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INTRODUCTION

HOW SHIT BECAME SHINOLA: DEFINITION AND REDEFINITION OF SPACE OPERA

PROLOGUE

When we introduced our anthology The Ascent of Wonder, nearly fifteen years ago, we reported that we had decided to unsolve the problem of what hard SF means. We had discovered in our researches during the preparation of the book that nearly everyone thought they knew what hard SF was, but that when we pressed them for a definition and examples, quite a variety of contradictory statements and dissimilar examples were the result. So we decided to represent all claims to hard SF, and to try to reproduce them in our story notes and story selections. We did this to locate the center by considering all the edges, as well as the main areas of agreement. And then we wrote our introductory essays, attempting to generalize.

In the case of space opera, we immediately found a similar set of problems. Nearly all reviewers and commentators, and many writers and readers we have spoken to, agree that good new space opera is one of the most notable features of the current SF literature. Locus even devoted a special issue to space opera in 2003, with essays by prominent writers. But there is no general agreement as to what it is, which writers are the best examples, or even which works are space opera—especially among the writers.

So we are in this book attempting to pursue clarification by representing perhaps conflicting examples, and attempting to set contemporary space opera in its historical context. In the case of space opera, however, as opposed to hard SF, we had the ironic advantage of starting with a clear definition and showing how literary politics and other factors worked over the decades to deconstruct and alter it into something significantly different.

What used to be science fantasy (along with some hard SF) is now space opera, and what used to be space opera is entirely forgotten. Let us explain:


I. SPACE OPERA IS TRIPE

For the past twenty years (1982–2002), the Hugo Award for best novel has generally been given to space opera—from David Brin, C. J. Cherryh, and Orson Scott Card to Lois McMaster Bujold, Dan Simmons, and Vernor Vinge. (The shorter-fiction awards have been distributed much more widely over the range of SF and fantasy styles and possibilities.) One might go so far as to say that the Hugo Award for best novel has always gone primarily to space opera, as currently defined and understood, though many of the earlier winners, up to the end of the 1970s, would have been mortally offended to have their books so labeled. Space opera used to be a pejorative locution designating not a subgenre or mode at all, but the worst form of formulaic hackwork: really bad SF.


A lot of people don’t remember this, and that distorts our understanding of both our present and our past in SF. Perfectly intelligent but ignorant people are writing revisionist history, especially in the last decade, inventing an elaborate age of space opera based on wholesale redefinitions of the term made up in the fifties, sixties, and seventies to justify literary political agendas. To say it flatly, before the mid-1970s, no one in the history of science fiction ever consciously and intentionally set out to write something called space opera. (Except Jack Vance and Samuel R. Delany: Vance accepted an assignment from Berkley Books in the late 1960s to write a novel to fit the title Space Opera—at the same time Philip K. Dick got an assignment to write a book called The Zap Gun. These were editorial jokes to be shared with the fans. And Delany, as usual ahead of the literary curve, wrote several intentionally literary space operas, most significantly his novel Nova, which he described to me, greatly to my surprise at the time in 1968, as grand space opera.) Nevertheless, some of the surviving writers from the early days of adventure SF now call their work, and the work of others, space opera, as a kind of ironic badge of honor, perhaps following the lead of Leigh Brackett in the 1970s (see below, and also the Jack Williamson story note).

On the other hand, there are a number of examples of works from the late 1940s on, published as intentional parodies of space opera, that apply the term to works either fairly or unfairly for humorous effect, often poking fun at the big names of the past. A once-famous example is “The Swordsmen of Varnis” (1950). This, too, is literary politics and redefinition (which we will discuss more in the story notes). Nevertheless, there is now a real body of work, that gets nominated for awards and often wins them, that is authentically and consciously written as space opera. Much of it is on one cutting edge or another of SF in the last two decades—and there are a number of cutting edges.

Here is the origin and description of the term from the early dictionary of SF, the Fancyclopedia II (1959):



Space Opera ([coined by Wilson] Tucker) A hack science-fiction story, a dressed-up Western; so called by analogy with “horse opera” for Western bangbangshootemup movies and “soap opera” for radio and video yellowdrama. [To here, the entire entry from Fancyclopedia, 1944.] Of course, some space operas are more crass about their nature than others; early Captain Video TVcasts were a hybrid of original space scenes and footage from old Western movies (purporting to represent a Spy Ray checking up on the Captain’s Earthly agents). Terry Carr once unearthed a publication genommen Space Western Comics, in which a character named Spurs Jackson adventured in a futuristic Western setting with his “space vigilantes,” and the old prewar Planet Comics intermittently ran a strip about the Fifth Martian Lancers and their struggles with rebel tribesmen.



But this is a watered-down version of the original definition, lacking some of the precision and clarity with which Tucker wrote. What Bob Tucker actually said in his fanzine in 1941 was:



In these hectic days of phrase-coining, we offer one. Westerns are called “horse operas,” the morning housewife tear-jerkers are called “soap operas.” For the hacky, grinding, stinking, outworn space-ship yarn, or world-saving for that matter, we offer “space opera.”



We emphasize that this original definition applied to all bad SF hackwork. It did not refer to good space stories in Astounding, or to E. E. “Doc” Smith and Edmond
Hamilton, leading lights of the field, but to the subliterate hackwork appearing in, say, Amazing in those days and never reprinted or praised today. It did not confine itself to the future, or off-Earth settings, or refer to any “good old days.” Those twists of the term were introduced later, mostly after the 1950s.

Space opera was still a negative term in the 1950s. An ad on the back cover of the early issues (1950) of Galaxy (then an ambitious new magazine) that bore the headline “You’ll never see it in Galaxy” gave a stereotypical example of space opera for the time.


YOU’LL NEVER SEE IT IN GALAXY

Jets blasting, Bat Durston came screeching down through the atmosphere of Bbllizznaj, a tiny planet seven billion light years from Sol. He cut out his super-hyper-drive for the landing … and at that point, a tall, lean spaceman stepped out of the tail assembly, proton gun-blaster in a space-tanned hand.

“Get back from those controls, Bat Durston,” the tall stranger lipped thinly. “You don’t know it, but this is your last space trip.”

Hoofs drumming, Bat Durston came galloping down through the narrow pass at Eagle Gulch, a tiny gold colony 400 miles north of Tombstone. He spurred hard for a low overhang of rim-rock … and at that point a tall, lean wrangler stepped out from behind a high boulder, six-shooter in a sun-tanned hand.

“Rear back and dismount, Bat Durston,” the tall stranger lipped thinly. “You don’t know it, but this is your last saddle-jaunt through these here parts.”

Sound alike? They should—one is merely a western transplanted to some alien and impossible planet. If this is your idea of science fiction, you’re welcome to it! YOU’LL NEVER FIND IT IN GALAXY!

What you will find in GALAXY is the finest science fiction … authentic, plausible, thoughtful … written by authors who do not automatically switch over from crime waves to Earth invasions; by people who know and love science fiction … for people who also know and love it.



It seems likely that the Galaxy ad helped to introduce some confusion into the pejorative meaning and to spark a popular redefinition of space opera as any hackneyed SF filled with stereotypes borrowed from Westerns. See the story note for “The Swordsmen of Varnis” for more detail on this usage, and for the conflation of different types of SF stories under the broadening term “space opera,” especially including the Planet Stories tales of Leigh Brackett.

When the term appeared in review columns in the fifties, we recall some critic, perhaps even James Blish, referring in passing to Edmond Hamilton’s hackwork series, Captain Future, as an example of space opera, while distinguishing it from his better work. And we recall Damon Knight praising Leigh Brackett (reprinted in In Search of Wonder, 2nd ed., p. 262):



Leigh Brackett’s The Long Tomorrow is a startling performance from the gifted author of so much, but so entirely different, science-fantasy. Miss Brackett is celebrated among fans for her intense, moody, super-masculine epics of doomed heroes on far planets, all extremely poetic and fantastical, and all very much alike.



But there was little sense, in criticism and reviewing of the fifties, of “space opera” meaning anything other than “hacky, grinding, stinking, outworn” SF stories
of any kind. Here is Knight again, on Edmund Cooper’s collection Tomorrow’s Gift (1958). He dismisses five of the ten stories in the collection by saying



… the rest are mostly space-opera, with many evidences of careless and indifferent writing: but even these are partly redeemed by their endings. After a frantic comicbook brouhaha, Cooper will abruptly turn to a paragraph of calm description, e.g., of a lunar landscape: and the hidden meaning of the story blooms.

All the same, this is to say that seven-eighths of a given story may be tripe; the proportion is too high.



Thus he establishes a parallel between space opera and tripe. And some of the stories do not take place in what are now called space opera settings.

Note also that Knight used the term “science-fantasy” as a neutral term describing Brackett’s work. That term was generally applied to writers or works from the time of Edgar Rice Burroughs on, including Brackett, C.L. Moore, Ray Bradbury (his Mars stories), who wrote a variety of SF that in some essential way violated known contemporary science. It was later applied with equal justice to Marion Zimmer Bradley’s Darkover novels. “Science fantasy” (usually without the hyphen) as a term did not fall out of currency until the 1980s, and I would submit that it is still a useful locution.

On the other hand, the process of folding the Edgar Rice Burroughs tradition of science fantasy set on another planet (now often called planetary romance) into space opera was accomplished by the early 1950s in some popular circles if not in Knight’s. Fredric Brown characterizes space opera loosely in a story note in the anthology Science Fiction Carnival—“the type of science fiction known as space opera (the all-action type which is analogous to the type of Western known as horse opera)”—but the story introduced is an obvious parody of Burroughs’s Martian tales, and Leigh Brackett’s science fantasies in Planet Stories and elsewhere.

Still, after the fifties ended, the term “space opera”’s meaning began to be regularly confused with fondness for outworn, clunky, old-fashioned SF, guilty pleasures. An interesting example of shifted usage beginning is once again from Damon Knight, in a story note in A Century of Science Fiction (1962) on Edmond Hamilton’s realistic tale “What’s It Like Out There?”: “Space travel stories in American SF magazines began somewhat soberly, but quickly turned into wild and wooly space opera in which larger and larger fleets of rocket ships went faster and farther, with less and less regard for fuel and acceleration. The king of this kind of space-adventure writing was Edmond Hamilton.” While Knight is not characterizing space opera as good SF, he is narrowing the definition and focusing the term on space fiction of a particular sort, instead of using it as a general synonym for crud. Nor is he including planetary romances. Knight’s position on this did not, as we will see, prevail.

We don’t know the first time anyone used the term in reference to Doc Smith, or the early work of John W. Campbell, Jr., but by sometime before the middle of the 1960s, but sometimes as early as 1950, it was so used, though not universally.

The example we find in 1950, from the great fanzine Slant, is complicated by context. Clive Jackson comments on space opera (Slant 4: fanac.org/fanzines/Slant/Slant4-16.html):



Personally, I like it. I think it’s a very good form for s-f, if only because one can make one’s puppets live without going too deeply into their emotions and mental struggles, which must tend to give them a present-day characterisation. It seems to me that to give persons engaged in interstellar travel the same character-structure as midtwentieth century people is all wrong, yet it’s constantly being done. Many of Dr.
Smith’s All-American half-backs would be more at home fighting Indians with Winchester repeaters than they are chasing Boskonians with Lenses.

[These views on the great Smith are not those of the typesetter, J. White.]



By the time of the March 1970 issue of the fanzine Yandro, Buck Coulson reviewed reissues of Doc Smith’s Lensman series, saying, “I don’t care all that much for the books … the story is a science fiction classic … and I suppose they can be considered the ultimate in space opera.” That use of “space opera” confirmed a shift in meaning to give space opera an air of nostalgic approval. Defenders of American SF in the fanzines from the attacks of the New Wave did this often in the later sixties, we recall. In 1968, in Yandro #179, Buck Coulson used the term three times. James Schmitz’s The Witches of Karres “suffers a diminution in quality after the first section. The remainder of the book is space opera. Very well-handled space opera, but not quite in tune with the original idea. Despite this flaw, it’s an excellent book.” He dismisses Poul Anderson’s Flandry novel, We Claim These Stars, as “a space opera potboiler.” (In Yandro #174 he concludes that Murray Leinster’s SOS from Three Worlds is “good space opera.”) And he comments on Edmond Hamilton’s Starwolf #2: The Closed Worlds: “This is space opera crossed with the poetic imagery evident in most of Leigh Brackett’s work, and some of Hamilton’s previous stories. It’s not high-quality literature, but it’s highly entertaining … .”

And in 1968, classic SF writer George O. Smith, in the Analog letters column Brass Tacks, refers to Star Trek as “our favorite space opera.” Surely a harbinger of things to come.


II. SPACE OPERA IS DEAD

The next signpost was the New Wave project in England. Pushing for a revolution, Michael Moorcock and J. G. Ballard in the early 1960s used their prestige and polemical gifts to condemn most SF of prior decades.


In the 1960s the myriad proud star-fleets dispatched in fiction since the 1930s started heading home. J. G. Ballard was one of those pressing the recall button (“Which Way to Inner Space?” NW 118, May 1962): “I think science fiction should turn its back on space, on interstellar travel, extra-terrestrial life forms, galactic wars and the overlap of these ideas that spreads across the margins of nine-tenths of magazine s-f … .” (Colin Greenland, The Entropy Exhibition, p. 44, quoting Ballard)



They declared space fiction over with, and the fiction of the near future, inner space, and the human mind the only true contemporary SF. In the process, they conflated all SF adventure in distant futures or distant in space with space opera and said it was all bad, all literary history, and no longer a living part of SF.


The success of the New Wave in communicating its new vision was hampered by its assumption that everybody knew what it was on about, or that if they didn’t it didn’t matter. More damaging was its aim not just to improve or enlarge traditional sf, but to replace it altogether. This would have been ambitious if the new writers were talking only in terms of the genre, a small section of the publishing industry whose limits were pre-set, but their determination to abolish genre sf and subsume its functions within a larger and more exacting kind of fiction made the ambition a vain one. (Greenland, p. 189)




New Wave associates in the later sixties and early seventies, including Harry Harrison (in the parodies Bill, The Galactic Hero, and Star Smashers of the Galaxy Rangers), M. John Harrison (in the Besterian deconstruction The Centauri Device), and Brian Aldiss (in his two-volume anthology Space Opera and Galactic Empires), enforced these ideas by parody or example.

When Aldiss edited Space Opera in 1974, he was approaching the height of his reputation both as a writer and as a literary critic (and was also editing with Harry Harrison a prestigious SF: The Year’s Best anthology series). In his introduction, he substituted the term “space opera” for that body of work generally known and praised as science fantasy, as well as for space adventures of any sort, and in line with the New Wave project pronounced space opera dead, except as a hothouse cultivation:



Essentially space opera was born in the pulp magazines, flourished there, and died there. It is still being written, but in the main by authors who owe their inspiration and impetus to the pulps.



But in an important departure from the New Wave, he presented space opera as a guilty pleasure for readers of good, serious SF:



This is not a serious anthology. Both volumes burst with voluptuous vacuum. They have been put together to amuse.

 


Aldiss also gave a lengthy description that amounts to a redefinition:

 


The term is both vague and inspired, and must have been coined [here Aldiss is being especially coy—the origins of the term were well known and clear] with both affection and some scorn … . Its parameters are marked by a few mighty concepts standing like watch-towers along a lonely frontier. What goes on between them is essentially simple—a tale of love or hate, triumph or defeat—because it is the watch-towers that matter. We are already familiar with some of them: the question of reality, the limitations of knowledge, exile, the sheer immensity of the universe, the endlessness of time.



In effect, this elaborate description is a wholesale redefinition of science fantasy as space opera as the good old stuff. And it drops the horse opera analogy entirely. Westerns are no longer cited as the comparison or the influence on story structure.

