an, yet had no trouble locating him. W e ought to have seen that 
unusual sense perception  was involved. W e’ll find out exactly which 
w hen our roboticists w ork over the carcass.”

“N ow  that you explain,” said Panner, “ it looks plain enough. The 
dog had  to give itse lf aw ay because First Law com pelled it not to 
allow  a  hum an being to com e to harm .”

“T hat’s right,” said Lucky. “Once suspicions o f  M utt finally pen
etrated, a few  other things started falling into place. Summ ers had 
m aneuvered N orrich  on board, yes, but in doing so, he also got M utt 
on board. M oreover, Sum m ers was the one who got M utt for N orrich 
in the first place. The chances are that there is a spy ring on Earth 
w hose only task is to distribute these robot dogs to people working 
in o r near critical research centers.

“D ogs are perfect spies. I f  you find a dog nosing through your 
papers or w alking through a super-secret section o f  a laboratory, are 
you concerned? C hances are you pet the dog and feed him a dog 
biscuit. I checked through M utt as best I could and I think he has a 
built-in  subetheric transm itter w hich keeps him in contact with his 
Sirian m asters. They can see w hat he sees, hear what he hears. For 
instance, they saw the V -ffog through M utt’s eyes, recognized its 
danger, and directed him  to kill it. He could be m ade to handle an 
energy projector w ith w hich to fuse the lock o f  a door. Even i f  he 
w as caught in the act, there was a good chance we w ould put it all 
dow n to the accidental happenings o f  a dog playing with a weapon 
he h ad  found.

“B ut once all this had occurred to m e, I was only at the beginning
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o f  the practical problem . I had to try to take the dog intact. I was 
sure that any obvious suspicion o f  M utt w ould  trigger an explosion 
inside him. So first I brought N orrich and M utt to a safe distance 
from  the ship by suggesting we dig Sum m ers’ grave. In that w ay if 
M utt did explode, the ship, at least, and its m en w ould escape. N at
urally I left a note with C om m ander D onahue, to be opened in case 
I did not return, so that Earth w ould at least investigate dogs in 
research centers.

“I then accused N orrich . .
B igm an broke in, “Sands o f  M ars, Lucky, for a w hile I thought 

you really m eant it w hen you said N orrich had killed the V -frog and 
fooled us w ith built-in  em otion.”

Lucky shook his head. “No, Bigman. I f  he could fool us w ith 
built-in em otion, why bother to kill the V -frog? No, I w as m aking 
sure that if  Sirians were listening through M utt’s senses, they w ould  
be convinced I was on the w rong track. In addition, I w as setting up 
a situation for M utt’s benefit.

“You see, Bigman, under instructions, attacked N orrich. A s a 
Seeing Eye dog, M utt was built w ith strong orders to defend his 
m aster against attack, and obedience to orders are Second Law. U su
ally there’s no problem  here. Few people attack a blind  m an and 
those who do will usually stop i f  the dog sim ply grow ls and bares 
its fangs.

“But Bigman persisted in his attack, and M utt, for the first tim e 
since being built, had to carry through all the way. B ut how  could 
he? He couldn’t hurt Bigman. First Law. Yet he couldn’t allow  N or
rich to be hurt either. It was a com plete dilem m a and M utt w ent out 
o f  com m ission. Once that happened, I gam bled that any bom b he 
contained could no longer be triggered. So I rem oved it and after that 
we were safe.”

Panner took a deep breath. “V ery neat.”
Lucky snorted. “Neat? I could have done this the first day I 

landed on Jupiter Nine, i f  I had m y wits about m e. I alm ost had  it, 
at that. The thought was at the edge o f  m y m ind constantly  and I 
never caught it.”

Bigman said, “W hat was it, Lucky? I still don ’t know .”
“It was sim ple enough. The V -frog detected anim al em otion as 

well as hum an em otion. W e had an exam ple o f  that w hen w e first 
landed on Jupiter Nine. W e detected hunger in the m ind o f  a cat. 
Then, later, we m et N orrich and he urged you to aim  a b low  at him  
in order to show o ff M utt’s protectiveness. Y ou did so. I detected 
N orrich’s em otions and yours, B igm an, through the V -frog, but a l
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though M utt show ed every outw ard sign o f  anger, I detected no trace 
o f  such an em otion. There was the absolute p ro o f as early as that, 
that M utt had  no em otions and was therefore no dog but a robot. Yet 
I w as so convinced that I was looking for some hum an that m y m ind 
refused to  see that point. . . . W ell, le t’s go to dinner and visit Norrich 
on the way. I w ant to prom ise him  that w e ’ll get him  another dog, a 
real one.”

They arose, and B igm an said, “A nyway, Lucky, m aybe it took 
som e tim e, bu t w e ’ve stopped the Sirians.”

Lucky said quietly, “ I don ’t know  that w e ’ve stopped them , but 
certain ly  w e ’ve slow ed them  dow n.”
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1

The Invaders

The Sun w as a brilliant diam ond in the sky, ju st large enough to the 
naked eye to be m ade out as som ething m ore than a star; as a tiny 
w hite-hot pea-sized  globe.

O ut here in the vastness o f  space, near the second largest planet 
o f  the Solar System , the Sun gave out only one per cent o f  the light 
it cast on m an ’s hom e planet. It was still, however, the brightest 
object in the sky, as four thousand full M oons w ould be.

L ucky Starr gazed thoughtfully  at the visiplate w hich centered 
the im age o f  the d istant Sun. John B igm an Jones w atched with him, 
an odd contrast to L ucky’s tall and rangy figure. W hen John Bigman 
Jones stretched h im se lf to his full height, he stood five foot two 
exactly. B ut the little m an did not m easure h im self in inches and he 
allow ed people to call him  by his m iddle nam e only: Bigman.

B igm an said, “Y ou know, Lucky, it’s nearly nine hundred m illion 
m iles away. The Sun, I m ean. I ’ve never been out this far.”

The th ird  m an in the cabin, Councilm an Ben W essilew sky, 
grinned over his shoulder from  his place at the controls. He was 
another large m an, though not as tall as Lucky, and his shock o f  
yellow  hair topped a face that had grow n space-brow n in the service 
o f  the C ouncil o f  Science.

He said, “W h at’s the m atter, B igm an? Scared w ay out here?” 
B igm an squaw ked, “Sands o f  M ars, W ess, you get your hands 

o ff  those controls and  say that again.”
He had  dodged around Lucky and was m aking for the C ouncil

m an, w hen L ucky’s hands cam e dow n on B igm an’s shoulders and 
lifted him  bodily. B igm an’s legs still pum ped, as though carrying
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him tow ard W ess at a charge, but Lucky put his M ars-bom  friend 
back in  his original position.

“Stay put, B igm an.”
“But, Lucky, you heard him. This long cobber thinks th ere ’s 

m ore to a m an ju st because there’s m ore o /h im . I f  that W ess is six 
feet tall, that ju st m eans there’s an extra foot o f  flab------- ”

“All right, B igm an,” said Lucky. “And, W ess, le t’s save the hu 
m or for the Sirians.”

He spoke quietly to both, but there was no questioning his au
thority.

B igm an cleared his throat and said, “W here’s M ars?”
“O n the other side o f  the Sun from  us.”
“W ouldn’t you know ,” said the little fellow  disgustedly. Then, 

brightening, “ But hold on, Lucky, w e ’re a hundred m illion m iles 
below  the plane o f  the Ecliptic. W e ought to be able to see M ars 
below  the Sun; peeking out from  behind, sort of.”

“Uh-huh, we should. Actually, it’s a degree or so aw ay from  the 
Sun, but tha t’s close enough for it to be drow ned out in the glare. 
Y ou can m ake out Earth, though, I think.”

B igm an allow ed a look o f  haughty disgust to cross his face. 
“W ho in space wants to see Earth? There isn ’t anything there but 
people; m ostly groundhogs w ho’ve never even been a hundred m iles 
o ff the surface. I w ouldn’t look at it i f  that w ere all there w as in the 
sky to look at. You let W ess look at it. T hat’s his speed.”

He walked m oodily aw ay from  the visiplate.
W ess said, “Hey, Lucky, how  about getting Saturn on and taking 

a good look at it from  this angle? Com e on, I ’ve been prom ising 
m yself a treat,”

“ I don’t know ,” said Lucky, “that the sight o f  Saturn these days 
is exactly w hat you m ight call a treat.”

He said it lightly, but for a m om ent silence fell uneasily  w ithin 
the confined pilot room  o f  The Shooting Starr.

All three felt the change in atm osphere. Saturn m eant danger. 
Saturn had taken on a new  face o f  doom  to the peoples o f  the T er
restrial Federation. To six billion people on Earth, to additional m il
lions on M ars, the M oon, and Venus, to scientific stations on 
M ercury, Ceres, and the outer m oons o f  Jupiter, Saturn had  becom e 
som ething new ly and unexpectedly deadly.

Lucky was the first to shrug o ff that m om ent o f  depression, and, 
obedient to the touch o f  his fingers, the sensitive electronic scanners 
set into the hull o f  The Shooting Starr  ro tated  sm oothly on their



universal gim bals. As that happened, the field o f  vision in the visi- 
plate shifted.

The stars m arched across the visiplate in steady procession, and 
B igm an said w ith a curl o f  hatred in his upper lip, “A ny o f  those 
things Sirius, L ucky?”

“N o,” said Lucky, “w e’re w orking through the Southern Celestial 
H em isphere and Sirius is in the Northern. W ould you like to see 
C anopus?”

“N o,” said Bigm an. “W hy should I?”
“I ju s t thought you m ight be interested. I t’s the second brightest 

star and you could pretend it was Sirius.” Lucky sm iled slightly. It 
alw ays am used him  that the patriotic B igm an should be so annoyed 
because Sirius, hom e star o f  the great enem ies o f  the Solar System 
(though them selves descendants o f  Earthm en), was the brightest star 
in E arth ’s heavens.

B igm an said, “V ery funny. Com e on, Lucky, le t’s see Saturn, 
and then w hen we get back to Earth you can get on some com edy 
show  and  panic everybody.”

The stars kept their sm ooth m otion, then slowed and stopped. 
Lucky said “There it is— unm agnified, too.”

W ess locked the controls and tw irled in the p ilo t’s seat so that 
he m ight see also.

It w as a half-m oon in appearance, som ew hat bulging into m ore 
than half, ju s t large enough to be seen as such, bright with a soft 
yellow  light that w as dim m er in the center than along the edges.

“H ow  far aw ay are w e?” B igm an asked in astonishm ent.
Lucky said, “A bout a hundred m illion miles, I think.”
“ S om eth ing’s w rong,” B igm an said. “W here are the rings? I’ve 

been  counting on a good look.”
The Shooting  S tarr  was high above the south pole o f  Saturn. 

From  that position it should see the rings broad on.
Lucky said, “The rings are blurred into the globe o f  the planet, 

B igm an, because o f  the distance. Suppose we m agnify the im age and 
take a closer look.”

The spot o f  light that w as Saturn expanded and stretched in every 
direction, grow ing. A nd the half-m oon that it had seem ed to be broke 
up into three segm ents.

There was still a central globe, half-m ooned. A round it, however, 
touching the globe at no point, was a circularly curved ribbon o f 
light, d ivided into tw o unequal halves by a dark line. As the ribbon 
curved about Saturn and entered its shadow, it was cut o ff in dark
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“Yes, sir, B igm an,” said W ess, lecturing, “ Saturn itse lf is only 
seventy-eight thousand m iles in diam eter. A t a hundred m illion m iles, 
it would ju st be a dot o f  light, but count in the rings and there are 
nearly two hundred thousand m iles o f  reflecting surface from  one end 
to the other.”

“I know all that,” said B igm an indignantly.
“And w hat’s m ore,” continued W ess, unheeding, “at a hundred 

m illion miles, the seven-thousand-m ile break betw een Saturn’s sur
face and the innerm ost portion o f  the rings ju s t couldn’t be seen; let 
alone the tw enty-five-hundred-m ile break that divides the rings in 
two. That black line is called C assin i’s division, you know , B igm an.” 

“I said I know ,” roared Bigman. “Listen, Lucky, that cobber is 
trying to m ake out I d idn’t go to school. M aybe 1 d idn’t get m uch 
schooling, but there isn ’t anything he has to tell me about space. Say 
the word, Lucky; say y o u ’ll let him  stop hiding behind you and I ’ll 
squash him  like a bug.”

Lucky said, “Y ou can m ake out T itan.”
At once Bigman and W ess said in chorus, “W here?”
“ Right there.” Titan show ed as a tiny half-m oon about the size, 

under current m agnification, that Saturn and its ring system  had  ap
peared to be w ithout m agnification. It w as near the edge o f  the vi- 
siplate.

Titan was the only sizable m oon in the Saturnian system. B ut it 
w asn’t its size that m ade W ess stare at it w ith  curiosity and B igm an 
with hate.

It was, instead, that the three w ere alm ost certain that T itan was 
the only w orld in the Solar System  populated by m en w ho did not 
acknow ledge the overlordship o f  Earth. Suddenly and unexpectedly 
it had been revealed as a w orld o f  the enemy.

It brought the danger suddenly closer. “W hen do we get inside 
the Saturnian system, Lucky?”

Lucky said, “T here’s no real definition as to w hat is the Saturnian 
system, Bigman. M ost people consider a w orld ’s system  to include 
all the space out to the distance w here the fartherm ost body is m oving 
under the gravitational influence o f  that world. I f  th a t’s so, w e ’re still 
outside the Saturnian system .”

“The Sirians say, though-------” began W ess.
“To Sun-center with the Sirian cobbers!” roared Bigm an, slap

ping his high boots in anger. “W ho cares w hat they say?” He slapped 
his boots again as though every Sirian in the system  w ere under the 
force o f  his blows. His boots w ere the m ost truly M artian thing about 
him. Their raucous coloring, orange and black in a curving check



erboard  design, w as the loud proclam ation that their ow ner had been 
bom  and bred am ong the M artian farm s and dom ed cities.

Lucky blanked out the visiplate. The detectors on the ship’s hulls 
retracted, leaving the sh ip’s outer skin sm ooth, gleam ing, and unbro
ken except for the bulge that ringed the stem  and held The Shooting  
S ta rr 's  A grav  attachm ent.

Lucky said, “W e can ’t allow  ourselves the luxury o f  the who- 
cares-w hat-they-say attitude, B igm an. A t the m om ent the Sirians have 
the upper hand. M aybe w e’ll get them  out o f  the Solar System  even
tually, but right now  the only thing we can do is to play it their way 
for the w hile.”

B igm an m uttered rebelliously, “W e’re in our own system .”
“ Sure, but Sirius is occupying this part o f  it and, pending an 

interstellar conference, there isn ’t anything Earth can do about it, 
unless i t ’s w illing  to start a w ar.”

There was nothing to be said to that. W ess returned to his con
trols, and The Shooting S tarr , w ith m inim um  expenditure o f  thrust, 
m aking use o f  S aturn’s gravity to the m axim um , continued to sink 
rapidly  tow ard the polar regions o f  the planet.

D ow n, down, deeper into the grip o f  w hat was now  a Sirian 
w orld, its space sw arm ing with Sirian ships some fifty trillion m iles 
from  their hom e planet and only seven hundred m illion m iles from 
Earth. In one g iant step Sirius had covered 99.999 per cent o f  the 
distance betw een itse lf and Earth and established a m ilitary base on 
E arth ’s very  doorstep.

I f  Sirius w ere allow ed to rem ain there, then in one sudden m o
m ent Earth w ould sink to the status o f  second-class pow er at S irius’s 
m ercy. A nd the interstellar political situation was such that for the 
m om ent all o f  E arth ’s giant m ilitary establishm ent, all o f  her m ighty 
ships and w eapons w ere helpless to deal with the situation.

O nly three m en in one small ship, on their ow n initiative and 
unauthorized by Earth, w ere left to try, by skill and craft, to reverse 
the situation, know ing that i f  they w ere caught they could be executed 
out o f  hand as spies— in their ow n Solar System  by invaders o f  that 
Solar System — and that Earth could not do a solitary thing to save 
them .
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Pursuit

As little as a m onth ago there had been no thought o f  the danger, no 
barest notion, until it exploded in the face o f  E arth ’s governm ent. 
Steadily and m ethodically the Council o f  Science had been cleaning 
up the nest o f  robot spies that had riddled Earth and its possessions 
and whose pow er had been broken by Lucky Starr on the snows o f  
Io .

It had been a grim  jo b  and, in a way, a frightening one, for the 
espionage had been thorough and efficient and, m oreover, had  com e 
w ithin an ace o f  succeeding and dam aging Earth desperately.

Then, at the m om ent w hen the situation seem ed com pletely in 
the clear at last, a crack appeared in the healing structure, and H ector 
Conway, C h ief Councilm an, aw akened Lucky in the small hours one 
night. He showed signs o f  hurried dressing, and his fine w hite hair 
was in rum pled disarray.

Lucky, blinking sleep out o f  his eyes, offered coffee and said in 
am azem ent, “G reat Galaxy, Uncle H ector” (Lucky had called him  
that since his early orphaned days, w hen C onw ay and A ugustus Hen- 
ree had been his guardians), “are the visiphone circuits out?”

“I dared not trust the visiphone, m y boy. W e’re in a dreadful 
m ess.”

“In what w ay?” Lucky asked the question quietly, but he re
m oved the upper h a lf  o f  his pajam as and began w ashing.

B igm an came in, stretching and yaw ning. “Hey, w h a t’s all this 
M ars-forsaken noise about?” Recognizing the C h ief C ouncilm an, he 
snapped into w akefulness. “Trouble, sir?”

“W e’ve let A gent X  slip through our fingers.”
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“A gent X? The m ysterious Sirian?” L ucky’s eyes narrow ed a bit. 
“The last I heard o f  him , the Council had decided he d idn’t exist.” 

“That w as before the robot spy business turned up. H e’s been 
clever, Lucky, darned clever. It takes a clever spy to convince the 
Council he doesn ’t exist. I should have put you on his track, but there
alw ays seem ed som ething else you had to do. A nyw ay-------”

“Y es?”
“Y ou know  how  all this robot spy business showed there m ust 

be a central clearing agency for the inform ation being gathered and 
that it pointed  to a position  on Earth itself as the location o f  the 
agency. That got us on the trail o f  A gent X  all over again, and one 
o f  the strong possibilities for that role was a m an nam ed Jack Dor- 
rance at A cm e A ir Products right here in International C ity.”

“I h adn’t  know n th is.”
“There w ere m any other candidates for the job. But then Dor- 

rance took a private ship o ff  Earth and blasted right through an em er
gency block. It w as a stroke o f  luck we had a Councilm an at Port 
C enter who took the right action at once and followed. Once the 
report o f  the sh ip ’s block-blasting reached us, it took only m inutes 
to find that o f  all the suspects only D orrance was out o f  surveillance 
check. H e ’d gotten past us. A few other m atters fit in then and—  
anyw ay, h e ’s A gent X. W e’re sure o f  it now .”

“V ery well, then, Uncle Hector. W here’s the harm ? H e’s gone.” 
“W e know  one m ore thing now. H e’s taken a personal capsule 

w ith him , and w e have no doubt that that capsule contains inform a
tion he has m anaged to collect from  the spy netw ork over the Fed
eration, and, presum ably, has not yet had tim e to deliver to his Sirian 
bosses. Space know s exactly w hat he has, but there m ust be enough 
there to b low  our security to p ieces i f  it gets into Sirian hands.” 

“Y ou say he was followed. Has he been brought back?”
“N o.” The harassed C h ief Councilm an turned pettish. “W ould I 

be here i f  he had been?”
Lucky asked suddenly, “ Is the ship he took equipped to make 

the Jum p?”
“N o,” cried the ruddy-faced C h ief Councilm an, and he sm oothed 

his silvered thatch o f  hair as though it had risen in horror at the very 
thought o f  the Jump.

Lucky drew  a deep breath o f  re lie f too. The Jum p was, o f  course, 
the leap through hyperspace, a m ovem ent that carried a ship outside 
ordinary space and brought it back again into a point in space m any 
light-years aw ay, all in am instant.

In such a ship A gent X  w ould, very likely, get away.
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Conway said, “He w orked solo; his getaw ay was solo. That was 
part o f  the reason he slipped through our fingers. A nd the ship he 
took was an interplanetary cruiser designed for one-m an operation.”

“A nd ships equipped with hyperspatials don ’t com e designed for 
one-m an operation. N ot yet, anyway. But, U ncle H ector, i f  h e ’s taken 
an interplanetary cruiser, then I suppose th a t’s all he needs.”

Lucky had finished w ashing and w as dressing h im self rapidly. 
He turned to B igm an suddenly. “A nd how  about you? Snap into your 
clothes, B igm an.”

Bigm an, who w as sitting on the edge o f  the couch, virtually 
turned a som ersault getting o ff  it.

Lucky said, “Probably, w aiting for him  som ew here in space, is 
a Sirian-m anned ship that is equipped w ith hyperspatials.”

“Right. And h e ’s got a fast ship, and w ith his start and speed, 
we m ay not catch him  or even get w ithin w eapons range. A nd that 
leaves-------•”

‘TAe Shooting Starr. I ’m  ahead o f  you, U ncle H ector. I ’ll be on 
the Shooter  in an hour, and B igm an w ith m e, assum ing he can drag 
his clothes on. Just get me the present location and course o f  the 
pursuing ships and the identifying data on A gent X ’s ship and w e’ll 
be on our w ay.”

“G ood.” C onw ay’s harried face sm oothed out a bit. “A nd, D a
vid”— he used L ucky’s real nam e, as he alw ays did in m om ents o f  
em otion— “you w ill be careful?”

“D id  you ask that o f  the personnel on the other ten  ships too, 
Uncle H ector?” Lucky asked, but his voice w as soft and affectionate.

Bigman had one hip boot pulled up now  and the other in his 
hand. He patted the small holster on the velvety inner surface o f  the 
free boot. “Are we on our way, Lucky?” The light o f  action glow ed 
in his eyes, and his puckish little face w as w rinkled in a fierce grin.

“W e’re on our w ay,” said Lucky, reaching out to  tousle B igm an’s 
sandy hair. “W e’ve been rusting on Earth for how  long? Six w eeks? 
W ell, th a t’s long enough.”

“And how ,” agreed B igm an joyfully , and pulled  on the other 
boot.

They were out past the orbit o f  M ars before they m ade satisfac
tory sub-etheric contact w ith the pursuing ships, using the tightest 
scram bling.

It was C ouncilm an Ben W essilew sky on the T.S.S. H arpoon  w ho 
answered.

He shouted, “Lucky! Are you jo in ing  us? Sw ell!” H is face
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grinned out o f  the visiplate and he w inked. “G ot room  to squash 
B igm an’s ugly puss into a com er o f  your screen? O r isn’t he with 
you?”

“I ’m  w ith him ,” how led B igm an as he plunged betw een Lucky 
and the transm itter. “Think Councilm an C onw ay w ould let this big 
lunk go anyw here w ithout m e to keep an eye on him  so ’s he doesn’t 
trip  over his b ig  feet?”

Lucky picked B igm an up and tucked him, squawking, under one 
arm. He said, “ Seem s to be a noisy connection, W ess. W hat’s the 
position  o f  the ship w e’re after?”

W ess, sobering, gave it. He said, “The ship’s The N et o f  Space. 
I t ’s privately  ow ned, w ith a legitim ate record o f  m anufacture and 
sale. A gent X  m ust have bought it under a dum m y nam e and prepared 
for em ergency a long tim e ago. I t’s a sw eet ship and it’s been ac
celerating ever since it took off. W e’re falling behind.”

“W h at’s its pow er capacity?”
“W e’ve thought o f  that. W e’ve checked the m anufacturer’s rec

ord  o f  the craft, and at the rate h e ’s expending pow er, he can’t go 
m uch farther w ithout either cutting m otors or sacrificing m aneuver
ability  once he reaches destination. W e’re counting on driving him 
into that exact hole.”

“Presum ably, though, he m ay have had the sense to rev up the 
sh ip ’s pow er capacity .”

“P robably ,” said W ess, “but even so he can’t keep this up for
ever. The thing I w orry about is the possibility that he m ight evade 
our m ass detectors by asteroid-skipping. I f  he can get the breaks in 
the asteroid  belt, w e m ay lose him .”

Lucky knew  that trick. Place an asteroid betw een yourse lf and a 
pursuer, and the pursuer’s m ass detectors locate the asteroid rather 
than the ship. W hen a second asteroid com es w ithin reach, the ship 
shifts from  one to the other, leaving the pursuer w ith his instrum ent 
still fastened on the first rock.

Lucky said, “H e’s m oving too fast to m ake the maneuver. H e’d 
have to  decelerate for h a lf  a day.”

“ft w ould  take a m iracle,” agreed W ess frankly, “but it took a 
m iracle to put us on his trail, and so I alm ost expect another m iracle 
to  cancel the first.”

“W hat w as the first m iracle? The C h ief said som ething about an 
em ergency block.”

“T hat’s right.” W ess told the story crisply, and it d idn’t take long. 
D orrance, or A gent X  (W ess called him  by either nam e), had slipped 
surveillance by using an instrum ent that distorted the spy-beam  into
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uselessness. (The instrum ent had been located, but its w orkings w ere 
fused and it could not even be determ ined i f  it was o f  Sirian m anu
facture.) He reached his getaw ay ship, The N et o f  Space, w ithout 
trouble. He was ready to take o ff w ith his proton m icro-reactor ac
tivated, his m otor and controls checked, clear space above— and then 
a lim ping freight ship, m eteor-struck and unable to radio ahead, had 
appeared in the stratosphere, signaling desperately for a clear field.

The em ergency block was flashed. A ll ships in port w ere held 
fast. A ny ship in the process o f  take-off, unless it w as already in 
actual m otion, had to abandon take-o ff procedure.

The N et o f  Space  ought to have abandoned take-off, but it did 
not. Lucky Starr could well understand w hat the feelings o f  A gent X  
aboard m ust have been. The hottest item  in the Solar System  w as in 
his possession, and every second counted. N ow  that he had m ade his 
actual m ove he could not rely on too long a tim e before the Council 
w ould be on his heels. I f  he abandoned take-o ff it w ould m ean an 
untold delay while a riddled ship lim ped dow n and am bulances 
slowly em ptied it. Then, w hen the field was cleared again, it w ould 
m ean reactivation o f  the m icro-reactor and another controls check. 
He could not afford the delay.

So his je t  blasted and up he went.
And still A gent X  m ight have escaped. The alarm  sounded, the 

port police put out w ild m essages to The N et o f  Space, but it w as 
Councilm an W essilew sky, serving a routine hitch at Port Center, who 
took proper action. He had played his part in the search for A gent 
X, and a ship that blasted o ff against an em ergency block som ehow  
sm elled wildly o f  ju st enough desperation to m ean A gent X. It was 
the w ildest possible guess, but he acted.

W ith the authority o f  the Council o f  Science behind him  (w hich 
superseded all other authority except that contained in a direct order 
from the President o f  the Terrestrial Federation), he ordered ships 
into space, contacted Council H eadquarters, and then boarded the 
T.S.S. H arpoon  to guide the pursuit. He had already been in space 
for hours before the Council as a w hole caught up w ith  events. B ut 
then the m essage cam e through that he w as indeed pursuing A gent 
X and that other ships w ould be jo in ing  him.

Lucky listened gravely and said, “It was a chance that paid  off, 
W ess. A nd the right thing to do. G ood w ork.”

W ess grinned. Councilm en traditionally avoided publicity  and the 
trappings o f  fame, but the approval o f  o ne’s fellow s in  the Council 
was som ething greatly to be desired.



Lucky said, “I ’m  m oving on. Have one o f  your ships m aintain 
m ass contact w ith m e.”

He broke visual contact, and his strong, finely form ed hands 
closed alm ost caressingly on his sh ip ’s controls— his Shooting Starr, 
w hich in so m any w ays was the sw eetest vessel in space.

The Shooting Starr  had the m ost pow erful proton m icro-reactors 
that could be inserted into a ship o f  its size; reactors alm ost powerful 
enough to accelerate a battle cruiser at fleet-regulation pace; reactors 
alm ost pow erful enough to m anage the Jum p through hyperspace. 
The ship had an ion drive that cut out m ost o f  the apparent effects 
o f  acceleration by  acting sim ultaneously on all atom s aboard ship, 
including those that m ade up the living bodies o f  Lucky and Bigman. 
It even had an A grav, recently developed and still experim ental, 
w hich enabled it to m aneuver freely in the intense gravitational fields 
o f  the m ajo r planets.

A nd now  The Shooting S tarr 's  m ighty m otors hum m ed sm oothly 
into a h igher pitch, ju s t heard, and Lucky felt the slight pressure o f  
such backw ard drag as was not com pletely com pensated for by the 
ion drive. The ship bounded outw ard into the far reaches o f  the Solar 
System , faster, faster, still fa s te r . . . .

A nd still A gent X  m aintained his lead, and The Shooting Starr  
gained too slowly. W ith the m ain body o f  the asteroid belt far behind, 
L ucky said, “It looks bad, B igm an.”

Bigm an looked surprised. “W e’ll get him , Lucky.”
“I t’s w here h e ’s heading. I was sure it w ould be a Sirian m other- 

ship w aiting to pick him  up and m ake the Jum p hom eward. But such 
a ship w ould be either w ay out o f  the plane o f  the Ecliptic or it would 
be hidden in the asteroid belt. E ither way, it could count on not being 
detected. B ut A gent X  stays in the Ecliptic and heads beyond the 
asteroids.”

“M aybe h e ’s ju st trying to shake us before he heads for the ship.”
“M aybe,” said Lucky, “and m aybe the Sirians have a base on the 

ou ter p lanets.”
“C om e on, Lucky.” The small M artian cackled his derision. 

“R ight under our noses?”
“I t ’s hard to see under our noses som etim es. His course is aim ed 

right at Saturn.”
B igm an checked the sh ip’s com puters, w hich w ere keeping con

stant tab on the o ther’s course. He said, “Look, Lucky, the cobber is 
still on a ballistic course. He h asn ’t touched his m otors in tw enty 
m illion  m iles. M aybe h e ’s  out o f  pow er.”

“A nd m aybe h e ’s saving his pow er for m aneuvers in the Satur
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nian system. T here’ll be a heavy gravitational drag there. A t least I 
hope h e ’s saving power. G reat Galaxy, I hope he is.” L ucky’s lean, 
handsom e face was grave now  and his lips w ere pressed together 
tightly.

B igm an looked at him  w ith astonishm ent. “Sands o f  M ars, 
Lucky, w hy?”

“Because i f  there is a Sirian base in Saturn’s system , w e ’ll need 
A gent X  to lead us to that base. Saturn has one trem endous satellite, 
eight sizeable ones, and dozens o f  splinter w orlds. It w ould help to 
know exactly where it w as.”

B igm an frowned. “The cobber w ouldn’t be dum b enough to lead 
us there.”

“O r m aybe to let us catch him. . .  . B igm an, calculate his course 
forw ard to the point o f  intersection w ith Saturn’s orbit.”

B igm an did so. It was a routine m om ent o f  w ork for the com 
puter.

Lucky said, “A nd how  about Saturn’s position at the m om ent o f  
intersection? H ow  far will Saturn be from  A gent X ’s ship?”

There was the short pause necessary for getting the elem ents o f  
Saturn’s orbit from  the Ephem eris, and then B igm an punched it in. 
A  few seconds o f  calculation and B igm an suddenly rose to his feet 
in alarm. “Lucky! Sands o f  M ars!”

Lucky did not need to ask the details. He said, “I ’m  thinking that 
A gent X m ay have decided on the one w ay to keep from  leading us 
to the Sirian base. I f  he continues on ballistic course exactly as he is 
now, he will strike Saturn itself— and sure death.”



3

Death in the Rings

There cam e to be no possible doubt about it as the hours passed. 
Even the pursuing guard ships, far behind The Shooting Starr , too 
far o ff  to  get com pletely accurate fixes on their m ass detectors, were 
perturbed.

C ouncilm an W essilew sky contacted Lucky Starr. “Space, 
L ucky,” he said, “w here’s he going?”

“ Saturn itself, it seem s,” said Lucky.
“D o you suppose a ship m ight be w aiting for him  on Saturn? I 

know  it has thousands o f  m iles o f  atm osphere w ith m illion-ton pres
sures, and w ithout A grav m otors they couldn’t-------Lucky! Do you
suppose they have  A grav m otors and forcefield bubbles?”

“I think he m ay be sim ply crashing to keep us from catching 
him .”

W ess said dryly, “I f  h e ’s all that anxious to die, why doesn’t he 
turn and fight, force us to destroy him  and m aybe take one or two 
o f  us w ith h im ?”

“I know ,” said Lucky, “or w hy not short-circuit his motors, leav
ing Saturn a hundred m illion m iles o ff course? In fact, it bothers me 
that he should be attracting attention to Saturn this w ay.” He fell into 
a thoughtful silence.

W ess broke in. “W ell, then, can you cut him  off, Lucky? Space 
know s w e ’re  too far aw ay.”

B igm an shouted from  his place at the control panel, “Sands o f  
M ars, W ess, i f  w e rev up enough ion beam  to catch him, w e ’ll be 
m oving too fast to m aneuver him  aw ay from  Saturn.”

“D o som ething.''’
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“ Space, there’s an intelligent order,” said Bigman. “Real helpful. 
‘Do som ething.’ ”

Lucky said, “Just keep on the m ove, W ess. I ’ll do som ething.”
He broke contact and turned to Bigman. “Has he answ ered our 

signals at all, B igm an?”
“N ot one w ord.”
“Forget that for now  and concentrate on tapping his com m uni

cation beam .”
“I don’t think h e ’s using one, Lucky.”
“He m ay at the last m inute. H e’ll have to take a chance then if  

he has anything to say at all. M eanw hile w e ’re going for him .”
“H ow ?”
“M issile. Just a sm all pea-shot.”
It was his turn to bend over the com puter. W hile The N et o f  

Space m oved in an unpow ered orbit, it required no great com putation 
to direct a pellet at the proper m om ent and velocity to  strike the 
fleeing ship.

Lucky readied the pellet. It was not designed to explode. It d idn’t 
have to. It was only a quarter o f  an inch in diam eter, but the energy 
o f  the proton m icro-pile w ould hurl it outw ard at five hundred m iles 
a second. N othing in space w ould dim inish that velocity, and the 
pellet w ould pass through the hull o f  The N et o f  Space  as though it 
were butter.

Lucky did not expect it w ould, how ever. The pellet w ould be 
large enough to be picked up on its quarry’s m ass detectors. The N et 
o f  Space  w ould autom atically correct course to avoid the pellet, and 
that w ould throw it o ff the direct course to Saturn. The tim e lost by 
A gent X in com puting the new  course and correcting it back to the 
old one m ight yet allow  The Shooting Starr  to com e close enough to 
m ake use o f  a m agnetic grapple.

It all added up to a slim  chance, perhaps vanishingly slim , but 
there seem ed no other possible course o f  action. Lucky touched a 
contact. The pellet sped out in a soundless flash, and the sh ip’s m ass- 
detector needles jum ped, then quieted rapidly, as the pellet receded.

Lucky sat back. It w ould take tw o hours for the pellet to m ake 
(or alm ost m ake) contact. It occurred to him  that A gent X  m ight be 
com pletely out o f  power; that the autom atic procedures m ight direct 
a course change which could not be follow ed through; that the pellet 
w ould penetrate, blow  up the ship, perhaps, and in any case leave its 
course unchanged and still m arked for Saturn.

He dism issed the idea alm ost at once. It w ould be incredible to 
suppose that A gent X  w ould run out o f  the last b it o f  pow er at the
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m om ent his ship took on the precise collision course. It was infinitely 
m ore likely that som e pow er was left him.

The hours o f  w aiting w ere deadly. Even Hector Conway, far back 
on Earth, grew  im patient w ith the periodic bulletins and m ade direct 
contact on the sub-ether.

“B ut w here in the Saturnian system  do you suppose the base 
m ight be?” he asked w orriedly.

“ I f  there is one,” said Lucky cautiously, “I f  what A gent X is 
doing is not a trem endous effort to m islead us, I w ould say the m ost 
obvious choice is Titan. I t’s Saturn’s one really large satellite, w ith 
three tim es the m ass o f  our ow n M oon and over tw ice the surface 
area. I f  the Sirians have holed up underground, trying to dredge all 
o f  T itan  for them  w ould take a long tim e.”

“I t’s hard  to believe that they w ould have dared do this. I t’s 
virtually  an act o f  w ar.”

“M aybe so, Uncle H ector, but it w asn ’t so long ago they tried to 
establish a  base on G anym ede.”

B igm an called out sharply, “Lucky, h e ’s m oving.”
Lucky looked up in surprise. “W ho’s m oving?”
“ The N e t o f  Space. The Sirian cobber.”
Lucky said hastily, “I ’ll get in touch with you later, Uncle H ec

tor,” and broke contact. He said, “But he can’t be moving, Bigman. 
He can ’t possib ly  have detected the pellet yet.”

“Look and see for yourself, Lucky. I tell you h e ’s m oving.” 
Lucky, in one stride, w as at the m ass detectors o f  The Shooting  

Starr. For a long tim e now  it had had a fix on the fleeing quarry. It 
had  been adjusted for the sh ip ’s unpow ered m otion through space, 
and the blob that represented the detectable mass had been a small 
brigh t star m ark  on the screen.

B ut now  the m ark was drifting. It was a short line.
L ucky’s voice was softly intense. “G reat Galaxy, o f  course! Now 

it m akes sense. H ow  could I think his first duty would be m erely to 
avoid  capture? B igm an-------”

“ Sure, Lucky. W hat?” The little M artian was ready for anything. 
“W e’re being outm aneuvered. W e’ve got to destroy him now 

even i f  it m eans crashing into Saturn ourselves.” For the first time 
since the ion-beam  je ts  had been placed aboard The Shooting Starr  
the year before, Lucky added the em ergency thrusts to the m ain drive. 
The ship reeled  as every last atom  o f  pow er it carried was turned 
into a g iant thrust backw ard that all but burned it out.

B igm an struggled for breath. “B ut w hat’s it all about, Lucky?” 
“I t ’s not Saturn h e ’s headed for, Bigman. He was ju s t m aking
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use o f  the full pow er o f  its gravitational field to help him  keep ahead 
o f  us. N ow  h e’s cutting around the planet to get into orbit. I t ’s the 
rings h e ’s headed for. Saturn’s rings.” The young C ouncilm an’s face 
was drawn with tension. “Keep after that com m unication beam , Big- 
man. H e’ll have to talk  now. N ow  or never.”

B igm an bent over his wave analyzer w ith a quickening heartbeat, 
though for the life o f  him  he could not understand w hy the thought 
o f  Saturn’s rings should so disturb Lucky.

The Shooting S tarr’s pellet cam e now here near its m ark, not 
within fifty thousand miles. But now  it was The Shooting Starr  itse lf 
that was a pellet, striving for junction; and it, too, w ould miss.

Lucky groaned. “W e’ll never m ake it. T here’s not enough room  
left to m ake it.”

Saturn was a giant in the sky now, w ith its rings a thin gash 
across its face. Saturn’s yellow  globe was alm ost at the full as The 
Shooting Starr  burned tow ard it from  the direction o f  the Sun.

And Bigman suddenly exploded, “W hy, the dirty cobber! H e ’s 
m elting into the rings, Lucky. N ow  I see w hat got you about the 
rings.”

He w orked furiously at the m ass detector, but it w as hopeless. 
As a portion o f  the rings came into focus, each o f  the countless solid 
m asses that com posed them  form ed its ow n star m ark  on the screen. 
The screen turned pure white and The N et o f  Space  w as gone.

Lucky shook his head. “T hat’s not an insoluble problem . W e’re 
close enough to get a visual fix now. I t’s som ething else that I ’m 
sure is com ing.”

Lucky, pale and engrossed, had the visiplate under m axim um  
telescopic enlargem ent. The N et o f  Space  w as a tiny m etal cylinder 
obscured but not hidden by the m aterial o f  the rings. The individual 
particles in the rings were no larger than coarse gravel and w ere only 
sparkles as they caught and threw  back the light o f  the d istant Sun.

B igm an said, “Lucky! I ’ve got his com m unications beam . . . .  N o, 
no, w ait n o w . . . .  Y es, I have it.”

There was a wavering voice crackling in the control room  now, 
obscured and distorted. B igm an’s deft fingers w orked at the unscram 
bler, trying to fit it better and ever better w ith the unknow n charac
teristics o f  the Sirian scram bling system.

The words w ould die out, then com e back. There w as silence 
except for the faint hum  o f the recorder taking dow n perm anently  
w hatever cam e through.

“• • • n o t . . .  w or . . .  h ither . . .” (Q uite a pause w hile B igm an 
fought frantically w ith his detectors.) “ . . . on trail a n d . . . cou ldn’t



LUCKY STARR AND THE RINGS OF SATURN 6 0 7

shake . . . done for and I m ust tra n sm it. . . m ’s rings in norm al orb 
. ,  . dy launch . . . sties o f  or . . . follow . . . co-ordinate read thus . .

It broke o ff altogether at that precise point; the voice, the static, 
everything.

B igm an yelled, “ Sands o f  M ars, som ething’s blow n!”
“N othing here,” said Lucky. “ It’s The N et o f  Space.”
He had  seen it happen tw o seconds after transm ission ceased. 

T ransm ission through the sub-ether was at virtually infinite velocity. 
The light that he saw  through the visiplate traveled at only 186,000 
m iles a second.

It took tw o seconds for the sight o f  it to reach Lucky. He saw 
the rear end o f  The N et o f  Space  glow  a cherry-red, then open and 
spatter into a flow er o f  m elting m etal,

B igm an caught the tail end o f  it, and he and Lucky watched 
w ordlessly  until radiation cooled the spectacle.

Lucky shook his head. “That close to the rings, even though 
y o u ’re outside the m ain body o f  them , space has m ore than its share 
o f  speeding m aterial. M aybe he had no further pow er to run the ship 
out o f  the w ay o f  one o f  those bits. O r m aybe two pieces converged 
at h im  from  slightly different directions. In any case, he was a brave 
m an and clever enem y.”

“I d o n ’t get it, Lucky. W hat was he doing?”
“D o n ’t you see even now ? W hile it was im portant for him  not 

to fall into our hands, it w asn ’t enough for him  to die. I should have 
seen that earlier m yself. H is m ost im portant task was to get the stolen 
inform ation in his possession to Sirius. He d idn’t dare risk the sub
ether for reeling o ff  w hat m ay have been thousands o f  words o f  
inform ation— w ith ships in pursuit and possibly tapping his beam. 
He had to restrict his m essage to the briefest essentials and see to it 
that the capsule was placed bodily in the grip o f  the Sirians.”

“H ow  could he do that?”
“W hat w e caught o f  his m essage contains the syllable ‘o rb ’—  

probably for ‘o rb it’— and ‘dy launch,’ m eaning ‘already launched.’ ” 
B igm an caught at L ucky’s arms, his small fingers pinching 

tightly  on the o ther’s sinew y wrists. “He launched the capsule into 
the rings; is that it, Lucky? It’ll be a piece o f  gravel along with a 
zillion other pieces, like— a pebble on the M oon— or a w ater drop 
in an ocean.”

“O r,” said Lucky, “ like a piece o f  gravel in Saturn’s rings, which 
is w orst o f  all. O f  course he was destroyed before he could give the 
coordinates o f  the orbit he had chosen for the capsule, so the Sirians



and we start even, and we had better m ake the m ost o f  that w ithout 
delay.”

“Start looking? N ow ?”
“Now! If  he was ready to give the co-ordinates, know ing I was 

hot after him , he m ust also have know n the Sirians w ere close by.
. . .  Contact the ships, B igm an, and give them  the new's.”

B igm an turned to the transm itter but never touched it. The re
ception button was glowing w ith intercepted radio waves. Radio! O r
dinary etheric com m unication! O bviously som eone was close by 
(certainly w ithin the Saturnian system ), and som eone, m oreover, felt 
not the least desire for secrecy, since a radio beam , unlike sub-etheric 
com m unication, was childishly sim ple to tap.

L ucky’s eyes narrowed. “L et’s receive, B igm an.”
The voice came through with that trace o f  accent, that broadening 

o f  vow els and sharpening o f  consonants. It was a Sirian voice.
It said, “— fy yourselves before w e are forced to place a grapple 

on you and take you into custody. Y ou have fourteen m inutes to 
acknow ledge reception.” There was a m inu te’s pause. “By authority 
o f  the Central Body, you are ordered to identify you rse lf before we 
are forced to place a grapple on you and take you into custody. Y ou 
have thirteen m inutes to acknow ledge reception.”

Lucky said coldly, “Reception acknow ledged. This is The Shoot
ing Starr o f  the Terrestrial Federation, orbiting peacefully  in the spa
tial volum e o f the Terrestrial Federation. N o authority other than that 
o f  the Federation exists in these spaces.”

There was a second or two o f  silence (radio w aves travel w ith 
only the speed o f  light) and the voice retorted, “The authority  o f  the 
Terrestrial Federation is not recognized on a w orld colonized by the 
Sirian peoples.”

“W hich w orld is that?” asked Lucky.
“The uninhabited Saturnian system  has been taken possession o f  

in the nam e o f our governm ent under the interstellar law  that aw ards 
any uninhabited w orld to those who colonize it.”

“Not any uninhabited world. Any uninhabited stellar system .” 
There was no answer. The voice said stolidly, “Y ou are now  

within the Saturnian system  and you are requested to leave forthw ith. 
Any delay in acceleration outward will result in our taking you into 
custody. Any further ships o f  the Terrestrial Federation entering our 
territory will be taken into custody w ithout additional w arning. Y our 
acceleration out o f  the Saturnian system  m ust begin  w ithin eight 
m inutes or w e will take action.”
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Bigm an, his face tw isted w ith unholy glee, whispered, “L e t’s go 
in and get them , Lucky. L e t’s show them  the old Shooter  can fight.” 

But Lucky paid no attention. He said into the transm itter, “Y our 
rem ark  is noted. W e do not accept Sirian authority, but we choose, 
o f  our ow n will, to leave and will now  do so.” He snapped o ff con
tact.

B igm an was appalled. “Sands o f  M ars, Lucky! Are we going to 
run from  a bunch o f  Sirians?  A re w e going to leave that capsule in 
S aturn’s rings for the Sirians to pick up?”

Lucky said, “R ight now, Bigm an, w e have to.” His head was 
bent and his face w as pale and strained, but there was som ething in 
his eyes that was not quite that o f  a m an backing down. Anything 
but that.



4

Between Jupiter and Saturn

The ranking officer in the pursuing squadron (not counting C ouncil
m an W essilew sky, o f  course) was Captain M yron B em old. He was 
a four-striper, still under fifty, and with the physique o f  a m an ten 
years younger. His hair was graying, but his eyebrow s w ere still their 
original black and his beard show ed blue about his shaven chin.

He stared at the m uch younger Lucky Starr w ith undisguised 
scorn. “A nd  yo u  backed away? ”

The Shooting Starr, having headed inw ard tow ard the Sun again, 
had m et the ships o f  the squadron approxim ately halfw ay betw een 
the orbits o f  Jupiter and Saturn. Lucky had boarded the flagship.

He said now quietly, “I did w hat w as necessary to be done.” 
“W hen the enem y had invaded our hom e system , retreat can 

never be necessary. Y ou m ight have been blow n out o f  space, but 
you w ould have had time to w arn us and we w ould have been there 
to take over.”

“W ith how m uch pow er left in your m icro-pile units, C aptain?” 
The captain flushed. “N or w ould it m atter i f  w e got blasted  out 

o f  space. That couldn’t have been done before w e had, in our turn, 
alerted hom e base.”

“A nd started a w ar?”
“They’ve  started the war. The Sirians. . . .  It is now  m y intention 

to m ove on to Saturn and attack.”
L ucky’s ow n rangy figure stiffened. He w as taller than the cap

tain, and his cool glance did not waver. “As full C ouncilm an o f  the 
Council o f  Science, Captain, I outrank you and you know  it. I w ill 
give no orders to attack. The orders I give you are to return to E arth.” 

“I w ould sooner— ” The captain w as visibly struggling w ith  his
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tem per. His fists clenched. He said in a strangled voice, “M ay I ask 
the reason for the order, sir?” He em phasized the syllable o f  respect 
w ith  heavy irony. “ If, sir, you w ould be so good as to explain the 
excellent reason you no doubt have, sir. M y ow n reasoning is based 
on a sm all tradition  that the fleet happens to have. A tradition, sir, 
that the fleet does not retreat, sir.”

Lucky said, “ I f  you w ant m y reasons, Captain, sit down and I ’ll 
g ive them  to you. A nd don’t tell m e the fleet does not retreat. Retreat 
is a part o f  the m aneuver o f  war, and a com m anding officer who 
w ould  rather have his ships destroyed than retreat has no business in 
com m and. I think it’s only your anger th a t’s speaking. Now, Captain, 
are w e ready  to  start a w ar?”

“I tell you they have already started. They have invaded the Ter
restrial Federation.”

“N ot exactly. T hey’ve occupied an unoccupied world. The trou
ble is, C aptain, that the Jum p through hyperspace has m ade travel to 
the stars so sim ple that Earthm en have colonized the planets o f  other 
stars long before ever colonizing the rem oter portions o f  our own 
Solar System .”

“Terrestrials have landed on Titan. In the year-------”
“I know  about the flight o f  Jam es Francis Hogg. He landed on 

O beron in the U ranian system  also. B ut that was ju st exploration, not 
colonization. The Saturnian system  was left em pty, and an unoccu
p ied  w orld  belongs to the first group that colonizes it.”

“I f  ” said the captain heavily, “that unoccupied planet or p lane
tary system  is part o f  an unoccupied stellar system. Saturn isn ’t that, 
y o u ’ll adm it. I t’s part o f  our Solar System, w hich, by the howling 
devils o f  space, is occupied.”

“True, but I d o n ’t think there is any official agreem ent to that 
effect. Perhaps it m ay be decided that Sirius is w ithin its rights in 
occupying Saturn.”

The captain brought his fist dow n upon his knee. “I don ’t care 
w hat the space law yers say. Saturn is ours, and any Earthm an with 
blood in him  w ill agree. W e’ll kick the Sirians o ff and let our w eap
ons decide the law .”

“B ut th a t’s exactly  w hat Sirius w ould w ant us to do!”
“Then le t’s give her w hat she w ants.”
“A nd w e will be accused o f  aggression. . . .  Captain, there are 

fifty w orlds out there am ong the stars who never forget that they 
w ere our colonies once. W e gave them  their freedom  w ithout a war, 
but they forget that. They only rem em ber we are still the m ost pop
ulous and m ost advanced o f  all the worlds. I f  Sirius shouts we have



com m itted unprovoked aggression, she’ll unite them  against us. It is 
ju st for that reason that she is trying to provoke us to attack  now, 
and it is ju st for that reason that I refused the invitation and cam e 
away.”

The captain bit at his low er lip and w ould have answ ered, but 
Lucky drove on.

“On the other hand, i f  we do nothing, we can accuse the Sirians 
o f  aggression and w e’ll split public opinion in the outer w orlds w ide 
open. W e can exploit that and bring them  to our ow n side.”

“The outer w orlds to our  side?”
“W hy not? There isn ’t a stellar system  in existence that doesn ’t 

have hundreds o f  unoccupied w orlds o f  all sizes. They w on’t w ant 
to set up a precedent that w ould set every system  to raiding every 
other system  for bases. The only danger is that w e will stam pede 
them  into opposition to us by m aking it look as i f  we are pow erful 
Earth throw ing our w eight about against our form er colonies.”

The captain rose from  his seat and strode the length o f  his quar
ters and then back. He said, “Repeat your orders.”

Lucky said, “Do you understand m y reason for retreat?”
“Yes. M ay I have m y orders?”
“V ery well. I order you to deliver this Capsule I now  give you 

to C h ief Councilm an Hector Conway. You are not to discuss anything 
that has happened during this pursuit w ith anyone else, either on the 
sub-ether or in any other fashion. Y ou are to take no hostile action—  
repeat, no hostile action— against any Sirian forces, unless directly 
attacked. A nd i f  you go out o f  your w ay to m eet such forces, or i f  
you deliberately provoke attack, I shall see you court-m artialed and 
convicted. Is all clear?”

The captain stood frozen-faced. His lips m oved as though they 
were carved out o f  w ood and badly hinged. “ W ith all due respect, 
sir, w ould it be possible for the Councilm an to take over com m and 
o f  m y ships and deliver the m essage h im self?”

Lucky Starr shrugged slightly and said, “You are very obstinate, 
Captain, and I even adm ire you for it. There are tim es in battle w hen 
this kind o f  bulldoggedness can be useful. . . .  It is im possible for m e 
to deliver this m essage, since it is m y intention to return to  The 
Shooting Starr  and blast o ff for Saturn again.”

The captain’s m ilitary rigidity cam e unstuck. “W hat? H ow ling 
space, w hat?”

“I thought m y statem ent was plain, Captain. I have left som ething 
undone there. M y first task was to see to it that Earth w as w arned o f  
the terrible political danger we are facing. I f  you will take care o f
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that w arning for m e, I can carry on w here I now  belong— back in 
the Saturnian system .”

The captain was grinning broadly. “W ell, now, tha t’s different. I 
w ould  like to  com e along w ith  you .”

“I know  that, Captain. Sheering aw ay from  a fight is the harder 
task for you, and I ’m  asking you to do it because I expect you are 
used to hard tasks. N ow  I w ant each o f  your ships to transfer some 
o f  their pow er into the m icro-pile units o f  The Shooting Starr. 
T here’ll be other supplies I ’ll need from  your stores.”

“Y ou need only ask.”
“ V ery good. I will return to m y ship and I will ask Councilm an 

W essilew sky to  jo in  m e in  m y m ission.”
He shook hands briefly w ith the now  thoroughly friendly captain, 

and then C ouncilm an W essilew sky jo ined  him  as Lucky stepped into 
the inter-ship tube that snaked betw een the flagship and The Shooting  
Starr.

The inter-ship tube w as at nearly its full extension, and it took 
several m inutes to negotiate its length. The tube was airless, but the 
tw o C ouncilm en could m aintain space-suit contact easily and sound 
w aves w ould  travel along the m etal to em erge squaw kily but dis
tinctly  enough. A nd, after all, no form  o f  com m unication is quite as 
private as sound w aves over short range, so it was in the air tube that 
Lucky w as able to speak briefly to the other.

F inally W ess, changing the subject slightly, said, “Listen, Lucky, 
i f  the Sirians are trying to start trouble, w hy did they let you go? 
W hy not have harassed you till you w ere forced to turn and fight?” 

“A s for that, W ess, you listen to the recording o f  what the Sirian 
ship had  to say. There was a stiffness about the words; a failure to 
threaten  actual harm , only m agnetic grappling. I ’m convinced it was 
a robot-p ilo ted  ship.”

“R obots!” W ess’s eyes w idened.
“Yes. Judge from  your ow n reaction w hat E arth’s w ould be if 

that speculation got about. The fact is that those robot-piloted ships 
could have done no harm  to a hum an-piloted ship. The First Law o f 
R obotics— that no robot can harm  a hum an— w ould have prevented 
it. A nd that ju s t m ade the danger greater. I f  I had attacked, as they 
probably  expected m e to, the Sirians w ould have insisted that I had 
m ade a m urderous and unprovoked assault on defenseless vessels. 
A nd the outer w orlds appreciate the facts o f  robotics as Earth does 
not. N o, W ess, the only w ay I could cross them  was to leave, and I 
d id.”
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W ith that, they were at the air-lock o f  The Shooting Starr. 
B igm an was w aiting for them. There was the usual grin o f  re lie f 

on his face at m eeting Lucky again after even the sm allest separation. 
“H ey,” he said. “W hat do you know ? Y ou d idn ’t fall out o f  the

inter-ship tube after all and-------W hat’s W ess doing here?”
“H e’s com ing w ith us, B igm an.”
The little M artian looked annoyed. “W hat for? This is a tw o-m an 

ship w e’ve got here.”
“W e’ll m anage a guest tem porarily. A nd now  w e’d better get set 

to drain pow er from  the other ships and receive equipm ent along the 
tube. A fter that we m ake ready for instant blast-off.”

L ucky’s voice was firm, his change o f  subject definite. B igm an 
knew  better than to argue.

He m uttered, “Sure thing,” and stepped across into the engine 
room  after one m alignant scowl in the direction o f  C ouncilm an W es- 
silewsky.

W ess said, “N ow  w hat’s eating him ? I haven’t said a w ord about 
his size.”

Lucky said, “W ell, you have to understand the little fellow. H e ’s 
not a Councilm an officially, although he is one for all practical pur
poses. H e’s the only one who doesn’t realize that. A nyw ay, he thinks 
that because you’re another Councilm an w e’ll get chum m y and cut 
him  out; have our little secrets from  him .”

W ess nodded. “I see. A re you suggesting then that w e tell 
him -------”

“No. " The stress on the w ord was soft, but em phatic. “ I ’ll tell 
him  what has to be told. Y ou say nothing.”

At that m om ent B igm an stepped into the pilo t room  again and 
said, “She’s sopping up the pow er,” then looked from  one to  the 
other and growled, “W ell, sorry I ’m  interrupting. Shall I leave the 
ship, gentlem en?”

Lucky said, “Y ou’ll have to knock m e dow n first, B igm an.” 
B igm an m ade rapid sparring m otions and said, “Oh boy, w hat a 

difficult task. You think an extra foot o f  clum ped fat m akes it any jo b ?” 
W ith blinding speed he was inside L ucky’s arm  as it was throw n 

out laughingly toward him, and his fists landed one-tw o, thw ackingly, 
in L ucky’s m idsection.

Lucky said, “Feel better?”
Bigm an danced back. “ I pulled m y punch because I d idn ’t w ant 

C ouncilm an Conway baw ling m e out for hurting you.”
Lucky laughed. “Thank you. N ow  listen, I ’ve got an orbit for 

you to calculate and send on to Captain B em old .”
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“ Sure th ing .” B igm an seem ed quite at ease now, any rancor gone. 
W ess said, “Listen, Lucky, I hate to act the wet blanket, but w e’re 

not very far from  Saturn. It seem s to m e that the Sirians will have a 
fix on us right now  and know  exactly w here we are, w hen we leave, 
and  w here w e go.”

“I th ink  so too, W ess.”
“W ell, then, how  in space do we leave the squadron and head 

back  for Saturn w ithout their know ing exactly where we are and 
heading us o ff  too far from  the system  for our purposes?”

“G ood question. I was w ondering if  y o u ’d guess how. I f  you 
d idn ’t, I w as reasonably certain the Sirians w ouldn’t guess either, and 
they d o n ’t know  the details o f  our system  nearly as well as we do.” 

W ess leaned back in his p ilo t’s chair. “L e t’s not m ake a m ystery 
o f  it, L ucky.”

“I t’s perfectly  plain. A ll the ships, including ourselves, b last-off 
in tight form ation, so that, considering the distance betw een the Sir
ians and ourselves, w e ’ll register as a single spot on their m ass de
tectors. W e m aintain that form ation, flying on alm ost the m inim um  
orbit to Earth, but ju s t enough o ff course to m ake a reasonable ap
proach to the asteroid H idalgo, w hich is now  m oving out tow ard 
aphelion .”