It used to be possible before about 1973 for SF critics to distinguish space opera (from the 1920s to the 1970s) from popular SF adventure (as written by, for instance, Poul Anderson or Henry Kuttner, and sometimes called science fantasy, sometimes later called planetary romance). The SF adventures of Edgar Rice Burroughs and, later, Leigh Brackett were fast-paced, colorful, heroic, and (at least in Brackett’s case) well written, for all their pulp clichés and borrowing from Western story structures and stereotypes. They were never considered mere hackwork—all the leading SF writers wrote for, and needed, the money—although a taste for Burroughs, say, was often considered a guilty pleasure by the 1950s. But that distinction has collapsed, and with the advent and acceptance of Aldiss’s redefinition the usage began to disappear. Aldiss’s is still the original working definition for some SF people today, and especially some academics.

Aldiss’s redefinition of space opera collapsed all adventure forms into merely varieties of space opera and they are since then usually indistinguishable in SF discussions—as are the aforementioned works of Edward E. Smith, once an early model of good, hard SF adventure. Doc Smith got published in Astounding, even in the Campbell Golden Age years, and Robert A. Heinlein respected, and praised,
Smith’s works. But Smith is now redefined as the poster child of early space opera, replacing Edmond Hamilton.

And the days of SF before the 1950s are often referred to as the days of Space Opera, and that’s at least a partial triumph for the literary politicians of the British New Wave. Here’s how Jack Williamson now remembers Edmond Hamilton, his close friend:



Hamilton’s skills were perfectly tuned for the pulps. He lived his stories, hammering the typewriter keys so hard as he approached the climax that the letter “o” cut holes in the paper. Depending more on plot action than on subtleties of style or character, his stories moved fast. He wrote them fast, commonly sending them out in first draft. He was prolific, his space operas earning him a reputation as “World-Wrecker” or “World-Saver” Hamilton. (Jack Williamson, from “Edmond Hamilton: As I Knew Him,” 1999)



And here’s how those days were perceived by some rude young writers given to parody, insulting their elders in the early 1970s (to the tune of the Bat Masterson TV series theme song): “Oh when the field was very young/There was a man named Williamson/He wrote a lot, he was a hack/They called him Jack/Jack Williamson.” I hasten to add that these same parodists respected and do respect Williamson as a writer who improved to the point where his best work attained classic status by the late 1940s and who grew and changed as a writer every decade thereafter. But they had no fondness for his early hackwork.


III. EVERYTHING YOU KNOW IS WRONG

And now for the next signpost. Leigh Brackett (the wife of Edmond Hamilton), by the mid-1970s, was one of the respected elder writers of SF: In the middle and late 1970s, Del Rey Books reissued nearly all her early tales, calling them space opera as a contemporary term of praise!

Brackett herself contributed a provocative and surprisingly defensive introductory essay—but perhaps she was in part identifying with critical attitudes more often expressed about Edmond Hamilton’s work than hers. Still, it is unquestionably true that some of the opprobrium loosely flung at space opera in the 1940s and 1950s struck and wounded her. Now she could strike back, clearly in opposition to Brian Aldiss’s anthology:



Planet, unashamedly, published “space opera.” Space opera, as every reader doubtless knows, is a pejorative term often applied to a story that has an element of adventure. Over the decades, brilliant and talented new writers appear, receiving great acclaim, and each and every one of them can be expected to write at least one article stating flatly that the day of space opera is over and done, thank goodness, and that henceforward these crude tales of interplanetary nonsense will be replaced by whatever type of story that writer happens to favor—closet dramas, psychological dramas, sex dramas, etc., but by God important dramas, containing nothing but Big Thinks.



Brackett’s piece is an interesting piece of historical literary insecurity and defensive power politics:



It was fashionable for a while, among certain elements of science-fiction fandom, to hate Planet Stories. They hated the magazine, apparently, because it was not Astounding Stories. … Of course Planet wasn’t Astounding; it never pretended to be Astounding, and that was a mercy for a lot of us who would have starved to death if John W.
Campbell, Jr., had been the sole and only market for our wares … we who wrote for Planet tended to be more interested in wonders than we were in differential calculus or the theory and practice of the hydraulic ram, even if we knew all about such things. (I didn’t.) Astounding went for the cerebrum, Planet for the gut, and it always seemed to me that one target was as valid as the other. Chacun à son gout. (Best of Planet Stories #1, 1976)



Here is the blurb copy written for the back cover of the paperback by Lester or Judy-Lynn del Rey:



PLANET STORIES 1939–1955

During the golden age of the pulps—those fabulous magazines featuring larger-than-life heroes battling monstrous aliens on hostile planets or pursuing the luscious goddesses of golden worlds—some 70 issues of Planet Stories were published. When the magazine folded, along with most of the other pulps, the space opera all but disappeared. Gone were those marvelous stories that drew us out beyond our narrow skies into the vastness of interstellar space where a billion nameless planets might harbor life forms infinitely numerous and strange.



Here’s how that shift happened: Lester del Rey had set out to bring SF back to its roots as non-literary, or even anti-literary, entertainment, to specifically reject the incursions of Modernism into SF after what he declared the pretension and excesses and failed experiments of the New Wave. Lester and his new wife, Judy-Lynn, accepted the New Wave conflation of “SF adventure” and “space opera” (and dropped the term “science fantasy”) and used the terms synonymously—both in Judy’s marketing for Del Rey Books and in Lester’s review columns in Analog—as terms of approbation.

I (David) often heard them speak about space opera in public without realizing, until years later, the effect it was having: to finally and entirely reverse the polarity of space opera. Back then I thought they were just crass marketers. At the time, in the late 1970s, while Gardner Dozois and Terry Carr and Charlie Brown and I and a bunch of others sat around at Worldcon dead-dog parties joking about the del Reys’ passionate, lowest-common-denominator, anti-literary SF populism, “space opera” was becoming a term of approbation, denoting a subgenre: the best kind of contemporary and past SF—just the type of SF Aldiss had described as dead.

In his 1978 book on the history of SF, The World of Science Fiction, 1926–1976, (p. 325), Lester del Rey offered his own new definition of space opera: “Almost any story involving space, though it properly deals with those in which action takes precedence over other writing details. Analogous to horse opera for westerns.” He even in that book went to the extreme of denying that any writer could set out to write SF as art. This, of course, flew in the face of both the Knight/Merril/Sturgeon axis in the USA, and of the New Worlds crew in the UK. Moorcock, Ballard, Aldiss, and the rest all believed that SF could be good art and that good writers could aspire to art through the new SF of inner space—if they discarded the traditions of hackwork (space opera).

It took nearly ten years to confirm the further redefinition, but by the early years of the 1980s, the del Reys’ efforts succeeded in altering the perceived meaning of “space opera” entirely. Their model by the end of the 1970s at Del Rey became Star Wars (the book and the film) and its sequels. Lester del Rey says of Star Wars in his book (p. 370): “It is obviously an example of what has been called ‘space opera,’ long one of the favorite forms of adventure science fiction.”


And in the end Del Rey Books happily attached Brackett’s considerable prestige and authority to the Star Wars project when Brackett, also an accomplished screenwriter, did the script for The Empire Strikes Back. The Del Rey novelization of the film has her name on it as well as the novelizer’s. And so in the popular mind, within a few years, Star Wars was conflated with Star Trek fiction to contour the new image of space opera: By the early 1980s, “space opera” was a code term in U.S. marketing circles for bestselling popular SF entertainment.


IV. THE NEW SPACE OPERA WAVES

Here’s the big irony: The del Reys were conservative, and were shooting for a restoration of past virtues, and instead hit the future and opened new possibilities for literary ambition. What they did was to allow and encourage the postmodern conflation of marketing and art, the inclusion of media in the artistic project of SF, and the mixing of all levels and kinds of art in individual works. They established the artistic environment for works they would never have considered publishing or supporting. They set the stage for a variety of kinds of new work, including postmodern space opera.

Many readers and writers and nearly all academics and media fans who entered SF after 1975 have never understood the origin of “space opera” as a pejorative and some may be surprised to learn of it. Thus the term “space opera” reentered the serious discourse on contemporary SF in the 1980s with a completely altered meaning: Henceforth, “space opera” meant, and still generally means, colorful, dramatic, large-scale science fiction adventure, competently and sometimes beautifully written, usually focused on a sympathetic, heroic central character and plot action (this bit is what separates it from other literary postmodernisms) and usually set in the relatively distant future and in space or on other worlds, characteristically optimistic in tone. It often deals with war, piracy, military virtues, and very large-scale action, large stakes.

What is centrally important is that this permits a writer to embark on a science fiction project that is ambitious in both commercial and literary terms. Easy usage of the term as approbation did not regularly occur until the end of the 1990s, and I repeat the point stated in the opening of this essay that most works now called space opera were not written with that term in mind, even in the early 1990s. Usually the writers saw themselves as writing SF adventure or even hard SF.

The new traditions of contemporary space opera come only partly from the Del Rey marketing and philosophical changes, though they start there. Good writers immediately began in the 1980s to trace their own roots back to space opera classics of the past, and thereby recategorize and implicitly reevaluate those past works in many cases. The most ambitious parts of contemporary space opera now derive from such models as Brackett’s The Sword of Rhiannon, Charles Harness’s “The Rose,” Jack Vance’s The Dying Earth, the Norstrilia stories of Cordwainer Smith, Samuel R. Delany’s Nova, Larry Niven and Jerry Pournelle’s The Mote in God’s Eye, Michael Moorcock’s Dancers at the End of Time series, Norman Spinrad’s Riding the Torch and The Void Captain’s Tale, C.J. Cherryh’s Downbelow Station, Gene Wolfe’s four-volume Book of the New Sun (and particularly its sequel, The Urth of the New Sun), Orson Scott Card’s Ender’s Game et seq., David Brin’s Uplift series, Melissa Scott’s Five-Twelfths of Heaven, Mike Resnick’s Santiago, Lois McMaster Bujold’s Miles Vorkosigan series, Colin Greenland’s Take Back Plenty et seq., and Iain M. Banks’s Consider Phlebas and the succeeding novels in his Culture series.

Together such works formed not one cutting edge but many, a constellation of models (once the definitional barriers were removed so they might all be considered
as part of a space opera tradition or subgenre) for ambitious younger writers by the end of the 1980s, an exciting decade for space opera indeed.

Because Banks’s novels were bestsellers in England, spectacularly and unexpectedly successful, Banks, in spite of his relatively small impact in the US, was the foremost model in the UK as the 1990s began. Paul Kincaid, in an essay on 1990s SF, “The New Optimism,” called him the most influential writer in Britain today, and said, “His huge commercial success (bigger than any genre writer except for Terry Pratchett) has spawned a host of successors, from those opportunistically likened to him in publishing blurbs to those who have genuinely been inspired by his approach, his vigorous literary style, or his view of the future.”

There is no one thing that is the new space opera, though, no matter (given the evidence of the Locus special issue on the New Space Opera) how some British critics and writers would like to think so, and claim it as predominantly theirs. There are a number of dissimilar yet important and ambitious individual writers sometimes doing space opera in the SF world, all of them sometimes stretching genre boundaries, including Dan Simmons, John Varley, David Brin, lain Banks, Catherine Asaro, Orson Scott Card, John Clute, Peter F. Hamilton, Lois McMaster Bujold, M. John Harrison, Donald Kingsbury, David Weber, Ken MacLeod, Alastair Reynolds, Mike Resnick, C.J. Cherryh, and many others. Some of them have made a valid claim to be writing ambitious space opera (some of the time), and all of them are or have been popular and influential and called “space opera” by others. Since the reversal of polarity of the term space opera in the 1970s was a covert literary battle, not a public argument and discussion, the nature of space opera boundaries has been fluid and imprecise, constantly updated by new examples—hey, look at Startide Rising; look at Ender’s Game; look at Santiago; look at Use of Weapons; look at Hyperion; look at A Fire Upon the Deep; look at Appleseed. The new space opera of the past twenty years is arguably the foundation of the literary cutting edge of SF in the new millennium.

The dominant form of the renaissance of space opera is the novel. Indeed, some of the masters of contemporary space opera have written no short fiction in this form, or only occasionally and even then only novellas. Still, there are more than enough examples to fill this substantial anthology and more. We have selected from among the major writers of recent decades typical examples of the varieties of contemporary space opera that together show the richness and ambition of what has now become a major form of SF.

In closing, we note that the majority of Web sites devoted to space opera today are media fan sites, and with deadpan sincerity they generally trace the origins of film and TV space opera back to Captain Video and forward to its contemporary flowering in Star Wars, Star Trek, and Babylon 5. The authors of Fancyclopedia may be laughing. But we are not. There are more of them than of us.

 


David G. Hartwell & Kathryn Cramer Pleasantville, New York






I.

REDEFINED WRITERS

Chubby, brownette Eunice Kinnison sat in a rocker, reading the Sunday papers and listening to the radio. Her husband Ralph lay sprawled upon the davenport, smoking a cigarette and reading the current issue of EXTRAORDINARY STORIES against an unheard background of music. Mentally, he was far from Tellus, flitting in his super-dreadnaught through parsec after parsec of vacuous space.

—E. E. “Doc” Smith, Ph.D., Triplanetary, Chapter 5: “1941”







EDMOND HAMILTON

Edmond Hamilton [1904–1977] (tribute page: www.pulpgen.com/pulp/edmond_hamilton) was the great original writer of space opera in science fiction. Jack Williamson says: “With his tales of the Interstellar Patrol, beginning with ‘Crashing Suns’ (1928), he was arguably the inventor of space opera. Long on future progress, if a bit short on hard science, he imagined a vast interstellar civilization, always in danger of some cosmic catastrophe to be averted at the last instant by his little band of human and alien heroes.”

Hamilton was born in Youngstown, Ohio, and lived with his parents across the state line in New Castle, Pennsylvania, until the 1940s, when he married Leigh Brackett. He said in an interview with Patrick Nielsen Hayden, in 1975 (www.pulp-gen.com/pulp/edmond_hamilton/twibbet_interview.html), that he was profoundly influenced as a young man in the teens and early twenties by the pulp SF of Homer Eon Elint. “He’d write stories about moving the Earth to Jupiter and things like that. And those fired my imagination. I’ve always been glad to say, I owe this and that to Mr. Flint.” He sold his first story to Weird Tales in 1925, and his next forty stories thereafter. Most of them were science fiction, which Weird Tales (since the term “science fiction” was not coined until 1930) called “weird-scientific” tales.

By the early 1930s he was one of the giants of science fiction. He was the first genre writer to conceive of interstellar flight (“I think so. On a wide scale, anyway. One thing I’ve found out, over the years, is that, anytime you think that you were the originator of some new idea, ‘I was the first to do that,’ you’ll find some old fellow who did it back around 1895. Every darn time.”—PNH interview), and also the first to write of friendly aliens (“Yes … I think I was, in one sense. I began that in 1932, with a story called ‘Renegade.’ It was published under the title of ‘Conquest of Two Worlds.’ They thought the title wasn’t science-fictional enough … . But it seemed to me wrong to always make the Earthman in the right. Let’s show him up to be something different.”—PNH interview).

It is one of the sad ironies of literary history that his work is nearly forgotten today, while the work of his contemporary, E. E. “Doc” Smith, Ph.D., who died in the 1960s, although in some ways inferior to Hamilton’s, is still popular and in print. His best friend, Jack Williamson, is still alive and writing SF and space opera in his nineties. Williamson says:



Hamilton’s skills were perfectly tuned for the pulps … his stories moved fast. He wrote them fast, commonly sending them out in first draft. He was prolific, his space operas earning him a reputation as “World-Wrecker” or “World-Saver” Hamilton.

…

He wrote nearly all the short novels for Captain Future, which was published quarterly from 1940 through 1944. They were the purest sort of pulp, tailored to fit a formula devised by Mort Weisinger, his editor at the “Thrilling” group. Besides the captain himself, the characters were a robot, an android, and a brain in a box. The pattern dictated everything, even the paragraphs in which the characters were introduced and the order of events in the opening chapter.