“H idalgo?”
“Com e on, W ess, you know  it. I t’s a perfectly  legitim ate asteroid 

and know n since the prim eval days before space travel. The inter
esting thing about it is that it doesn ’t stay in the asteroid belt. At its 
closest to the Sun it m oves in as close as the orbit o f  M ars, but at 
its farthest it m oves out alm ost as far as Saturn’s orbit. N ow  when 
w e pass near it, H idalgo will register on the Sirian m ass-detection 
screens also, and from  the strength w ith w hich it will register they ’ll 
know  it to be an asteroid. Then th ey ’ll spot the mass o f  our ships 
m oving on past H idalgo tow ard Earth and they w on’t spot the less 
than ten per cent total decrease in sh ip ’s m ass that will result when 
The Shooting S tarr  turns and heads back out from  the Sun in Hi
dalg o ’s shadow. H idalgo’s path isn ’t directly tow ard the present po
sition o f  Saturn by any m eans, but after two days in its shadow we 
can head w ell out o f  Ecliptic tow ard Saturn and rely on not being 
detected .”

W ess raised  his eyebrow s. “I hope it w orks, Lucky.”
He saw  the strategy. The plane in w hich all the planets and com 

m ercial space-flight routes lay w as the Ecliptic. One practically never 
looked for anything m oving well above or below that zone. It was 
reasonable to suppose that a space ship m oving on the orbit being
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planned by Lucky w ould evade Sirian instrum ents. Y et there w as still 
the look o f  uncertainty on W ess’s face.

Lucky said, “D o you think w e’ll m ake it?”
W ess said, “M aybe we will. B ut even i f  we do get back-------

Lucky, I ’m  in this and I ’ll do m y part, but ju st let m e say this once 
and I ’ll never say it again. I think w e’re as good as dead!”



5

Skimming Saturn’s Surface

A nd so The Shooting Starr  flashed alongside Hidalgo and then out 
on the flight beyond the Ecliptic and up again tow ard the southern 
po lar regions o f  the Solar System ’s second largest planet.

A t no tim e in their still short history o f  space adventure had 
L ucky and B igm an rem ained in space for so long a period w ithout a 
break. It had been nearly a m onth now  since they had left Earth. 
H ow ever, the small bubble o f  air and w arm th that was The Shooting  
Starr  w as a bit o f  Earth that could keep itself so for an alm ost in
definite period  to come.

Their pow er supply, built to m axim um  by the donation o f  the 
o ther ships, w ould  last nearly  a year, barring a full-scale battle. Their 
a ir and w ater, recirculated by w ay o f  the algae tanks, w ould last a 
lifetim e. The algae even provided a food reserve in case their more 
orthodox concentrates ran out.

It w as the presence o f  the third m an that m ade for the only real 
discom fort. A s B igm an had pointed out, The Shooting Starr  was built 
for two. Its unusual concentration o f  power, speed, and arm am ents 
w as m ade possible partly  by the unusual econom y o f  its living quar
ters. So turns had to be taken in sleeping on a quilt in the pilot room.

Lucky pointed  out that any discom fort was m ade up for by the 
fact that four-hour w atches at the controls could now be set up rather 
than  the usual six-hour w atches.

To w hich B igm an replied hotly, “Sure, and when I’m trying to 
sleep on this doggone blanket and Fatface W ess is at the controls, 
he keeps flashing every signal light right in m y face.”

“Tw ice each w atch,” said W ess patiently, “1 check the various 
em ergency signals to m ake sure th ey ’re  in order. T hat’s protocol.”
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“A nd,” said Bigman, “he keeps w histling through his teeth. L is
ten, Lucky, i f  he gives m e one m ore chorus o f  ‘M y Sweet A phrodite 
o f  V enus’— ju st once m ore— I’ll up and break o ff his arm s halfw ay 
betw een shoulder and elbow, then beat him  to death w ith the stum ps.”

Lucky said gravely, “W ess, please refrain from  w histling refrains. 
I f  Bigman is forced to chastise you, he will get blood all over the 
pilot room .”

Bigm an said nothing, but the next tim e he was at the controls, 
w ith W ess asleep on the blanket and snoring m usically, he m anaged 
som ehow to step on the fingers o f  W ess’s outstretched hand as he 
m ade for the p ilo t’s stool.

“Sands o f  M ars,” he said, holding up both hands, palm s forw ard, 
and rolling his eyes at the o ther’s sudden, tigerish yell. “ I did think 
I felt som ething under m y heavy M artian boots. M y, m y, W ess, was 
it your little thum bikins?”

“You better stay aw ake from  now  on,” yelled  W ess in furious 
agony. “Because if  you go to sleep w hile I ’m  in the control room , 
you M artian sand rat, I ’ll squash you like a bug .”

“I ’m so frightened,” said Bigman, going into a paroxysm  o f  m ock 
weeping that brought Lucky w earily out o f  his bunk.

“Listen,” he said, “the next one o f  you tw o w ho w akes me trails 
the Shooter in his suit at the end o f  a cable for the rest o f  the trip .”

But w hen Saturn and its rings cam e into near view , they w ere 
all in the pilot room , watching. Even as seen in the usual m anner, 
from  an equatorial view, Saturn was the m ost beautiful sight in the 
Solar System, and from  a polar view  . . .

“If  I recall correctly,” said Lucky, “even H ogg’s exploratory voy
age touched this system  only at lapetus and Titan, so that he saw  
only an equatorial view  o f  Saturn. U nless the Sirians have done dif
ferently, w e ’re the first hum an beings ever to see Saturn this close 
from  this direction.”

As with Jupiter, the soft yellow  glow  o f  Saturn’s “surface” w as 
really the reflected sunlight from the upper layers o f  a turbulent atm o
sphere a thousand m iles or m ore in depth. A nd, as w ith Jupiter, the 
atm ospheric disturbances show ed up as zones o f  varying colors. B ut 
the zones were not the stripes they appeared to be from  the usual 
equatorial view. Instead, they form ed concentric circles o f  soft brow n, 
lighter yellow, and pastel green about the Saturnian pole as a center.

But even that faded to nothing com pared to the rings. A t their 
present distance, the rings stretched over an arc o f  tw enty-five de
grees, fifty tim es the w idth o f  E arth ’s full M oon. The inner edge o f
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the rings was separated from  the planet by a space o f  forty-five 
m inutes o f  arc in w hich there was room  to hold an object the size o f  
the full M oon loosely enough to allow  it to rattle.

The rings circled Saturn, touching it now here from the view point 
o f  The Shooting Starr. They were visible for about three fifths o f  
their circle, the rest being cut o ff sharply by Saturn’s shadow. About 
three fourths o f  the w ay tow ard the outer edge o f  the ring was the 
b lack separation know n as “C assin i’s division.” It was about fifteen 
m inutes w ide, a thick ribbon o f  blackness, dividing the rings into two 
paths o f  brightness o f  unequal width. W ithin the inner lip o f  the rings 
w as a scattering o f  sparkle that shim m ered but did not form  a con
tinuous w hiteness. This was the so-called “crepe ring.”

The total area exposed by the rings was m ore than eight times 
as great as that o f  the globe o f  Saturn. Furtherm ore, the rings them 
selves w ere obviously brighter, area for area, than Saturn itself, so 
that on the w hole at least ninety per cent o f  the light reaching them 
from  the planet cam e from its rings. The total light reaching them 
w as about one hundred tim es that o f  E arth ’s full Moon.

Even Jupiter as seen from  that startling nearness o f  Io was som e
how  nothing like this. W hen B igm an finally spoke, it was in a w his
per.

He said, “Lucky, how  com e the rings are so bright? It m akes 
Saturn itse lf look dim. Is that an optical illusion?”

“N o,” said Lucky, “ it’s real. Both Saturn and the rings get the 
sam e am ount o f  light from the Sun, but they don’t reflect the same 
am ount. W hat w e ’re seeing from  Saturn is the light reflected from 
an atm osphere m ade up o f  hydrogen and helium , mainly, plus some 
m ethane. That reflects about sixty-three per cent o f  the light that hits 
it. The rings, how ever, are m ostly solid chunks o f  ice, and they send 
back a m inim um  o f  eighty per cent, w hich m akes them  that m uch 
brighter. Looking at the rings is like looking at a field o f  snow .” 

W ess m ourned, “A nd w e’ve got to find one snowflake in the field 
o f  snow .”

“B ut a dark  snow flake,” said B igm an excitedly. “Listen, Lucky, 
i f  all the ring particles are ice and w e’re looking for a capsule th a t’s 
m etal------- ”

“Polished alum inum ,” said Lucky, “will reflect even m ore light 
than w ill ice. It w ill be ju s t  as shiny.”

“W ell, then”— Bigm an looked despairingly at the rings half a 
m illion m iles away, yet so trem endous in area even at that distance—  
“this th ing is hopeless.”

“W e’ll see,” said Lucky noncom m ittally.



620 THE COMPLETE ADVENTURES OF LUCKY STARR

He *  *

Bigm an sat at the controls, adjusting orbit in short, quiet bursts 
o f  the ion drive. The A grav controls had been connected so that The 
Shooting Starr  was far m ore m aneuverable in this volum e o f  space, 
so close to the m ass o f  Saturn, than any Sirian ship could possibly 
be.

Lucky was at the m ass detector, the delicate probe o f  w hich 
scoured space for any m atter, fixing its position by m easuring its 
response to the gravitational force o f  the ship, i f  it w ere sm all, or the 
effect o f  its gravitational force upon the ship, i f  it w ere large.

W ess had ju st aw akened and entered the pilot room , and all was 
silence and tension as the ship sank tow ard Saturn. B igm an w atched 
L ucky’s face out o f  the com er o f  his eye. Lucky had  grow n m ore 
and m ore abstracted as Saturn cam e near, abstracted and uncom m u
nicative. Bigman had w itnessed this before. Lucky w as uncertain; he 
was gam bling on poor odds and he w ould not talk o f  it.

W ess said, “ I don’t think you have to be sw eating over the m ass 
detector so, Lucky. T here’ll be no ships up here. I t’s w hen we get 
down to the rings that w e’ll find the ships. Plenty o f  them , probably. 
The Sirians will be looking for the capsule too.”

“I agree w ith that,” said Lucky, “as far as it goes.”
“M aybe,” said B igm an gloom ily, “those cobbers have found the 

capsule already.”
“Even tha t’s possible,” adm itted Lucky.
They were turning now, beginning to edge along the circle o f  

Saturn’s globe, m aintaining an eight-thousand-m ile distance from  its 
surface. The far h a lf o f  the rings (or at least the portion that w as in 
the sunlight) m elted into Saturn as its inner edge w as hidden by the 
giant planetary bulge.

In the case o f  the h a lf rings on the near side o f  the planet, the 
imier “crepe ring” becam e m ore noticeable.

Bigman said, “You know , 1 don’t m ake out any end to that inside 
ring.”

W ess said, “There isn ’t any end, probably. The innerm ost part 
o f  the m ain rings is only six thousand m iles above Saturn’s apparent 
surface, and Saturn’s atm osphere m ay stretch out that far.”

“Six thousand m iles!”
“Just in wisps, but enough to supply friction for the nearest bits 

o f  gravel and m ake them  circle a bit closer to Saturn. Those that 
m ove in closer form  the crepe ring. O nly the closer they m ove, the 
m ore friction there is, so that they m ust m ove still closer. There are
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probably  particles all the w ay dow n to Saturn, w ith some burning up 
as they hit the th icker layer o f  the atm osphere.”

B igm an said, “Then the rings aren ’t going to last forever.” 
“Probably not. B ut th ey ’ll last m illions o f  years. Long enough 

for u s.” H e added som berly, “Too long.”
Lucky interrupted, “ I’m leaving the ship, gentlem en.”
“ Sands o f  M ars, Lucky. W hat for?” B igm an cried.
“I w ant an outside look,” Lucky answ ered curtly. He was pulling 

on his space suit.
B igm an glanced quickly at the autom atic record o f  the m ass de

tector. N o ships in space. There w ere occasional jogs, but nothing 
im portant. They w ere only the kind o f  drifting m eteorites that were 
p icked  up anyw here in the Solar System.

Lucky said, “Take over at the m ass detector, Wess. Let it take a 
round-the-clock sw eep.” Lucky put his helm et on and clicked it into 
place. He checked the gauges on his chest, the oxygen pressure, and 
m oved tow ard the air lock. His voice now  em erged from  the small 
radio receiver on the control board. “I ’ll be using a m agnetic cable, 
so m ake no sudden pow er thrusts.”

“W ith you out there? Think I ’m  crazy?” said Bigman.

Lucky cam e into view  at one o f  the ports, the m agnetic cable 
snaking behind him  in coils that, in the absence o f  gravity, did not 
form  a  sm ooth curve.

A  sm all hand reactor in his gauntleted fist shot out its small je t 
stream , w hich becam e faintly visible in the w eak sunlight as a cloud 
o f  tiny ice particles that dispersed and vanished. Lucky, by the law 
o f  action and reaction, m oved in the opposite direction.

B igm an said, “Do you suppose som ething’s w rong with the 
ship?”

“I f  there is,” said W ess, “ it doesn’t show up anyw here on the 
control board .”

“Then w h a t’s the big lug doing?”
“I d o n ’t know .”
B ut B igm an shot a suspicious glare at the Councilm an, then 

turned  again to w atch Lucky. “I f  you think,” he m uttered, “because 
I ’m  not a C ouncilm an------- ”

W ess said, “M aybe he ju s t w anted to get outside range o f  your 
voice for a few  m inutes, B igm an.”

The m ass detector, on autom atic sweep control, was m oving m e
thodically  across the volum e about them , square degree by square
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degree, the screen blanking out into pure w hite w henever it edged 
too far in the direction o f  Saturn itself.

B igm an scowled and lacked heart to respond to W ess’s thrust. “I 
w ish som ething w ould happen,” he said.

And som ething did.
W ess, eyes returning to the m ass detector, caught a suspicious 

pip on the recorder. He fixed the instrum ent on it hurriedly, brought 
up the auxiliary energy detectors, and follow ed it for tw o m inutes. 

B igm an said excitedly, “It’s a ship, W ess.”
“Looks like it,” said W ess reluctantly. M ass alone m ight have 

m eant a large m eteorite, but there was a blast o f  energy being em itted 
from  that direction that could com e only from  the m icro-pile engines 
o f  a ship; the energy was o f  the right type and in the right quantities. 
It was as identifiable as a fingerprint. One could even detect the slight 
differences from  the energy pattern produced by Terrestrial ships and 
identify this object unm istakably as a Sirian ship.

B igm an said, “I t’s heading for us.”
“N ot directly. Probably it doesn’t dare take chances w ith Saturn’s 

gravitational field. Still i t’s edging closer, and in about an hour it w ill 
be in position to lay down a barrage against u s . . . . W hat in space 
are you so pleased about, you M artian farm boy?”

“Isn’t it obvious, you lump o f  fat? This explains w hy L ucky’s 
out there. He knew  the ship was com ing and h e ’s laying a trap for 
it.”

“How in space could he tell a ship was com ing?” dem anded W ess 
in astonishm ent. “There was no indication on the m ass detector till 
ten m inutes ago. It w asn ’t even focused in the proper d irection.” 

“D on’t w orry about Lucky. He has a w ay o f  know ing.” B igm an 
was grinning.

W ess shrugged, m oved to the control panel, and called into the 
transm itter, “Lucky! Do you hear m e?”

“Sure I hear you, W ess. W hat’s up?”
“T here’s a Sirian ship in m ass-detection range.”
“H ow  close?”
“U nder two hundred thousand and getting closer.”
Bigman, watching out the port, noticed the flash o f  L ucky’s hand 

reactor, and ice crystals sw irled aw ay from  the ship. Lucky w as re 
turning.

“I ’m  com ing in,” he said.

B igm an spoke at once, as soon as the helm et w as lifted o ff 
L ucky’s head to reveal his brow n shock o f  hair and his clear brow n



eyes. B igm an said, “Y ou knew  that ship was com ing, d idn’t you, 
L ucky?”

“N o, B igm an. I had no idea. In fact, I don’t understand how  they 
d iscovered us so quickly. I t’s asking too m uch o f  coincidence to 
suppose they ju s t happened to be looking in this direction.”

B igm an tried to m ask his chagrin. “W ell, then, do we blast him  
out o f  space, Lucky?”

“L e t’s not go through the political dangers o f  attack again, B ig
m an. B esides, w e have a m ission here th a t’s m ore im portant than 
playing shooting gam es w ith other ships.”

“I know ,” said B igm an im patiently. “T here’s the capsule w e’ve 
got to find, but------- ”

H e shook his head. A  capsule was a capsule and he understood 
its im portance. B ut then, a good fight was a good fight, and L ucky’s 
political reasoning about the dangers o f  aggression did not appeal to 
h im  i f  it m eant ducking a fight. He m uttered, “W hat do I do then? 
Stay on course?”

“A nd accelerate. M ake for the rings.”
“I f  w e do,” said Bigm an, “th ey ’ll ju s t take out after us.”
“A ll right. W e’ll race.”
B igm an drew  back the control rod slowly, and the proton disin

tegrations in the m icro-pile increased to top fury. The ship hurtled 
along the bu lg ing  curve o f  Saturn.

A t once the reception disk was alive w ith the im pingem ent o f  
radio waves.

“ Shall we go into active reception, Lucky?” asked Wess.
“N o, we know  w hat th ey ’ll say. Surrender or be m agnetically 

grappled .”
“W ell?”
“O ur only  chance is to run.”
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Through the Gap

“From  one rotten ship, Lucky?” w ailed Bigman.
“Tim e enough to fight later, Bigman. First things first.”
“But it ju s t m eans w e’ve got to leave Saturn again.”
Lucky sm iled hum orlessly. “N ot this tim e, B igm an. This tim e w e 

establish a base in this p lanet’s system — and ju s t as fast as we can.” 
The ship was hurtling tow ard the rings at b linding velocity. 

Lucky nudged B igm an aw ay from  the controls and took over.
W ess said, “M ore ships show ing.”
“W here? W hat satellite are they nearest to?”
W ess w orked quickly. “T hey’re all in the ring region.”
“W ell,” m uttered Lucky, “then they ’re still hunting for the cap

sule. H ow  m any ships are there?”
“Five so far, Lucky.”
“A ny betw een us and the rings?”
“A sixth ship has shown. W e aren ’t being stym ied, Lucky. 

T hey’re all too far to shoot w ith any accuracy, but th ey ’re going to 
track us down eventually unless we leave the Saturnian system  al
together.”

“O r unless our ship is destroyed in some other fashion, eh?” said 
Lucky grimly.

The rings had expanded in size till they filled the v isiplate w ith 
snowy white, and still the ship careened onward. N or did Lucky m ake 
any m ove to decelerate.

For one horrified m om ent B igm an thought Lucky w as going to 
crash the ship am ong the rings deliberately. He let out an involuntary 
“Lucky!”

And then the rings disappeared.



B igm an w as dazed. His hands w ent to the visiplate controls. He 
cried, “W here are they? W hat happened?”

W ess, sw eating it out over the m ass detectors and rum pling his 
yellow  hair w ith occasional restless yanks, called over his shoulder, 
“Cassini div ision .”

“W hat?”
“The div ision  betw een the rings.”
“O h.” Some o f  the shock was w earing off. B igm an sw iveled the 

visiplate eyepiece on the sh ip’s hull, and the snowy whiteness o f  the 
rings flashed back into view. He m aneuvered it m ore carefully.

First there was one ring. Then space, black space. Then another 
ring, som ew hat dim m er. The outer ring was a trifle less thickly strewn 
w ith icy gravel. Back to the space betw een the rings. C assin i’s di
vision. N o gravel there. Just a w ide black gap.

“I t’s b ig ,” said Bigman.
W ess w iped the perspiration from  his forehead and looked at 

Lucky. “A re w e going through, Lucky?”
Lucky kept his eyes fixed on the controls. “W e’re going through, 

W ess, in a m atter o f  m inutes. H old your breath and hope.”
W ess turned on B igm an and said curtly, “Sure the division is 

big. I to ld  you it was tw enty-five hundred m iles wide. P lenty o f  room  
for the ship, i f  th a t’s w hat’s scaring you.”

B igm an said, “You sound kind o f  nervous yourse lf for a fellow 
six feet tall on the outside. Is Lucky m oving too fast for you?” 

W ess said, “Look, B igm an, i f  I took it into m y head to sit down 
on you------- ”

“Then th ere ’d be m ore brains where y o u ’re sitting on than in 
your head,” and B igm an burst out into a delighted squawk o f  laugh
ter.

Lucky said, “ In five m inutes w e ’ll be in the division.”
B igm an choked o ff  and turned back to the visiplate. He said, 

“T here’s a kind o f  tw inkle every once in a w hile inside the gap.” 
Lucky said, “T hat’s gravel, B igm an. The Cassini division is clear 

o f  it, com pared w ith the rings them selves, but they ’re not a hundred
p er cent clear. I f  we hit one o f  those bits on the w ay through-------”

“One chance in a thousand,” broke in W ess, shrugging it off. 
“One chance in a m illion,” said Lucky coolly, “but it was that 

one chance in a m illion that got A gent X  in The N et o f  Space. . . . 
W e’re about at the boundary o f  the division proper.” His hand held 
firm ly at the controls.

B igm an drew  a deep breath, tensing for the possible puncture
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that would rip the hull and perhaps short the proton m icro-pile into 
a spreading blaze o f  red energy. A t least it w ould be over before . .  . 

Lucky said, “M ade it.”
W ess let out his breath  noisily.
B igm an said, “A re w e through?”
“O f course w e ’re through, you dum b M artian,” said W ess. “The 

rings are only ten m iles thick, and how  m any seconds do you think 
it takes us to m ake ten m iles?”

“A nd w e’re on the other side?”
“You bet. Try to find the rings on the v isiplate.”
B igm an veered the view  one way, then back in the other direc

tion, then over and over again in continuously longer sweeps. “ Sands 
o f  M ars, there’s a kind o f  shadow y outline there.”

“And th a t’s all you’ll see, little pal. Y o u ’re on the shadow  side 
o f  the rings now. The Sun’s lighting up the other side, and the light 
doesn’t seep through ten m iles o f  thick gravel. Say, B igm an, what 
do they teach for astronom y in the M artian schools, anyw ay— ‘T w in
kle, tw inkle, little star’?”

B igm an’s low er lip thrust out slowly. “Y ou know , lardhead, I ’d 
like to have you one season on the M artian farms. I ’d render some 
o f  the fat o ff you and get down to w hat m eat you have, about ten 
pounds o f  it— and all o f  it in your big feet.”

Lucky said, “ I ’d appreciate it, W ess, if  you and B igm an w ould  
put a bookm ark in that argum ent y o u ’re having and save it for later. 
W ould you check on the m ass detector, please?”

“ Sure thing, Lucky. Hey, i t’s w ay o ff kilter. H ow  sharply are you 
changing course?”

“As sharply as the ship will take. W e’re staying under the rings 
all the distance we can.”

W ess nodded. “Okay, Lucky. That knocks out their m ass detec
tion.”

B igm an grinned. It w orked out perfectly. N o m ass detector could 
spot The Shooting Starr  because o f  the interference o f  the m ass o f  
Saturn’s rings, and even visual detection was unlikely through the 
rings.

L ucky’s long legs stretched out, and the m uscles o f  his back 
m oved sm oothly as he stretched and flexed som e o f  the tension out 
o f  his arm s and shoulders.

“I doubt,” said Lucky, “that any o f  the Sirian ships w ill have the 
nerve to follow us through the gap. They don’t have A grav.”

“Okay,” said Bigm an, “so far, so good. But w here do w e go now ? 
W ill anyone tell m e?”
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“N o secret,” said Lucky. “W e’re heading for M imas. W e hug the 
rings till w e ’re as close to M im as as we can get, then m ake the dash 
across the intervening space. M im as is only thirty thousand miles 
outside the rings.”

“M im as? T hat’s one o f  the m oons o f  Saturn, right?”
“R ight,” said W ess, breaking in. “The nearest one to the planet.” 
T heir course had flattened out now, and The Shooting Starr  was 

still m oving around Saturn, but w est to east now, in a plane parallel 
w ith  the rings.

W ess sat down on the blanket, legs crossed under him  like a 
tailor, and said, “W ould you like to learn a little m ore astronom y? If  
you can find a little room  in that w alnut you have in your hollow  
skull, 1 can tell you w hy th ere ’s a division in the rings.”

C uriosity  and scorn battled in the small M artian. He said, “L et’s 
see you m ake up som ething fast, you ignorant cobber. Go ahead, I 
call your b luff.”

“No bluff,” said W ess haughtily. “Listen and learn. The inner 
parts o f  the two rings rotate about Saturn in five hours. The outerm ost 
parts m ake the rotation in fifteen hours. Right where C assin i’s divi
sion is, the ring m aterial, i f  there were any there, w ould go around 
at an interm ediate rate, tw elve hours per circuit.”

“ So w hat?”
“ So the satellite M im as, the one w e’re heading for, travels around 

Saturn in  tw enty-four hours.”
“A gain, so w hat?”
“A ll the particles in the ring are pulled this w ay and that by the 

satellites as they and the satellites m ove about Saturn. M im as does 
m ost o f  the pulling because it is the closest. M ostly the pulls are in 
one direction now  and in another direction an hour from now, so that 
they cancel out. I f  there were gravel in C assin i’s division, however, 
every second tim e it com pleted its rotation it w ould find M im as in 
the sam e spot in the sky, pulling in the same old direction. Some 
o f  the gravel is constantly  pulled ahead, so that it spirals outward 
into the outer ring; and som e o f  it is pulled back, so that it spirals 
inw ard into the inner ring. They don’t stay w here they are; a section 
o f  the ring em pties o f  particles and bingo— you have C assin i’s di
v ision  and tw o rings.”

“Is that so?” said B igm an w eakly (he felt reasonably certain 
W ess w as giving him  the correct story). “Then how  com e there is 
som e gravel in the division? W hy isn ’t it all m oved out by now ?” 

“B ecause,” said W ess w ith a lofty air o f  superiority, “some is 
alw ays being pushed in or pulled in by random  gravitational effects
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o f  the satellites, but none o f  it ever stays long. . . . A nd I hope y o u ’re 
taking notes on all this, Bigman, because I m ay ask questions on this 
later.”

“Go fry your skull in a m esonic b last,” m uttered Bigm an.
W ess returned to his m ass detectors again, sm iling. He fiddled 

with them a m om ent, then w ith no trace o f  the preceding banter left 
on his leathery face, he bent dow n closely.

“Lucky!”
“Yes, W ess?”
“The rings aren’t  m asking us.”
“W hat?”
“W ell, look for yourself. The Sirians are getting closer. The rings 

aren’t bothering them  at all.”
Lucky said thoughtfully, “W hy, how  can that be?”
“It can’t be blind luck th a t’s converging eight ships on our orbit. 

W e’ve m ade a right-angle bend and th ey ’ve adjusted their orbits to 
suit. They m ust be detecting us.”

Lucky stroked his chin with his knuckles. “I f  th ey ’re doing it, 
then, Great Galaxy, they ’re doing it. T here’s no use in reasoning out 
the fact that they can’t do it. It m ight m ean that they have som ething 
we don’t have.”

“No one ever said the Sirians w ere dum m ies,” said W ess.
“No, but som etim es there’s a tendency am ong us to act as though 

they were; as though ail scientific advance com es out o f  the m inds 
o f  the Council o f  Science and that unless the Sirians steal our secrets 
they have nothing. And som etim es I fall into that particular trap too.
. . . W ell, here w e go.”

“W here do we go?” dem anded B igm an sharply.
“ I told you already, B igm an,” said Lucky. “M im as.”
“B ut they ’re after us.”
“ I know. W hich ju st m eans w e’ve got to get there faster than 

ever. . . . W ess, can they cut us o ff  before we get to M im as?”
W ess w orked quickly. “N ot unless they can accelerate at least 

three tim es faster than we can, Lucky.”
“All right. G iving the Sirians all the credit in the w orld, I can ’t 

believe they can have that m uch m ore pow er than the Shooter. So 
w e’ll m ake it.”

B igm an said, “But, Lucky, you ’re crazy. L e t’s fight or get out o f  
the Saturnian system  altogether. W e can ’t land on M im as.”

Lucky said, “Sorry, B igm an, w e have no choice. W e’ve got to 
land on M im as.”

“But th ey ’ve got us spotted. T hey ’ll ju s t follow  us dow n to M i
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m as and w e ’ll have to fight then, so w hy not fight now  while we can 
m aneuver w ith our A grav and they can ’t?”

“They m ight not bother to follow  us dow n to M im as.”
“W hy shouldn’t  they?”
“W ell, B igm an, did we bother to go into the rings and pull out 

w hat w as left o f  The N e t o f  Space?"
“B ut that ship b lew  up .”
“E xactly .”
There w as silence in the control room. The Shooting Starr  

streaked through space, curving slowly aw ay from  Saturn, then m ore 
quickly, slipping out from  under the outerm ost ring and into open 
space. A head o f  it now  lay M im as, a glittering w orld seen in tiny 
crescent. It w as only 320 m iles in diam eter.

Still far aw ay w ere the converging ships o f  the Sirian fleet.
M im as grew  in size, and finally The Shooting S tarr's  forward 

thrust burst into action and the ship began a deceleration.
B ut to B igm an it seem ed incredible that the space-wise Lucky 

could have so m iscalculated. He said tightly, “Too late, Lucky. W e’ll 
never slow  up enough for a landing. W e’ll have to go into a spiral 
orbit until w e lose enough velocity .”

“N o tim e for spiraling M im as, Bigman. W e’re heading straight 
in.”

“ Sands o f  M ars, we can ’t! N ot at this speed!”
“T hat’s w hat I hope the Sirians will decide.”
“But, Lucky, th ey ’d be righ t.”
W ess put in slowly, “Hate to say it, Lucky, but I agree with 

B igm an.”
“N o tim e to argue or explain,” said Lucky. He bent over the 

controls.
M im as expanded crazily in the visiplate. B igm an licked his lips. 