…

World War II changed everything. The old pulp markets disappeared. Though Ed was able to adapt when he tried, with such fine stories as “He That Hath Wings,” he spent most of the next twenty years as one of the top script writers for the Superman and Batman comics.

(all three quotes from “Edmond Hamilton: As I Knew Him” by Jack Williamson)




Hamilton also says in the PNH interview that he (and his wife also) declined to submit stories to John W. Campbell after he became editor at Astounding, because it cost too much in time to rewrite and revise to Campbell’s edits. “I never sent him a story again. Reason being: I could not make a living writing for John Campbell. And he didn’t like his writers … to write for other magazines.”

Unfortunately this is the career of a good writer who developed a successful repository of techniques and a set of professional attitudes in the pulp era and never changed them entirely, even after the era ended.

It is easy to assume with historical hindsight that Wilson Tucker in his fanzine in 1941—when Hamilton was hacking out Captain Future pulp novellas for a living—did not have Hamilton’s early work in mind when he defined space opera as “filthy, stinking hackwork.” But on the other hand it may plausibly have seemed that the former great was going downhill at the same time that Smith and Williamson were selling to Campbell at higher rates, with more ambitious material. Gary Westphal (who assumes that “space opera” is a term of approval) makes that case in his essay on space opera in The Cambridge Companion to Science Fiction:



Despite the accomplishments of Smith and contemporaries like Campbell, Williamson, Ray Cummings, and Clifford D. Simak, the most prolific and prominent writer of classic space operas was Edmond Hamilton. Particularly fond of stories involving planets being threatened or blown to pieces, Hamilton earned the epithets “World-Saver” and “World-Wrecker,” and the reference to “world-saving” in Tucker’s definition suggests that Hamilton might have been the principal target of his approbation [sic—ed.]. Yet Hamilton proved capable of producing more subdued, even wistful, varieties of space opera, like “The Dead Planet” (1946), where a group of explorers hear the holographic testimony of a long-dead alien civilization that sacrificed itself to save the galaxy from virulent energy-beings; finally, we learn the aliens were in fact the human race. Hamilton also crafted the first space opera franchise, Captain Future, a magazine said to prefigure Star Trek in describing the recurring exploits of a spaceship captain and his crew—a robot, an android, and a disembodied brain.



But we think it is not necessarily the case. Nor did Hamilton: “In a 1977 interview given just before his death, Edmond Hamilton, one of the founders of the subgenre, was still able to say, ‘Bob Tucker invented that term when he was a fan, and I was reproaching him last spring again for having done so. I’m an old space opera fan; I don’t like to see it mocked.’” (Quoted in David Pringle’s essay “What Is This Thing Called Space Opera?”) We think that the pejorative term was aimed at the much less capable imitators of the patterns of world-saving and warring interstellar fleets originated by Hamilton, then prevalent in the lesser pulp magazines such as Amazing Stories in the early 1940s. But it is also very likely that as the years passed and the term became more widely used, it became easy to assume that Hamilton and Smith and Williamson were the original targets of opprobrium.

After Hamilton married Brackett, and after he became a successful script writer for comic books—in those days considered a form lacking in any aesthetic value, lower class than the pulps (and at about the same time that Alfred Bester gave up writing for comics)—he did produce more ambitious work from time to time, since the pressure of paying the bills was less and the time to revise and rewrite available. He continued to publish new material into the 1970s, but was not regarded as having kept up with the genre. His collection The Best of Edmond Hamilton (1977) is a worthwhile sampling of his short fiction, most of it from before 1939. The first volumes of a new set of Hamilton story collections appeared in 1999 and 2002, and a
third, collecting his early SF, has been announced, so the new fashion for space opera may be doing his posthumous reputation some good. His work deserves reassessment. He should be remembered for his best, not his average.

“The Star Stealers” is from the very beginning of his career and from near the very beginning of genre science fiction. It was first published in Weird Tales in February 1929. One can see how both comics and TV space opera (Star Trek, in particular) and later movies such as the Star Wars films were influenced by this strain of adventure SF. It was all there in 1929, fast-paced, large-scale, a bit clunky and absurd, and filled with images of wonder. There are many crudities, but one can easily apprehend how this fiction moved in the estimation of generations of SF readers from astonishing cutting-edge SF to trash to pulp nostalgia over the decades.


THE STAR STEALERS

EDMOND HAMILTON
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As I stepped into the narrow bridgeroom the pilot at the controls there turned toward me, saluting.

“Alpha Centauri dead ahead, sir,” he reported.

“Turn thirty degrees outward,” I told him, “and throttle down to eighty light-speeds until we’ve passed the star.”

Instantly the shining levers flicked back under his hands, and as I stepped over to his side I saw the arrows of the speed-dials creeping backward with the slowing of our flight. Then, gazing through the broad windows which formed the room’s front side, I watched the interstellar panorama ahead shifting sidewise with the turning of our course.

The narrow bridgeroom lay across the very top of our ship’s long, cigarlike hull, and through its windows all the brilliance of the heavens around us lay revealed. Ahead flamed the great double star of Alpha Centauri, two mighty blazing suns which dimmed all else in the heavens, and which crept slowly sidewise as we veered away from them. Toward our right there stretched along the inky skies the far-flung powdered fires of the galaxy’s thronging suns, gemmed with the crimson splendors of Betelgeuse and the clear brilliance of Canopus and the hot white light of Rigel. And straight ahead, now, gleaming out beyond the twin suns we were passing, shone the clear yellow star that was the sun of our own system.

It was the yellow star that I was watching, now, as our ship fled on toward it at eighty times the speed of light; for more than two years had passed since our cruiser had left it, to become a part of that great navy of the Federation of Stars which maintained peace over all the Galaxy. We had gone far with the fleet, in those two years, cruising with it the length and breadth of the Milky Way, patrolling the space-lanes of the Galaxy and helping to crush the occasional pirate ships which appeared to levy toll on the interstellar commerce. And now that an order flashed from the authorities of our own solar system had recalled us home, it was with an unalloyed eagerness that we looked forward to the moment of our return. The stars we had touched at, the peoples of their worlds, these had been friendly enough toward us, as fellow-members of the great Federation, yet for all their hospitality we had been glad enough to leave them. For though we had long ago become accustomed to the alien and unhuman forms of the different stellar races, from the strange brain-men of Algol to the birdlike people of Sirius, their worlds were not human worlds, not the familiar eight little planets which swung around our own sun, and toward which we were speeding homeward now.

While I mused thus at the window the two circling suns of Alpha Centauri had dropped behind us, and now, with a swift clicking of switches, the pilot beside me
turned on our full speed. Within a few minutes our ship was hurtling on at almost a thousand light-speeds, flung forward by the power of our newly invented de-transforming generators, which could produce propulsion-vibrations of almost a thousand times the frequency of the light-vibrations. At this immense velocity, matched by few other craft in the Galaxy, we were leaping through millions of miles of space each second, yet the gleaming yellow star ahead seemed quite unchanged in size.

Abruptly the door behind me clicked open to admit young Dal Nara, the ship’s second-officer, descended from a long line of famous interstellar pilots, who grinned at me openly as she saluted.

“Twelve more hours, sir, and we’ll be there,” she said.

I smiled at her eagerness. “You’ll not be sorry to get back to our little sun, will you?” I asked, and she shook her head.

“Not I! It may be just a pin-head beside Canopus and the rest, but there’s no place like it in the Galaxy. I’m wondering, though, what made them call us back to the fleet so suddenly.”

My own face clouded, at that. “I don’t know,” I said, slowly. “It’s almost unprecedented for any star to call one of its ships back from the Federation fleet, but there must have been some reason—”

“Well,” she said cheerfully, turning toward the door, “it doesn’t matter what the reason is, so long as it means a trip home. The crew is worse than I am—they’re scrapping the generators down in the engine-room to get another lightspeed out of them.”

I laughed as the door clicked shut behind her, but as I turned back to the window the question she had voiced rose again in my mind, and I gazed thoughtfully toward the yellow star ahead. For as I had told Dal Nara, it was a well-nigh unheard-of thing for any star to recall one of its cruisers from the great fleet of the Federation. Including as it did every peopled star in the Galaxy, the Federation relied entirely upon the fleet to police the interstellar spaces, and to that fleet each star contributed its quota of cruisers. Only a last extremity, I knew, would ever induce any star to recall one of its ships, yet the message flashed to our ship had ordered us to return to the solar system at full speed and report at the Bureau of Astronomical Knowledge, on Neptune. Whatever was behind the order, I thought, I would learn soon enough, for we were now speeding over the last lap of our homeward journey; so I strove to put the matter from my mind for the time being.

With an odd persistence, though, the question continued to trouble my thoughts in the hours that followed, and when we finally swept in toward the solar system twelve hours later, it was with a certain abstractedness that I watched the slow largening of the yellow star that was our sun. Our velocity had slackened steadily as we approached that star, and we were moving at a bare one light-speed when we finally swept down toward its outermost, far-swinging planet, Neptune, the solar system’s point of arrival and departure for all interstellar commerce. Even this speed we reduced still further as we sped past Neptune’s single circling moon and down through the crowded shipping-lanes toward the surface of the planet itself.

Fifty miles above its surface all sight of the planet beneath was shut off by the thousands of great ships which hung in dense masses above it—that vast tangle of interstellar traffic which makes the great planet the terror of all inexperienced pilots. From horizon to horizon, it seemed, the ships crowded upon each other, drawn from every quarter of the Galaxy. Huge grain-boats from Betelgeuse, vast, palatial liners from Arcturus and Vega, ship-loads of radium ores from the worlds that circle giant Antares, long, swift mailboats from distant Deneb—all these and myriad others swirled and circled in one great mass above the planet, dropping down one by one as the official traffic-directors flashed from their own boats the brilliant signals which
allowed a lucky one to descend. And through occasional rifts in the crowded mass of ships could be glimpsed the interplanetary traffic of the lower levels, a swarm of swift little boats which darted ceaselessly back and forth on their comparatively short journeys, ferrying crowds of passengers to Jupiter and Venus and Earth, seeming like little toy-boats beside the mighty bulks of the great interstellar ships above them.

As our own cruiser drove down toward the mass of traffic, though, it cleared away from before us instantly; for the symbol of the Federation on our bows was known from Canopus to Fomalhaut, and the cruisers of its fleet were respected by all the traffic of the Galaxy. Arrowing down through this suddenly opened lane, we sped smoothly down toward the planet’s surface, hovering for a moment above its perplexing maze of white buildings and green gardens, and then slanting down toward the mighty flat-roofed building which housed the Bureau of Astronomical Knowledge. As we sped down toward its roof I could not but contrast the warm, sunny green panorama beneath with the icy desert which the planet had been until two hundred thousand years before, when the scientists of the solar system had devised the great heat-transmitters which catch the sun’s heat near its blazing surface and fling it out as high-frequency vibrations to the receiving-apparatus on Neptune, to be transformed back into the heat which warms this world. In a moment, though, we were landing gently upon the broad roof, upon which rested scores of other shining cruisers whose crews stood outside them watching our arrival.

Five minutes later I was whirling downward through the building’s interior in one of the automatic little cone-elevators, out of which I stepped into a long white corridor. An attendant was awaiting me there, and I followed him down the corridor’s length to a high black door at its end, which he threw open for me, closing it behind me as I stepped inside.

 


 


It was an ivory-walled, high-ceilinged room in which I found myself, its whole farther side open to the sunlight and breezes of the green gardens beyond. At a desk across the room was sitting a short-set man with gray-streaked hair and keen, inquiring eyes, and as I entered he sprang up and came toward me.

“Ran Rarak!” he exclaimed. “You’ve come! For two days, now, we’ve been expecting you.”

“We were delayed off Aldebaran, sir, by generator trouble,” I replied, bowing, for I had recognized the speaker as Hurus Hol, chief of the Bureau of Astronomical Knowledge. Now, at a motion from him, I took a chair beside the desk while he resumed his own seat.

A moment he regarded me in silence, and then slowly spoke. “Ran Rarak,” he said, “you must have wondered why your ship was ordered back here to the solar system. Well, it was ordered back for a reason which we dared not state in an open message, a reason which, if made public, would plunge the solar system instantly into a chaos of unutterable panic!”

He was silent again for a moment, his eyes on mine, and then went on. “You know, Ran Rarak, that the universe itself is composed of infinite depths of space in which float great clusters of suns, star-clusters which are separated from each other by billions of light-years of space. You know, too, that our own cluster of suns, which we call the Galaxy, is roughly disklike in shape, and that our own particular sun is situated at the very edge of this disk. Beyond lie only those inconceivable leagues of space which separate us from the neighboring star-clusters, or island-universes, depths of space never yet crossed by our own cruisers or by anything else of which we have record.

“But now, at last, something has crossed those abysses, is crossing them; since over
three weeks ago our astronomers discovered that a gigantic dark star is approaching our Galaxy from the depths of infinite space—a titanic, dead sun which their instruments showed to be of a size incredible, since, dark and dead as it is, it is larger than the mightiest blazing suns in our own Galaxy, larger than Canopus or Antares or Betelgeuse—a dark, dead star millions of times larger than our own fiery sun—a gigantic wanderer out of some far realm of infinite space, racing toward our Galaxy at a velocity inconceivable!

“The calculations of our scientists showed that this speeding dark star would not race into our Galaxy but would speed past its edge, and out into infinite space again, passing no closer to our own sun, at the edge, than some fifteen billion miles. There was no possibility of collision or danger from it, therefore; and so though the approach of the dark star is known to all in the solar system, there is no idea of any peril connected with it. But there is something else which has been kept quite secret from the peoples of the solar system, something known only to a few astronomers and officials. And that is that during the last few weeks the path of this speeding dark star has changed from a straight path to a curving one, that it is curving inward toward the edge of our Galaxy and will now pass our own sun, in less than twelve weeks, at a distance of less than three billion miles, instead of fifteen! And when this titanic dead sun passes that close to our own sun there can be but one result. Inevitably our own sun will be caught by the powerful gravitational grip of the giant dark star and carried out with all its planets into the depths of infinite space, never to return!”

Hurus Hol paused, his face white and set, gazing past me with wide, unseeing eyes. My brain whirling beneath the stunning revelation, I sat rigid, silent, and in a moment he went on.

“If this thing were known to all,” he said slowly, “there would be an instant, terrible panic over the solar system, and for that reason only a handful have been told. Flight is impossible, for there are not enough ships in the Galaxy to transport the trillions of the solar system’s population to another star in the four weeks that are left to us. There is but one chance—one blind, slender chance—and that is to turn aside this onward-thundering dark star from its present inward-curving path, to cause it to pass our sun and the Galaxy’s edge far enough away to be harmless. And it is for this reason that we ordered your return.

“For it is my plan to speed out of the Galaxy into the depths of outer space to meet this approaching dark star, taking all of the scientific apparatus and equipment which might be used to swerve it aside from this curving path it is following. During the last week I have assembled the equipment for the expedition and have gathered together a force of fifty star-cruisers which are even now resting on the roof of this building, manned and ready for the trip. These are only swift mail-cruisers, though, specially equipped for the trip, and it was advisable to have at least one battle-cruiser for flag-ship of the force, and so your own was recalled from the Federation fleet. And although I shall go with the expedition, of course, it was my plan to have you yourself as its captain.

“I know, however, that you have spent the last two years in the service of the Federation fleet; so if you desire, another will be appointed to the post. It is one of danger—greater danger, I think, than any of us can dream. Yet the command is yours, if you wish to accept it.”

Hurus Hol ceased, intently scanning my face. A moment I sat silent, then rose and stepped to the great open window at the room’s far side. Outside stretched the greenery of gardens, and beyond them the white roofs of buildings, gleaming beneath the faint sunlight. Instinctively my eyes went up to the source of light, the tiny sun, small and faint and far, here, but still—the sun. A long moment I gazed up toward it, and then turned back to Hurus Hol.


“I accept, sir,” I said.

He came to his feet, his eyes shining. “I knew that you would,” he said, simply, and then: “All has been ready for days, Ran Rarak. We start at once.”

Ten minutes later we were on the broad roof, and the crews of our fifty ships were rushing to their posts in answer to the sharp alarm of a signal bell. Another five minutes and Hurus Hol, Dal Nara and I stood in the bridgeroom of my own cruiser, watching the white roof drop behind and beneath as we slanted up from it. In a moment the half-hundred cruisers on that roof had risen and were racing up behind us, arrowing with us toward the zenith, massed in a close, wedge-shaped formation.

Above, the brilliant signals of the traffic-boats flashed swiftly, clearing a wide lane for us, and then we had passed through the jam of traffic and were driving out past the incoming lines of interstellar ships at swiftly mounting speed, still holding the same formation with the massed cruisers behind us.

Behind and around us, now, flamed the great panorama of the Galaxy’s blazing stars, but before us lay only darkness—darkness inconceivable, into which our ships were flashing out at greater and greater speed. Neptune had vanished, and far behind lay the single yellow spark that was all visible of our solar system as we fled out from it. Out—out—out—rocketing, racing on, out past the boundaries of the great Galaxy itself into the lightless void, out into the unplumbed depths of infinite space to save our threatened sun.
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Twenty-four hours after our start I stood again in the bridgeroom, alone except for the silent, imperturbable figure of my ever-watchful wheelman, Nal Jak, staring out with him into the black gulf that lay before us. Many an hour we had stood side by side thus, scanning the interstellar spaces from our cruiser’s bridgeroom, but never yet had my eyes been confronted by such a lightless void as lay before me now.

Our ship, indeed, seemed to be racing through a region where light was all but non-existent, a darkness inconceivable to anyone who had never experienced it. Behind lay the Galaxy we had left, a great swarm of shining points of light, contracting slowly as we sped away from it. Toward our right, too, several misty little patches of light glowed faintly in the darkness, hardly to be seen; though these, I knew, were other galaxies or star-clusters like our own—titanic conglomerations of thronging suns dimmed to those tiny flickers of light by the inconceivable depths of space which separated them from ourselves.

Except for these, though, we fled on through a cosmic gloom that was soul-shaking in its deepness and extent, an infinite darkness and stillness in which our ship seemed the only moving thing. Behind us, I knew, the formation of our fifty ships was following close on our track, each ship separated from the next by a five hundred mile interval and each flashing on at exactly the same speed as ourselves. But though we knew they followed, our fifty cruisers were naturally quite invisible to us, and as I gazed now into the tenebrous void ahead the loneliness of our position was overpowering.

Abruptly the door behind me snapped open, and I half turned toward it as Hurus Hol entered. He glanced at our speed-dials, and his brows arched in surprise.

“Good enough,” he commented. “If the rest of our ships can hold this pace it will bring us to the dark star in six days.”

I nodded, gazing thoughtfully ahead. “Perhaps sooner,” I estimated. “The dark star is coming toward us as a tremendous velocity, remember. You will notice on the telechart—”


Together we stepped over to the big telechart, a great rectangular plate of smoothly burnished silvery metal which hung at the bridgeroom’s end-wall, the one indispensable aid to interstellar navigation. Upon it were accurately reproduced, by means of projected and reflected rays, the positions and progress of all heavenly bodies near the ship. Intently we contemplated it now. At the rectangle’s lower edge there gleamed on the smooth metal a score or more of little circles of glowing light, of varying sizes, representing the suns of the edge of the Galaxy behind us. Outermost of these glowed the light-disk that was our own sun, and around this Hurus Hol had drawn a shining line or circle lying more than four billion miles from our sun, on the chart. He had computed that if the approaching dark star came closer than that to our sun its mighty gravitational attraction would inevitably draw the latter out with it into space; so the shining line represented, for us, the danger line: And creeping down toward that line and toward our sun, farther up on the blank metal of the great chart, there moved a single giant circle of deepest black, an ebon disk a hundred times the diameter of our glowing little sun-circle, which was sweeping down toward the Galaxy’s edge in a great curve.

Hurus Hol gazed thoughtfully at the sinister dark disk, and then shook his head. “There’s something very strange about that dark star,” he said, slowly. “That curving path it’s moving in is contrary to all the laws of celestial mechanics. I wonder if—”

Before he could finish, the words were broken off in his mouth. For at that moment there came a terrific shock, our ship dipped and reeled crazily, and then was whirling blindly about as though caught and shaken by a giant hand. Dal Nara, the pilot, Hurus Hol and I were slammed violently down toward the bridgeroom’s end with the first crash, and then I clung desperately to the edge of a switch-board as we spun dizzily about. I had a flashing glimpse, through the windows, of our fifty cruisers whirling blindly about like wind-tossed straws, and in another glimpse saw two of them caught and slammed together, both ships smashing like eggshells beneath the terrific impact, their crews instantly annihilated. Then, as our own ship dipped crazily downward again, I saw Hurus Hol creeping across the floor toward the controls, and in a moment I had slid down beside him. Another instant and we had our hands on the levers, and were slowly pulling them back into position.

Caught and buffeted still by the terrific forces outside, our cruiser slowly steadied to an even keel and then leapt suddenly forward again, the forces that held us seeming to lessen swiftly as we flashed on. There came a harsh, grating sound that brought my heart to my throat as one of the cruisers was hurled past us, grazing us, and then abruptly the mighty grip that held us had suddenly disappeared and we were humming on through the same stillness and silence as before.

I slowed our flight, then, until we hung motionless, and then we gazed wildly at each other, bruised and panting. Before we could give utterance to the exclamations on our lips, though, the door snapped open and Dal Nara burst into the bridgeroom, bleeding from a cut on her forehead.

“What was that?” she cried, raising a trembling hand to her head. “It caught us there like toys—and the other ships—”

Before any of us could answer her a bell beside me rang sharply and from the diaphragm beneath it came the voice of our message-operator.

“Ships 37, 12, 19 and 44 reported destroyed by collisions, sir,” he announced, his own voice tremulous. “The others report that they are again taking up formation behind us.”

“Very well,” I replied. “Order them to start again in three minutes, on Number One speed-scale.”

As I turned back from the instrument I drew a deep breath. “Four ships destroyed in less than a minute,” I said. “And by what?”


“By a whirlpool of ether-currents, undoubtedly,” said Hurus Hol. We stared at him blankly, and he threw out a hand in quick explanation. “You know that there are currents in the ether—that was discovered ages ago—and that those currents in the Galaxy have always been found to be comparatively slow and sluggish, but out here in empty space there must be currents of gigantic size and speed, and apparently we stumbled directly into a great whirlpool or maelstrom of them. We were fortunate to lose but four ships,” he added soberly.

I shook my head. “I’ve sailed from Sirius to Rigel,” I said, “and I never met anything like that. If we meet another—” The strangeness of our experience, in fact, had unnerved me, for even after we had tended to our bruises and were again racing on through the void, it was with a new fearfulness that I gazed ahead. At any moment, I knew, we might plunge directly into some similar or even larger maelstrom of ether-currents, yet there was no way by which we could avoid the danger. We must drive blindly ahead at full speed and trust to luck to bring us through, and now I began to understand what perils lay between us and our destination.

As hour followed hour, though, my fearfulness gradually lessened, for we encountered no more of the dread maelstroms in our onward flight. Yet as we hummed on and on and on, a new anxiety came to trouble me, for with the passing of each day we were putting behind us billions of miles of space, and were flashing nearer and nearer toward the mighty dark star that was our goal. And even as we fled on we could see, on the great telechart, the dark disk creeping down to meet us, thundering on toward the Galaxy from which, unless we succeeded, it would steal a star.

Unless we succeeded! But could we succeed? Was there any force in the universe that could turn aside this oncoming dark giant in time to prevent the theft of our sun? More and more, as we sped on, there grew in my mind doubt as to our chance of success. We had gone forth on a blind, desperate venture, on a last slender chance, and now at last I began to see how slender indeed was that chance. Dal Nara felt it, too, and even Hurus Hol, I think, but we spoke no word to each other of our thoughts, standing for hours on end in the bridgeroom together, and gazing silently and broodingly out into the darkness where lay our goal.

 


 


On the sixth day of our flight we computed, by means of our telechart and flight-log, that we were within less than a billion miles of the great dark star ahead, and had slackened our speed until we were barely creeping forward, attempting to locate our goal in the dense, unchanged darkness ahead.

Straining against the windows, we three gazed eagerly forward, while beside me Nal Jak, the wheelman, silently regulated the ship’s speed to my orders. Minutes passed while we sped on, and still there lay before us only the deep darkness. Could it be that we had missed our way, that our calculations had been wrong? Could it be—and then the wild speculations that had begun to rise in my mind were cut short by a low exclamation from Dal Nara, beside me. Mutely she pointed ahead.

At first I could see nothing, and then slowly became aware of a feeble glow of light in the heavens ahead, an area of strange, subdued light which stretched across the whole sky, it seemed, yet which was so dim as to be hardly visible to our straining eyes. But swiftly, as we watched it, it intensified, strengthened, taking shape as a mighty circle of pale luminescence which filled almost all the heavens ahead. I gave a low-voiced order to the pilot which reduced our speed still further, but even so the light grew visibly stronger as we sped on.

“Light!” whispered Hurus Hol. “Light on a dark star! It’s impossible—and yet—”

And now, in obedience to another order, our ship began to slant sharply up toward the mighty circle’s upper limb, followed by the half-hundred ships behind us.
And as we lifted higher and higher the circle changed before our eyes into a sphere—a tremendous, faintly glowing sphere of size inconceivable, filling the heavens with its vast bulk, feebly luminous like the ghost of some mighty sun, rushing through space to meet us as we sped up and over it. And now at last we were over it, sweeping above it with our little fleet at a height of a half-million miles, contemplating in awed silence the titanic dimensions of the faint-glowing sphere beneath us.

For in spite of our great height above it, the vast globe stretched from horizon to horizon beneath us, a single smooth, vastly curving surface, shining with the dim, unfamiliar light whose source we could not guess. It was not the light of fire, or glowing gases, for the sun below was truly a dead one, vast in size as it was. It was a cold light, a faint but steady phosphorescence like no other light I had ever seen, a feeble white glow which stretched from horizon to horizon of the mighty world beneath. Dumfoundedly we stared down toward it, and then, at a signal to the pilot, our ship began to drop smoothly downward, trailed by our forty-odd followers behind. Down, down, we sped, slower and slower, until we suddenly started as there came from outside the ship a high-pitched hissing shriek.

“Air!” I cried. “This dark star has an atmosphere! And that light upon it—see!” And I flung a pointing hand toward the surface of the giant world below. For as we dropped swiftly down toward that world we saw at last that the faint light which illuminated it was not artificial light, or reflected light, but light inherent in itself, since all the surface of the mighty sphere glowed with the same phosphorescent light, its plains and bills and valleys alike feebly luminous, with the soft, dim luminosity of radio-active minerals. A shining world, a world glowing eternally with cold white light, a luminous, titanic sphere that rushed through the darkness of infinite space like some pale gigantic moon. And upon the surface of the glowing plains beneath us rose dense and twisted masses of dark leafless vegetation, distorted tree-growths and tangles of low shrubs that were all of deepest black in color, springing out of that glowing soil and twisting blackly and grotesquely above its feeble light, stretching away over plain and hill and valley like the monstrous landscape of some undreamed-of hell!

And now, as our ship slanted down across the surface of the glowing sphere, there gleamed ahead a deepening of that glow, a concentration of that feeble light which grew stronger as we raced on toward it. And it was a city! A city whose mighty buildings were each a truncated pyramid in shape, towering into the air for thousands upon thousands of feet, a city whose every building and street and square glowed with the same faint white light as the ground upon which they stood, a metropolis out of nightmare, the darkness of which was dispelled only by the light of its own great glowing structures and streets. Far away stretched the mass of these structures, a luminous mass which covered square mile upon square mile of the surface of this glowing world, and far beyond them there lifted into the dusky air the shining towers and pyramids of still other cities.

We straightened, trembling, turning toward each other with white faces. And then, before any could speak, Dal Nara had whirled to the window and uttered a hoarse shout. “Look!” she cried, and pointed down and outward toward the titanic, glowing buildings of the city ahead; for from their truncated summits were rising suddenly a swarm of long black shapes, a horde of long black cones which were racing straight up toward us.

I shouted an order to the pilot, and instantly our ship was turning and slanting sharply upward, while around us our cruisers sped up with us. Then, from beneath, there sped up toward us a shining little cylinder of metal which struck a cruiser racing beside our own. It exploded instantly into a great flare of blinding light, enveloping the cruiser it had struck, and then the light had vanished, while with it had vanished
the ship it had enveloped. And from the cones beneath and beyond there leapt toward us other of the metal cylinders, striking our ships now by the dozens, flaring and vanishing with them in great, silent explosions of light.

“Etheric bombs!” I cried. “And our ship is the only battlecruiser—the rest have no weapons!”

I turned, cried another order, and in obedience to it our own cruiser halted suddenly and then dipped downward, racing straight into the ascending swarm of attacking cones. Down we flashed, down, down, and toward us sprang a score of the metal cylinders, grazing along our sides. And then, from the sides of our own downward-swooping ship there sprang out brilliant shafts of green light, the deadly de-cohesion ray of the ships of the Federation Fleet. It struck a score of the cones beneath and they flamed with green light for an instant and then flew into pieces, spilling downward in a great shower of tiny fragments as the cohesion of their particles was destroyed by the deadly ray. And now our cruiser had crashed down through the swarm of them and was driving down toward the luminous plain below, then turning and racing sharply upward again while from all the air around us the black cones swarmed to the attack.

Up, up, we sped, and now I saw that our blow had been struck in vain, for the last of our ships above were vanishing beneath the flares of the etheric bombs. One only of our cruisers remained, racing up toward the zenith in headlong flight with a score of the great cones in hot pursuit. A moment only I glimpsed this, and then we had turned once more and were again diving down upon the attacking cones, while all around us the etheric bombs filled the air with the silent, exploding flares. Again as we swooped downward our green rays cut paths of annihilation across the swarming cones beneath; and then I heard a cry from Hurus Hol, whirled to the window and glimpsed above us a single great cone that was diving headlong down toward us in a resistless, ramming swoop. I shouted to the pilot, sprang to the controls, but was too late to ward off that deadly blow. There was a great crash at the rear of our cruiser; it spun dizzily for a moment in midair, and then was tumbling crazily downward like a falling stone toward the glowing plain a score of miles below.
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I think now that our cruiser’s mad downward plunge must have lasted for minutes, at least, yet at the time it seemed over in a single instant. I have a confused memory of the bridgeroom spinning about us as we whirled down, of myself throwing back the controls with a last, instinctive action, and then there came a ripping, rending crash, a violent shock, and I was flung into a corner of the room with terrible force.

Dazed by the swift action of the last few minutes I lay there motionless for a space of seconds, then scrambled to my feet. Hurus Hol and Dal Nara were staggering up likewise, the latter hastening at once down into the cruiser’s hull, but Nal Jak, the wheelman, lay motionless against the wall, stunned by the shock. Our first act was to bring him back to consciousness by a few rough first-aid measures, and then we straightened and gazed about us.

Apparently our cruiser’s keel was resting upon the ground, but was tilted over at a sharp angle, as the slant of the room’s floor attested. Through the broad windows we could see that around our prostrate ship lay a thick, screening grove of black tree-growths which we had glimpsed from above, and into which we had crashed in our mad plunge downward. As I was later to learn, it was only the shock-absorbing qualities of the vegetation into which we had fallen, and my own last-minute rush to the controls, which had slowed our fall enough to save us from annihilation.