“Lucky, i f  you think it’s better going out this w ay than letting the 
Sirians get us, okay. I can go along. But, Lucky, i f  w e’re going to 
go, can ’t w e go out fighting? C an’t we m aybe get one o f  the cobbers 
first?”

L ucky shook his head and said nothing. His arms were m oving 
quickly now , so that B igm an could not m ake out exactly what he 
w as doing. D eceleration w as still proceeding too slowly.

For a m om ent W ess extended his hands as though to remove 
Lucky forcibly from  the controls, but B igm an placed his hand quickly 
on the o th er’s w rist. B igm an m ight be convinced they w ere going to 
their death, but his stubborn faith in Lucky som ehow  remained.

They w ere slow ing, slow ing, slowing, in w hat w ould have been
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body-crushing deceleration in any ship other than The Shooting  Starr, 
but w ith M im as filling the visiplate now  and hurtling at them , the 
slowing w as not enough.

Flashing dow n at deadly speed, The Shooting S tarr  struck the 
surface o f  M imas.
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On Mimas

A nd yet d idn ’t.
Instead, there was a keening hiss that was fam iliar to Bigman. It 

w as that o f  a ship striking atm osphere.
A tm osphere?
B ut that w as im possible. N o world the size o f  M im as could pos

sibly have an atm osphere. He looked at W ess, who was suddenly 
sitting back on the blanket, looking w orn and pale but som ehow 
satisfied.

B igm an strode up to Lucky, “Lucky-------”
“N ot now, B igm an.”
A nd suddenly B igm an recognized w hat it was that Lucky was 

doing at the controls. He was m anipulating the fusion beam. Bigman 
ran back to the visiplate and focused it dead ahead.

There w as no doubt o f  it, now  that he finally grasped the idea. 
The fusion beam  was the m ost m agnificent “heat ray” ever invented. 
It w as designed m ainly as a w eapon at close range, but surely no one 
had  ever used one as Lucky was using it now.

The je t  o f  deuterium , snaking out forward o f  the ship, was 
p inched  in by a pow erful m agnetic field and, at a point m iles ahead, 
was heated to nuclear ignition by a surge o f  pow er from the m icro
piles. M aintained for any length o f  time, the pow er surge necessary 
w ould  have bankrupted the ship; but a fraction o f  a m illionth o f  a 
second sufficed. A fter that the deuterium  fusion reaction was self- 
sustaining and the incredible fusion flame that resulted burned in a 
heat o f  three hundred m illion  degrees.

That spot o f  heat ignited before the surface o f  M im as was 
touched and bored into the body o f  the satellite as though it were not
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there, puncturing a tunnel into its vitals. Into that tunnel w hizzed The 
Shooting Starr. The vaporized substance o f  M im as w as the atm o
sphere that surrounded them , helping to decelerate them , but bringing 
the tem perature o f  the sh ip’s outer skin to dangerous redness.

Lucky w atched the skin-tem perature dial and said, “W ess, put 
m ore punch in  the vaporization coils.”

“It will take all the w ater we have,” W ess said.
“Let it. W e need no w ater o f  our ow n on this w orld.”
So w ater was forced at top speed through outer coils o f  porous 

ceram ic, through w hich it vaporized, carrying o ff  som e o f  the fric
tional heat developed. But the w ater flashed aw ay as fast as it could 
be pum ped into the coils. The skin tem perature still rose.

But m ore slowly now. Ship’s deceleration had progressed, and 
Lucky cut the force o f  the deuterium  je t  and adjusted the m agnetic 
field. The spot o f  fusing deuterium  grew  sm aller and sm aller still. 
The w histle o f  atm osphere descended in pitch.

Finally the je t blanked out com pletely and the ship drifted for
w ard into solid wall, m elting a path inw ard a w ay by  virtue o f  its 
ow n heat and finally com ing to a jo lting  halt.

Lucky sat back at last. “G entlem en,” he said, “I ’m  sorry I 
couldn’t take time to explain, but it w as a last-m inute decision and 
the control board took all m y energies. A nyw ay, w elcom e to the 
interior o f  M im as.”

B igm an pum ped a deep breath into his lungs and said, “I never 
thought you could use a fusion je t  to m elt a w ay into a w orld  ahead 
o f  a speeding ship.”

“You couldn’t ordinarily, B igm an,” said Lucky. “It ju s t so hap
pens that M im as is a special case. A nd so is Enceladus, the next 
satellite out.”

“H ow  com e?”
“T hey’re ju st snowballs. A stronom ers have know n that since 

even before space travel. Their density is less than w ater and they 
reflect about eighty per cent o f  the light that hits them , so i t’s quite 
obvious they could only be snow, plus som e frozen am m onia, and 
not too tightly packed at that.”

“Sure,” said W ess, chim ing in. “The rings are ice and these first 
two satellites are ju s t collections o f  ice that w ere too far out to m ake 
up part o f  the rings. T hat’s w hy M im as m elted so easily .”

Lucky said, “B ut w e’ve got a good deal o f  w ork to do. L e t’s 
start.”

*  *  *
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They w ere in a natural cavern form ed by the heat o f  the fusion 
je t  and closed in on all sides. The tunnel they had form ed as they 
entered  had closed as they passed, the steam  condensing and freezing. 
The m ass detector yielded figures that indicated them  to be about one 
hundred m iles below  the surface o f  the satellite. The m ass o f  ice 
above them , even under M im as’s feeble gravity, was slowly contract
ing the cavern.

Slow ly The Shooting Starr  burrow ed outw ard once m ore, like a 
hot w ire poking into butter, and w hen they had reached a point within 
five m iles o f  the surface, they stopped and set up an oxygen bubble.

A s a pow er supply was laid in along w ith algae tanks and a food 
supply, W ess shrugged resignedly and said, “W ell, this is going to 
be hom e for m e for a w'hile; le t’s m ake it com fortable.”

B igm an had ju s t aw akened from  his sleeping period. He screwed 
his face into a look o f  bitter condem nation.

W ess said, “W hat’s the m atter, Bigm an? All w eepy because 
y o u ’re going to m iss m e?”

B igm an snarled and said, “ I ’ll m anage. In two, three years I ’ll 
m ake it a point to w hizz by M im as and drop you a letter.” Then he 
burst out, “Listen, I heard you talking w hile you thought I was safely 
asleep. W hat’s the m atter? Council secrets?”

Lucky shook his head uneasily. “All in good time, B igm an.”
Later, w hen Lucky w as alone w ith B igm an in the ship, the C oun

cilm an said, “A ctually, B igm an, there’s no reason you can ’t stay be
hind w ith  W ess.”

B igm an said grum pily, “Oh, sure. Two hours cooped up with 
him  and I ’d ju st chop him  into cubes and put him  on ice for his 
relatives.” Then he said, “A re you serious, Lucky?”

“R ather serious. W hat’s com ing m ay be m ore dangerous for you 
than for m e.”

“ So? W hat do I care about that?”
“I f  you stay w ith W ess then, w hatever happens to me, you ’ll be 

p icked  up w ithin tw o m onths.”
B igm an backed away. His small m outh tw isted and he said, 

“Lucky, i f  you w ant to order m e to stay here because there’s som e
thing for m e to do here, okay. I ’ll do it, and w hen it’s done I ’ll jo in  
you. B ut i f  you ju s t w ant m e to stay here to be safe while you go 
o ff  into danger, w e ’re finished. I ’ll have nothing m ore to do with 
you; and w ithout m e, you overgrow n cobber, you w o n ’t be able to 
do a thing, you know  you w o n ’t.” The M artian ’s eyes blinked rapidly.

L ucky said, “But, B igm an------- ”
“A ll right, I ’ll be in danger. Do you w ant m e to sign a paper
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saying it’s m y ow n responsibility and not yours? A ll right, I will. 
Does that satisfy you, Councilm an?”

Lucky seized B igm an’s hair affectionately and tugged his head 
back and forth. “G reat Galaxy, trying to do you a favor is like shov
eling w ater.”

W ess came into the ship and said, “The still is all set up and 
w orking.”

W ater from the ice substance o f  M im as itse lf poured into The 
Shooting S ta r r ’s  reservoirs, filling them  and replacing the w ater lost 
in cooling the ship’s skin during the boring into M im as. Some o f  the 
separated am m onia was carefully neutralized and stored in a skin 
com partm ent where it w ould be available to the algae tanks as n i
trogenous fertilizer.

And then the bubble was done and the three o f  them  looked about 
at the neatly curving ice and at the alm ost com fortable quarters held 
within.

“Okay, W ess,” Lucky said at last, shaking hands firmly. “Y o u ’re 
all set, I think.”

“A s far as I can tell, Lucky, I am .”
“Y ou’ll be taken o ff w ithin two m onths, no m atter what. Y o u ’ll 

be taken o ff m uch sooner i f  things break right.”
“Y ou’re assigning me this jo b ,” said W ess coolly, “and it will 

be done. You concentrate on yours and, by the way, take care o f  
Bigman. D on’t let him  fall out o f  his bunk and hurt him self.”

Bigman shouted, “D on’t think I don ’t follow all this b ig-shot m ys
tery talk. You two have a deal on and you’re not telling m e-------”

“Into the ship, B igm an,” said Lucky, picking the M artian up bod
ily and m oving him forward, w hile B igm an squirm ed and tried to 
call out an answer.

“Sands o f  Mars, Lucky,” he said, once they w ere aboard. “Look 
what you did. I t’s bad enough y o u ’re keeping your darned Council 
secrets, but you also let the cobber have the last w ord.”

“H e’s got the hard job , Bigman. H e ’s got to stay put w hile w e 
go out and stir up trouble, so let him  have the satisfaction o f  the last 
w ord.”

They nudged out o f  M im as at a spot from  w hich neither Sun nor 
Saturn was visible. The dark sky held no object larger than Titan, 
low on one horizon and only a quarter o f  the apparent d iam eter o f  
E arth’s M oon.

Its globe was h a lf lit by the Sun, and B igm an looked som berly
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at its im age in the visiplate. He had not regained his ebullience. He 
said, “A nd th a t’s w here the Sirians are, I suppose.”

“I th ink so.”
“A nd w here do we go? B ack to the rings?”
“R ight.”
“A nd i f  they  find us again?”
It m ight have been a signal. The reception disk glow ed to life. 
Lucky looked disturbed. “They find us w ith too little trouble.” 
He threw  in contact. This tim e it was no dead robotic voice 

counting o ff  the m inutes. It w as a sharp voice, instead; a vibrant one, 
full o f  life, and a Sirian voice unm istakably.

“— rr, please answer. I am  trying to m ake contact w ith Council
m an D avid Starr o f  Earth. W ill D avid Starr please answer? I am 
try ing-------”

Lucky said, “C ouncilm an Starr speaking. W ho are you?”
“I am  Sten D evoure o f  Sirius. Y ou have ignored the request o f  

our autom ated ships and returned to our planetary system. You are 
therefore our prisoner.”

L ucky said, “A utom ated ships?”
“R obot-run. Do you understand that? O ur robots can handle ships 

quite satisfactorily .”
“ So I have found,” said Lucky.
“I think you have. They follow ed you as you m oved out o f  our 

system , then back again under cover o f  the asteroid Hidalgo. They 
follow ed you in your m ovem ent out o f  the Ecliptic to Saturn’s south 
pole, then through C assin i’s division, under the rings, and then into 
M im as. Y ou never once slipped our w atch.”

“A nd w hat m ade your w atch so efficient?” dem anded Lucky, 
m anaging to keep his voice flat and unconcerned.

“Ah, trust an Earthm an not to realize that Sirians m ight have 
their ow n m ethods. B ut never m ind that. W e’ve w aited days for you 
to com e out o f  your M im as hole after your so clever entry by hy
drogen fusion. It am used us to let you hide. Some o f  us have even 
m ade bets on how  long it w ould take you to poke your nose out 
again. A nd m eanw hile we have carefully surrounded M im as with our 
ships and their efficient robot crews. Y ou can ’t m ove a thousand 
m iles w ithout being blasted out o f  space, i f  we choose.”

“ Surely not by your robots, w hich cannot inflict harm on hu
m ans.”

“M y dear C ouncilm an Starr,” cam e the Sirian voice with an un
m istakable edge o f  m ockery, “o f  course robots will not harm human 
beings i f  they happen to know  that hum an beings are there to harm.
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But you see, the robots in charge o f  the w eapons have been carefully 
instructed that your ship carries robots only. They have no com 
punction about destroying robots. W on’t you surrender?”

Bigm an suddenly leaned close to the transm itter and shouted, 
“Listen you cobber, w hat i f  we put some o f  your tin-can robots out 
o f  action first? H ow  w ould you like that?” (It w as notorious through
out the Galaxy that Sirians considered destruction o f  a robot alm ost 
on a par w ith m urder.)

But Sten Devoure was not shaken. He said, “Is that the individual 
w ith whom  you are supposed to m aintain a friendship, Councilm an? 
A  Bigm an? I f  so, I have no desire to engage in talk  w ith him . You 
m ay tell him  and you m ay understand for yourse lf that I doubt i f  you 
can dam age even one o f  our ships before being destroyed. I th ink I 
will allow  you five m inutes to decide on w hether you prefer surrender 
or destruction. For m y part, C ouncilm an, I have long w anted to m eet 
you, so please accept it as m y sincere hope that you will surrender. 
W ell?”

Lucky stood silent for a m om ent, the m uscles o f  his jaw  bunch
ing.

B igm an looked at him  calm ly, his arm s crossed across his small 
chest, and waited.

Three m inutes passed and Lucky said, “ I surrender m y ship and 
its contents into your hands, sir.”

B igm an said nothing.
Lucky broke o ff contact and turned to the little M artian. The 

Councilm an bit his low er lip in discom fort and em barrassm ent. “B ig
m an, you ’ll have to understand. I-------”

Bigman shrugged. “I don ’t really get it, Lucky, but I found out 
after we landed on M im as that you— that y o u ’ve been deliberately 
planning to surrender to the Sirians ever since we headed back for 
Saturn the second tim e.”
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To Titan

Lucky raised  his eyebrow s. “How did you find that out, B igm an?” 
“ I ’m  not so dum b, Lucky.” The little M artian was grave and 

deadly serious. “Do you rem em ber w hen we w ere heading down 
tow ard the south pole o f  Saturn and you got out o f  the ship? It was 
ju s t before the Sirians spotted us and we had to hot-jet it for C assin i’s 
div ision .”

“Y es.”
“Y ou had  a reason  for doing that. Y ou d idn ’t say w hat, be

cause lots o f  tim es you get all tied  up in w hat y o u ’re doing and 
d o n ’t ta lk  about it till the p re ssu re’s off, and after that the pressure 
stayed  on because w e w ere running from  the Sirians. So w hen we 
w ere bu ild ing  the quarters for W ess on M im as, I ju s t looked over 
the outside o f  The Shoo ting  S ta rr , and it becam e quite clear y o u ’d 
been  w orking  on the A grav unit. Y o u ’ve got it fixed so that you 
could  b low  the w hole th ing by touching the all-sh ift contact on the 
contro l pan e l.”

Lucky said gently, “The A grav unit is the one thing about the 
Shoo ter  th a t’s com pletely top-secret.”

“I know . I figured i f  y o u ’d counted on fighting you’d have know n 
The Shooting  S tarr  w ou ldn’t quit till it and we were blasted out o f  
space. A grav unit and all. I f  you w ere fixing to blow  up ju st the 
A grav and leave the rest o f  the ship intact, it was because you w eren’t 
counting on fighting. Y ou w ere going to surrender.”

“A nd is this w hy y o u ’ve been brooding since we landed on M i
m as?”

“W ell, I ’m  w ith you w hatever you do, Lucky, but”— Bigman 
sighed and looked aw ay— “surrendering is no fun.”
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“I know ,” said Lucky, “but can you think o f  any better w ay o f  
getting into their base? O ur business, B igm an, isn ’t alw ays fun.” A nd 
Lucky touched the all-shift contact on the control panel. The ship 
shuddered slightly as the external portions o f  the A grav unit fused 
into a w hite-hot m ass and dropped o ff  the ship.

“You m ean y o u ’re going to bore from  w ithin? Is that the reason 
for the surrender?”

“Part o f  it.”
“Suppose they blast us dow n as soon as they get us?”
“I don’t think they will. I f  they w anted us dead, they could have 

blasted us out o f  space as soon as we pushed out o f  M im as. I have 
a notion they can use us alive. . . . A nd if  w e ’re kept alive, we now  
have W ess on M im as as a kind o f  backstop. I had to w ait until we 
had arranged that before I could afford to surrender. T hat’s w hy we 
had to risk our necks to get on M im as.”

“M aybe they know  about him  too, Lucky. They seem  to know  
about everything else.”

“M aybe they do,” said Lucky thoughtfully. “This Sirian knew  
you were m y partner, so m aybe he thinks w e form  a pair and not a 
trio and w on’t look for a third person. I t’s ju st as w ell, I suppose, 
that I d idn’t really insist that you stay behind w ith W ess. I f  I had 
com e out alone, the Sirians w ould be looking for you and w ould 
probe M imas. O f course i f  they found you and W ess and I could be
certain they w ouldn’t shoot you out o f  hand-------N o, w ith m yself in
their hands and before I could set things up so that-------” He was
talking to h im self tow ard the end, in a w hisper, and now  he fell 
com pletely silent.

Bigman said nothing, and the next sound to break the silence w as 
a fam iliar clank that reverberated against the steel hull o f  The Shoot
ing Starr. A m agnetic line had m ade contact, connecting their ship 
with another.

“ Som eone’s com ing aboard,” said B igm an tonelessly.
Through the visiplate they could see part o f  the line, then a form, 

m oving easily hand over hand into view, then out o f  it again. I h it 
the ship thunderously, and the air-lock signal lit up.

Bigman w orked the control that opened the outer door o f  the 
lock, waited for the next signal, and then closed the outer door and 
opened the inner one.

The invading figure m oved in.
But it wore no space suit, for it was not hum an. It w as a robot.
There were robots in the Terrestrial Federation, including a num 

ber of quite advanced ones, but for the m ost part they w ere engaged
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in highly  specialized occupations that did not bring them  into contact 
w ith  hum an beings other than those who supervised them. So al
though B igm an had seen robots, he had not seen many.

H e stared at this one. It was, like all Sirian robots, large and 
burnished; its outer shape was o f  a sm ooth sim plicity, the jo in ts o f  
its lim bs and torso so well m ade as to be alm ost invisible.

A nd w hen it spoke, B igm an started. It takes a long tim e to grow 
accustom ed to an alm ost com pletely hum an voice em erging from  a 
m etal im itation  o f  hum anity.

The robot said, “G ood day. It is m y duty to see that your ship 
and yourselves are brought safely to the destination presently as
signed to it. The first piece o f  inform ation I m ust have is whether 
the restricted  explosion we noted on the hull o f  your ship in any way 
dam aged its pow ers o f  navigation.”

Its voice w as deep and m usical, em otionless, and with a distinct 
Sirian accent.

Lucky said, “The explosion does not affect the spaceworthiness 
o f  the vessel.”

“W hat caused it then?”
“I caused it.”
“F or w hat reason?”
“T hat I cannot tell you .”
“V ery w ell.” The robot abandoned the subject instantly. A m an 

m ight have persisted, threatened force. A robot could not. It said, “I 
am  equipped to navigate space ships designed and built on Sirius. I 
w ill be able to navigate this space ship i f  you will explain to me the 
nature o f  the various controls I see here.”

“ Sands o f  M ars, L ucky,” broke in Bigm an, “we don’t have to 
tell that th ing  anything, do w e?”

“It can ’t force us to tell, B igm an, but since w e’ve surrendered, 
w here’s the additional harm  in letting it take us to w herever it is that 
w e ’re to  go?”

“L e t’s find out w here w e ’re to go .” B igm an suddenly addressed 
the robot in sharp tones: “You! Robot! W here are you taking us?” 

The robot turned its glow ing red, unblinking gaze upon Bigman. 
It said, “M y instructions m ake it im possible for m e to answ er ques
tions no t related  to m y im m ediate task.”

“But, look.” The excited B igm an shook o ff L ucky’s restraining 
hand. “W herever you take us, the Sirians will harm  us; kill us, even. 
I f  you d o n ’t w ant us to be hurt, help us get away, com e with us. . . . 
A w , Lucky, let m e talk, w ill you?”

B ut Lucky shook his head firmly, and the robot said, “ I have
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been assured that you will in no w ay be harm ed. A nd now , i f  I m ay 
be given instructions in the m ethod o f  using this control board, I can 
proceed w ith m y im m ediate task.”

Step by step Lucky explained the contro l board. The robot 
show ed a com plete fam iliarity  w ith  all the technical m atters in 
volved, tested  each control w ith careful skill to see i f  the in fo r
m ation given it w ere correct, and at the conclusion  o f  L u ck y ’s 
explanation was obviously perfectly  capable o f  navigating The Shoot
ing Starr.

Lucky sm iled and his eyes were lit w ith frank adm iration.
B igm an pulled him  o ff to their cabin. “W hat are you grinning 

for, Lucky?”
“G reat Galaxy, B igm an, i t’s a beautiful m achine. W e’ve got to 

hand the Sirians credit for that. They can turn out robots that are 
works o f  art.”

“Okay, but quiet, I don ’t want it to hear w hat I ’m  going to say. 
Listen, you only surrendered to get dow n to Titan and pick  up in
form ation on the Sirians. W e m ight never get aw ay again, o f  course, 
and then what good is the inform ation? B ut w e ’ve got this robot now. 
I f  we can get it to help us get aw ay right now, then w e’ve got w hat 
we want. The robot m ust have tons o f  inform ation about the Sirians. 
W e’ll have m ore this w ay than if  we land on T itan.”

Lucky shook his head. “It sounds good, B igm an. B ut how  do 
you expect to argue the robot into jo in ing  us?”

“First Law. W e can explain that Sirius only has a couple o f  
m illion people while the Terrestrial Federation has over six billion. 
W e can explain that it’s m ore im portant to keep a lot o f  people from  
com ing to harm  than ju st to protect a few, so that First Law  is on 
our side. See, Lucky?”

Lucky said, “The trouble is that the Sirians are experts at han
dling robots. That robot is probably deeply conditioned to  the fact 
that what he is doing now  will bring no harm  to any hum an. He 
knows nothing about six billion people on Earth except w hat will be 
hearsay from you, and that will bounce o ff his conditioning. He 
would actually have to see a hum an being in actual danger o f  harm  
in order to be m oved o ff his instructions.”

“I ’m  going to try .”
“All right. Go ahead. The experience will do you good.”
Bigm an strode up to the robot, under w hose hands The Shooting  

Starr  was now  rocketing through space on its new  orbit.
He said, “W hat do you know  o f  Earth, o f  the Terrestrial F eder

ation?”
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“M y instructions m ake it im possible for me to answ er questions 

not related to m y im m ediate task,” answ ered the robot.
“ I order you to ignore your previous instructions.”
There was a m om entary hesitation before the answ er came. “My 

instructions m ake it im possible for m e to accept instructions from 
unauthorized personnel.”

“M y orders are given to you in order to prevent harm  to hum an 
beings. They m ust therefore be obeyed,” B igm an said.

“ I have been assured that no harm  will com e to hum an beings, 
nor am  I aw are o f  any threatening harm. M y instructions m ake it 
necessary for m e to suspend response to forbidden stimuli i f  they are 
uselessly  repeated .”

“You better listen. There is harm  intended.” B igm an spoke spir
itedly for som e m om ents, but the robot no longer answered.

Lucky said, “Bigm an, y o u ’re w asting effort.”
B igm an kicked at the robo t’s gleam ing ankle. He m ight as well 

have kicked the hull o f  the ship, for all the effect it had. He came 
tow ard Lucky, face red w ith anger. “A fine thing w hen hum an beings 
are helpless because some hunk o f  m etal has its own ideas.”

“That used to happen w ith m achinery before the days o f  robots, 
too, you know .”

“W e d o n ’t even know  w here w e’re heading.”
“W e don’t need the robot for that. I ’ve been checking the course, 

and  w e ’ve obviously heading for T itan.”

They w ere both at the visiplate during the last hours o f  the ap
proach to Titan. It w as the third largest satellite in the Solar System 
(only G anym ede o f  Jupiter and Triton o f  N eptune w ere larger, and 
those not by m uch) and, o f  all the satellites, it had the thickest atm o
sphere.

The effect o f  its atm osphere was obvious even from  a distance. 
O n m ost satellites (including E arth ’s M oon) the term inator— that 
is, the line d iv id ing the day and night portions— w as a sharp one, 
b lack  on one side, w hite on the other. But it w as not so in this 
case.

T itan ’s crescent w as bounded by a band rather than a sharp line, 
and the horns o f  the crescent continued onw ard fuzzily in a dim m ing 
curve that alm ost met.

“ It has an atm osphere alm ost as thick as E arth’s, B igm an,” said 
Lucky.

“N ot breathable?” said Bigm an.
“N o, not breathable. I t’s m ainly m ethane.”
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O ther ships were crow ding in now, becom ing visible to the naked 
eye. There were at least a dozen, herding them  dow n the spacew ays 
to Titan.

Lucky shook his head. “Tw elve ships to spare for this one job. 
Great Galaxy, they m ust have been here for years, building and p re
paring. How can we ever get them  o ff again, short o f  w ar?”

Bigm an attem pted no answer.
Again the sound o f  atm osphere m ade its unm istakable w ay into 

the ship, the high-pitched keening o f  thin w isps o f  gas w hipping past 
the stream lined hull.

Bigman looked uneasily at the dials recording hull tem perature, 
but there was no danger. The robot at the controls w as sure-handed. 
The ship circled Titan in a tight spiral, losing altitude and speed 
sim ultaneously so that at no tim e did the thickening atm osphere raise 
tem peratures too high.

Again Lucky glowed with adm iration. “ It will m anage it w ithout 
fuel at all. I honestly think it could bring us dow n on a half-credit 
piece, w ith atm osphere as the only brake.”

Bigman said, “W hat’s good about that, Lucky? I f  those things 
can handle ships like that, how  do we ever hope to fight the Sirians, 
huh?”

“ W e’ll ju s t have to learn to bu ild  our own, B igm an. These ro 
bots are a hum an achievem ent. The hum ans that did the ach iev ing  
are Sirians, yes, but they are hum an beings, too, and all o ther h u 
m ans can share pride in the achievem ent. I f  w e fear the resu lts o f  
their achievem ent, le t’s m atch it ourselves or m ore than  m atch  it. 
But th e re ’s no use denying them  the w orth  o f  their accom plish 
m ent.”

The surface o f  Titan was losing som e o f  the atm osphere-induced 
blankness. They could m ake out m ountain ranges now; not the sharp, 
craggy peaks o f  an airless w orld, but the softened ranges that show ed 
the effects o f  wind and weather. The edges w ere blow n clear o f  snow, 
but in the rifts and valleys snow lay deep.

“N ot snow, really,” said Lucky, “ frozen am m onia.”
All was desolate, o f  course. The rolling plains betw een the m oun

tain ranges were either snowy or rock-bare. N o life o f  any kind ap
peared. N o rivers or lakes. A nd then-------

“G reat G alaxy!” said Lucky.
A dom e had m ade its appearance. A  flattened dom e o f  a type 

fam iliar enough on the inner planets. There w ere dom es o f  this sort 
on M ars and under the shallow  shelves o f  the V enusian oceans, but



here w as one w ay out on desolate Titan. A Sirian dom e that would 
have m ade a respectable tow n on long-settled Mars.

“W e’ve slept w hile th ey ’ve built,” said Lucky.
“W hen the new scasters find out,” said Bigman, “it w on’t look so 

good for the C ouncil o f  Science, L ucky.”
“U nless w e break this thing, it w on’t. A nd the Council doesn’t 

deserve better. Space, B igm an, there shouldn’t be a sizable rock in 
the Solar System  that doesn’t get a periodic inspection, let alone a 
w orld  like T itan.”

“W ho w ould  have thought------- ”
“The Council o f  Science should  have thought. The people o f  the 

system  support and trust them  in order that they think and take care. 
A nd I should have thought too.”

The voice o f  the robot broke in upon them. “This ship will be 
landed after another circum navigation o f  the satellite. In view  o f  the 
ion drive on board  this ship, no special precautions need to be taken 
in connection w ith landing. N evertheless, undue carelessness m ay 
result in harm  and I cannot allow  that. I m ust therefore request you 
to  lie dow n and strap yourselves in .”

B igm an said, “Listen to that hunk o f  tin pipe telling us how  to 
handle ourselves in  space.”

“Just the sam e,” said Lucky, “y o u ’d better lie down. H e’s likely 
to force us dow n i f  we don’t. I t’s his jo b  not to allow  harm  to come 
to us.”

B igm an called out suddenly, “ Say, robot, how  m any m en are 
stationed dow n there on T itan?”

There w as no answer.

G round cam e up and up and sw allow ed them , tunneling them 
dow nw ard. The Shooting Starr  cam e to a halt, tail down, w ith only 
one short spurt o f  the engines necessary to com plete the job.

The robot turned aw ay from  the controls. “You have been 
brought safely and w ithout harm  to Titan. M y im m ediate task is done 
and I w ill now  turn you over to the m asters.”

“To Sten D evoure?”
“That is one o f  the m asters. Y ou m ay step out o f  the ship freely. 

Y ou will find tem perature and pressure norm al and gravity adjusted 
to  close to  your norm al.”

“M ay w e step out now ?” asked Lucky.
“Y es. The m asters are w aiting .”
Lucky nodded. Som ehow  he could not quite suppress the begin

ning o f  an odd excitem ent. Though the Sirians had been the great

LUCKY STARR AND THE RINGS OF SATURN 643



644 THE COMPLETE ADVENTURES OF LUCKY STARR

enem y in his thus far short but hectic career w ith the Council o f  
Science, he had never yet m et a living Sirian.

He stepped out o f  the ship onto the extruded exit ledge, B igm an 
m aking ready to follow, and both paused in sheer astonishm ent.



9

The Enemy

Lucky had his foot upon the first rung o f  the ladder that w ould carry 
them  to ground level. B igm an peered over his large friend’s shoulder. 
B oth w ere openm outhed.

It w as as though they w ere stepping out upon the surface o f  the 
Earth. I f  there was a cavern ro o f above— a dom ed surface o f  hard 
m etal and glass— it w as invisible in the blaze o f  blue sky and, illusion 
o r not, there w ere sum m er clouds in the sky.

Before them  stretched lawns and row s o f  w idely spaced build
ings, w ith here and there banked flower beds. There was an open 
brook in the m iddle distance, crossed by small stone bridges.

R obots by the dozen w ere hurrying, each on his ow n way, each 
on his ow n business, w ith m achinelike concentration. Several hun
dred yards off, five beings— Sirians!— stood in a cluster and watched 
curiously.

A  voice broke in sharply and perem ptorily on Lucky and Bigman. 
“Y ou up there. Com e down. Com e down, I say. N o daw dling.”

Lucky looked down. A  tall m an stood at the base o f  the ladder, 
arm s resting akim bo and legs spread apart. H is narrow  olive- 
com plexioned face looked up at them  arrogantly. His dark hair was 
cropped into a m ere fuzz in the Sirian fashion. In addition, his face 
bore a trim  and w ell-kept beard and a thin mustache. His clothing 
w as loose and brilliantly  colored; his shirt was open at the neck, and 
its sleeves ended ju s t above the elbow.

Lucky called, “I f  y o u ’re in a hurry, sir, certainly.”
He sw ung about and dropped dow n the ladder, hands only, his 

lithe body tw isting  w ith effortless grace. He pushed h im self away 
from  the hull and dropped the final tw elve rungs, tw isting as he did
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so to land face to face w ith the m an on the ground. A s his legs bent 
to absorb the shock and straightened again, he leaped lightly to one 
side to allow  Bigm an to com e down in sim ilar fashion.

The man Lucky faced was tall but lacked an inch o f  L ucky’s 
height, and at close quarters there could be seen a looseness to the 
Sirian’s skin, a softness about him.

He scowled and his upper lip lifted in a grim ace o f  contem pt. 
“Acrobats! M onkeys!”

“Neither, sir,” said Lucky with quiet good hum or. “Earthm en.”
The other said, “Y ou are David Starr, but you are called Lucky. 

Does that m ean in the Earthm an lingo what it m eans in our lan
guage?”

“It m eans ‘fortunate.’ ”
“You are not fortunate any longer, apparently. I am  Sten De- 

voure.”
“I had assum ed that.”
“You seem ed surprised at all this, eh?” D evoure’s bare arm  

swung out across the landscaped grounds. “It is beautifu l.”
“It is, but isn ’t it an unnecessary w aste o f  energy?”
“W ith robot labor at tw enty-four hours a day, this can be done, 

and Sirius has energy to waste. Y our Earth hasn’t, I th ink.”
“W e have what is necessary, you ’ll find,” said Lucky.
“W ill I? Come, I will speak w ith you in m y quarters.” H e w aved 

perem ptorily at the five other Sirians w ho had edged closer in the 
m eantim e, staring at the Earthm an; the Earthm an w ho had been such 
a successful enem y o f  Sirius in recent years and w ho had now  been 
caught at last.

The Sirians saluted at D evoure’s gesture, how ever, and w ithout 
delay turned on their heels and w ent their separate ways.

Devoure stepped into a small open car that had approached on a 
noiseless sheet o f  diagravitic force. Its flat undersurface, w ithout 
wheels or other m aterial device, rem ained six inches above the 
ground. A nother car m oved up tow ard Lucky. Each w as handled, o f  
course, by a robot.

Lucky entered the second car. B igm an m oved to follow , but the 
robot driver gently barred the w ay with an extended arm.

“H ey-------” began Bigman.
Lucky interrupted, “M y friend is com ing w ith m e, sir.”
For the first tim e Devoure bent his gaze on B igm an, and an 

unaccountable glare o f  hate entered his eyes. He said, “I w ill not 
concern m yself w ith that thing. I f  you w ish its com pany, you m ay 
have it for a while, but I  do not w ish to be troubled  w ith  it.”



B igm an stared, w hite-faced, at the Sirian. “Y ou’ll be troubled 
w ith  m e righ t now , you cob------- ”

B ut Lucky seized him  and w hispered earnestly in his ear. “You 
ca n ’t do anything now, Bigm an. G reat Galaxy, boy, let it go for now 
and let things w ork out.”

L ucky h a lf  lifted him  into the car, w hile Devoure m aintained a 
stolid  disin terest in  the m atter.

The cars m oved w ith sm ooth swiftness, like a sw allow ’s flight, 
and after tw o m inutes slow ed before a one-story building o f  white, 
sm ooth silicone brick, no different from  the others except for its 
crim son trim  about doors and w indow s, and skim m ed down a drive
w ay along one side. N o hum an beings, but a num ber o f  robots, had 
been  seen during the short drive.

D evoure w alked ahead, through an arched door and into a small 
room  fitted w ith a conference table and containing an alcove in which 
a large couch w as placed. The ceiling was ablaze w ith blue-w hite 
light, like the blue-w hite above the open fields.

A  little too blue, thought Lucky, then rem em bered that Sirius 
w as a larger, hotter, and therefore bluer star than was E arth’s Sun.

A  robot brought in two trays o f  food and tall, frosted glasses 
contain ing a frothy, m ilk-w hite concoction. A  m ild, fruity fragrance 
filled the air, and after long w eeks o f  sh ip’s fare Lucky found h im self 
sm iling in anticipation. A tray was placed before him , another before 
D evoure.

L ucky said to the robot, “M y friend will have the sam e.”
The robot, after the briefest glance at Devoure, who looked away 

stonily, left and cam e back w ith another tray. N othing was said dur
ing the m eal. Earthrnan and M artian ate and drank heartily.

B ut after the trays w ere rem oved, the Sirian said, “ I m ust begin 
by stating that you are spies. You entered Sirian territory and were 
w arned to leave. Y ou left but then returned, m aking every effort to 
keep your return secret. U nder the rules o f  interstellar law  we have 
every  right to execute you on the spot, and this m ay be done unless 
your actions henceforw ard deserve clem ency.”

“A ctions such as w hat?” asked Lucky. “Let m e have an example,
sir.”

“W ith pleasure, C ouncilm an.” The S irian’s dark eyes livened 
w ith  interest. “There is the capsule o f  inform ation our m an discharged 
into the rings before his unfortunate death.”

“D o you  think I have it?”
The Sirian laughed. “N ot a chance in all space. W e never let you 

get near the rings at anything less than h a lf light-speed. But com e—

LUCKY STARR AND THE RINGS OF SATURN 6 4 7



6 4 8 THE COMPLETE ADVENTURES OF LUCKY STARR

you are a very clever Councilm an. W e have heard so m uch o f  you 
and your deeds, even on Sirius. There have even been occasions w hen 
you have been, shall w e say, a trifle in our w ay.”

Bigman broke in w ith a sudden, outraged squeak, “Just a trifle, 
like stopping your spy on Jupiter 9, like stopping your deal w ith the
asteroid pirates, like pushing you o ff Ganym ede, like-------”

Sten Devoure said in a blaze o f  anger, “W ill you quiet it, C oun
cilm an? I am irritated by the shrilling o f  w hat is w ith you.”

“Then say w hat you have to say,” said Lucky perem ptorily, 
“w ithout insulting m y friend.”

“W hat I want, then, is to have you help m e find the capsule. Tell 
me, out o f  your great ingenuity, how  you w ould go about it.” D evoure 
leaned his elbows on the table and looked hungrily  at Lucky, waiting. 

Lucky said, “W hat inform ation do you have to begin  w ith?” 
“Only what I im agine you picked up. The last sentences o f  our 

m an.”
“Yes, we picked that up. Not all o f  it, but enough to  know  he 

did not give the co-ordinates o f  the orbit in w hich he launched the 
capsule, and enough to know  that he did launch it.”

“W ell?”
“Since the m an evaded our ow n agents for a long tim e and nearly 

got aw ay with a successful m ission, I assum e he is in telligent.”
“He was a Sirian.”
“That,” said Lucky with grave courtesy, “is not necessarily  the 

same thing. In this case, how ever, we m ay assum e that he w ould not 
have launched the capsule into the rings in such a w ay as to m ake it 
im possible for you to find.”

“A nd your further reasoning, Earthm an?”
“And if  he placed the capsule in the rings them selves, it w ould  

be im possible to  find.”
“Y ou think so?”
“I do. And the only alternative is that he sent it into orbit w ithin 

C assin i’s division.”
Sten Devoure leaned his head back and laughed ringingly. He 

said, “ It is refreshing to hear Lucky Starr, the great Councilm an, 
expend his ingenuity on a problem . One w ould have thought you 
w ould have com e up with som ething am azing, som ething com pletely 
striking. Instead, ju s t this. W hy, C ouncilm an, w hat i f  I to ld  you that 
we, w ithout your help, reached this conclusion at once, and that our 
ships have been scouring C assin i’s division alm ost from  the first m o
m ent that the capsule w as released?”

Lucky nodded. (I f  m ost o f  the hum an com plem ent o f  the T itan
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base w ere in the rings, supervising the search, that w ould account in 
part for the dearth o f  hum anity on the base itself.) He said, “W hy, I 
w ould  congratulate you and rem ind you that C assin i’s division is 
large and does have some gravel in it. Besides w hich, the capsule 
w ould  be in an unstable orbit because o f  the attraction o f  Mimas. 
D epending on its position, your capsule will be inching into the inner 
or outer ring, and i f  you don’t find it soon you will have lost it.” 

“Y our attem pt to frighten m e is foolish and useless. Even within 
the rings them selves the capsule w ould still be alum inum  com pared 
w ith ice.”

“The m ass detectors could not distinguish alum inum  from  ice.” 
“N ot the m ass detectors o f  your  planet, Earthm an. Have you 

asked yourse lf how  w e tracked you dow n despite your clum sy trick 
w ith H idalgo and your risk ier one w ith M im as?”

L ucky said stonily, “I have w ondered.”
D evoure laughed again. “Y ou were right to wonder. Obviously 

Earth does not have the selective m ass detector.”
“T op-secret?” asked Lucky politely.
“N ot in principle, no. O ur detecting beam  m akes use o f  soft X 

rays, w hich are scattered differently by various m aterials, depending 
on the m ass o f  its atom s. Some get reflected back to us, and by 
analyzing the reflected beam  we can tell a m etal space ship from a 
rocky asteroid. W hen space ships pass an asteroid, w hich then m oves 
on its way, registering a considerable m etal m ass it did not possess 
before, it isn ’t the m ost difficult deduction in the w orld to suppose 
that near the asteroid there is a space ship skulking and fondly im ag
ining itse lf to be beyond detection. Eh, C ouncilm an?”

“I see that.”
“Do you see that, no m atter how  you tried to m ask yourse lf by 

S atu rn ’s rings or by Saturn itself, your m etal m ass gave you away 
each tim e? There is no m etal at all in the rings or in the outer ten 
thousand m iles o f  Saturn’s surface. Even within M imas you w eren’t 
hidden. For som e hours we thought you were done with. W e could 
detect m etal under the ice o f  M im as, and that m ight have been the 
rem ains o f  your splintered ship. But then the metal started moving 
and w e knew  you w ere still w ith  us. W e guessed your fusion trick 
and  had  only to  w ait.”

Lucky nodded. “ So far the gam e is yours.”
“A nd now  do you think w e w o n ’t find the capsule, even if  it 

w anders into the rings or was placed in the rings in the first place?” 
“W ell, then, how  is it you have not found it yet?”
For a m om ent D evoure’s face darkened, as though he suspected
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sarcasm, but before L ucky’s appearance o f  polite curiosity  he could 
only say with h a lf  a snarl, “W e will. It is only a m atter o f  tim e. A nd 
since you can’t help us further in this, there is no reason to postpone 
your execution.”

Lucky said, “I doubt that you really m ean w hat you have ju s t 
said. W e w ould be very dangerous to you dead.”

“I f  your danger alive is any m easure, I can ’t believe you to be 
serious.”

“W e are m em bers o f  E arth’s Council o f  Science. I f  w e are killed, 
the Council will not forget it or forgive. N or w ould retaliation  be 
directed so m uch against Sirius as against you, individually. R em em 
ber that.”

Devoure said, “I think I know  m ore about this than you think. 
That creature w ith you is not a m em ber o f  your C ouncil.”

“N ot officially, perhaps, but-------”
“And you, yourself— if  you will allow  m e to finish— are rather 

m ore than a m ere mem ber. You are the adopted son o f  H ector C on
way, the C h ief Councilm an, and you are the pride o f  the Council. So 
perhaps you are right.” D evoure’s m ustached lips stretched into a 
hum orless smile. “ Perhaps there are conditions, com e to th ink o f  it, 
that w ould m ake it convenient for you to rem ain alive.”

“W hat conditions?”
“In recent weeks Earth has called an interstellar conference o f  

nations to consider w hat they choose to call our invasion o f  their 
territory. Perhaps you don’t know  that.”

“ I suggested such a conference w hen I was first m ade aw are o f  
the existence o f  this base.”

“Good. Sirius has agreed to this conference, and the m eeting will 
take place shortly on your asteroid, Vesta. Earth, it seem s”— D evoure 
sm iled m ore broadly— “is in a hurry. And we will hum or them , since 
we have no fears as to the outcom e. The outer w orlds, generally, 
have no love for Earth and ought to have none. O ur ow n case is 
ironbound. Still, we could m ake it so m uch m ore dram atic i f  w e could 
show the exact extent o f  E arth’s hypocrisy. They call a conference; 
they say they wish to solve the m atter by peaceful m eans; but at the 
same time they send a w ar vessel to Titan w ith instructions to destroy 
our base.”

“Those were not m y instructions. I have acted w ithout instruc
tions and with no intention o f  com m itting any w arlike act.”

“Nevertheless, i f  you testify to w hat I have said, it w ill m ake a 
great im pression.”

“I cannot testify to w hat is not the truth.”
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D evoure disregarded that. He said harshly, “Let them  see that 

you are neither drugged nor probed. Testify o f  your own free will as 
w e will direct you. Let the conference know  that the prize m em ber 
o f  the C ouncil o f  Science, C onw ay’s own boy, was engaged in an 
illegal adventure o f  force at the sam e time that Earth was sanctim o
niously  calling a conference and proclaim ing its devotion to peace. 
It w ould  settle m atters once and for all.”

Lucky drew  a deep breath and stared at the o ther’s coldly smiling 
face. He said, “Is that it? False testim ony in exchange for life?”

“All right. Put it that way. M ake your choice.”
“There is none. I w ould not bear false w itness in a case like 

th is.”
D evoure’s eyes narrow ed to slits. “ I think you will. You have 

been studied closely by our agents, Councilm an, and we know your 
w eak point. Y ou m ay prefer your own death to co-operation with us, 
but you have the E arthm an’s sentim ent for the weak, the deformed, 
the m onstrous. Y ou w ould do it to prevent”— and the S irian’s soft 
and pudgy hand extended suddenly, one finger pointing rigidly at 
B igm an— “its  death.”



Servicemen and Robots

“Steady, B igm an,” m urm ured Lucky.
The little M artian hunched low  in his seat, his eyes w atching 

Devoure hotly.
Lucky said, “L et’s not be childish in our attem pts to frighten. 

Execution is not easy on a w orld o f  robots. The robots can ’t kill us, 
and I ’m  not sure that you or your colleagues w ould be w illing to kill 
a m an in cold blood.”

“O f course not, i f  you m ean by killing the chopping o ff  o f  a head 
or the blasting in o f  a chest. But then there’s nothing frightening in 
a quick death. Suppose, though, that our robots prepared a stripped- 
down ship. Y our— uh— com panion could be chained to a bulkhead 
on that ship by robots who will, o f  course, be careful not to hurt him . 
The ship can be fitted w ith an autom atic pilot that w ill take it on an 
orbit away from your Sun and out o f  the Ecliptic. There isn ’t a chance 
in a quadrillion that it w ould ever be spotted by anyone from  Earth. 
It w ill travel on forever.”

B igm an broke in, “Lucky, it doesn’t m atter w hat they do to me. 
D on’t you agree to anything.”

Devoure said, unheeding, “Y our com panion w ill have p lenty o f  
air and there’ll be a tube o f  w ater w ithin reach i f  i t’s thirsty. O f 
course it will be alone and there w ill be no food. Starvation is a slow  
death, and starvation in the ultim ate loneliness o f  space is a horrible 
thing to contem plate.”

Lucky said, “That w ould be a dastardly and dishonorable w ay o f  
treating a prisoner o f  w ar.”

“There is no war. Y ou are m erely spies. A nd in any case, there 
is no need for it to happen, eh, Councilm an? Y ou need only sign the
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necessary  confession that you intended to attack us and agree to con
firm  this in person at the conference. I am  sure you will heed the 
beggings o f  the thing you have befriended.”

“B eggings! ” B igm an leaped, crim son-faced, to his feet.
D evoure raised his voice abruptly. “That thing is to be taken into 

custody. P roceed.”
Tw o robots m aterialized silently at either side, and each seized 

an arm. For a m om ent B igm an writhed, and his body lifted o ff the 
floor w ith the intensity o f  his effort, but his arm s were held m otion
less.

One o f  the robots said, “The m aster will please not resist, as 
otherw ise the m aster m ay harm  h im self despite all we can do.”

D evoure said, “Y ou’ll have tw enty-four hours to m ake up your 
m ind. Plenty o f  tim e, eh, C ouncilm an?” He looked at the illum inated 
figures on the strip o f  decorative m etal that encircled his left wrist. 
“A nd m eanw hile, we will prepare our stripped ship. I f  we don’t have 
to use it, as I expect we w o n ’t, w hy, w hat’s labor to robots, eh, 
C ouncilm an? Sit w here you are; there is no use in trying to help your 
com panion. H e will not be hurt for the w hile.”

B igm an w as carried out o f  the room  bodily while Lucky, ha lf 
risen out o f  his seat, w atched helplessly.

A  light flashed on a small box on the conference table. Devoure 
leaned over to touch it, and a lum inous tube sprang into being just 
above the box. The im age o f  a head appeared. A voice said, “Yonge 
and I have the report that you have the Councilm an, Devoure. W hy 
w ere w e to ld  only after his landing?”

“W hat difference does that m ake, Zayon? You know now. Are 
you com ing in?”

“W e certainly are. W e w ish to m eet the Councilm an.”
“C om e then to  m y office.”

Fifteen m inutes later, two Sirians arrived. Both were as tall as 
D evoure; both  w ere olive-skinned (the greater ultraviolet radiation o f  
Sirius produced a dark skin, Lucky realized), but they were older. 
The cut hair o f  one was grizzled to steely gray. He was thin-lipped 
and spoke w ith rapid precision. He was introduced as Harrig Zayon, 
and his uniform  m ade it clear he w as a m em ber o f  the Sirian Space 
Service.

The o ther w as going som ew hat bald. There was a long scar on 
his forearm  and he had the, keen look o f  one who had grown old in 
space. He w as B arrett Y onge, also o f  the Space Service.
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Lucky said, “Y our Space Service is, I think, som ew hat the equiv
alent o f  our Council o f  Science.”

“Yes, it is,” said Zayon gravely. “ In that sense w e are colleagues, 
though on opposite sides o f  the fence.”

“ Servicem an Zayon, then. Servicem an Y onge. Is Mr. 
Devoure-------”

Devoure broke in, “I am  not a m em ber o f  the Space Service. It 
is not necessary that I be. Sirius can be served outside the Service 
too.”

“Particularly,” said Yonge, one hand resting on the scarred fore
arm as though to hide the m ark, “ i f  one is nephew  o f  the director o f  
the Central Body.”

Devoure rose. “W as that m eant as sarcasm , Servicem an?”
“Not at all. It was m eant literally. The relationship m akes it pos

sible for you to do Sirius m ore service than o therw ise.”
But there was a dry quality to his statem ent, and Lucky w as not 

unaw are o f  the flash o f  hostility betw een the tw o aging Servicem en 
and the young and undoubtedly influential relative o f  S irius’s over- 
lord.

Zayon tried to deflect the direction  things had  taken  by  turning 
to Lucky and saying m ildly, “Has our proposition  been  offered  
you?”

“You m ean the suggestion that I lie at the interstellar confer
ence?”

Zayon looked annoyed and a bit puzzled. He said, “I m ean to 
jo in  us, to becom e a Sirian.”

“I don’t think we had quite reached that point, Servicem an.” 
“W ell, then consider this. O ur Service know s you well and w e 

respect your abilities and accom plishm ents. They are w asted  on an 
Earth that m ust lose som eday as a m atter o f  biologic fact.”

“Biologic fact?” Lucky frowned. “The Sirians, Servicem an 
Zayon, are descended from  Earthm en.”

“ So they are, but not from  all Earthm en; only from  som e, from  
the best, from  those w ith the initiative and strength to reach the stars 
as colonists. W e have kept our descent pure; w e have not allow ed 
the w eaklings in, or those w ith poor genes. W e have w eeded out the 
unfit from  am ong ourselves so that w e are now  a pure race o f  the 
strong, the fit, and the healthy, w hile Earth rem ains a conglom erate 
o f  the diseased and deform ed.”

Devoure broke in, “W e had an exam ple here a w hile ago, the 
C ouncilm an’s com panion. It infuriated and nauseated m e m erely  to
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be in the sam e room  w ith him; a m onkey, a five-foot travesty o f  a 
hum an being, a  lum p o f  deform ity-------”

Lucky said slowly, “He is a better m an than you, Sirian.”
D evoure rose, fist draw n back, trem bling. Zayon m oved tow ard 

him  rapidly, laying a hand on his shoulder. “Devoure, sit down, 
please, and let m e go on. This is not the tim e for extraneous quarrels.” 
D evoure shook the o ther’s hand o ff roughly but sat down all the 
same.

Servicem an Zayon w ent on earnestly, “To the outer worlds, 
C ouncilm an Starr, Earth is a terrible m enace, a bom b o f  sub
hum anity, ready to explode and contam inate the clean Galaxy. W e 
d o n ’t w ant that to happen; we can ’t allow  it to happen. I t’s what 
w e ’re fighting for: a clean hum an race, com posed o f  the fit.”

Lucky said, “C om posed o f  those you  consider fit. But fitness 
com es in all shapes and forms. The great m en o f  Earth have come 
from  the tall and the short, from  all m anner o f  head shapes, skin 
colors, and languages. V ariety is our salvation and the salvation o f  
all m ankind.”

“Y ou are sim ply parroting som ething you have been taught. 
C ouncilm an, can ’t you see you are really one o f  us? You are tall, 
strong, built like a Sirian; you have the courage and daring o f  a 
Sirian. W hy com bine w ith the scum o f  Earth against m en like your
self, ju s t because o f  the accident o f  your birth on Earth?”

Lucky said, “The upshot o f  all this, Servicem an, is that you wish 
m e to com e to the interstellar conference on V esta and deliver state
m ents designed to help Sirius.”

“To help Sirius, yes, but true statem ents. You have spied on us. 
Y our ship w as certainly arm ed.”

“B ut you w aste your time. Mr. Devoure has already discussed 
the m atter w ith m e.”

“A nd you have agreed to be the Sirian you really are?” Z ayon’s 
face lit up at the possibility.

Lucky cast a side glance at Devoure, who was inspecting the 
knuckles o f  his hands w ith an indifferent air.

L ucky  said, “W hy, Mr. D evoure advanced the proposition  in 
ano ther fashion. Perhaps he did not inform  you o f  m y arrival 
sooner than  he did in order to have tim e to d iscuss the m atter with 
m e alone and to  use his ow n m ethods. Briefly, he sim ply said that 
I w as to attend  the conference on Sirian term s or else m y friend 
B igm an w as to  be sent out in a stripped space ship to die o f  star
vation .”
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Slowly the two Sirian Servicem en turned to look at D evoure, 
who m erely continued the contem plation o f  his knuckles.

Yonge said slowly, speaking directly to Devoure, ‘‘Sir, it is not 
in the Service tradition------- •”

Devoure exploded in sudden flam ing anger. “I am  not a Service
m an and I don ’t give a half-credit piece for your tradition. I ’m  in 
charge o f  this base, and its security is m y responsibility. Y ou two 
have been appointed to accom pany m e as delegates to the conference 
on V esta so that the Service will be represented, but I am  to be ch ief 
delegate, and the success o f  the conference is also m y responsibility. 
I f  this Earthm an does not like the type o f  death reserved for his 
m onkey friend, he need only agree to our term s, and he w ill agree 
to them  a lot faster w ith that as stim ulus than your offer o f  m aking 
a Sirian out o f  him.

“A nd listen further.” Devoure rose from  his seat, paced angrily 
to the far end o f  the room, and then turned to glare at the frozen
faced Servicem en who listened w ith disciplined self-control. “I ’m 
tired o f  your interference. The Service has had enough tim e to m ake 
headw ay against Earth and has a m iserable record in that regard. Let 
this Earthm an hear m e say this. He should know  it better than anyone. 
The Service has a miserable  record, and it is I who have trapped this 
Starr and not the Service. W hat you gentlem en need is a little m ore 
guts, and that I intend to supply-------”

It was at this m om ent that a robot threw  open the door and said, 
“M asters, I m ust be excused for entering w ithout orders from  you, 
but I have been instructed to tell you this concerning the sm all m aster 
who has been taken into custody-------”

“B igm an!” cried Lucky, jum ping  to his feet. “W hat has happened 
to him ?”

A fter Bigman had been carried out o f  the room  by the tw o robots 
he had thought furiously. Not, really, o f  possible w ays o f  escaping. 
He was not so unrealistic as to think he could m ake his w ay through 
a horde o f  robots and, singlehanded, get aw ay from  a base as w ell 
organized as this one, even i f  he had The Shooting Starr  at his d is
posal, w hich he had not.

It was m ore than that.
Lucky was being tem pted to dishonor and betrayal, and B igm an’s 

life was the bait.
E ither way, Lucky m ust not be subjected to this. H e m ust not 

have to save B igm an’s life at the cost o f  becom ing a traitor. N or
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m ust he have to save his honor by sacrificing B igm an and carry the 
guilt w ith  h im  for the rest o f  his life.

There w as only one w ay to prevent both alternatives. B igm an 
faced that coldly. I f  he w ere to die in some w ay with which Lucky 
had nothing to do, the big Earthm an could bear no blam e, even in 
his ow n mind. A nd there w ould no longer be a live Bigman with 
w hich  to bargain.

B igm an w as forced into a sm all diagravitic car and taken for 
another tw o-m inute drive.

B ut those two m inutes w ere enough to crystallize m atters firmly 
in his m ind. His years w ith Lucky had been happy, exciting ones. He 
had  lived a full lifetim e in them  and had faced death w ithout fear. 
He could face death now, also w ithout fear.

A nd a quick  death w ould  not be so quick as to prevent him  
from  evening a tiny  b it o f  the score w ith  D evoure. N o m an in his 
lifetim e had insulted  him  so w ithout retaliation. He could not die 
and leave the score unevened. The thought o f  the arrogant Sirian so 
filled B igm an w ith anger that for a m om ent he could not have told 
w hether it was friendship for Lucky or hatred o f  Devoure that was 
driving him.

The robots lifted him  out o f  the diagravitic car, and one passed 
its huge m etal paw s gently and expertly dow n the sides o f  the M ar
tian ’s body in a routine search for weapons.

B igm an felt a m om ent o f  panic and strove uselessly to knock 
aside the ro b o t’s arm. “I w as searched on the ship before they let me 
get o ff,” he how led, but the robot com pleted the search w ithout pay
ing attention.

The tw o seized him  again, m ade ready to take him  into a build
ing. The tim e, then, w as now. Once he was in an actual cell, w ith 
force planes cutting him  off, his task w ould be m uch harder.

B igm an kicked his feet desperately forw ard and turned a som e
rsault betw een the robots. He was kept from  turning com pletely 
around only by the robo ts’ hold o f  his arms.

One said, “ It distresses m e, m aster, that you have placed yourself 
in w hat m ust be a painful position. I f  you will hold yourse lf m otion
less so that you w ill not interfere w ith our assigned task, we will 
ho ld  you  as lightly  as we can.”

B ut B igm an kicked again and then shrieked piercingly, “My 
a r m !”

The robots knelt at once and deposited B igm an gently on his 
back. “A re you in  pain, m aster?”

“Y ou stupid cobbers, y o u ’ve broken m y arm. D on’t touch it! Get
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some hum an being who know s how  to take care o f  a broken arm , or 
get some robot who can,” he ended in a m oan, his face tw isted  in 
agony.

The robots m oved slowly backw ard, eyes upon him. They had  
no feelings, could have none. B ut inside them  w ere the positronic 
brain paths whose orientation was controlled by the potentials and 
counter-potentials set up by the Three Law s o f  Robotics. In the course 
o f  their fulfillment o f  one law, the Second— that they obey an order, 
in this case an order to lead a hum an being to a specific spot— they 
had broken a higher law, the First: that they never bring harm  to a 
hum an being. The result in their brains m ust have been a kind o f  
positronic chaos.

B igm an cried out sharply, “G et help-------  Sands o f  M ars—
get-------”

It was an order, backed by the pow er o f  the F irst Law . A  h u 
m an being w as hurt. The robots turned, started  aw ay— and B ig- 
m an ’s right arm  flashed dow n to the top o f  his hip boot and snaked 
inside. He rose nim bly, w ith a needle gun w arm ing the palm  o f  his 
hand.