There was a buzz of excited voices from the crew in the hull beneath us, and then I turned at a sudden exclamation from Hurus Hol, to find him pointing up through the observation windows in the bridgeroom’s ceiling. I glanced up, then shrank back. For high above were circling a score or more of the long black cones which had attacked us, and which were apparently surveying the landscape for some clue to our fate. I gave a sharp catch of indrawn breath as they dropped lower toward us, and we crouched with pounding hearts while they dropped lower toward us, and while they dropped nearer. Then we uttered simultaneous sighs of relief as the long shapes above suddenly drove back up toward the zenith, apparently certain of our annihilation, massing and wheeling and then speeding back toward the glowing city from which they had risen to attack us.

We rose to our feet again, and as we did so the door clicked open to admit Dal Nara. She was a bruised, disheveled figure, like the rest of us, but there was something like a grin on her face.

“That cone that rammed us shattered two of our rear vibration-projectors,” she announced, “but that was all the damage. And outside of one man with a broken shoulder the crew is all right.”

“Good!” I exclaimed. “It won’t take long to replace the broken projectors.”

She nodded. “I ordered them to put in two of the spares,” she explained. “But what then?”

I considered for a moment. “None of our other cruisers escaped, did they?” I asked.

Dal Nara slowly shook her head. “I don’t think so,” she said. “Nearly all of them were destroyed in the first few minutes. I saw Ship 16 racing up in an effort to escape, heading back toward the Galaxy, but there were cones hot after it and it couldn’t have got away.”

The quiet voice of Hurus Hol broke in upon us. “Then we alone can take back word to the Federation of what is happening here,” he said. His eyes suddenly flamed. “Two things we know,” he exclaimed. “We know that this dark star’s curving path through space, which will bring it so fatally near to our own sun in passing, is a path contrary to all the laws of astronomical science. And we know now, too, that upon this dark star world, in those glowing cities yonder, live beings of some sort who possess, apparently, immense intelligence and power.”

My eyes met his. “You mean—” I began, but he interrupted swiftly.

“I mean that in my belief the answer to this riddle lies in that glowing city yonder, and that it is there we must go to find that answer.”

“But how?” I asked. “If we take the cruiser near it they’ll sight us and annihilate us.”

“There is another way,” said Hurus Hol. “We can leave the cruiser and its crew hidden here, and approach the city on foot—get as near to it as possible—learn what we can about it.”

I think that we all gasped at that suggestion, but as I quickly revolved it in my mind I saw that it was, in reality, our only chance to secure any information of value to take back to the Federation. So we adopted the idea without further discussion and swiftly laid our plans for the venture. At first it was our plan for only us three to go, but at Dal Nara’s insistence we included the pilot in our party, the more quickly because I knew her to be resourceful and quick-witted.

 


 


Two hours we spent in sleep, at the suggestions of Hurus Hol, then ate a hasty meal and looked to our weapons, small projectors of the de-cohesion ray similar to the great ray-tubes of the cruiser. Already the ship’s two shattered vibration-projectors
had been replaced by new spares, and our last order was for the crew and under-officers to await our return without moving beyond the ship in any event. Then the cruiser’s hull-door snapped open and we four stepped outside, ready for our venture.

The sandy ground upon which we stood glowed with the feeble white light which seemed to emanate from all rock and soil on this strange world, a weird light which beat upward upon us instead of down. And in this light the twisted, alien forms of the leafless trees around us writhed upward into the dusky air, their smooth black branches tangling and intertwining far above our heads. As we paused there Hurus Hol reached down for a glowing pebble, which he examined intently for a moment.

“Radio-active,” he commented. “All this glowing rock and soil.” Then he straightened, glanced around, and led the way unhesitatingly through the thicket of black forest into which our ship had fallen.

Silently we followed him, in single file, across the shining soil and beneath the distorted arches of the twisted trees, until at last we emerged from the thicket and found ourselves upon the open expanse of the glowing plain. It was a weird landscape which met our eyes, a landscape of glowing plains and shallow valleys patched here and there with the sprawling thickets of black forest, a pale, luminous world whose faint light beat feebly upward into the dusky, twilight skies above. In the distance, perhaps two miles ahead, a glow of deeper light flung up against the hovering dusk from the massed buildings of the luminous city, and toward this we tramped steadily onward, over the shining plains and gullies and once over a swift little brook whose waters glowed as they raced like torrents of rushing light. Within an hour we had drawn to within a distance of five hundred feet from the outermost of the city’s pyramidal buildings, and crouched in a little clump of dark tree-growths, gazing fascinatedly toward it.

The scene before us was one of unequaled interest and activity. Over the masses of huge, shining buildings were flitting great swarms of the long black cones, moving from roof to roof, while in the shining streets below them moved other hordes of active figures, the people of the city. And as our eyes took in these latter I think that we all felt something of horror, in spite of all the alien forms which we were familiar with in the thronging worlds of the Galaxy.

For in these creatures was no single point of resemblance to anything human, nothing which the appalled intelligence could seize upon as familiar. Imagine an upright cone of black flesh, several feet in diameter and three or more in height, supported by a dozen or more smooth long tentacles which branched from its lower end—supple, boneless octopus-arms which held the cone-body upright and which served both as arms and legs. And near the top of that cone trunk were the only features, the twin tiny orifices which were the ears and a single round and red-rimmed white eye, set between them. Thus were these beings in appearance, black tentacle-creatures, moving in unending swirling throngs through streets and squares and buildings of their glowing city.

Helplessly we stared upon them, from our place of concealment. To venture into sight, I knew, would be to court swift death. I turned to Hurus Hol, then started as there came from the city ahead a low, waxing sound-note, a deep, powerful tone of immense volume which sounded out over the city like the blast of a deep-pitched horn. Another note joined it, and another, until it seemed that a score of mighty horns were calling across the city, and then they died away. But as we looked now we saw that the shining streets were emptying, suddenly, that the moving swarms of black tentacle-creatures were passing into the pyramidal buildings, that the cones above were slanting down toward the roofs and coming to rest. Within a space of minutes the streets seemed entirely empty and deserted, and the only sign of activity
over all the city was the hovering of a few cones that still moved restlessly above it. Astounded, we watched, and then the explanation came suddenly to me.

“It’s their sleep-period!” I cried. “Their night! These things must rest, must sleep, like any living thing, and as there’s no night on this glowing world those horn-notes must signal the beginning of their sleep-period.”

Hurus Hol was on his feet, his eyes suddenly kindling. “It’s a chance in a thousand to get inside the city!” he exclaimed.

The next moment we were out of the shelter of our concealing trees and were racing across the stretch of ground which separated us from the city. And five minutes later we were standing in the empty, glowing streets, hugging closely the mighty sloping walls of the huge buildings along it.

At once Hurus Hol led the way directly down the street toward the heart of the city, and as we hastened on beside him be answered to my question, “We must get to the city’s center. There’s something there which I glimpsed from our ship, and if it’s what I think—”

He had broken into a run, now, and as we raced together down the bare length of the great, shining avenue, I, for one, had an unreassuring presentiment of what would happen should the huge buildings around us disgorge their occupants before we could get out of the city. Then Hurus Hol had suddenly stopped short, and at a motion from him we shrank swiftly behind the corner of a pyramid’s slanting walls. Across the street ahead of us were passing a half-dozen of the tentacle-creatures, gliding smoothly toward the open door of one of the great pyramids. A moment we crouched, holding our breath, and then the things had passed inside the building and the door had slid shut behind them. At once we leapt out and hastened on.

We were approaching the heart of the city, I judged, and ahead the broad, shining street we followed seemed to end in a great open space of some sort. As we sped toward it, between the towering luminous lines of buildings, a faint droning sound came to our ears from ahead, waxing louder as we hastened on. The clear space ahead was looming larger, nearer, now, and then as we raced past the last great building on the street’s length we burst suddenly into view of the opening ahead and stopped, staring dumfoundedly toward it.

It was no open plaza or square, but a pit—a shallow, circular pit not more than a hundred feet in depth but all of a mile in diameter, and we stood at the rim or edge of it. The floor was smooth and flat, and upon that floor there lay a grouped mass of hundreds of half-globes or hemispheres, each fifty feet in diameter, which were resting upon their flat bases with their curving sides uppermost. Each of these hemispheres was shining with light, but it was very different light from the feeble glow of the buildings and streets around us, an intensely brilliant blue radiance which was all but blinding to our eyes. From these massed, radiant hemispheres came the loud droning we had heard, and now we saw, at the pit’s farther edge, a cylindrical little room or structure of metal which was supported several hundred feet above the pit’s floor by a single slender shaft of smooth round metal, like a great bird-cage. And toward this cage-structure Hurus Hol was pointing now, his eyes flashing.

“It’s the switch-board of the thing!” he cried. “And these brilliant hemispheres—the unheard-of space-path of this dark star—it’s all clear now! All—”

He broke off, suddenly, as Nal Jak sprang back, uttering a cry and pointing upward. For the moment we had forgotten the hovering cones above the city, and now one of them was slanting swiftly downward, straight toward us.

We turned, ran back, and the next moment an etheric bomb crashed down upon the spot where we had stood, exploding silently in a great flare of light. Another bomb fell and flared, nearer, and then I turned with sudden fierce anger and aimed the
little ray-projector in my hand at the hovering cone above. The brilliant little beam cut across the dark shape; the black cone hovered still for a moment, then crashed down into the street to destruction. But now, from above and beyond, other cones were slanting swiftly down toward us, while from the pyramidal buildings beside us hordes of the black tentacle-creatures were pouring out in answer to the alarm.

In a solid, resistless swarm they rushed upon us. I heard a yell of defiance from Dal Nara, beside me, the hiss of our rays as they clove through the black masses in terrible destruction, and then they were upon us. A single moment we whirled about in a wild mêlée of men and cone-creatures, of striking human arms and coiling tentacles; then there was a shout of warning from one of my friends, something hard descended upon my head with crushing force, and all went black before me.
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Faint light was filtering through my eyelids when I came back to consciousness. As I opened them I sat weakly up, then fell back. Dazedly I gazed about me. I was lying in a small, square room lit only by its own glowing walls and floor and ceiling, a room whose one side slanted steeply upward and inward, pierced by a small barred window that was the only opening. Opposite me I discerned a low door of metal bars, or grating, beyond which lay a long, glowing-walled corridor. Then all these things were suddenly blotted out by the anxious face of Hurus Hol, bending down toward me.

“You’re awake!” he exclaimed, his face alight. “You know me, Ran Rarak?”

For answer I struggled again to a sitting position, aided by the arm of Dal Nara, who had appeared beside me. I felt strangely weak, exhausted, my head throbbing with racing fires.

“Where are we?” I asked, at last. “The fight in the city—I remember that—but where are we now? And where’s Nal Jak?”

The eyes of my two friends met and glanced away, while I looked anxiously toward them. Then Hurus Hol spoke slowly.

“We are imprisoned in this little room in one of the great pyramids of the glowing city,” he said. “And in this room you have lain for weeks, Ran Rarak.”

“Weeks?” I gasped, and he nodded. “It’s been almost ten weeks since we were captured there in the city outside,” he said, “and for all that time you’ve lain here out of your head from that blow you received, sometimes delirious and raving, sometimes completely unconscious. And in all that time this dark star, this world, has been plunging on through space toward our Galaxy, and our sun, and the theft and doom of that sun. Ten more days and it passes our sun, stealing it from the Galaxy. And I, who have learned at last what forces are behind it all, lie prisoned here.

“It was after we four were brought to this cell, after our capture, that I was summoned before our captors, before a council of those strange tentacle-creatures which was made up, I think, of their own scientists. They examined me, my clothing, all about me, then sought to communicate with me. They did not speak—communicating with each other by telepathy—but they strove to enter into communication with me by a projection of pictures on a smooth wall, pictures of their dark star world, pictures of our own Galaxy, our own sun—picture after picture, until at last I began to understand the drift of them, the history and the purpose of these strange beings and their stranger world.

“For ages, I learned, for countless eons, their mighty sun had flashed through the infinities of space, alone except for its numerous planets upon which had risen these races of tentacle-creatures. Their sun was flaming with life, then, and on their circling planets they had attained to immense science, immense power, as their system
rolled on, a single wandering star, through the depths of uncharted space. But as the slow eons passed, the mighty sun began to cool, and their planets to grow colder and colder. At last it had cooled so far that to revive its dying fires they dislodged one of their own planets from its orbit and sent it crashing into their sun, feeding its waning flames. And when more centuries had passed and it was again cooling they followed the same course, sending another planet into it, and so on through the ages, staving off the death of their sun by sacrificing their worlds, until at last but one planet was left to them. And still their sun was cooling, darkening, dying.

“For further ages, though, they managed to preserve a precarious existence on their single planet by means of artificial heat-production, until at last their great sun had cooled and solidified to such a point that life was possible upon its dark, dead surface. That surface, because of the solidified radio-active elements in it, shone always with pale light, and to it the races of the tentacle-creatures now moved. By means of great air-current projectors they transferred the atmosphere of their planet to the dark star itself and then cast loose their planet to wander off into space by itself, for its orbit had become erratic and they feared that it would crash into their own great dark star world, about which it had revolved. But on the warm, shining surface of the great dark star they now spread out and multiplied, raising their cities from its glowing rock and clinging to its surface as it hurtled on and on and on through the dark infinities of trackless space.

“But at last, after further ages of such existence, the tentacle-races saw that again they were menaced with extinction, since in obedience to the inexorable laws of nature their dark star was cooling still further, the molten fires at its center which warmed its surface gradually dying down, while that surface became colder and colder. In a little while, they knew, the fires at its center would be completely dead, and their great world would be a bitter, frozen waste, unless they devised some plan by which to keep warm its surface.

“At this moment their astronomers came forward with the announcement that their dark-star world, plunging on through empty space, would soon pass a great star-cluster or Galaxy of suns at a distance of some fifteen billion miles. They could not invade the worlds of this Galaxy, they knew, for they had discovered that upon those worlds lived countless trillions of intelligent inhabitants who would be able to repel their own invasion, if they attempted it. There was but one expedient left, therefore, and that was to attempt to jerk a sun out of this Galaxy as they passed by it, to steal a star from it to take out with them into space, which would revolve around their own mighty dark world and supply it with the beat they needed.

“The sun which they fixed on to steal was one at the Galaxy’s very edge, our own sun. If they passed this at fifteen billion miles, as their course then would cause them to do, they could do nothing. But if they could change their dark star’s course, could curve inward to pass this sun at some three billion miles instead of fifteen, then the powerful gravitational grip of their own gigantic world would grasp this sun and carry it out with it into space. The sun’s planets, too, would be carried out, but these they planned to crash into the fires of the sun itself, to increase its size and splendor. All that was needed, therefore, was some method of curving their world’s course inward, and for this they had recourse to the great gravity-condensers which they had already used to shift their own planets.

“You know that it is gravitational force alone which keeps the suns and planets to their courses, and you know that the gravitational force of any body, sun or planet, is radiated out from it in all directions, tending to pull all things toward that body. In the same way there is radiated outward perpetually from the Galaxy that combined attractive gravitational force of all its swarming suns, and a tiny fraction of this outward-radiating force, of course, struck the dark star, pulling it weakly toward the
Galaxy. If more of that outward-radiating force could strike the dark star, it would be pulled toward the Galaxy with more power, would be pulled nearer toward the Galaxy’s edge, as it passed.