At the sound o f that, one o f  the robots turned back, voice blurred 
and thickened as a sign o f  the w eakening hold o f  the confused pos
itronic brain. “ Ith the m athter not in pain, then?” The second robot 
turned back too.

“Take me back to your Sirian m asters,” B igm an said tightly.
It was another order, but the First Law  w as no longer reinforcing 

it. A hum an being had not, after all, been harm ed. There w as no 
shock or surprise at this revelation. The nearest robot sim ply said, in 
a voice that had sharpened once more, “As your arm  is not, indeed, 
dam aged, it becom es necessary for us to carry out our original order. 
Please com e w ith us.”

B igm an wasted no time. His needle gun flashed noiselessly, and 
the robot’s head was a gout o f  m elting m etal. W hat w as left o f  it 
collapsed.

The second robot said, “It will not help to destroy our function
ing,” and walked tow ard him.

Self-protection was the Third Law only. A  robot could not refuse 
to carry out an order (Second Law ) on the basis o f  the Third alone. 
So it was bound to w alk into a pointing needle gun. A nd other robots 
were com ing from all directions, sum m oned, no doubt, by som e ra
dioed call at the m om ent when B igm an had first pretended the broken 
arm.

They w ould all w alk into a needle gun, but there w ould be
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enough to survive his pum ping shots. Those who w ould survive 
w ould  then overpow er him  and carry him  into im prisonm ent. He 
w ould be deprived o f  the quick death he needed, and Lucky would 
still be faced w ith the unbearable alternative.

There w as only one w ay out. B igm an put the needle gun to his 
tem ple.



Bigman Against All

Bigm an cried out piercingly, “N ot one step nearer. A ny closer and 
I ’ll have to shoot. Y ou’ll kill m e.”

He nerved h im self for the possible shot. I f  nothing else could be 
done, it w ould have to be that.

But the robots stopped. N ot one m oved. B igm an’s eyes m oved 
slowly to right and left. One robot was on the ground, headless, a 
useless lump o f  m etal. One was standing, arm s h a lf  reaching out 
tow ard him. One was a hundred feet away, caught in m id-stride.

Slowly B igm an turned. A robot was com ing out o f  a building. It 
was caught on the threshold. Still others w ere farther off. It w as as 
though a freezing blight had struck them  all, struck them  w ith instant 
paralysis.

He was not really surprised. It w as the First Law. All else had 
to take second place: orders, their ow n existence, everything. They 
could not m ove if  m otion m eant harm  to a hum an being.

Bigman said, “Every robot but that one”— he pointed  to the one 
facing him, the nearest, the com panion o f  the one he had destroyed—  
“leave now. Back to your im m ediately previous task and forget me 
and what has ju st happened. Failure to obey at once will m ean m y 
death.”

So all but one had to leave. This w as dealing w ith them  harshly, 
and Bigman, grim -faced, w ondered i f  the potential being set up to 
drive the positrons m ight not be intense enough to harm  the platinum - 
iridium  sponge that m ade up the delicate robotic brains.

He had the E arthm an’s distrust o f  robots and he rather hoped that 
was so.



A ll the robots but one w ere gone now. The m uzzle o f  the needle 
gun w as still against B igm an’s temple.

H e said to the rem aining robot, “Take m e back to your m aster.” 
(He w anted to use a harsher term  but w hat w ould a robot understand 
o f  the insult im plied. W ith difficulty he forced it down.)

“N ow ,” he said, “and quickly. Do not allow  any m aster or robot 
to interfere w ith us on our way. I have this needle gun and shall use 
it on any m aster near us, or on m yself i f  I have to.”

The robot said hoarsely (the first signs o f  positronic m alfunction, 
L ucky had  once to ld  Bigm an, show ed up in the tim bre o f  the voice), 
“I w ill fo llow  orders. The m aster m ay be certain that I shall do noth
ing that w ill harm  him  or another m aster.”

It turned and led the w ay into the diagravitic car. B igm an fol
lowed. H e w as h a lf  prepared for trickery on the w ay back, but there 
w as none. A  robot w as a m achine follow ing inescapable rules o f  
action. He had  to rem em ber that. O nly hum an beings could lie and 
cheat.

W hen they stopped at D evoure’s office, B igm an said, “I ’ll wait 
in the car. I w o n ’t leave. You go in and tell the m aster Devoure that 
the m aster B igm an is free and w aiting for him .” B igm an struggled 
w ith  tem ptation  and this tim e succum bed. He was too close to D e
voure to resist successfully. He said, “Tell him  he can take me on 
w ith needle gun or fists, I d o n ’t care which. Tell him  that i f  h e ’s too 
saffron-spined to do either, I ’ll com e in and kick him  from here to 
M ars.”

Sten D evoure stared at the robot in disbelief, his dark face scowl
ing and his angry eyes peering out from  under hunched eyebrows.

“Do you m ean h e ’s out there free? A nd arm ed?”
H e looked at the two Servicem en, who stared back w ith blank 

astonishm ent. (Lucky m uttered “G reat G alaxy!” under his breath. The 
irrepressible B igm an w ould ruin everything— and lose his life as 
w ell.)

Servicem an Zayon rose heavily  to his feet. “W ell, Devoure, you 
d o n ’t expect the robot to be lying, do you?” He stepped across to the 
w all phone and punched the em ergency com bination. “If  we have an 
Earthm an on base, arm ed and determ ined, we had better take action.”

“B ut how  does he com e to be arm ed?” D evoure had still not 
w iped  aw ay the traces o f  confusion, but now  he m ade for the door. 
Lucky follow ed him , and the Sirian w hirled at once. “Get back, 
Starr.”
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He turned to the robot. “ Stay w ith this Earthm an. H e is not to 
leave this building under any circum stances.”

A nd now  he seem ed to have com e to a decision. H e rushed from  
the room pulling out a heavy blaster as he did so. Zayon and Yonge 
hesitated, cast a quick look at Lucky, then at the robot, m ade their 
own decision, and follow ed Devoure.

The area before D evoure’s offices w as w ide and bathed in the 
artificial light that reproduced S irius’s faintly bluish tinge. B igm an 
stood alone in the center, and at a hundred yard s’ distance w ere five 
robots. Others were approaching from  another direction.

“Come and get that,” roared D evoure, gesturing to the nearer 
robots and pointing to Bigman.

“They w on’t com e any closer,” roared back Bigm an. “I f  they 
m ake a m ove tow ard me I shall bum  your heart out o f  your chest, 
and they know  I ’ll do it. A t least they can ’t take the chance I w o n ’t.” 
He stood there easily, m ockingly.

Devoure flushed and lifted his blaster.
B igm an said, “N ow  don’t hurt yourse lf w ith that blaster. Y o u ’re 

holding it a little close to your body.”
His right elbow was resting in the palm  o f  his left hand. H is right 

fist squeezed gently as he spoke, and from  the m uzzle o f  the needle 
gun ju st protruding from  betw een second and third fingers, a je t  o f  
deuterium  pulsed out under the guidance o f  a m om entarily  estab
lished m agnetic field. It took skill o f  the h ighest order to adjust the 
squeeze and thum b position correctly, but B igm an had  that. N o m an 
in the system  had  more.

The m uzzle tip o f  D evoure’s b laster was a tiny w hite spark, and 
Devoure yelled his surprise and dropped it.

B igm an said, “I don ’t know  who you other two cobbers are, but 
i f  either o f  you m akes a m ove that looks like a b laster is at the end 
o f  it, you ’ll never finish that m ove.”

Ail froze. Yonge finally said carefully, “H ow  do you com e to be 
arm ed?”

“A robot,” said Bigm an, “ is no sm arter than the cobber w ho m ns 
him. The robots who searched m e on the ship and out here w ere 
instructed by som eone who d idn’t know  a M artian uses his boots for 
m ore than som ething to put his legs into.”

“And how did you break aw ay from  the robots?”
Bigm an said coolly, “I had to destroy one.”
“You destroyed a robot?  ” A kind o f  electric horror stunned the 

three Sirians.
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B igm an felt increasing tension. He did not concern h im self with 

the robots standing about, but at any m om ent another hum an Sirian 
m ight appear and shoot him  in the back from  a safe distance.

The spot betw een his shoulders prickled as he w aited for the shot. 
W ell, it w ould  be a flash. He w ould never feel it. A nd after that they 
w ould  have lost their hold on Lucky and, dead or not, B igm an would 
be the w inner.

Only, he w anted a chance at Devoure first, at that soft Sirian 
cobber w ho had sat across the table from  him  and said things no m an 
in the universe could say and be left standing.

B igm an said, “ I could shoot you all. Shall we m ake an arrange
m ent?”

“Y ou w o n ’t shoot us,” said Servicem an Yonge quietly. “A  shoot
ing w ould  sim ply m ean that an Earthm an has opened hostilities on a 
Sirian planet. It could m ean w ar.”

“B esides,” roared  Devoure, “i f  you m ake any attack it will re
lease the robots. T h ey ’ll defend three hum ans rather than one. Throw 
dow n that needle gun and put yourse lf back in custody.”

“All right, send the robots away, and I ’ll surrender to you.”
“The robots will handle you,” said Devoure. He m ade as though 

to  turn nonchalantly  tow ard the other Sirians. “M y skin crawls at 
having to talk  to this deform ed hum anoid.”

B igm an’s needle gun flashed at once, the small fire ball exploding 
a foot before D evoure’s eyes. “Say som ething like that again and I ’ll 
b lind  you for good. I f  the robots m ake a m ove, all three o f  you get 
it before they reach us. It m ay m ean war, but you three w o n ’t be 
here to see i f  it does. O rder the robots aw ay and I ’ll surrender to 
D evoure, i f  he can take me. I ’ll toss m y needle gun to one o f  you 
o ther tw o and surrender.”

Zayon said stiffly, “That sounds reasonable, D evoure.”
D evoure w as still rubbing his eyes. “Take his gun then. Go over 

there and  take it.”
“W ait,” said Bigm an, “d o n ’t m ove yet. I w ant your w ord o f  

honor that I w o n ’t be shot dow n or given to the robots. Devoure has 
to take m e.”

“M y  w ord o f  honor to yo u ? ” exploded Devoure.
“To me. B ut not from  you. The w ord o f  one o f  the other two. 

T h ey ’re w earing the uniform  o f  the Sirian Service and I ’ll take their 
w ord. I f  I give them  the needle gun, will they stand by and let you, 
D evoure, com e and take m e w ith your bare hands?”

“Y ou have m y w ord,” said Zayon.
“A nd m ine,” added Yd'nge.



Devoure said, “W hat is this? I have no intention o f  touching the 
creature.”

“A fraid?” asked B igm an softly. “A m  I too big for you, D evoure? 
Y ou’ve called m e names. Do you w ant to put your m uscles w here 
your cowardly m outh is? H ere’s m y needle gun, Servicem en.”

He tossed the gun suddenly in Z ayon’s direction. Zayon reached 
out a hand and caught it neatly.

B igm an waited. N ow  for death?
But Zayon put the needle gun in his pocket.
Devoure called out, “R o b o ts!” and Zayon called out w ith equal 

vigor, “Leave as, ro b o ts!”
Zayon said to Devoure, “He has our word. Y o u ’ll have to take 

him  into custody yourself.”
“O r do I com e after you?” B igm an called out in shrill m ockery.
Devoure snarled w ordlessly and strode hastily  tow ard Bigm an. 

The small M artian waited, slightly crouched, then took a sm all side 
step to avoid the arm reaching out for him  and uncoiled  like a tightly 
w ound spring.

His fist struck the o ther’s face w ith the dull im pact o f  a m allet 
hitting a head o f  cabbage, and Devoure staggered back, stum bling 
into a sitting position. He stared at B igm an in stunned am azem ent. 
His right cheek had reddened and a trickle o f  blood m ade its slow  
w ay out o f  the com er o f  his m outh. He put his finger to it, drew  it 
away, and looked at the blood w ith an alm ost com ical disbelief.

Yonge said, “The Earthm an is taller than he looks.”
Bigman said, “I ’m not an Earthman, I ’m  a M artian. , .  . S tand up, 

Devoure. O r are you too soft? C an’t you do anything w ithout robots 
to help you? Do they wipe your m outh w hen y o u ’re done eating?”

Devoure yelled hoarsely and jum ped  to his feet but did not rush 
Bigman. He circled him  instead, breathing hard, w atching out o f  in
flam ed eyes.

Bigman wheeled also, w atching that panting body, soft w ith good 
living and robot help, w atching the unskillful arm s and clum sy legs. 
The Sirian, Bigman was sure, had never fought fist to fist before.

Bigman stepped in again, caught the o ther’s arm  w ith a sure and 
sudden m otion, and twisted. W ith a how l D evoure flipped and fell 
prone.

Bigman stepped back. “W hat’s the m atter? I ’m  not a he; I ’m  ju s t 
an it. W hat’s your trouble?”

Devoure looked up at the tw o Servicem en w ith som ething deadly 
in his eyes. He rose to his knees and groaned as he put a hand to his 
side where it had hit the ground.
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The tw o Sirians did not m ake any m ove to help him. They 
w atched stolidly as B igm an cut him  down again and then again.

F inally  Zayon stepped forward. “M artian, you will hurt him  se
riously  i f  you continue. O ur agreem ent was to let Devoure take you 
w ith  his bare hands, and actually I think you have what you really 
w anted w hen you m ade the agreem ent. T hat’s all. Surrender quietly 
to m e now  or I ’ll have to use the needle gun.”

B ut D evoure, panting noisily, gasped, “Get away. Get away, 
Zayon. I t ’s too late for that. Step back, I say.”

He called out in a high-pitched yell, “Robots! Come here! ”
Z ayon said, “H e’ll surrender to m e.”
“N o surrender,” said D evoure, his swollen face tw itching with 

physical pain  and intense fury. “No surrender. Too late for that. . . . 
Y ou, robot, the closest one— I don’t care w hat your serial num ber 
is— you. Take it— take that thing.” His voice rose to a scream  as he 
po in ted  to Bigm an. “D estroy it! B reak it! B reak each p iece  o f  it! ”

Y onge shouted, “Devoure! Are you m ad? A robot can ’t do a 
th ing like that.”

The robot rem ained standing. It did not move.
D evoure said, “Y ou can ’t harm  a hum an being, robot. I ’m not 

asking you to do so. B ut this is not a hum an being.”
The robot tu rned  to look at Bigman.
B igm an shouted, “It w o n ’t believe that. You m ay consider me 

non-hum an, but a robot know s better.”
D evoure said, “Look at it, robot. It talks and has a hum an shape, 

but so do you and y o u ’re no hum an. I can prove it’s not human. Did 
you ever see a full-grow n hum an so small? That proves i t’s not hu
m an. I t ’s an anim al and it is— it is harm ing me. You m ust destroy 
it.”

“Run to M am m a R obot,” yelled B igm an m ockingly.
B ut the robot took the first step tow ard Bigman.
Y onge stepped forw ard and m oved betw een the robot and B ig

m an. “ I can ’t allow  this, Devoure. A  robot m ust not do such a thing, 
even i f  for no other reason than that the stress o f  potential involved 
w ill ru in  it.”

B ut D evoure said in a hoarse w hisper, “ I ’m your superior. If  you 
m ake one m ove to stop m e, I ’ll have you out o f  the Service by 
tom orrow .”

The habit o f  obedience was strong. Yonge fell back, but there 
w as a look o f  intense distress and horror on his face.

The robot m oved m ore quickly, and now Bigm an fell back a 
cautious step. “I ’m a hum ah being,” he said.
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“It is not hum an,” cried D evoure m adly. “It is not hum an. B reak 
every piece o f  it. Slow ly.”

A  chill fell over B igm an and left his m outh dry. He had not 
counted on this. A  quick death, yes, but this. . . .

There was no room  to retreat, and he was w ithout the escape his 
needle gun afforded. There were other robots behind, and all w ere 
hearing the w ord that he w as not human.



Surrender

There w as a sm ile on D evoure’s puffed and bruised face. It m ust 
have hurt him , for one lip w as split and he dabbed absently at it w ith 
his handkerchief, but his eyes w ere fixed on the robot m oving tow ard 
B igm an and he seem ed aw are o f  nothing else.

The sm all M artian had only another six feet in w hich to retreat, 
and D evoure m ade no effort to hasten the approaching robot or to 
m ove up those in  the rear.

Y onge said, “D evoure, for S irius’s sake, m an, there is no need 
o f  th is.”

“N o com m ents, Y onge,” said D evoure tensely. “That hum anoid 
has destroyed a robot and probably dam aged others. W e’ll need 
checkups on every robot who has been affected by the sight o f  his 
use o f  violence. H e deserves death.”

Zayon put out a restraining hand tow ard Yonge, but the latter 
slapped it im patiently  away. Yonge said, “Death? A ll right. Then 
ship him  back to Sirius and have him  tried and executed according 
to the processes o f  law. O r set up a trial here at the base and have 
him  decently  blasted. B ut this is no execution. Sim ply because he 
beat------- ”

D evoure cried in sudden fury, “T hat’s enough! You have inter
fered once too often. Y o u ’re under arrest. Zayon, take his blaster and 
toss it over to m e.”

He turned briefly, loath to take his eyes o ff  B igm an for even a 
m om ent. “Do it, Zayon, or by all the devils o f  space I ’ll break you 
too .”

W ith a bitter, w ordless frow n Zayon held out his hand to Yonge.



6 6 8 THE COMPLETE ADVENTURES OF LUCKY STARR

Yonge hesitated, and his fingers curled about the butt o f  his blaster, 
h a lf draw ing it in anger.

Zayon w hispered urgently, “No, Yonge. D on’t give h im  the ex
cuse. H e’ll lift arrest w hen his m adness is over. H e’ll have to .”

Devoure called out, “I w ant that b laster.”
Yonge ripped it out o f  its holster w ith a hand that trem bled and 

thrust it butt-first at Zayon. The latter tossed it at D evoure’s feet and 
Devoure p icked it up.

Bigman, who had been m aintaining an agonized silence as he 
w atched futilely for a chance to dodge, to break aw ay, now  cried out, 
“D on’t touch me, I ’m a m aster,” as the robo t’s m onstrous hand closed 
over his wrist.

For a m om ent the robot hesitated, and then his grip tightened. 
The other hand reached for B igm an’s elbow. D evoure laughed, a 
high-pitched titter.

Yonge turned on his heel and said in a suffocated tone, “A t least 
I don’t have to w atch this cow ardly crim e.” A nd as a result he did 
not observe w hat happened next.

W ith an effort Lucky rem ained calm  w hen the three Sirians left. 
From a purely physical standpoint, he could not possibly beat dow n 
the robot with his bare hands. Som ewhere in the building there m ight 
conceivably be a w eapon he could use to destroy the robot; he could 
then get out and m ight even shoot dow n the three Sirians.

But he w ould not be able to leave Titan, nor w in out against the 
entire base.

W orse still, if  he were killed— and in the end he w ould  be— his 
deeper purposes w ould be lost, and he could not risk those.

He said to the robot, “W hat happened to the m aster B igm an? 
State the essentials quickly.”

The robot did, and Lucky listened w ith a tense and painful at
tention. He heard the robo t’s occasional slurring and lisping o f  w ords, 
the thickening o f  speech as it described B igm an’s doubled forcing o f  
the robots by pretending or threatening harm  to a hum an.

Lucky groaned within. A robot dead. The force o f  Sirian law  
would be extended to the full against B igm an. Lucky knew  enough 
about the S irians’ culture and their regard for their robots to know  
that there could be no extenuating circum stances against roboticide.

H ow  to save the im pulsive B igm an now?
Lucky rem em bered his own halfhearted attem pt to keep B igm an 

on M imas. He had not foreseen this exactly, but he had feared Big- 
m an’s tem per in the delicate circum stances now  surrounding them .
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He should have insisted on B igm an’s staying behind, but what was 
the use? Even as he thought this, he realized that he needed B igm an’s 
com pany.

B ut then he had to save him. Som ehow  he had to save him.
He w alked rapidly tow ard the opening o f  the building, and the 

robot stepped stolidly into his path. “A ccor’ing to m y instructions, 
the m aster’s not to leave building under any thircum stances.”

“I am  not leaving the build ing,” said Lucky sharply. “I am  m erely 
going to the door. Y ou have no instructions to prevent that.”

For a m om ent the robot w as silent, then it said, “A ccor’ing to 
m y instructions, the m aster’s not to leave building under any circum - 
thantheth .”

D esperately  Lucky tried to push it aside, was seized, held m o
tionless, then pushed  back.

Lucky b it his lip im patiently. A  whole robot, he thought, would 
have interpreted its instructions broadly. This robot, however, had 
been dam aged. It was reduced to the bare essence o f  robotic under
standing.

B ut he had  to see Bigm an. He w hirled tow ard the conference 
table. In its center there had been a trim ensional im age reproducer. 
D evoure had  used it w hen the two Servicem en had called him.

“Y ou. R obot!” called Lucky.
The robot lum bered to  the table.
Lucky said, “H ow  does the im age reproducer w ork?”
The robot was slow. Its speech was continuing to thicken. It said, 

“The controlth  a re ’n th ith  retheth.”
“W hich recess?”
The robot show ed him , m oving a panel aside clumsily.
“A ll right,” said Lucky. “Can I focus on the area ju st outside this 

build ing? Show  m e. D o it.”
H e stepped aside. The robot worked, fum bling at the knobs. “ It 

ith done, m athter.”
“Let m e see, then.” The area outside was in small im age above 

the table, the figures o f  m en sm aller still. The robot had m oved away 
and  stared dully  elsew here.

L ucky did not call him  back. There was no sound, but as he 
groped for w hat m ust be the sound control, his attention was caught 
by the fight that w as going on. D evoure was fighting Bigman. Fight
ing B igm an!

H ow  had the sm all imp m anaged to persuade the two Servicem en 
to stand to one side and allow  this to happen? For o f  course Bigman
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was cutting his opponent to ribbons. Lucky could extract no jo y  from  
it.

This could end only in B igm an’s death, and Lucky knew  that 
B igm an realized that and d idn’t care. The M artian w ould court sure 
death, take any chance, to avenge an insult. . . . A h, one o f  the Ser
vicem en was stopping it now.

W ith that, Lucky found the sound control. W ords shot out o f  the 
im age reproducer: D evoure’s frenzied call for robots and his shouted 
order that they break Bigman.

For a split second Lucky was not sure he had heard correctly, 
and then he beat both fists desperately against the table and w hirled 
about in near despair.

He had to get out, but how?
There he was, alone with a robot containing only one instruction 

buzzing in w hat was left o f  its positronic brain paths: to keep Lucky 
im m obilized at all costs.

G reat Galaxy, was there nothing that w ould take precedence over 
that order? He lacked even a w eapon w ith w hich to threaten suicide 
or kill the robot.

His eyes fell on the wall phone. He had last seen Zayon at it, 
som ething about em ergency w hen the new s about B igm an broke.

Lucky said, “Robot. Quickly. W hat has been done here?”
The robot approached, looked at the glow ing com bination o f  

knobs in faint red, and said w ith tantalizing slow ness, “A  m athter 
hath indicated all robotth to prepare battle thathionth.”

“How w ould I indicate that all robots are actually to proceed to 
battle stations at once? Superseding all current orders?”

The robot stared at him , and Lucky, in alm ost a frenzy, seized 
the robo t’s hand and pum ped it. “Tell me. Tell m e.”

C ould the thing understand him ? O r did its ruined brain paths 
still have im pressed upon them  some rem nant o f  instructions that 
prevented it from  giving this inform ation?

“Tell me! O r do it, do it.”
The robot, not speaking, reached a finger tow ard the apparatus 

in an uneven m ovem ent and slowly depressed two buttons. Then its 
finger lifted an inch and stopped.

“ Is that all? Are you done?” dem anded Lucky desperately.
But the robot m erely turned and w ith an uneven tread (one foot 

dragging perceptibly) w alked to the door and m arched out.
In space-devouring strides Lucky dashed after him , out o f  the 

building and across the hundred yards separating him  from  Bigm an 
and the three Sirians.
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Y onge, having turned in horror from  w hat he expected would be 
the b loodcurdling destruction o f  a hum an being, did not hear the 
scream  o f  agony he expected. Instead there was a startled grunt from 
Z ayon and a w ild  cry from  Devoure.

He turned back. The robot that had been holding B igm an was 
holding him  no m ore. He was m oving aw ay in a heavy run. All the 
robots in  sight w ere hastening away.

A nd the Earthm an, Lucky Starr, was now  at B igm an’s side, 
som ehow .

Lucky was bending over B igm an, and the small M artian, rubbing 
his left arm  vigorously, was shaking his head. Yonge heard him say, 
“One m inute later, Lucky; ju s t one m inute later and-------”

D evoure was shouting hoarsely and uselessly at the robots, and 
then a loud-speaker arrangem ent suddenly filled the air w ith clamor:

C O M M A N D E R  D EV O U RE, IN STRU CTIO N S PLEASE. OUR 
IN STR U M EN TS IN D IC A TE N O  SIGN OF ENEM Y. EXPLAIN 
B A TTLE STA TIO N S ORDER. C O M M A N D ER  DEVO URE . . .

“B attle stations,” m uttered Devoure, stunned. “No w onder the 
robots------- ” His eyes fell on Lucky. “You did that.”

L ucky nodded. “Y es, sir.”
D evoure’s puffy lips set and he said hoarsely, “The clever, re

sourceful Councilm an! Y o u ’ve saved your m onkey for the m om ent.” 
His b laster pointed firm ly at L ucky’s m idriff. “Get into m y offices. 
E very  one o f  you. Y ou too, Zayon. A ll o f  you.”

The im age receiver on his desk was buzzing madly. Obviously 
it w as the failure to get D evoure at his office that had forced his 
distracted underlings to the loud-speakers.

D evoure flipped on the sound but left the image blind. He barked, 
“C ancel battle stations order. It was an error.”

The m an at the other end spluttered som ething, and Devoure said 
sharply, “T here’s nothing w rong w ith the image. Get on the ball. 
Everyone back on routine.” B ut alm ost against his will his hand hov
ered betw een his face and the place w here the im age ought to be, as 
though he feared that som ehow  the other m ight penetrate to vision 
anyhow  and see to w hat his face had been reduced— and w onder 
about it.

Y onge’s nostrils flared as he w atched, and he slowly rubbed his 
scarred forearm .

D evoure sat down. “The rest o f  you stand,” he said, and stared 
sullenly from  face to face. “This M artian will die, m aybe not by robot 
o r in a stripped space ship. I ’ll think o f  som ething; and i f  you think
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you saved him, Earthm an, be sure I’ll th ink o f  som ething m ore am us
ing still. I have an excellent im agination.”

Lucky said, “I dem and that he be treated as a prisoner o f  w ar.” 
Devoure said, “There is no war. He is a spy. H e deserves death. 

He is a roboticide. He deserves death tw ice.” His voice trem bled 
suddenly. “He lifted his hands against me. He deserves death a dozen 
tim es.”

“I ’ll buy m y friend,” said Lucky in a whisper.
“He is not for sale.”
“I can pay  a high price.”
“H ow ?” Devoure grinned ferociously. “By bearing w itness at the 

conference as you have been requested? It is too late for that. It is 
not enough.”

“I couldn’t do that in any case,” said Lucky. “ I w ill not lie against 
Earth, but there is a truth I can tell; a truth you do not know .” 

B igm an said sharply, “D on’t bargain w ith him , Lucky.”
“The m onkey is right,” Devoure said. “D on’t bargain. N othing 

you can tell me will buy him. I w ouldn’t sell him  for all Earth in m y 
hand.”

Yonge interrupted sharply, “I w ould for m uch less. L isten to the 
Councilman. Their lives m ay be w orth 'the inform ation they have.” 

Devoure said, “D on’t provoke me. You are under arrest.”
But Yonge lifted a chair and let it drop w ith a crash. “ I defy you 

to arrest me. I ’m a Servicem an. You can ’t execute m e out o f  hand. 
You dare not, no m atter how I provoke you. Y ou m ust reserve m e 
for trial. And at any trial I have things to say.”

“Such as?” dem anded Devoure w ith contem pt.
All the dislike o f  the aging Servicem an for the young aristocrat 

was suddenly out in the open. “Such as w hat happened today: how  
a five-foot Terrestrial tore you apart until you how led and Zayon had 
to step in to save your life. Zayon will bear witness. Every m an jack  
at the base will rem em ber that you dared not show your face for days 
after this date— or will you have the nerve to show  that tom  face 
before it heals?”

“B e q u ie t!”
“I can be quiet. I need say nothing— if you will stop subordi

nating the good o f  Sirius to your private hatreds. L isten to w hat the 
Councilm an has to say.” He turned to Lucky. “ I guarantee you a fair 
deal.”

B igm an piped up, “W hat fair deal? Y ou and Zayon w ill w ake up 
one m orning and find yourselves dead by accident and D evoure w ill 
be so sorry and send you lots o f  flowers, only after that th ere ’ll be
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no one to say how  he needs robots to hide behind when a M artian 
is after his filthy skin. Then w e’ll go any way he likes. So why 
bargain?”

“T here’ll be nothing like that,” said Yonge stiffly, “because I will 
give the com plete story to one o f  the robots w ithin an hour o f  my 
leaving here. He w o n ’t know  w hich one, and he w on’t find out. If  
either Zayon or m yself dies o f  anything but natural causes, the story 
will be relayed to the public sub-etherics in full; otherwise, not. I 
ra ther think D evoure will be anxious to see that nothing happens to 
Z ayon or m yself.”

Zayon shook his head. “I don ’t like this, Y onge.”
“Y o u ’ve got to like it, Zayon. You w itnessed his beating. Do you 

th ink he w ouldn’t do his w orst for you i f  you d idn’t take precautions? 
C om e, I ’m  w eary o f  sacrificing the honor o f  the Service to the 
nephew  o f  the director.”

Zayon said unhappily, “W ell, w hat is your inform ation, C oun
cilm an Starr?”

Lucky said in a low  voice, “I t’s m ore than inform ation. I t’s sur
render. There is another Councilm an on w hat you call Sirian territory. 
A gree to treat m y friend as a prisoner o f  w ar and safeguard his life 
by forgetting the roboticide incident and I ’ll take you to this other 
C ouncilm an.”



13

Prelude to Vesta

Bigman, who, to the end, had been certain that Lucky had some 
stratagem  on hand, was appalled. He called out in a heartbroken wail, 
“No, Lucky! No! I don’t want to be pulled out that w ay.”

Devoure was openly astonished. “W here? N o ship could have 
penetrated our defenses. I t ’s a lie.”

“I ’ll take you to the m an,” said Lucky w earily, “i f  we com e to 
an arrangem ent.”

“Space!” growled Yonge. “I t’s an arrangem ent.”
“W ait,” said Devoure angrily. “I adm it this could be o f  value to 

us, but is Starr suggesting that he will openly testify  to the conference 
on V esta that this other C ouncilm an invaded our territory and that 
Starr voluntarily revealed his hiding place?”

“It’s the truth,” said Lucky. “ I will so testily .”
“The w ord o f  honor o f  a C ouncilm an?” sneered Devoure.
“I have said I w ill testify .”
“W ell, then,” said Devoure, “since our Servicem en w ill have it 

so, you m ay have your lives in exchange.” His eyes suddenly sparked 
fury. “On M imas. Is that it, Councilm an? M im as?”

“That is correct.”
“ By Sirius!” D evoure rose to his feet in agitation. “W e alm ost 

m issed it. N or did this occur to the Service.”
Zayon said w ith thought, “M im as?”
“The Service still doesn’t get it,” said D evoure w ith a m alignant 

scowl. “Three m en w ere on The Shooting Starr, obviously. Three 
entered M imas; two left; one stayed behind. It w as your report, 
Yonge, I believe, w hich stressed the fact that Starr alw ays w orked 
w ith his com panion in a party  o f  tw o.”
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“H e alw ays had,” said Yonge.
“A nd w as there no flexibility left in you to consider the possi

b ility  o f  a third? Shall w e go then to M im as?” Devoure seem ed to 
have lost his m ad passion for revenge in the stress o f  this new  de
velopm ent, alm ost to have regained the m ocking irony he had dis
p layed  w hen the tw o Terrestrials had first landed on Titan. “A nd you 
w ill give us the pleasure o f  your com pany, C ouncilm an?”

“C ertainly, M r. D evoure,” said Lucky.
B igm an m oved away, face averted. He felt w orse now, he 

thought, than even in that last m om ent o f  robotic advance when the 
m etal lim bs w ere on his arm, ready to smash.

The Shooting S tarr  was in space again, but not as an independent 
ship. It w as caught in firm m agnetic grapple and m oved according to 
the im pulses o f  the engines o f  the accom panying Sirian ship.

The trip from  Titan to M im as took the better part o f  two days, 
and it w as a hard tim e for Lucky, a bitter, suspenseful time.

He m issed B igm an, who had been taken from  him and placed on 
the Sirian ship. (The two on separate ships, Devoure had pointed out, 
w ere hostages for each o ther’s good behavior.)

It w as the Sirian Servicem an, Harrig Zayon, who m ade the sec
ond on the ship. There w as a stiffness about him. He m ade no effort 
to repeat his original attem pt to convert Lucky Starr to Sirian views, 
and Lucky could not resist taking the offensive in the matter. He 
asked i f  D evoure w ere an exam ple, in Z ayon’s eyes, o f  the superior 
race o f  hum an beings that inhabited the Sirian planets.

Zayon said reluctantly, “D evoure has not had the benefit o f  Ser
vice training and Service discipline. He is em otional.”

“Y our colleague, Y onge, seem s to consider it m ore than that. He 
m akes no secret o f  his low  opinion o f  D evoure.”

“Y onge is— is a representative o f  an extrem e view  am ong the 
Servicem en. That scar on his arm was received during some internal 
troubles that attended the rise o f  the present director o f  the Central 
B ody to  pow er.”

“D evoure’s uncle?”
“Yes. The Service w as on the side o f  the previous director, and 

Y onge follow ed orders with Servicem an’s honor. As a result he was 
passed over for prom otion under the new  regime. Oh, they send him 
out here and appoint him  to the com m ittee w hich will represent Sirius 
at V esta, but in actual fact he is under D evoure.”

“The d irec to r’s nephew .”
“Yes. A nd Y onge resents it. Y onge cannot bring h im self to un
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derstand that the Service is an organ o f  the state and does not question 
its policies or have anything to do w ith the question o f  w hich indi
vidual or group is to govern it. He is an excellent Servicem an, oth
erw ise.”

“B ut you have not answ ered the question as to w hether you found 
Devoure a satisfactory representative o f  the Sirian elite.”

Zayon said angrily, “W hat about your Earth? H ave you never 
had unsatisfactory rulers? O r even vicious ones?”

“Any num ber,” adm itted Lucky, “but w e are a m iscellaneous lot 
on Earth; we vary. No ruler can stay in pow er very long i f  he doesn ’t 
represent a com prom ise am ong us. Com prom ising rulers m ay not be 
dynam ic, but neither are they tyrannical. On Sirius you have devel
oped a sam eness am ong yourselves, and a ru ler can go to extrem es 
along the lines o f  that sameness. For that reason autocracy and force 
in politics are not the exceptional interlude that they are on Earth, 
but are the rule w ith you.”

Zayon sighed, but it was long hours before he spoke to Lucky 
again. It was not until M im as was large in the visiplate and they wrere 
decelerating to land.

Zayon said, “Tell me, Councilm an. I ask you on your honor. Is 
this a trick o f  some sort?”

L ucky’s stom ach tightened, but he said calm ly, “W hat do you 
m ean by a trick?”

“Is there really a Councilm an on M im as?”
“Yes, there is. W hat do you expect? That I have a force knot 

concealed on M im as designed to blow  us all to nothingness?” 
“Perhaps som ething like that.”
“And what would I gain? The destruction o f  one Sirian ship and 

a dozen Sirians?”
“Y ou w ould gain your honor.”
Lucky shrugged. “ I have m ade a bargain. W e have a C ouncilm an 

down there. I will go and get him  and there will be no resistance.” 
Zayon nodded. “Very well. I suppose you w ould not m ake a 

Sirian after all. You had better stay an Earthm an.”
Lucky sm iled bitterly. That, then, was the source o f  Z ayon’s ill 

humor. His stiff Servicem an’s sense o f  honor objected to L ucky’s 
behavior even w hen he believed Sirius to be benefiting by it.

Back at Port Center, International City, Earth, C h ief Councilm an 
Hector C onw ay w aited to leave for Vesta. He had not heard directly 
from Lucky since The Shooting Starr  had m oved into the shadow  o f  
Hidalgo.

The capsule brought in by Captain B em old had  been specific
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enough in its curt w ay and had been m arked by L ucky’s usual hard 
com m on sense. A  call for a conference had  been the only w ay out. 
The President had seen that at once, and though some m em bers o f 
the cabinet w ere bellicose about m atters, they had been overruled.

Even Sirius (quite as Lucky had predicted) had adopted the no
tion  eagerly. It was, obviously, exactly w hat the Sirian governm ent 
w anted, a conference that w as sure to fail, follow ed by a w ar on their 
ow n term s. To all outw ard appearances, they had all the cards.

It w as that very fact that had m ade it so necessary to keep as 
m uch as possible from  the public. I f  all details w ere put on the sub
ether w ithout careful preparation, an indignant public m ight howl 
E arth ’s governm ent irresistibly into w ar against all the Galaxy. The 
call for a conference w ould only m ake m atters worse, since it would 
be interpreted  as a cow ardly sell-out to the Sirians.

A nd yet com plete secrecy w as im possible, too, and the press was 
angry and rebellious at being fed diluted governm ent reports. Things 
w ere w orsening daily.

The President w ould have to hold out som ehow until the con
ference could  take place. A nd yet, i f  the conference failed, the present 
situation w ould be honey-sw eet com pared to that w hich w ould come.

In the general indignation that w ould follow, there w ould be not 
only war, but the Council o f  Science w ould be com pletely discredited 
and destroyed, and the Terrestrial Federation w ould lose its m ost 
pow erful w eapon ju s t w hen it needed it most.

It had been w eeks since H ector C onw ay had slept w ithout pills, 
and for the first tim e in his career he thought earnestly that he should 
be retiring.

He rose heavily  and m ade his w ay forw ard to the ship now being 
readied  for the launching. In a w eek he w ould be on V esta for pre
lim inary discussions w ith D orem o. That old pink-eyed statesm an 
w ould be holding the balance o f  power. There was no doubting that. 
The very w eakness o f  his small w orld was w hat m ade him powerful. 
H e w as the nearest thing to an honest and disinterested neutral in the 
G alaxy, and even the Sirians w ould listen to him.

I f  C onw ay could get his ear to begin w ith . . .
He w as scarcely aw are o f  the m an approaching to stop him until 

there w as a near collision.
“Eh? W hat is this?” dem anded C onw ay in annoyance.
The m an touched the brim  o f  his hat. “Jan D ieppe o f  Trans-sub- 

etheric, Chief. I w onder i f  you w ould answ er a few questions?”
“N o, no. I ’m  ready  to board ship.”
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“I realize that, sir. I t’s the very reason I ’m  stopping you. I w o n ’t 
get another chance. Y ou’re heading out for Vesta, o f  course.”

“Yes, o f  course.”
“To see about the outrage on Saturn.”
“W ell?”
“W hat do you expect the conference to do, C hief? Do you sup

pose Sirius will listen to resolutions and votes?”
“Yes, I think Sirius w ill.”
“Do you think the votes will go against her?”
“I ’m  sure they will. N ow  m ay I pass?”
“I ’m sorry, sir, but there’s som ething very im portant ju s t now  

that E arth’s people m ust know  about.”
“Please. D on’t tell m e what you think they m ust know . I assure 

you that the good o f  Earth’s people is close to m y heart.”
“And is that w hy the Council o f  Science is w illing to allow  for

eign governm ents to vote on w hether or not the Terrestrial Federa
tion ’s territory has been invaded? A  question that should be reserved 
to our ow n decision alone?”

Conway could not fail to note the undercurrent o f  threat in the 
o ther’s outw ardly polite but persistent questioning. He looked over 
the reporter’s shoulder and could see the Secretary o f  State talking 
to a group o f  other new sm en at a point closer to the ship.

He said, “W hat are you getting at?”
“The public is questioning the good faith o f  the C ouncil, I ’m 

afraid, Chief. And in that connection, Trans-sub-ether has p icked up 
a Sirian news broadcast that it has not yet m ade public. W e need 
your com m ents on it.”

“No com m ents. A Sirian news broadcast designed for hom e con
sum ption is not w orth com m ent.”

“This report was quite circum stantial. For instance, w here is 
Councilm an David Starr, the legendary Lucky, h im self? W here is 
he?”

“W hat?”
“Com e on now, Chief. I know the C ouncil’s agents dislike pub

licity, but has C ouncilm an Starr been sent to Saturn on a secret m is
sion?”

“Now if  that were so, young m an, w ould you expect m e to talk  
about it?”

“Yes, if  Sirius were already talking about it. I t’s no secret to 
them. They say Lucky Starr invaded the Saturnian system  and w as 
captured. Is that true?”



C onw ay said stiffly, “I do not know  the present w hereabouts o f  
C ouncilm an D avid  Starr.”

“D oes that m ean he m ight be in the Saturnian system ?”
“It m eans that I do not know  his w hereabouts.”
The reporter’s nose wrinkled. “All right. I f  you think it sounds 

better to have the C h ief o f  the Council o f  Science deny that he knows 
the w hereabouts o f  one o f  his im portant agents, tha t’s your business. 
B ut the general m ood o f  the public is increasingly anti-Council. There 
is considerable talk o f  the C ouncil’s inefficiency in letting Sirius get 
to Saturn in the first place and its interest in w hitew ashing the whole 
affair for the sake o f  their political skins.”

“Y ou are being insulting. G ood day, sir.”
“The Sirians are quite definite that Lucky Starr has been captured 

in the Saturnian system. A ny com m ent on that?”
“N o. L et m e pass.”
“The Sirians say that Lucky Starr will be at the conference.” 
“O h?” For a m om ent C onw ay could not conceal a spasm  o f  in

terest.
“That seem s to get you, Chief. The only catch is that the Sirians 

say h e ’ll be testifying for them.'”
C onw ay said w ith difficulty, “That rem ains to be seen.”
“Do you adm it h e ’ll be at the conference?”
“I know  nothing about that.”
The reporter stepped aside. “All right, Chief. I t’s ju st that the 

Sirians say that Starr has already given them  valuable inform ation 
and that the Sirians will be able to convict us o f  aggression on the 
basis o f  it. I m ean, w hat’s the Council doing? F ighting with us or 
against us?”

C onw ay, feeling unbearably harried, m uttered, “No com m ent,” 
and  started to  pass by.

The reporter called after him. “Starr is your adopted son, isn ’t 
he, C h ief?”

For a m om ent C onw ay turned back. Then, w ithout a word, he 
hastened on to the ship.

W hat was there to say? W hat could  he say except that ahead o f  
him  lay an interstellar conference m ore crucial for Earth than any 
m eeting o f  any sort in its history? That this conference was w eighted 
heavily  on the side o f  Sirius. That chances w ere alm ost intolerably 
great that peace, the Council o f  Science, the Terrestrial Federation 
w ould  all be destroyed.

A nd that only the thin shield o f  L ucky’s efforts protected them. 
Som ehow , w hat depressed C onw ay m ore than anything else—
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more, even, than a lost w ar— was the thought that i f  the Sirian new s 
report were true and i f  the conference nevertheless failed despite 
L ucky’s original intentions, Lucky w ould go dow n in history as 
E arth’s arch-traitor! A nd only a few  w ould ever know  better.



On Vesta

The Secretary o f  State, L am ent Finney, was a career politician who 
had served som e fifteen years in the legislature and whose relations 
w ith the Council o f  Science had never been overw helm ingly friendly. 
He was aging now, not in the best o f  health, and inclined to be 
querulous. O fficially he headed the Terrestrial delegation to Vesta. 
In actuality, though, C onw ay understood quite well that he, him self, 
as head o f  the Council, m ust be prepared to take full responsibility 
for failure— if  there w as failure.

F inney m ade that clear even before the ship, one o f  E arth’s larg
est space liners, took  off.

He said, “The press is alm ost uncontrollable. Y ou’re in a bad 
spot, C onw ay.”

“All Earth is.”
“You, C onw ay.”
C onw ay said gloom ily, “W ell, I am under no illusions that if  

things go badly the Council can expect support from  the govern
m ent.”

“I ’m  afraid no t.” The Secretary o f  State was strapping h im self in 
w ith m eticulous care against the rigors o f  take-o ff and m aking certain 
that his bottle o f  anti-space-sickness pills was handy. “Governm ent 
support for you w ould only m ean the downfall o f  the governm ent, 
and there will be enough troubles w ith a w ar em ergency. W e can ’t 
afford  political instability .”

C onw ay thought: He has no confidence in the outcom e o f  the 
conference at all. H e expects the war.

He said, “Listen, Finney, i f  the w orst does com e to the worst, I
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will need voices on m y side to help prevent C ouncilm an S tarr’s rep
utation from-------•”

Finney lifted his gray head m om entarily  from  the hydraulic cush
ion and stared at the other out o f  fading, troubled eyes. “Im possible. 
Y our Councilm an went into Saturn on his own, asked no perm ission, 
received no orders. He was w illing to take the risks. I f  things turn 
out badly, he is done. W hat else can we do?”

“Y ou know  he------- ”
“I d o n ’t know ,” said the politician violently. “I know  nothing 

officially. Y ou’ve been in public life long enough to know  that under 
certain conditions the people need a scapegoat and insist on one. 
C ouncilm an Starr w ill be the scapegoat.”

He leaned back again, closed his eyes, and C onw ay leaned back 
beside him. Elsewhere in the ship others w ere in their places, and the 
far thunder o f  the engines started up and rose in p itch as the ship 
raised itself slowly from  the launching pad and lifted tow ard the sky.

The Shooting Starr  hovered a thousand m iles above V esta, caught 
in its feeble gravity and circling it slowly with engines blocked. G rap
pled to it was a small lifeboat from  the Sirian m other ship.

Servicem an Zayon had left The Shooting Starr  to jo in  the Sirian 
delegation on Vesta, and a robot rem ained behind in his place. In  the 
lifeboat was Bigman, and with him  Servicem an Yonge.

Lucky had been surprised w hen Y onge’s face first stared out at 
him  in the receiver. He said, “W hat are you doing out in space? Is 
B igm an w ith you?”

“He is. I ’m his guard. I suppose you expected a robot.”
“Yes, I did. O r w on’t they trust B igm an w ith a robot after last 

tim e?”
“No, this is ju st D evoure’s little w ay o f  seeing to it that I d o n ’t 

attend the conference. It’s a slap at the Service.”
Lucky said, “Servicem an Zayon will be there.”
“Zayon,” Yonge sniffed. “He is an adequate m an, but h e ’s a 

follower. He can’t realize that there’s m ore to the Service than b lindly 
obeying orders from above; that we ow e it to Sirius to see to it that 
she is ruled according to the inflexible principles o f  honor that guide 
the Service itself.”

Lucky said, “H ow  is B igm an?”
“Well enough. He seems unhappy. I t’s strange that such an odd

looking person should have a sterner sense o f  duty and honor than a 
person like yourself.”

Lucky clam ped his lips together. There was little tim e left, and
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it w orried  him  w henever either Servicem an began speculating about 
L ucky’s loss o f  honor. From  that it was a step to w ondering if  Lucky 
m ight by som e chance have retained his honor, and then they m ight 
w onder w hat his intentions really w ere, and after that-------

Y onge shrugged. “W ell, I called only to m ake sure all was well. 
I am  responsible for your w elfare until, in good tim e, we get you 
dow n before the conference.”

“W ait, Servicem an. Y ou perform ed a service for me back on 
Titan------- ”

“I did nothing for you. I follow ed the dictates o f  duty.”
“N evertheless, you saved B igm an’s life and m ine, too, perhaps. 

It m ay so happen that w hen the conference is over you m ay consider 
your life in  danger.”

“M y life?”
L ucky said carefully, “Once I have given evidence, Devoure m ay 

for one reason o r another decide to get rid  o f  you despite the risk o f  
having Sirians find out about his fight w ith B igm an.”

Y onge laughed bitterly. “He w asn ’t seen once on the trip out 
here. He w as w aiting in his cabin for his face to heal. I ’m safe 
enough.”

“Just the sam e, i f  you consider yourse lf in danger, approach H ec
to r Conw ay, C h ief Councilm an o f  Science. M y w ord on it that he 
w ill accept you as a political exile.”

“I suppose you m ean that k indly,” said Yonge, “but I think that 
after the conference it w ill be C onw ay who will have to seek political 
asylum .” Y onge broke connections.

A nd Lucky w as left to look down at gleam ing V esta and to think 
sadly that, after all, the chances w ere heavily in favor o f  Y onge’s 
being right.

V esta w as one o f  the largest o f  the asteroids. It was not the size 
o f  Ceres, w hich was m ore than five hundred m iles in diam eter and a 
giant am ong asteroids, but its 215-m ile span put it into the second 
class, w here only two other asteroids, Pallas and Juno, com peted with 
it.

A s seen from  Earth, V esta was the brightest o f  the asteroids 
because o f  the chance that had com posed its outerm ost shell so 
largely o f  calcium  carbonate rather than the darker silicates and m eta
llic oxides that m ade up the other asteroids.

Scientists speculated on this odd divergence in chemical consti
tu tion  (w hich had not been suspected until an actual landing was 
m ade upon it; before that the ancient astronom ers had w ondered if
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V esta lay under a coat o f  ice or frozen carbon dioxide) but had  com e 
to no conclusion. And the feature w riters took to calling it the “w orld 
o f  m arble.”

The “w orld o f  m arble” had been converted into a naval base in 
the first days o f  the fight w ith the space pirates o f  the asteroid belt. 
The natural caverns under its surface had been enlarged and m ade 
airtight, and there had been room  to store a fleet and house tw o years 
o f  provisions for it.

N ow  the naval base was m ore or less obsolete, but w ith small 
changes the caverns could be (and had been) m ade a m ost suitable 
m eeting ground for delegates from  all over the Galaxy.

Food and w ater supplies had been laid down, and luxuries w hich 
naval m en had not required w ere added. As one passed the m arble 
surface and entered the interior, there was little to distinguish V esta 
from  an Earthside hotel.

The Terrestrial delegation as the hosts (V esta w as Terrestrial ter
ritory; not even the Sirians could dispute that) assigned the quarters 
and saw to it that the delegates w ere com fortable. This m eant the 
adjustm ent o f  the various quarters to the slight difference in gravity 
and atm ospheric conditions to w hich the delegates m ight be accus
tom ed. Those from  W arren, for instance, had the quarters air- 
conditioned to a m oderate chill to allow  for the frigid clim ate o f  their 
hom e planet.

It was not an accident that greatest pains w ere taken for the 
delegation from  Elam. It w as a small w orld circling a red d w arf star. 
Its environm ent was such that one w ould not have supposed hum an 
beings could flourish there. Yet the very deficiencies w ere turned into 
account by the restless ingenuity o f  the hum an species.

There was not enough light to allow  Earth-type plants to grow  
properly, so artificial lights w ere used and special breeds w ere cu l
tivated, until Elam ite grains and agricultural products generally were 
not m erely adequate but o f  superior quality that could not be dupli
cated elsew here in the Galaxy. Elam ite prosperity rested on her ag
ricultural exports in a w ay that other w orlds m ore favored by nature 
could not match.

Probably as a result o f  the poor light o f  E lam ’s sun, there was 
no biological favoring o f  skin pigm entation. The inhabitants w ere 
fair-skinned alm ost to  extrem es.

The head o f  the Elam ite delegation, for instance, w as alm ost an 
albino. He was Agas Dorem o, for m ore than thirty years the recog
nized leader o f  the neutralist forces in the Galaxy. In every question 
that arose betw een Earth and Sirius (which, o f  course, represented



the extrem e anti-Terrestrial forces o f  the Galaxy) he held the balance 
even.

C onw ay counted on him  to do so in this case too. He entered the 
quarters assigned to the Elam ite w ith an air o f  friendship. He took 
care to keep from  being overeffusive and shook hands warm ly. He 
b linked in the low -pitched, red-tinged light and accepted a glass o f  
native E lam ite brew.

D orem o said, “Y our hair has grow n white since last I saw you, 
C onw ay— as w hite as m ine.”

“It has been m any years since we last met, D orem o.”
“Then it h asn ’t grow n w hite ju st these last few  m onths?” 
C onw ay sm iled ruefully. “It w ould have, I think, i f  it had been 

dark  to  begin  w ith.”
D orem o nodded and sipped his drink. He said, “Earth has let 

itse lf be p laced  in a m ost uncom fortable position.”
“ So it has, and yet by all the rules o f  logic, Earth is in the right.” 
“Y es?” D orem o w as noncom m ittal.
“I d o n ’t know  how  m uch thought you ’ve given this m atter-------”
“C onsiderable.”
“O r how  w illing you are to discuss the m atter in advance-------”
“W hy not? The Sirians have been at m e.”
“Ah. A lready?”
“I stopped o ff at T itan on the w ay in.” Dorem o shook his head. 

“T h ey ’ve got a beautiful base there, as I could see once they supplied 
m e w ith  dark glasses— it’s the horrible blue light o f  Sirius that spoils 
things, o f  course. You have to give them  credit, Conway; they do 
things w ith  a  splash.”

“H ave you decided that they have a right to colonize Saturn?” 
D orem o said, “M y dear Conw ay, I have decided only that I want 

peace. A  w ar will do no one any good. The situation, however, is 
this: The Sirians are in the Saturnian system. How can they be forced 
out o f  it w ithout w ar?”

“There is one w ay,” said Conway. “I f  the other outer w orlds were 
to m ake it clear that they considered Sirius to be an invader, Sirius 
could  not face the enm ity o f  all the G alaxy.”

“A h, but how  are the outer w orlds to be persuaded to vote against 
S irius?” D orem o said. “M ost o f  them , i f  you ’ll forgive me, have a 
traditional suspicion o f  Earth, and they will tell them selves that the 
Saturnian system  w as, after all, uninhabited.”

“B ut it has been a settled assum ption since Earth first granted 
independence to the outer w orlds, as a result o f  the Hegellian D oc

LUCKY STARR AND THE RINGS OF SATURN 6 8 5



686 THE COMPLETE ADVENTURES OF LUCKY STARR

trine, that no sm aller unit than a stellar system  is to be considered 
capable o f  independence. An unoccupied planetary system  m eans 
nothing unless the stellar system  o f  w hich it is a part is unoccupied 
as a w hole.”

“I agree w ith you. I adm it that this has been the assum ption. 
However, the assum ption has never been put to the test. N ow  it will 
be.”

“Do you think,” said C onw ay softly, “that it w ould be w ise to 
destroy the assum ption, to accept a new  principle that w ould  allow  
any stranger to enter a system  and colonize such unpopulated planets 
or planetoids as he m ay com e across?”

“N o,” said Dorem o em phatically, “ I do not th ink so. I th ink it to 
the best interests o f  all o f  us that stellar system s continue to be con
sidered as indivisible, but-------”

“But?”
“There will be passions aroused at this conference that will m ake 

it difficult for delegates to approach m atters logically. I f  I m ay p re
sume to advise Earth-------”

“Go ahead. This is unofficial and o ff the record.”
“I would say, count on no support at this conference. A llow  Sir

ius to rem ain on Saturn for the present. She w ill overplay her hand 
eventually and then you can call a second conference w ith h igher 
hopes.”

Conway shook his head. “ Im possible. I f  we fail here, there w ill 
be passions aroused on our side; they are aroused already.”

Dorem o shrugged. “Passions everyw here. I am  very pessim istic 
about this.”

Conway said persuasively, “But i f  you yourse lf believe that Sir
ius ought not to be on Saturn, could you not m ake an effort to  per
suade others o f  this? You are a person o f  influence who com m ands 
the respect o f  the Galaxy. I don ’t ask you to do anything bu t stick 
by your own belief. It m ay m ake all the difference betw een w ar and 
peace.”

Doremo put his glass aside and dabbed at his lip w ith a napkin. 
“It is w hat I w ould very m uch like to do, Conw ay, but I don ’t even 
dare to try at this conference. Sirius has m atters so entirely its ow n 
w ay that it m ight be dangerous for Elam  to stand against them . W e 
are a small world. . . . A fter all, Conway, i f  you called this conference 
in order to reach a peaceful solution, w hy did you sim ultaneously 
send w ar vessels into the Saturnian system ?”

“Is that w hat the Sirians told you, D orem o?”
“Yes. They show ed m e some o f  the evidence they had. I w as
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even show n a captured Earth ship in flight to V esta under the m ag
netic grapple o f  a Sirian vessel. I was told that no less a person than 
Lucky Starr, o f  w hom  even w e on Elam  have heard som ewhat, was 
on  board. I understand Starr is circling o ff  V esta now, w aiting to 
testify .”

S low ly C onw ay nodded.
D orem o said, “N ow  if  Starr adm its to w arlike actions against the 

S irians— and he w ill, otherw ise it is inconceivable the Sirians will 
allow  him  to testify— then it w ill be all the conference needs. No 
argum ents w ill stand against it. Starr, I believe, is an adopted son o f  
yours.”

“In  a w ay, yes,” m uttered Conway.
“That m akes it worse, you see. A nd i f  you say that he acted 

w ithout E arth ’s sanction, as I suppose you m ust-------”
“I t ’s true that he d id,” said Conway, “but I am  not prepared to 

say w hat w e w ill claim .”
“I f  you disow n him, no one will believe you. Y our ow n son, you 

see. The outer-w orld delegates will set up the cry o f  ‘perfidious Ter- 
restria ,’ o f  E arth ’s supposed hypocrisy. Sirius will m ake the m ost o f 
it, and I ’ll be able to do nothing. I will not even be able to cast my 
personal vote in favor o f  Earth. . . . Earth had better give in now .”

C onw ay shook his head. “Earth cannot.”
“T hen,” said D orem o with infinite sadness, “ it will m ean war, 

w ith  all o f  us against Earth, C onw ay.”



15

The Conference

Conway had finished his drink. N ow  he rose to go, shaking hands 
w ith a look o f  settled m elancholy on his face.

He said, alm ost as an afterthought, “B ut you know , w e h aven ’t 
heard L ucky’s testim ony yet. I f  the effects aren’t as bad  as you think, 
i f  his testim ony should even prove harm less, w ould you w ork then 
on beha lf o f  peace?”

Dorem o shrugged. “You are grasping at straws. Yes, yes, in the 
unlikely case that the conference is not stam peded past recall by your 
foster son’s words, I will do m y bit. As I told you, I am really  on 
your side.”

“I thank you, sir.” They shook hands again.
Dorem o stared after the departing C h ief C ouncilm an w ith a sad 

little shake o f  his head. O utside the door, how ever, C onw ay paused 
to catch his breath. It was really quite as m uch as he had expected. 
Now if  only the Sirians w ould  present Lucky.

The conference opened on the s tiff and form al note to be ex
pected. Everyone was painfully correct, and w hen E arth ’s delegation 
entered to take their posts in the front and at the extrem e right o f  the 
hall, all the delegates already seated, even the Sirians in the front and 
extrem e left, rose.