“It was just that which their gravity-condenser accomplished. In a low pit at the heart of one of their cities—this city, in fact—they placed the condenser, a mass of brilliant hemispherical ray-attracters which caused more of the Galaxy’s outward-shooting attractive force to fall upon the dark star, thereby pulling the dark star inward toward the Galaxy’s edge in a great curve. When they reached a distance of three billion miles from the Galaxy’s edge they planned to turn off the great condenser, and their dark star would then shoot past the Galaxy’s edge, jerking out our sun with it, from that edge, by its own terrific gravitational grip. If the condenser were turned off before they came that close, however, they would pass the sun at a distance too far to pull it out with them, and would then speed on out into space alone, toward the freezing of their world and their own extinction. For that reason the condenser, and the great cage-switch of the condenser, were guarded always by hovering cones, to prevent its being turned off before the right moment.

“Since then they have kept the great gravity-condenser in unceasing operation, and their dark star has swept in toward the Galaxy’s edge in a great curve. Back in our own solar system I saw and understood what would be the result of that inward curve, and so we came here—and were captured. And in those weeks since we were captured, while you have lain here unconscious and raving, this dark star has been plunging nearer and nearer toward our Galaxy and toward our sun. Ten more days and it passes that sun, carrying it out with it into the darkness of boundless space, unless the great condenser is turned off before then. Ten more days, and we lie here, powerless to warn any of what forces work toward the doom of our sun!”

 


 


There was a long silence when Hurus Hol’s voice had ceased—a whispering, brain-crushing silence which I broke at last with a single question.

“But Nal Jak—?” I asked, and the faces of my two companions became suddenly strange, while Dal Nara turned away. At last Hurus Hol spoke.

“It was after the tentacle-scientists had examined me,” he said gently, “that they brought Nal Jak down to examine. I think that they spared me for the time being because of my apparently greater knowledge, but Nal Jak they—vivisected.”

There was a longer hush than before, one in which the brave, quiet figure of the wheelman, a companion in all my service with the fleet, seemed to rise before my suddenly blurring eyes. Then abruptly I swung down from the narrow bunk on which I lay, clutched dizzily at my companions for support, and walked unsteadily to the square, barred little window. Outside and beneath me lay the city of the dark-star people, a mighty mass of pyramidal, glowing buildings, streets thronged with their dark, gliding figures, above them the swarms of the racing cones. From our little window the glowing wall of the great pyramid which held us slanted steeply down for fully five hundred feet, and upward above us for twice that distance. And as I raised my eyes upward I saw, clear and bright above, a great, far-flung field of stars—the stars of our own Galaxy toward which this world was plunging. And burning out clearest among these the star that was nearest of all, the shining yellow star that was our own sun.

I think now that it was the sight of that yellow star, largening steadily as our dark star swept on toward it, which filled us with such utter despair in the hours, the days, that followed. Out beyond the city our cruiser lay bidden in the black forest, we knew, and could we escape we might yet carry word back to the Federation of what was at hand, but escape was impossible. And so, through the long days, days measurable only by our own time-dials, we waxed deeper into an apathy of dull despair.


Rapidly my strength came back to me though the strange food supplied us once a day by our captors was almost uneatable. But as the days fled by, my spirits sank lower and lower, and less and less we spoke to each other as the doom of our sun approached, the only change in any thing around us being the moment each twenty-four hours when the signal-horns called across the city, summoning the hordes in its streets to their four-hour sleep-period. At last, though, we woke suddenly to realization of the fact that nine days had passed since my awakening, and that upon the next day the dark star would be plunging past the burning yellow star above us and jerking it into its grip. Then, at last, all our apathy dropped from us, and we raged against the walls of our cells with insensate fury. And then, with startling abruptness, came the means of our deliverance.

 


 


For hours there had been a busy clanging of tools and machines somewhere in the great building above us, and numbers of the tentacle-creatures had been passing our barred door carrying tools and instruments toward some work being carried out overhead. We had come to pay but little attention to them, in time, but as one passed there came a sudden rattle and clang from outside, and turning to the door we saw that one of the passing creatures had dropped a thick coil of slender metal chain upon the floor and had passed on without noticing his loss.

In an instant we were at the door and reaching through its bars toward the coil, but though we each strained our arms in turn toward it the thing lay a few tantalizing inches beyond our grasp. A moment we surveyed it, baffled, fearing the return at any moment of the creature who had dropped it, and then Dal Nara, with a sudden inspiration, lay flat upon the floor, thrusting her leg out through the grating. In a moment she had caught the coil with her foot, and in another moment we had it inside examining it.

We found that though it was as slender as my smallest finger the chain was of incredible strength, and when we roughly estimated the extent of its thick-coiled length we discovered that it would be more than long enough to reach from our window to the street below. At once, therefore, we secreted the thing in a corner of the room and impatiently awaited the sleep-period, when we could work without fear of interruption.

At last, after what seemed measureless hours of waiting, the great horns blared forth across the city outside, and swiftly its streets emptied, the sounds in our building quieting until all was silence, except for the humming of a few watchful cones above the great condenser, and the deep droning of the condenser itself in the distance. At once we set to work at the bars of our window.

Frantically we chipped at the rock at the base of one of the metal bars, using the few odd bits of metal at our command, but at the end of two hours had done no more than scratch away a bare inch of the glowing stone. Another hour and we had laid bare from the rock the lower end of the bar, but now we knew that within minutes the sleep-period of the city outside would be ending, and into the streets would be swarming its gliding throngs, making impossible all attempts at escape. Furiously we worked, dripping now with sweat, until at last when our timedials showed that less than half an hour remained to us I gave over the chipping at the rock and wrapped our chain firmly around the lower end of the bar we had loosened. Then stepping back into the cell and bracing ourselves against the wall below the window, we pulled backward with all our strength.

A tense moment we strained thus, the thick bar holding fast, and then abruptly it gave and fell from its socket in the wall to the floor, with a loud, ringing clang. We lay in a heap on the floor, panting and listening for any sound of alarm, then rose and
swiftly fastened the chain’s end to one of the remaining bars. The chain itself we dropped out of the window, watching it uncoil its length down the mighty building’s glowing side until its end trailed on the empty glowing street far below. At once I motioned Hurus Hol to the window, and in a moment he had squeezed through its bars and was sliding slowly down the chain, hand under hand. Before he was ten feet down Dal Nara was out and creeping downward likewise, and then I too squeezed through the window and followed them, downward, the three of us crawling down the chain along the huge building’s steeply sloping side like three flies.

I was ten feet down from the window, now, twenty feet, and glanced down toward the glowing, empty street, five hundred feet below, and seeming five thousand. Then, at a sudden sound from above me, I looked sharply up, and as I did so the most sickening sensation of fear I had ever experienced swept over me. For at the window we had just left, twenty feet above me, one of the tentacle-creatures was leaning out, brought to our cell, I doubted not, by the metal bar’s ringing fall, his white, red-rimmed eye turned full upon me.

I heard sighs of horror from my two companions beneath me, and for a single moment we hung motionless along the chain’s length, swinging along the huge pyramid’s glowing side at a height of hundreds of feet above the shining streets below. Then the creature raised one of its tentacles, a metal tool in its grasp, which he brought down in a sharp blow on the chain at the window’s edge. Again he repeated the blow, and again.

He was cutting the chain!
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For a space of seconds I hung motionless there, and then as the tool in the grasp of the creature above came down on the chain in another sharp blow the sound galvanized me into sudden action.

“Slide on down!” I cried. They didn’t, however, but followed me up the chain, though Dal Nara and I alone came to grips with the horrible dead-star creature. I gripped the links with frantic hands, pulling myself upward toward the window and the creature at the window, twenty feet above me.

Three times the tool in his hand came down upon the chain while I struggled up toward him, and each time I expected the strand to sever and send us down to death, but the hard metal withstood the blows for the moment, and before he could strike at it again I was up to the level of the window and reaching up toward him.

As I did so, swift black tentacles thrust out and gripped Dal Nara and me, while another of the snaky arms swept up with the tool in its grasp for a blow on my head. Before it could fall, though, I had reached out with my right hand, holding to the chain with my left, and had grasped the body of the thing inside the window, pulling him outside before he had time to resist. As I did so my own hold slipped a little, so that we hung a few feet below the window, both clinging to the slender chain and both striking futilely at each other, he with the metal tool and I with my clenched fist.

A moment we hung there, swaying hundreds of feet above the luminous stone street, and then the creature’s tentacle coiled swiftly around my neck, tightening, choking me. Hanging precariously to our slender strand with one hand I struck out blindly with the other, but felt consciousness leaving me as that remorseless grip tightened. Then with a last effort I gripped the chain firmly with both hands, doubled my feet under me, and kicked out with all my strength. The kick caught the cone-body of my opponent squarely, tearing him loose from his own hold on the chain, and
then there was a sudden wrench at my neck and I was free of him, while beneath Dal Nara and I glimpsed his dark body whirling down toward the street below, twisting and turning in its fall along the building’s slanting side and then crashing finally down upon the smooth, shining street below, where it lay a black little huddled mass.

Hanging there I looked down, panting, and saw that Hurus Hol had reached the chain’s bottom and was standing in the empty street, awaiting us. Glancing up I saw that the blows of the creature I had fought had half severed one of the links above me, but there was no time to readjust it; so with a prayer that it might hold a few moments longer Dal Nara and I began our slipping, sliding progress downward.

The sharp links tore our hands cruelly as we slid downward, and once it seemed to me that the chain gave a little beneath our weight. Apprehensively I looked upward, then down to where Hurus Hol was waving encouragement. Down, down we slid, not daring to look beneath again, not knowing how near we might be to the bottom. Then there was another slight give in the chain, a sudden grating catch, and abruptly the weakened link above snapped and we dropped headlong downward—ten feet into the arms of Hurus Hol.

A moment we sprawled in a little heap there on the glowing street and then staggered to our feet. “Out of the city!” cried Hurus Hol. “We could never get to the condenser-switch on foot—but in the cruiser there’s a chance. And we have but a few minutes now before the sleep-period ends!”

Down the broad street we ran, now, through squares and avenues of glowing, mighty pyramids, crouching down once as the ever-hovering cones swept by above, and then racing on. At any moment, I knew, the great horns might blare across the city, bringing its swarming thousands into its streets, and our only chance was to win free of it before that happened. At last we were speeding down the street by which we had entered the city, and before us lay that street’s end, with beyond it the vista of black forest and glowing plain over which we had come. And now we were racing over that glowing plain, a quarter-mile, a half, a mile … .

Abruptly from far behind came the calling, crescendo notes of the mighty horns, marking the sleep-period’s end, bringing back into the streets the city’s tentacle-people. It could be but moments now, we knew, before our escape was discovered, and as we panted on at our highest speed we listened for the sounding of the alarm behind us.

It came! When we had drawn to within a half-mile of the black forest where our cruiser lay hidden, another great tumult of horn-notes burst out over the glowing city behind, high and shrill, and raging. And glancing back we saw swarms of the black cones rising from the pyramidal buildings’ summits, circling, searching, speeding out over the glowing plains around the city, a compact mass of them racing straight toward us.

“On!” cried Hurus Hol. “It’s our last chance—to get to the cruiser!”

 


 


Staggering, stumbling, with the last of our strength we sped on, over the glowing soil and rocks, toward the rim of the black forest which lay now a scant quarter-mile ahead. Then suddenly Hurus Hol stumbled, tripped and fell. I halted, turned toward him, then turned again as Dal Nara shouted thickly and pointed upward. We had been sighted by the speeding cones above and two of them were driving straight down toward us.

A moment we stood there, rigid, while the great cones dipped toward us, waiting for the death that would crash down upon us from them. Then suddenly a great dark shape loomed in the air above and behind us, from which sprang out swift shafts of brilliant green light, the dazzling de-cohesion ray, striking the two swooping cones
and sending them down in twin torrents of shattered wreckage. And now the mighty bulk behind us swept swiftly down upon us, and we saw that it was our cruiser.

Smoothly it shot down to the ground, and we stumbled to its side, through the waiting open door. As I staggered up to the bridgeroom the third officer was shouting in my ear. “We sighted you from the forest,” he was crying. “Came out in the cruiser to get you—”

But now I was in the bridgeroom, brushing the wheelman from the controls, sending our ship slanting sharply up toward the zenith. Hurus Hol was at my side, now, pointing toward the great telechart and shouting something in my ear. I glanced over, and my heart stood still. For the great dark disk on the chart had swept down to within an inch of the shining line around our sun-circle, the danger-line.

“The condenser!” I shouted. “We must get to that switch—turn it off! It’s our only chance!”

We were racing through the air toward the luminous city, now, and ahead a mighty swarm of the cones was gathering and forming to meet us, while from behind and from each side came other swarms, driving on toward us. Then the door clicked open and Dal Nara burst into the bridgeroom.

“The ship’s ray-tubes are useless!” she cried. “They’ve used the last charge in the ray-tanks!”

At the cry the controls quivered under my hands, the ship slowed, stopped. Silence filled the bridgeroom, filled all the cruiser, the last silence of despair. We had failed. Weaponless our ship hung there, motionless, while toward it from all directions leaped the swift and swarming cones, in dozens, in scores, in hundreds, leaping toward us, long black messengers of death, while on the great telechart the mighty dark star leapt closer toward the shining circle that was our sun, toward the fateful line around it. We had failed, and death was upon us.

And now the black swarms of the cones were very near us, and were slowing a little, as though fearing some ruse on our part, were slowing but moving closer, closer, while we awaited them in a last utter stupor of despair. Closer they came, closer, closer …

A ringing, exultant cry suddenly sounded from somewhere in the cruiser beneath me, taken up by a sudden babel of voices, and then Dal Nara cried out hoarsely, beside me, and pointed up through our upper observation-windows toward a long, shining, slender shape that was driving down toward us out of the upper air, while behind it drove a vast swarm of other and larger shapes, long and black and mighty.

“It’s our own ship!” Dal Nara was shouting, insanely. “It’s Ship 16! They escaped, got back to the Galaxy—and look there—behind them—it’s the fleet, the Federation fleet!”

There was a wild singing of blood in my ears as I looked up, saw the mighty swarm of black shapes that were speeding down upon us behind the shining cruiser, the five thousand mighty battle-cruisers of the Federation fleet.

The fleet! The massed fighting-ships of the Galaxy, cruisers from Antares and Sirius and Regulus and Spica, the keepers of the Milky Way patrol, the picked fighters of a universe! Ships with which I had cruised from Arcturus to Deneb, beside which I had battled in many an interstellar fight. The fleet! They were straightening, wheeling, hovering, high above us, and then they were driving down upon the massed swarms of cones around us in one titanic, simultaneous swoop.

Then around us the air flashed brilliant with green rays and bursting flares, as de-cohesion rays and etheric bombs crashed and burst from ship to ship. Weaponless our cruiser hung there, at the center of that gigantic battle, while around us the mighty cruisers of the Galaxy and the long black cones of the tentacle-people crashed and whirled and flared, swooping and dipping and racing upon each other, whirling down
to the glowing world below in scores of shattered wrecks, vanishing in silent flares of blinding light. From far away across the surface of the luminous world beneath, the great swarms of cones drove on toward the battle, from the shining towers of cities far away, racing fearlessly to the attack, sinking and falling and crumbling beneath the terrible rays of the leaping ships above, ramming and crashing with them to the ground in sacrificial plunges. But swiftly, now, the cones were vanishing beneath the brilliant rays.

Then Hurus Hol was at my side, shouting and pointing down toward the glowing city below. “The condenser!” he cried, pointing to where its blue radiance still flared on. “The dark star—look!” He flung a hand toward the telechart, where the dark star disk was but a scant half-inch from the shining line around our sun-circle, a tiny gap that was swiftly closing. I glanced toward the battle that raged around us, where the Federation cruisers were sending the cones down to destruction by swarms, now, but unheeding of the condenser below. A bare half-mile beneath us lay that condenser, and its cage-pillar switch, which a single shaft of the green ray would have destroyed instantly. And our ray-tubes were useless!