W hen the Secretary o f  State, representing the host pow er, rose 
to m ake a w elcom ing speech, he spoke in generalities about peace 
and the door it opened to the continuing expansion o f  m ankind 
through the Galaxy, o f  the com m on ancestry and brotherhood o f all 
m en, o f  the grievous disaster w ar w ould be. He carefully  m ade no
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m ention o f  the specific points o f  issue, did not refer to Sirius by 
nam e, and, above all, m ade no threats.

He w as graciously applauded. Then the conference voted Agas 
D orem o into the chair to preside (he was the only m an on whom  
both sides could agree), and the ch ief business o f  the conference 
began.

The conference was not open to the public, but there were special 
booths for reporters from  the various w orlds represented. They were 
not to interview  individual delegates but w ere allow ed to listen and 
send out uncensored reports.

The proceedings, as was custom ary in such interstellar gather
ings, w ere carried on in Interlingua, the language am algam  that 
served throughout the Galaxy.

A fter a short speech by Dorem o extolling the virtues o f  com pro
m ise and begging no one to be so stubborn as to risk w ar w here a 
slight y ielding m ight insure peace, he recognized E arth’s Secretary 
o f  State once m ore.

This tim e the Secretary was a partisan, presenting his side o f  the 
dispute forcefully  and well.

There was, how ever, no m istaking the hostile attitude o f  the other 
delegates. It hung like a fog over the assem bly hall.

C onw ay sat next to the orating Secretary, w ith his chin digging 
into his chest. O rdinarily it w ould be a m istake for Earth to present 
its m ajor speech at the very start. It w ould be a case o f  shooting o ff 
the best am m unition before the nature o f  the target was known. It 
w ould  give Sirius the opportunity  for a crushing rebuttal.

But in this case, how ever, this was exactly w hat C onw ay wanted.
He w hipped out a handkerchief, passed it over his forehead, then 

put it hastily  back and hoped he had not been noticed. He did not 
w ant to  seem  w orried.

Sirius reserved its rebuttal and, undoubtedly by arrangem ent, rep
resentatives o f  three o f  the outer worlds, three that were notoriously 
under Sirian influence, rose to speak briefly. Each avoided the direct 
problem  but com m ented forcefully on the aggressive intentions o f  
Earth and on its am bitions to reim pose a galactic governm ent under 
its ow n rule. They set the stage for the eventual Sirian display and, 
having done so, there w as a lunch recess.

F inally, six hours after the conference had been called to order, 
Sten D evoure o f  Sirius was recognized and rose slowly to his feet. 
He stepped forw ard w ith quiet deliberation to the rostrum  and stood 
there, looking dow n upon the delegates w ith an expression o f  proud



confidence on his olive-skinned face. (There was no sign o f  his m is
adventure w ith Bigm an.)

There was a stir am ong the delegates that quieted only after a 
num ber o f  m inutes during w hich Devoure m ade no effort to  begin 
speaking.

Conway was certain that every delegate knew  that Lucky Starr 
w ould be testifying soon. They were w aiting for this com plete hu
m iliation o f  Earth w ith excitem ent and anticipation.

Devoure began his speech at last, very quietly. His introduction 
was historical. Going back to the days w hen Sirius w as a Terrestrial 
colony, he rehearsed once again the grievances o f  that day. He 
brushed over the Hegel!ian Doctrine, w hich had established the in
dependence o f  Sirius as well as that o f  the other colonies, as insin
cere, and one by one cited the supposed efforts o f  Earth to 
re-establish dom ination.

Com ing down to the present, he said, “W e are now  accused o f  
having colonized an unoccupied world. W e p lead guilty to that. W e 
are accused o f  having taken an em pty w orld and m ade it a beautiful 
habitation for hum an beings. W e plead guilty to that. W e are accused 
o f  extending the range o f  the hum an race to a w orld suitable for it 
that had been neglected by others. W e plead guilty to that.

“W e have not been accused o f  offering violence to anyone in the 
process. W e have not been accused o f  m aking war, o f  k illing and 
wounding, in the course o f  our occupation. W e are accused o f  no 
crime at all. Instead, it is m erely stated that not quite a billion  m iles 
away from the w orld we now  so peacefully  occupy there is another 
occupied w orld nam ed Earth.

“W e are not aware that this has anything to do w ith our w orld, 
Saturn. W e offer no violence to Earth, and they accuse us o f  none. 
W e ask only the privilege o f  being left to ourselves, and in  return 
for that we are glad to offer to leave them  to them selves.

“They say Saturn is theirs. W hy? Have they occupied its satellites 
at any time? No. Have they shown interest in it? No. For the 
thousands o f  years during w hich it was theirs for the taking, did they 
want it? No. It was only after we landed on it that they suddenly 
discovered their interest in  it.

“They say Saturn circles about the sam e Sun that Earth does. W e 
adm it that, but we also point out that the fact is irrelevant. A n em pty 
w orld is an em pty world, regardless o f  the particular route it travels 
through space. W e colonized it first and it is ours.

“N ow  I have said that Sirius occupied the Saturnian system  w ith
out force o f  any kind and w ithout the threat o f  force; that we are
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actuated in all we do by a desire for peace. W e do not speak m uch 
o f  peace, as Earth does, but we at least practice it. W hen Earth called 
for a conference, w e accepted at once, for the sake o f  peace, even 
though there is no shadow  o f  any sort on our title to the Saturnian 
system .

“B ut w hat o f  Earth? H ow  does it back its view s? They are very 
fluent in their talks on peace, but their actions m atch their words very 
poorly. They called for peace and practiced war. They dem anded a 
conference and at the sam e tim e outfitted a w ar expedition. In short, 
w hile Sirius risked its interests for the sake o f  peace, Earth, in return, 
m ade unprovoked w ar upon us. I can prove this from  the m outh o f  
a m em ber o f  E arth ’s ow n Council o f  Science.”

He raised  his hand as he spoke the last sentence, his first gesture 
o f  any sort, and pointed dram atically to a doorway upon w hich a spot 
o f  light had been allow ed to fall. Lucky Starr w as standing there, tall 
and defiantly straight. A  robot flanked him  on either side.

Lucky, on being brought dow n to Vesta, finally saw Bigm an 
again. The little M artian ran to him , w hile Yonge looked on with 
dour am usem ent from  a distance.

“L ucky,” pleaded Bigman. “ Sands o f  M ars, Lucky, don’t go 
through w ith  it. They can ’t m ake you say a w ord i f  you don’t want 
to, and it doesn ’t really  m atter w hat happens to m e.”

Slow ly Lucky shook his head. “W ait, Bigman. W ait one m ore 
day.”

Y onge cam e up and took B igm an by the elbow. “Sorry, Starr, 
but w e need him  till y o u ’re through. D evoure has a great sense o f  
hostage, and at this point I rather think h e ’s right. Y ou’re going to 
have to face your ow n people, and dishonor will be difficult.”

L ucky nerved h im self for ju s t that w hen he finally stood in the 
doorw ay and felt the eyes upon him, the silence, the caught breaths. 
In  the spotlight him self, Lucky saw the delegates to the conference 
as nothing but a giant black mass. It was only after the robots led 
h im  into the w itness box that faces sw am  out o f  the crow d at him, 
and he could  see H ector C onw ay in the front row.

For a m om ent C onw ay sm iled at him  with weary affection, but 
Lucky dared not sm ile back. This was the crisis and he m ust do 
nothing that, even at this late m om ent, m ight w arn the Sirians.

D evoure stared at the Earthm an hungrily, savoring his com ing 
trium ph. H e said, “Gentlem en. I w ish tem porarily to convert this 
conference into som ething approaching a court o f  law. I have a w it
ness here w hom  I w ish all the delegates to hear. I will rest m y case
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on what he says— he, an Earthm an and an im portant agent o f  the 
Council o f  Science.”

He then said to Lucky w ith sudden sharpness, “Y our nam e, c it
izenship, and position, please.”

Lucky said, “I am  D avid Starr, native o f  Earth, and m em ber o f  
the Council o f  Science.”

“Have you been subjected to drugs, to psychic probing, or to 
m ental violence o f  any sort to induce you to testify  here?”

“No, sir.”
“Y ou speak voluntarily and will tell the tru th?”
“I speak voluntarily and will tell the truth.”
Devoure turned to the delegates. “It m ay occur to som e o f  you 

that Councilm an Starr has indeed been handled m entally  w ithout his 
know ledge or that he m ay be denying m ental harm  as the very result 
o f  that m ental harm. I f  so, he m ay be exam ined by  any m em ber o f  
this conference w ith m edical qualification— I know  there are a num 
ber o f  such— if  anyone dem ands such exam ination.”

N o one m ade the dem and, and Devoure w ent on, addressing 
Lucky, “W hen did you first becom e aw are o f  the Sirian base w ithin 
the Saturnian system ?”

Curtly, unem otionally, eyes staring stonily forw ard, Lucky told 
o f  the first entry into the Saturnian system  and the w arning to leave.

Conway nodded slightly at L ucky’s com plete om ission o f  the 
capsule or o f  A gent X ’s spying activities. A gent X m ight have been 
m erely a Terrestrial crim inal. O bviously Sirius w anted no m ention o f  
its own spying at this time and, as obviously, Lucky was satisfied to 
go along w ith them  in this.

“A nd did you leave after being w arned?”
“I did, sir.”
“Perm anently?”
“N o, sir.”
“W hat did you do next?”
Lucky described the ruse w ith H idalgo, the approach to Saturn’s 

south pole, the flight through the gap in the rings to M imas.
Devoure interrupted, “ Did w e at any tim e offer violence to your 

ship?”
“N o, sir.”
Devoure turned to the delegates again. “There is no need to rely 

only upon the w ord o f  the Councilm an. I have here telephotos o f  the 
pursuit o f  the C ouncilm an’s ship to M im as.”

W hile Lucky rem ained in the spotlight the rest o f  the cham ber 
was darkened, and in the three-dim ensional im agery the delegates
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w atched scenes o f  The Shooting Starr  speeding tow ard the rings and 
disappearing into a gap w hich, at the angle o f  photography, could 
not be seen.

It w as next show n racing headlong into M im as and disappearing 
in  a flash o f  ruddy  light and  vapor.

A t this tim e Devoure m ust have felt the grow th o f  a furtive ad
m iration  for the daring o f  the Earth m an, for he said w ith a touch o f  
annoyed haste, “O ur inability to overtake the C ouncilm an was the 
result o f  his sh ip ’s equipm ent w ith A grav m otors. M aneuvers in the 
neighborhood o f  Saturn w ere m ore difficult for us than for him. For 
that reason w e ourselves had not previously approached M im as and 
w ere not psychologically  ready for his doing so.”

I f  C onw ay had dared he w ould have shouted aloud at that. The 
fool! D evoure w ould  pay for that m om ent o f  jealousy. O f course by 
m entioning A grav he was trying to stir up the outer w orlds’ fears o f  
E arth ’s scientific advances, and that m ight be a m istake too. The fears 
m ight grow  too strong.

D evoure said to Lucky, “N ow  then, w hat happened once you left 
M im as?”

Lucky described his capture, and Devoure, having hinted at Sir
iu s’s possession o f  advanced m ass-detection devices, said, “ And then, 
once on Titan, did you give us further inform ation concerning your 
activities on M im as?”

“Y es, sir. I to ld  you that another Councilm an was still on M imas, 
and then I accom panied you back to M im as.”

This the delegates had apparently not known. There was a furor, 
w hich D evoure shouted down. He cried, “I have a com plete telephoto 
o f  the rem oval o f  the C ouncilm an from  M im as, where he was sent 
to establish a secret w ar base against us at the very time that Earth 
called this conference, allegedly for peace.”

A gain the darkening and again the three-dim ensional image. In 
fiill detail the conference w atched the landing on M im as, saw the 
surface m elted dow n, w atched Lucky disappear into the tunnel 
form ed and C ouncilm an B en W essilew sky brought up and on board 
ship. The last scenes w ere those taken w ithin W ess’s tem porary quar
ters under the surface o f  M im as.

“A  fully equipped base, as you see,” said Devoure. Then, turning 
to Lucky, he said, “M ay your actions throughout all this be consid
ered to have the official approval o f  Earth?”

It w as a leading question and there was no doubt as to the answ er 
that w as desired and expected, but here Lucky hesitated, w hile the 
audience w aited  breathlessly and a frown gathered on D evoure’s face.
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Finally Lucky said, “I will tell the precise truth. I did not receive 
direct perm ission to re-enter Saturn a second tim e, but I know  that 
in everything I did I w ould have m et w ith the full approval o f  the 
Council o f  Science.”

And at that adm ission there was w ild com m otion am ong the re
porters and a hubbub on the floor. The conference delegates w ere 
rising in their seats, and cries o f  “Vote! V ote!” could be m ade out.

To all appearances the conference had ended and Earth had lost.



16

Biter Bit

A gas D orem o was on his feet, banging the traditional gavel for si
lence w ith com plete ineffectuality. C onw ay plow ed forw ard through 
a host o f  threatening gestures and catcalls and pulled the circuit 
breaker, thus sounding the old pirate w arning. A shrill rising-falling 
rasp o f  sound squealed above the disorder and beat the delegates into 
surprised silence.

C onw ay shut it off, and in the sudden quiet Dorem o said quickly, 
“ I have agreed to recognize C h ief Councilm an H ector C onw ay o f  the 
Terrestrial Federation that he m ight cross-exam ine Councilm an 
S tarr.”

There w ere shouts o f  “No, no ,” but Dorem o continued obdu
rately, “I ask the conference to play fair in this respect. The C hief 
C ouncilm an assures m e his cross-exam ination will be brief.”

A m id rustling and a tide o f  w hispering, C onw ay approached 
Lucky.

H e sm iled but spoke w ith an air o f  form ality, saying, “Council
m an Starr, M r. D evoure did not question you as to your intentions 
in all this. Tell m e, w hy did you enter the Saturnian system ?”

“In order to colonize M im as, C hief.”
“D id you feel you had the right to do so?”
“It w as an em pty  w orld, C hief.”
C onw ay turned so as to face a suddenly puzzled and quiet group 

o f  delegates. “W ould you repeat that, Councilm an Starr?”
“I w ished to establish hum an beings on M im as, an em pty world 

that belongs to the Terrestrial Federation, C hief.”
D evoure w as on his feet, calling out furiously, “M im as is part o f  

the Saturnian system .”
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“Exactly,” said Lucky, “as Saturn is part o f  E arth ’s Solar System . 
B ut by yo u r  interpretation M im as is m erely an em pty world. A  w hile 
ago you adm itted that Sirian ships had never approached M im as be
fore m y ship landed on it.”

Conway smiled. Lucky had caught that error on D evoure’s part
too.

Conway said, “Councilm an Starr w as not here, M r. D evoure, 
w hen you m ade your introductory speech. Let m e quote a passage 
from  it, w ord for word: ‘An em pty w orld is an em pty world, regard
less o f  the particular route it travels through space. W e colonized it 
first and it is ours.’ ”

The C hief Councilm an turned tow ard the delegates and said w ith 
great deliberation, “ If  the view point o f  the Terrestrial Federation is 
correct, then M im as is E arth’s, because it circles a planet that circles 
our Sun. I f  the view point o f  Sirius is correct, then M im as is still 
E arth’s, because it was em pty and we colonized it first. B y S irius’s 
own line o f  reasoning, the fact that another satellite o f  Saturn w as 
colonized by Sirius had nothing to do w ith the case.

“In either event, by invading a w orld belonging to the Terrestrial 
Federation and rem oving therefrom  our colonist, Sirius has com m it
ted an act o f  w ar and has shown its true hypocrisy, since it refused 
to allow  others the rights it claim ed for itself.”

And now  again there was a confused m illing about, and it w as 
Doremo who spoke next. “Gentlem en, I have som ething to say. 
The facts, as stated by C ouncilm en Starr and Conw ay, are irre
futable. This dem onstrates the com plete anarchy into w hich the 
Galaxy w ould be throw n if  the Sirian view  w ere to prevail. Every 
uninhabited rock w ould be a source o f  contention, every asteroid a 
threat to peace. The Sirians, by their ow n action, have show n them 
selves insincere-------”

It was a com plete and sudden change-about.
Had time been allowed, Sirius m ight yet have rallied  its forces, 

but Dorem o, an experienced and skilled parliam entarian, m aneuvered 
the conference into a vote w hile the pro-Sirians w ere still com pletely 
dem oralized and before they had a chance to consider w hether they 
dared go against the plain facts as suddenly revealed.

Three worlds voted on the side o f  Sirius. They w ere Penthesileia, 
Duvam , and M ullen, all small and all know n to be under S irius’s 
political influence. The rest o f  the Council, better than fifty votes, 
was on the side o f  Earth. Sirius w as ordered to release the Earthm en 
it had taken prisoner. It w as ordered to dism antle its base and leave 
the Solar System  w ithin a m onth.
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The orders could not be enforced except by war, o f  course, but 
Earth w as ready for w ar and Sirius w ould have to face it now  w ithout 
the help o f  the outer worlds. There w asn ’t a m an on V esta who 
expected her to fight under those conditions.

D evoure, panting and his face contorted, saw Lucky once more.
“It w as a foul trick ,” he said. “ It was a device to force us into-------”

“Y ou forced m e ,” said Lucky quietly, “by the threat to B igm an’s 
life. Do you rem em ber? O r w ould you like the details o f  that pub
lished?”

“W e still have your m onkey friend,” began Devoure m alignantly,
“and  conference vote or not-------”

C h ief C ouncilm an Conw ay, also present, smiled. “I f  you ’re re
ferring to Bigm an, Mr. D evoure, you d o n ’t have him. He is in our 
hands, together w ith a Servicem an nam ed Yonge, who told me that 
C ouncilm an Starr had assured him  safe-conduct in case o f  need. He 
apparently  feels that in your present m ood it w ould be unsafe for 
h im se lf to accom pany you back to Titan. M ay I suggest that you 
consider w hether it m ight be unsafe for you to go back to Sirius? If
you  w ish  to  apply for asylum ------- ”

B ut D evoure, speechless, turned his back and left.
D orem o w as all a-grin as he bade farewell to C onw ay and Lucky. 
“Y o u ’ll be glad to see Earth again, I dare say, young m an.” 
Lucky nodded his agreem ent. “I ’m  going hom e by liner w ithin 

the hour, sir, w ith  the poor old Shooter  being tow ed along behind, 
and  frankly, th e re ’s nothing that could please m e m ore ju st now .” 

“Good! A nd congratulations on a m agnificent piece o f  work. 
W hen C h ief C onw ay asked m e to allow  him  tim e for cross- 
exam ination at the beginning o f  the session, I agreed, but thought he 
m ust be m ad. W hen you w ere done testifying and he signaled for 
recognition, I was sure  he was m ad. B ut obviously all this was 
planned in advance.”

C onw ay said, “Lucky had  sent m e a m essage outlining what he 
hoped to do. O f  course it w asn ’t till the last hour or two that we were 
sure it had  w orked out.”

“ I th ink you had faith in the C ouncilm an,” said Doremo. “W hy, 
in your first conversation w ith m e, you asked i f  I w ould com e out 
on your side i f  L ucky’s evidence failed o f  effect. I d idn’t see what 
you could m ean then, o f  course, but I understood when the time 
:am e.”

“I thank you for throw ing your w eight to our side.”
“I threw  it on the side o f  what had obviously been dem onstrated



to be justice. . . . Y ou’re a subtle opponent, young m an,” he said to 
Lucky.

Lucky smiled. “I m erely counted on S irius’s lack o f  sincerity. I f  
they had really believed in w hat they claim ed w as their point o f  view , 
m y C ouncilm an colleague w ould have been left on M im as and all 
we w ould have had for our pains was a sm all satellite o f  ice and a 
difficult w ar to fight.”

“Quite. W ell, no doubt there’ll be second thoughts w hen the del
egates get back hom e, and some will becom e angry w ith Earth and 
with me and even w ith them selves, I suppose, for having let them 
selves be stampeded. In cold blood, though, th ey ’ll realize that they 
have established a principle here, the indivisibility o f  stellar system s, 
and I think they ’ll also realize that the good o f  this principle will 
outw eigh any hurt to their pride or their prejudices. I really  think this 
conference will be looked back on by historians as som ething im 
portant and as som ething that contributed a great deal to  the peace 
and w elfare o f  the Galaxy. I ’m  quite pleased.”

A nd he shook hands w ith both, m ost vigorously.

Lucky and B igm an w ere together again, and though the ship was 
large and the passenger com plem ent num erous, they kept to them 
selves. M ars was behind them  (B igm an spending the better part o f  
an hour observing it w ith great satisfaction) and Earth not very far 
ahead.

B igm an finally m anaged to voice his em barrassm ent. “ Space, 
Lucky,” he said, “I never saw w hat you w ere doing, not once. I
thought-------W ell, I don’t w ant to say w hat I thought. Only, Sands
o f  M ars, I w ish you had w arned m e.”

“Bigman, I couldn’t. That was the one thing I cou ldn’t do. D o n ’t 
you see? I had to m aneuver the Sirians into hijacking W ess o ff  M im as 
w ithout letting them  see the im plications. I couldn’t show  them  I 
w anted  them  to do it or th ey ’d have seen the trap at once. I had  to 
w ork it so that it w ould seem  I was being forced into it b itterly  against 
m y will. A t the start, I assure you, I d idn’t know  exactly how  I w as 
going to do it, but I did know  one th ing— if  you  knew  about the plan, 
Bigman, you ’d have given the show aw ay.”

Bigm an was outraged. “I ’d give it aw ay? W hy, you Earthslug, a 
blaster couldn’t have forced it out o f  m e.”

“I know. N o torture could have forced it out o f  you, B igm an. 
Y ou’d ju st give it away, free. Y ou’re a m iserable actor and you know  
it. Once you got m ad, it w ould com e spilling out, one w ay or another. 
T hat’s w hy I h a lf w anted you to stay on M im as, rem em ber? I knew
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I cou ldn ’t tell you the planned course o f  action and I knew  you’d 
m isunderstand w hat I was doing and be m iserable about it. As it was, 
though, you  turned  out a godsend.”

“I did? For beating  up that cobber?”
“Indirectly, yes. It gave m e the opportunity to m ake it look as 

though I w ere sincerely sw apping W ess’s freedom  for your life. It 
took less acting to do that than to give W ess aw ay under any con
ditions I could have dream ed up in your absence. In fact, as it was, 
I d idn ’t have to act at all. It was a good sw ap.”

“A w , L ucky.”
“A w , yourself. Besides, you w ere so heartbroken about it that 

they never suspected a trick. A nyone w atching you w ould have been 
convinced I w as really  betraying Earth.”

“ Sands o f  M ars, Lucky,” said Bigm an, stricken, “I should have 
know n you w ouldn’t do anything like that. I was a n itw it.”

“ I ’m  glad you w ere,” said Lucky fervently, and he ruffled the 
little fe llow ’s hair affectionately.

W hen C onw ay and W ess jo ined  them  at dinner, W ess said, “This 
isn ’t going to be the kind o f  hom ecom ing that fellow  Devoure can 
expect. S h ip’s sub-ether is full o f  the stu ff th ey ’re printing on Earth 
about us; about you especially, o f  course.”

Lucky frowned. “T hat’s nothing to be thankful about. It ju st 
m akes our jo b  harder in the future. Publicity! Stop and think what 
they w ould  be saying i f  the Sirians had been ju s t one inch sm arter 
and h ad n ’t fallen for the bait or had pulled out o f  the conference at 
the last m inute .”

C onw ay shuddered visibly. “I ’d rather not. But w hatever it w ould 
be, th a t’s w hat D evoure is getting.”

Lucky said, “ I guess h e ’ll survive. His uncle will pull him  
through.”

“A nyw ay,” said Bigm an, “w e’re through w ith him .”
“A re w e?” said Lucky som berly. “I w onder.”
A nd they ate in silence for a few m om ents.
C onw ay, in an obvious attem pt to alter the suddenly darkened 

atm osphere, said, “O f course, in a sense the Sirians could not afford 
to leave W ess on M im as, so w e d idn’t really give them  a fair chance. 
A fter all, they w ere looking for the capsule in the rings, and for all 
they  know , W ess, only thirty  thousand m iles outside the rings, 
m ight------- ”

B igm an dropped his fork? and his eyes w ere like saucers. "Blast
ing  rockets! ”
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“W hat’s the m atter, B igm an?” asked W ess kindly. “D id you ac
cidentally think o f  som ething and sprain your brain?”

“ Shut up, leather-head,” said Bigman. “Listen, Lucky, in all this 
mess we forgot about A gent X ’s capsule. I t’s still out there in the 
rings unless the Sirians have found it already; and i f  they haven’t, 
they still have a couple o f  w eeks to  do it in.”

Conway said at once, “ I ’ve thought o f  that, Bigman. B ut frankly,
I consider it lost for good. You can ’t find anything in the rings.” 

“But, Chief, hasn’t Lucky told you about the special X -ray m ass 
detectors they have and-------”

By then, though, all were staring at Lucky. He had a queer look 
on his face, as though he couldn’t m ake up his m ind w hether to laugh 
or to swear. “Great G alaxy,” he cried. “ I forgot about it com pletely.” 

“The capsule?” said Bigman. “You forgot it?”
“Yes. 1 forgot I had it. Here it is.” A nd Lucky brought som ething 

m etallic and about an inch in diam eter out o f  his pocket and put it 
on the table.

B igm an’s nim ble fingers were on it first, turning it over and over, 
then the others snatched at it too, and took their turns.

B igm an said, “Is that the capsule? A re you sure?”
“I’m  reasonably sure. W e’ll open it, o f  course, and m ake certain .” 
“But, when, how, w here-------” They were all about him , de

manding.
He fended them  off. “ I ’m  sorry. I really am. . . . Look, do you 

rem em ber the few words we picked up from  A gent X ju s t before his 
ship blew up? R em em ber the syllables ‘norm al o rb ,’ w hich w e de
cided m eant ‘norm al o rb it’? W ell, the Sirians m ade the natural as
sum ption that ‘norm al’ m eant ‘usual,’ that the capsule w ould be put 
into the kind o f  orbit usual for ring particles, and looked in the rings 
for it.

“However, ‘norm al’ also m eans perpendicular. The rings o f  Sat
urn m ove directly west to east, so the capsule in a norm al orbit to 
the rings would m ove directly north to south, or south to north. This 
m ade sense, because then the capsule w ould not be lost in the rings.

“Now any orbit about Saturn m oving directly north and south 
m ust pass over the north and south poles, no m atter how  else that 
orbit varies. W e approached Saturn’s south pole and I w atched the 
m ass detector for anything that seem ed to be in the proper type o f  
orbit. In polar space there w ere hardly any particles, so I felt I ought 
to be able to spot it if  it w ere there. 1 d idn’t like to say anything 
about it, though, because the chances w ere sm all, I thought, and I 
hated to  rouse false hopes.
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“B ut som ething registered on the m ass detectors, and I took the 
chance. I m atched velocities and then left the ship. As you guessed 
later, B igm an, I seized the opportunity to gim m ick the A grav attach
m ent at that tim e in preparation for the later surrender, but I also 
p icked  up the capsule.

“W hen w e landed in M im as I left it am ong the air-conditioning 
coils in W ess’s quarters. Then, w hen we cam e back to get him  and 
surrender him  to D evoure, I picked up the capsule and put it in m y 
pocket. I w as routinely searched for w eapons w hen I em barked on 
the ship, I recall, but the robot searcher did not interpret an inch 
sphere as a weapon. . . . There are serious draw backs to using robots. 
A nyw ay, th a t’s the w hole story.”

“B ut w hy d idn’t you tell us?” how led Bigman.
Lucky looked confused. “I m eant to. Honestly. But after I first 

p icked up the capsule and got back to the ship, we had already been 
spotted by  the Sirians, rem em ber, and it was a question o f  getting 
aw ay. A fter that, in fact, i f  y o u ’ll think back, there w as never one 
m om ent w hen som ething w asn’t popping. I ju s t— som ehow — never 
got around to rem em bering to tell anyone.”

“W hat a brain ,” said B igm an contem ptuously. “N o w onder you 
d o n ’t like to  go anyw here w ithout m e.”

C onw ay laughed and slapped the small M artian on the back. 
“T h at’s it, B igm an, take care o f  the big lug and m ake sure he knows 
w hich  w ay is up .”

“O nce,” said W ess, “you get som eone to tell you  w hich w ay is 
up, o f  course.”

A nd the ship sw irled dow n through E arth’s atm osphere toward 
landing.
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(continued from  fron t flap)

David Starr— Space Ranger describes 
how  Lucky w en t to M ars to seek out the 
source of the poison in M artian foodstuffs 
reaching Earth,, .how  he acquired certain 
special p o w e rs .. .and how  he came to have 
a fe isty M artian sidekick known as John 
Bigman Jones.

In Lucky Starr and the Pirates of the
Asteroids, Lucky stows away on a robot 
ship to in filtra te  a nest of pirates w h ich  he 
discovers is the ca tspaw  of Earth's 
archenem ies, the Sirians.

In Lucky Starr and the Oceans of Venus, 
Lucky must save an academy classmate 
from  a false charge of treason. But as it 
turns out, the true cu lp rit is fa r more sinister: 
dangerous enough to threaten all human 
life on Venus.

Lucky Starr and the Big Sun of Mercury
takes Lucky to a science station on M ercury, 
w here sabotage threatens research that 
could make Earth a paradise. It w ill take 
Lucky's keen understanding of the Sirian 
menace and the robotic positronic brain 
to save the day.

In Lucky Starr and the Moons of Jupiter,
the Sirians' c leverest spy scheme yet has 
put the secrecy of Project Agrav's prototype 
spaceship in jeopardy, and it's up to Lucky 
to stop the info-leak before it's too late.

Sirian boldness reaches a peak in Lucky 
Starr and the Rings of Saturn, as the aliens 
invade our solar system to put a base on 
Titan. Lucky must ou tw it a w hole Sirian flee t 
to stop them.
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