The wild resolve flared up in my brain and I slammed down the levers in my hands, sent our ship racing down toward the condenser and its upheld cage like a released thunderbolt of hurtling metal. “Hold tight!” I screamed as we thundered down. “I’m going to ram the switch!”

And now up toward us were rushing the brilliant blue hemispheres of the pit, the great pillar and upheld cage beside them, toward which we flashed with the speed of lightning. Crash!—and a tremendous shock shook the cruiser from stem to stern as its prow tore through the upheld metal cage, ripping it from its supporting pillar and sending it crashing to the ground. Our cruiser spun, hovered for a moment as though to whirl down to destruction, then steadied, while we at the window gazed downward, shouting.

For beneath us the blinding radiance of the massed hemispheres had suddenly snapped out! Around and above us the great battle had died, the last of the cones tumbling to the ground beneath the rays of the mighty fleet, and now we turned swiftly to the telechart. Tensely we scanned it. Upon it the great dark-star disk was creeping still toward the line around our sun-circle, creeping slower and slower toward it but still moving on, on, on … . Had we lost, at the last moment? Now the black disk, hardly moving, was all but touching the shining line, separated from it by only a hair’s-breadth gap. A single moment we watched while it hovered thus, a moment in which was settled the destiny of a sun. And then a babel of incoherent cries came from our lips. For the tiny gap was widening!

The black disk was moving back, was curving outward again from our sun and from the Galaxy’s edge, curving out once more into the blank depths of space whence it had come, without the star it had planned to steal. Out, out, out—and we knew, at last, that we had won.

And the mighty fleet of ships around us knew, from their own charts. They were massing around us and hanging motionless while beneath us the palely glowing gigantic dark star swept on, out into the darkness of trackless space until it hung like a titanic feeble moon in the heavens before us, retreating farther and farther from the shining stars of our Galaxy, carrying with it the glowing cities and the hordes of the tentacle-peoples, never to return. There in the bridgeroom, with our massed ships around us, we three watched it go, then turned back toward our own yellow star, serene and far and benignant, that yellow star around which swung our own eight little worlds. And then Dal Nara flung out a hand toward it, half weeping now.

“The sun!” she cried. “The sun! The good old sun, that we fought for and saved! Our sun, till the end of time!”
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It was on a night a week later that Dal Nara and I said farewell to Hurus Hol, standing on the roof of that same great building on Neptune from which we had started with our fifty cruisers weeks before. We had learned, in that week, how the only survivor of those cruisers, Ship 16, had managed to shake off the pursuing cones in that first fierce attack and had sped back to the Galaxy to give the alarm, of how the mighty Federation fleet had raced through the Galaxy from beyond Antares in answer to that alarm, speeding out toward the approaching dark star and reaching it just in time to save our own ship, and our sun.

The other events of that week, the honors which had been loaded upon us, I shall not attempt to describe. There was little in the solar system which we three could not have had for the asking, but Hurus Hol was content to follow the science that was his life-work, while Dal Nara, after the manner of her sex through all the ages, sought a beauty parlor, and I asked only to continue with our cruiser in the service of the Federation fleet. The solar system was home to us, would always be home to us, but never, I knew, would either of us be able to break away from the fascination of the great fleet’s interstellar patrol, the flashing from sun to sun, the long silent hours in cosmic night and stellar glare. We would be star-rovers, she and I, until the end.

So now, ready to rejoin the fleet, I stood on the great building’s roof, the mighty black bulk of our cruiser behind us and the stupendous canopy of the Galaxy’s glittering suns over our heads. In the streets below, too, were other lights, brilliant flares, where thronging crowds still celebrated the escape of their worlds. And now Hurus Hol was speaking, more moved than ever I had seen him.

“If Nal Jak were here—” he said, and we were all silent for a moment. Then his hand came out toward us and silently we wrung it, turning toward the cruiser’s door.

As it slammed shut behind us we were ascending to the bridgeroom, and from there we glimpsed now the great roof dropping away beneath us as we slanted up from it once more, the dark figure of Hurus Hol outlined for a moment at its edge against the lights below, then vanishing. And the world beneath us was shrinking, vanishing once more, until at last of all the solar system behind us there was visible only the single yellow spark that was our sun.

Then about our outward-racing cruiser was darkness, the infinite void’s eternal night—night and the unchanging, glittering hosts of wheeling, flaming stars.






JACK WILLIAMSON

Jack Williamson [1908– ] was one of the first and is still one of the best science fiction writers. He lives in Portales, New Mexico, where there is now a Williamson SF library at the University of Eastern New Mexico, where he taught English for twenty years. Critic John Clute remarks (www.infinitematrix.net/columns/clute1.html):



The personal miracle of Jack Williamson’s career is that he wrote himself out of the belatedness that governed the genre when he began; and that for several decades after 1940 his creative mind paced the train. He rode a long ways up the line, which is a very high score for a man. Until he got to here.



What Clute is driving at is that Williamson, who was born in Bisbee, Arizona Territory, in 1908, lived in Mexico and Texas, moved with the family to New Mexico by covered wagon the year he was seven, and grew up on an isolated ranch, living in his imagination.


I was just out of a country high school, with no money or job, nowhere to go, when Hugo Gernsback launched Amazing Stories in 1926. Immediately fascinated, I started writing “scientifiction.” He bought my first story in 1928, the year before he invented the term “science fiction.”



And he won the Hugo Award and a Nebula Award for his novella “The Ultimate Earth” at age 94. His most recent novel is The Stonehenge Gate (2005).

The OED gives him credit for inventing the word “terraforming.” “I used to claim,” he says in an interview (www.scifi.com/sfw/issue284/interview.html), “I’d been first to use the the term genetic engineering, in my novel Dragon’s Island, published in 1951, but now I understand that some scientist beat me by a couple of years. Claiming firsts can be risky, but in vitro insemination is described in “The Girl from Mars,” published in 1929. The space habitat, rotated to simulate gravity, is invented in “The Prince of Space,” 1931. There are organ banks and organ transplants in The Reefs of Space, a novel I wrote with Fred Pohl several years before the first heart transplant. My Seetee stories, revised for Seetee Ship, were the first fiction about antimatter.”

Williamson says, in his introduction to Skylark Three by Edward E. Smith, Ph.D. (2003), that Smith is the pioneer creator of space opera, and recounts how Smith and young John W. Campbell, Jr., as writers in the early 1930s, competed to increase the scale of space battles and mighty conflicts with superweapons. This is certainly in line with the narrative of the age of space opera that is commonly and confidently mentioned as the way it was, even by scholars who should know better. Williamson, of course, has his own definition, or avoidance of one:



What is space opera? Definitions differ. Marion Zimmer Bradley was offended when I once implied that she was writing it. I hadn’t meant to be derogatory. I like to use “space opera” as a label for the whole literature of man in space, a great epic tale of discovery and expansion across the galaxy. The term is drawn from “horse opera,” a name often used in disdain for the western films that were a Hollywood staple for half a century. Most of those story lines, of course, were cheap and trite; I suppose Sturgeon’s Law prevails. Nevertheless, I think both horse opera and space opera owe their popularity to their universal appeal. Both embody the tradition of the classic epic.


The hero in a true epic is larger than life. He has a great cause. He breaks frontiers. He battles great enemies. He creates a new society.



Williamson himself is and has been a commercial writer devoted to science fiction, and consistently interested in the relationship of science to fiction. In his own variety of space opera, ideas from science always play a part, and so he has often been regarded as part of the hard SF core of the genre. It is no surprise to us that Marion Zimmer Bradley, who devoted much of her writing life to science fantasy in the Brackett tradition, would feel upset about being called a space opera writer by someone whom others ranked generally above that hackwork level during the years of her professional career. She had also been a fan in the 1940s and knew the social signals. One has to know that Williamson just got better as a writer through each decade of the eight (thus far) that he has published, but that he remains an unassuming craftsman who remembers his own times writing whatever he could get paid for. He wrote for comics. He wrote for TV, for Captain Video, the very definition of hack space opera (see the Fancyclopedia definition in our introductory essay). He was never too proud to write SF in any medium, and never anticipated much in the way of literary respect for his work, though he was certainly pleased when it came. So, of course, he has a benign interpretation, even of words coined to insult.

“The Prince of Space” fits comfortably within the contemporary boundaries of space opera, but was in the era of its publication simply a respectable science fiction story about a space pirate and aliens, with one original hard SF idea that became part of the common hoard of the genre, at least through and beyond the imagery of Kubrick and Clarke’s 2001 : A Space Odyssey—the space station, spinning in space to create artificial gravity.


THE PRINCE OF SPACE

JACK WILLIAMSON

CHAPTER I

TEN MILLION EAGLES REWARD!


“Space Flier Found Drifting with Two Hundred Dead! 
Notorious Interplanetary Pirate—Prince of Space—Believed 
to Have Committed Ghastly Outrage!”



Mr. William Windsor, a hard-headed, grim-visaged newspaperman of forty, stood nonchalantly on the moving walk that swept him briskly down Fifth Avenue. He smiled with pardonable pride as he listened to the raucous magnetic speakers shouting out the phrases that drew excited mobs to the robot vending machines which sold the yet damp news strips of printed shorthand. Bill had written the account of the outrage; he had risked his life in a mad flight upon a hurtling sunship to get his concise story to New York in time to beat his competitors. Discovering the inmost details of whatever was puzzling or important or exciting in this day of 2131, regardless of risk to life or limb, and elucidating those details to the ten million avid readers of the great daily newspaper, The Herald-Sun, was the prime passion of Bill’s life.

Incidentally, the reader might be warned at this point that Bill is not, properly speaking, a character in this narrative; he is only an observer. The real hero is that amazing person who has chosen to call himself “The Prince of Space.” This history is drawn from Bill’s diary, which he kept conscientiously, expecting to write a book of the great adventure.

Bill stepped off the moving sidewalk by the corner vending machine, dropped a coin in the slot, and received a copy of the damp shorthand strip delivered fresh from the presses by magnetic tube. He read his story, standing in a busy street that rustled quietly with the whir of moving walks and the barely audible drone of the thousands of electrically driven heliocars which spun smoothly along on rubber-tired wheels, or easily lifted themselves to skimming flight upon whirling helicopters.

Heliographic advices from the Moon Patrol flier Avenger state that the sunship Helicon was found today, at 16:19, Universal Time, drifting two thousand miles off the lunar lane. The locks were open, air had escaped, all on board were frozen and dead. Casualties include Captain Stormburg, the crew of 71 officers and men, and 132 passengers, of whom 41 were women. The Helicon was bound to Los Angeles from the lunarium health resorts at Tycho on the Moon. It is stated that the bodies were barbarously torn and mutilated, as if the most frightful excesses had been perpetrated upon them. The cargo of the sunship had been looted. The most serious loss is
some thousands of tubes of the new radioactive metal, vitalium, said to have been worth nearly a million eagles.

A crew was put aboard the Helicon from the Avenger, her valves were closed, and she will be brought under her own motor tubes to the interplanetary base at Miami, Florida, where a more complete official examination will be made. No attempt has been made to identify the bodies of the dead. The passenger list is printed below.

Military officials are inclined to place blame for the outrage upon the notorious interplanetary outlaw, who calls himself “The Prince of Space.” On several occasions the “Prince” has robbed sunships of cargoes of vitalium, though he has never before committed so atrocious a deed as the murder of scores of innocent passengers. It is stated that the engraved calling card, which the “Prince” is said always to present to the captain of a captured sunship, was not found on the wreck.

Further details will be given the public as soon as it is possible to obtain them.

The rewards offered for the “Prince of Space,” taken dead or alive, have been materially increased since the outrage. The total offered by the International Confederation, Interplanetary Transport Lunar Mining Corporation, Sunship Corporation, Vitalium Power Company, and various other societies, corporations, newspapers, and individuals, is now ten million eagles.

“Ten million eagles!” Bill exclaimed. “That would mean a private heliocar, and a long, long vacation in the South Seas!”

He snorted, folded up the little sheet and thrust it into his green silk tunic, as he sprang nimbly upon the moving sidewalk.

“What chance have I to see the Prince of Space?”

About him, the slender spires of widely spaced buildings rose two hundred stories into a blue sky free from dust or smoke. The white sun glinted upon thousands of darting heliocars, driven by silent electricity. He threw back his head, gazed longingly up at an amazing structure that rose beside him—at a building that was the architectural wonder of the twenty-second century.

 


 


Begun in 2125, Trainor’s Tower had been finished hardly a year. A slender white finger of aluminum and steel alloy, it rose twelve thousand feet above the canyons of the metropolis. Architects had laughed, six years ago, when Dr. Trainor, who had been an obscure western college professor, had returned from a vacation trip to the moon and announced his plans for a tower high enough to carry an astronomical observatory giving mountain conditions. A building five times as high as any in existence! It was folly, they said. And certain skeptics inquired how an impecunious professor would get funds to put it up. The world had been mildly astonished when the work began. It was astounded when it was known that the slender tower had safely reached its full height of nearly two and a half miles. A beautiful thing it was, in its slim strength—girder-work of glistening white metal near the ground, and but a slender white cylinder for the upper thousands of feet of its amazing height.

The world developed a hungry curiosity about the persons who had the privilege of ascending in a swift elevator to the queer, many-storied cylindrical building atop the astounding tower. Bill had spent many hours in the little waiting room before the locked door of the elevator shaft—bribes to the guard had been a heavy drain upon a generous expense account. But not even bribery had won him into the sacred elevator.

He had given his paper something, however, of the persons who passed sometimes through the waiting room. There was Dr. Trainor, of course, a mild, bald man, with kindly blue eyes and a slow, patient smile. And Paula, his vivaciously beautiful daughter, a slim, small girl, with amazingly expressive eyes. She had been with her
father on the voyage to the moon. Scores of others had passed through; they ranged from janitors and caretakers to some of the world’s most distinguished astronomers and solar engineers—but they were uniformly reticent about what went on in Trainor’s Tower.

And there was Mr. Cain—“The mysterious Mr. Cain,” as Bill had termed him. He had seen him twice, a slender man, tall and wiry, lean of face, with dark, quizzical eyes. The reporter had been able to learn nothing about him—and what Bill could not unearth was a very deep secret. It seemed that sometimes Cain was about Trainor’s Tower and that more often he was not. It was rumored that he had advanced funds for building it and for carrying on the astronomical research for which it was evidently intended.

Impelled by habit, Bill sprang off the moving walk as he glided past Trainor’s Tower. He was standing, watching the impassive guard, when a man came past into the street. The man was Mr. Cain, with a slight smile upon the thin, dark face that was handsome in a stern, masculine sort of way. Bill started, pricked up his ears, so to speak, and resolved not to let this mysterious young man out of sight until he knew something about him.

To Bill’s vast astonishment, Mr. Cain advanced toward him, with a quick, decisive step, and a speculative gleam lurking humorously in his dark eyes. He spoke without preamble.

“I believe you are Mr. William Windsor, a leading representative of the Herald-Sun .”

“True. And you are Mr. Cain—the mysterious Mr. Cain!”

The tall young man smiled pleasantly.

“Yes. In fact, I think the ‘mysterious’ is due to you. But Mr. Windsor—”

“Just call me Bill.”

“—I believe that you are desirous of admission to the Tower.”

“I’ve done my best to get in.”

“I am going to offer you the facts you want about it, provided you will publish them only with my permission.”

“Thanks!” Bill agreed. “You can trust me.”

“I have a reason. Trainor’s Tower was built for a purpose. That purpose is going to require some publicity very shortly. You are better able to supply that publicity than any other man in the world.”

“I can do it—provided—”

“I am sure that our cause is one that will enlist your enthusiastic support. You will be asked to do nothing dishonorable.”

Mr. Cain took a thin white card from his pocket, scrawled rapidly upon it, and handed it to Bill, who read the words, “Admit bearer. Cain.”

“Present that at the elevator, at eight tonight. Ask to be taken to Dr. Trainor.”

Mr. Cain walked rapidly away, with his lithe, springy step, leaving Bill standing, looking at the card, rather astounded.

At eight that night, a surprised guard let Bill into the waiting room. The elevator attendant looked at the card.

“Yes. Dr. Trainor is up in the observatory.”

The car shot up, carrying Bill on the longest vertical trip on earth. It was minutes before the lights on the many floors of the cylindrical building atop the tower were flashing past them. The elevator stopped. The door swung open, and Bill stepped out beneath the crystal dome of an astronomical observatory.

He was on the very top of Trainor’s Tower.

The hot stars shone, hard and clear, through a metal-ribbed dome of polished
vitrolite. Through the lower panels of the transparent wall, Bill could see the city spread below him—a mosaic of fine points of light, scattered with the colored winking eyes of electric signs; it was so far below that it seemed a city in miniature.

Slanting through the crystal dome was the huge black barrel of a telescope, with ponderous equatorial mounting. Electric motors whirred silently in its mechanism, and little lights winked about it. A man was seated at the eyepiece—he was Dr. Trainor, Bill saw—he was dwarfed by the huge size of the instrument.

There was no other person in the room, no other instrument of importance. The massive bulk of the telescope dominated it.

Trainor rose and came to meet Bill. A friendly smile spread over his placid face. Blue eyes twinkled with mild kindliness. The subdued light in the room glistened on the bald dome of his head.

“Mr. Windsor, of the Herald-Sun, I suppose?” Bill nodded, and produced a note-book. “I am very glad you came. I have something interesting to show you. Something on the planet Mars.”

“What—”

“No. No questions, please. They can wait until you see Mr. Cain again.”

Reluctantly, Bill closed his notebook. Trainor seated himself at the telescope, and Bill waited while he peered into the tube, and pressed buttons and moved bright levers. Motors whirred, and the great barrel swung about.

“Now look,” Trainor commanded.

Bill took the seat, and peered into the eyepiece. He saw a little circle of a curious luminous blue-blackness, with a smaller disk of light hanging in it, slightly swaying. The disk was an ocherous red, with darker splotches and brilliantly white polar markings.

“That is Mars—as the ordinary astronomer sees it,” Trainor said. “Now I will change eyepieces, and you will see it as no man has ever seen it except through this telescope.”

Rapidly he adjusted the great instrument, and Bill looked again.

The red disk had expanded enormously, with great increase of detail. It had become a huge red globe, with low mountains and irregularities of surface plainly visible. The prismatic polar caps stood out with glaring whiteness. Dark, green-gray patches, splotched burned orange deserts, and thin, green-black lines—the controversal “canals” of Mars—ran straight across the planet, from white caps toward the darker equatorial zone, intersecting at little round greenish dots.

“Look carefully,” Trainor said. “What do you see in the edge of the upper right quadrant, near the center of the disk and just above the equator?”

Bill peered, saw a tiny round dot of blue—it was very small, but sharply edged, perfectly round, bright against the dull red of the planet.

“I see a little blue spot.”

“I’m afraid you see the death-sentence of humanity!”

 


 


Ordinarily Bill might have snorted—newspapermen are apt to become exceedingly skeptical. But there was something in the gravity of Trainor’s words, and in the strangeness of what he had seen through the giant telescope in the tower observatory, that made him pause.

“There’s been a lot of fiction,” Bill finally remarked, “in the last couple of hundred years. Wells’ old book, ‘The War of the Worlds,’ for example. General theory seems to be that the Martians are drying up and want to steal water. But I never really—”

“I don’t know what the motive may be,” Trainor said. “But we know that Mars has
intelligent life—the canals are proof of that. And we have excellent reason to believe that that life knows of us, and intends us no good. You remember the Enbers Expedition?”

“Yes. In 2099. Enbers was a fool who thought that if a sunship could go to the moon, it might go to Mars just as well. He must have been struck by meteorites.”

“There is no reason why Enbers might not have reached Mars in 2100,” said Trainor. “The heliographic dispatches continued until he was well over half way. There was no trouble then. We have very good reason to think that he landed, that his return was prevented by intelligent beings on Mars. We know that they are using what they learned from his captured sunship to launch an interplanetary expedition of their own!”

“And that blue spot has something to do with it?”

“We think so. But I have authority to tell you nothing more. As the situation advances, we will have need for newspaper publicity. We want you to take charge of that. Mr. Cain, of course, is in supreme charge. You will remember your word to await his permission to publish anything.”

Trainor turned again to the telescope.

With a little clatter, the elevator stopped again at the entrance door of the observatory. A slender girl ran from it across to the man at the telescope.

“My daughter Paula, Mr. Windsor,” said Trainor.

Paula Trainor was an exquisite being. Her large eyes glowed with a peculiar shade of changing brown. Black hair was shingled close to her shapely head. Her face was small, elfinly beautiful, the skin almost transparent. But it was the eyes that were remarkable. In their lustrous depths sparkled mingled essence of childish innocence, intuitive, age-old wisdom, and quick intelligence—intellect that was not coldly reasonable, but effervescent, flashing to instinctively correct conclusions. It was an oddly baffling face, revealing only the mood of the moment. One could not look at it and say that its owner was good or bad, indulgent or stern, gentle or hard. It could be, if she willed, the perfect mirror of the moment’s thought—but the deep stream of her character flowed unrevealed behind it.

Bill looked at her keenly, noted all that, engraved the girl in the notebook of his memory. But in her he saw only an interesting feature story.

“Dad’s been telling you about the threatened invasion from Mars, eh?” she inquired in a low, husky voice, liquid and delicious. “The most thrilling thing, isn’t it? Aren’t we lucky to know about it, and to be in the fight against it!—instead of going on like all the rest of the world, not dreaming there is danger?”

Bill agreed with her.

“Think of it! We may even go to Mars, to fight ’em on their own ground!”

“Remember, Paula,” Trainor cautioned. “Don’t tell Mr. Windsor too much.”

“All right, Dad.”

Again the little clatter of the elevator. Mr. Cain had come into the observatory, a tall, slender young man, with a quizzical smile, and eyes dark and almost as enigmatic as Paula’s.

Bill, watching the vivacious girl, saw her smile at Cain. He saw her quick flush, her unconscious tremor. He guessed that she had some deep feeling for the man. But he seemed unaware of it. He merely nodded to the girl, glanced at Dr. Trainor, and spoke briskly to Bill.

“Excuse me, Mr. Win—er, Bill, but I wish to see Dr. Trainor alone. We will communicate with you when it seems necessary. In the meanwhile, I trust you to forget what you have seen here tonight, and what the Doctor has told you. Good evening.”

Bill, of necessity, stepped upon the elevator. Five minutes later he left Trainor’s
Tower. Glancing up from the vividly bright, bustling street, with its moving ways and darting heliocars, he instinctively expected to see the starry heavens that had been in view from the observatory.

But a heavy cloud, like a canopy of yellow silk in the light that shone upon it from the city, hung a mile above. The upper thousands of feet of the slender tower were out of sight above the clouds.

After breakfast next morning Bill bought a shorthand news strip from a robot purveyor. In amazement and some consternation he read:



Prince of Space Raids Trainor’s Tower

Last night, hidden by the clouds that hung above the city, the daring interplanetary outlaw, the self-styled Prince of Space, suspected of the Helicon outrage, raided Trainor’s Tower. Dr. Trainor, his daughter Paula, and a certain Mr. Cain are thought to have been abducted, since they are reported to be missing this morning.

It is thought that the raiding ship drew herself against the Tower, and used her repulsion rays to cut through the walls. Openings sufficiently large to admit the body of a man were found this morning in the metal outer wall, it is said.

There can be no doubt that the raider was the “Prince of Space” since a card engraved with that title was left upon a table. This is the first time the pirate has been known to make a raid on the surface of the earth—or so near it as the top of Trainor’s Tower.

Considerable alarm is being felt as a result of this and the Helicon outrage of yesterday. Stimulated by the reward of ten million eagles, energetic efforts will be made on the part of the Moon Patrol to run down this notorious character.




CHAPTER II

BLOODHOUNDS OF SPACE

Two days later Bill jumped from a landing heliocar, presented his credentials as special correspondent, and was admitted to the Lakehurst base of the Moon Patrol. Nine slender sunships lay at the side of the wide, high-fenced field, just in front of their sheds. In the brilliant morning sunlight they scintillated like nine huge octagonal ingots of polished silver.

These war-fliers of the Moon Patrol were eight-sided, about twenty feet in diameter and a hundred long. Built of steel and the new aluminum bronzes, with broad vision panels of heavy vitrolite, each carried sixteen huge positive ray tubes. These mammoth vacuum tubes, operated at enormous voltages from vitalium batteries, were little different in principle from the “canal ray” apparatus of some centuries before. Their “positive rays,” or streams of atoms which had lost one or more electrons, served to drive the sunship by reaction—by the well-known principle of the rocket motor.

And the sixteen tubes mounted in twin rings about each vessel served equally well as weapons. When focused on a point, the impact-pressure of their rays equaled that of the projectile from an ancient cannon. Metal in the positive ray is heated to fusion, living matter carbonized and burned away. And the positive charge carried by the ray is sufficient to electrocute any living being in contact with it.

This Moon Patrol fleet of nine sunships was setting out in pursuit of the Prince of Space, the interplanetary buccaneer who had abducted Paula Trainor and her father, and the enigmatic Mr. Cain. Bill was going aboard as special correspondent for the Herald-Sun.


On the night before the Helicon, the sunship which had been attacked in space, had been docked at Miami by the rescue crew put aboard from the Avenger. The world had been thrown into a frenzy by the report of the men who had examined the two hundred dead on board.

“Blood sucked from Helicon victims!” the loud speakers were croaking. “Mystery of lost sunship upsets world! Medical examination of the two hundred corpses found on the wrecked space flier show that the blood had been drawn from the bodies, apparently through curious circular wounds about the throat and trunk. Every victim bore scores of these inexplicable scars. Medical men will not attempt to explain how the wounds might have been made.

“In a more superstitious age, it might be feared that the Prince of Space is not man at all, but a weird vampire out of the void. And, in fact, it has been seriously suggested that, since the wounds observed could have been made by no animal known on earth, the fiend may be a different form of life, from another planet.”

Bill found Captain Brand, leader of the expedition, just going on board the slender, silver Fury, flagship of the fleet of nine war-fliers. He had sailed before with this bluff, hard-fighting guardsman of the space lanes; he was given a hearty welcome.

“Hunting down the Prince is a good-sized undertaking, from all appearances,” Bill observed.

“Rather,” big, red-faced Captain Brand agreed. “We have been after him seven or eight times in the past few years—but I think his ship has never been seen. He must have captured a dozen commercial sunships.”

“You know, I rather admire the Prince—” Bill said, “or did until that Helicon affair. But the way those passengers were treated is simply unspeakable. Blood sucked out!”

“It is hard to believe that the Prince is responsible for that. He has never needlessly murdered anyone before—for all the supplies and money and millions worth of vitalium he has taken. And he has always left his engraved card—except on the Helicon.

“But anyhow, we blow him to eternity on sight!”

The air-lock was open before them, and they walked through, and made their way along the ladder (now horizontal, since the ship lay on her side) to the bridge in the bow. Bill looked alertly around the odd little room, with its vitrolite dome and glistening instruments, while Captain Brand flashed signals to the rest of the fleet for sealing the locks and tuning the motor ray generators.

A red rocket flared from the Fury. White lances of flame darted from the downturned vacuum tubes. As one, the nine ships lifted themselves from the level field. Deliberately they upturned from horizontal to vertical positions. Upward they flashed through the air, with slender white rays of light shooting back from the eight rear tubes of each.

Bill, standing beneath the crystal dome, felt the turning of the ship. He felt the pressure of his feet against the floor, caused by acceleration, and sat down in a convenient padded chair. He watched the earth become a great bowl, with sapphire sea on the one hand and green-brown land and diminishing, smokeless city on the other. He watched the hazy blue sky become deepest azure, then black, with a million still stars bursting out in pure colors of yellow and red and blue. He looked down again, and saw the earth become convex, an enormous bright globe, mistily visible through haze or air and cloud.

Swiftly the globe drew away. And a tiny ball of silver, half black, half rimmed with blinding flame, sharply marked with innumerable round craters, swam into view beyond the misty edge of the globe—it was the moon.

Beyond them flamed the sun—a ball of blinding light, winged with a crimson
sheet of fire—hurling quivering lances of white heat through the vitrolite panels. Blinding it was to look upon it, unless one wore heavily tinted goggles.

Before them hung the abysmal blackness of space, with the canopy of cold hard stars blazing as tiny scintillant points of light, at an infinite distance away. The Galaxy was a broad belt of silvery radiance about them, set with ten thousand many-colored jewels of fire. Somewhere in the vastness of that void they sought a daring man, who laughed at society, and called himself the Prince of Space.

The nine ships spread out, a thousand miles apart. Flickering heliographs—swinging mirrors that reflected the light of the sun—kept them in communication with bluff Captain Brand, while many men at telescopes scanned the black, star-studded sweep of space for the pirate of the void.

Days went by, measured only by chronometer, for the winged, white sun burned ceaselessly. The earth had shrunk to a little ball of luminous green, bright on the sunward side, splotched with the dazzling white of cloud patches and polar caps.

Sometimes the black vitalium wings were spread, to catch the energy of the sun. The sunship draws its name from the fact that it is driven by solar power. It utilizes the remarkable properties of the rare radioactive metal, vitalium, which is believed to be the very basis of life, since it was first discovered to exist in minute traces in those complex substances so necessary to all life, the vitamins. Large deposits were discovered at Kepler and elsewhere on the moon during the twenty-first century. Under the sun’s rays vitalium undergoes a change to triatomic form, storing up the vast energy of sunlight. The vitalium plates from the sunshine are built into batteries with alternate sheets of copper, from which the solar energy may be drawn in the form of electric current. As the battery discharges, the vitalium reverts to its stabler allotropic form, and may be used again and again. The Vitalium Power Company’s plants in Arizona, Chili, Australia, the Sahara, and the Gobi now furnish most of the earth’s power. The sunship, recharging its vitalium batteries in space, can cruise indefinitely.

 


 


It was on the fifth day out from Lakehurst. The Fury, with her sister ships spread out some thousands of miles to right and left, was cruising at five thousand miles per hour, at heliocentric elevation 93.243546, ecliptic declination 7° 18’ 46” north, right ascension XIX hours, 20 min., 31 sec. The earth was a little green globe beside her, and the moon a thin silver crescent beyond.

“Object ahead!” called a lookout in the domed pilot-house of the Fury, turning from his telescope to where Captain Brand and Bill stood smoking, comfortably held to the floor by the ship’s acceleration. “In Scorpio, about five degrees above Antares. Distance fifteen thousand miles. It seems to be round and blue.”

“The Prince, at last!” Brand chuckled, an eager grin on his square chinned face, light of battle flashing in his blue eyes.

He gave orders that set the heliographic mirrors flickering signals for all nine of the Moon Patrol fliers to converge about the strange object, in a great crescent. The black fins that carried the charging vitalium plates were drawn in, and the full power of the motor ray tubes thrown on, to drive ahead each slender silver flier at the limit of her acceleration.

Four telescopes from the Fury were turned upon the strange object. Captain Brand and Bill took turns peering through one of them. When Bill looked, he saw the infinite black gulf of space, silvered with star-dust of distant nebulae. Hanging in the blackness was an azure sphere, gleaming bright as a great globe cut from turquoise. Bill was reminded of a similar blue globe he had seen—when he had stood at the enormous telescope on Trainor’s Tower, and watched a little blue circle against the red deserts of Mars.


Brand took two or three observations, figured swiftly.

“It’s moving,” he said. “About fourteen thousand miles per hour. Funny! It is moving directly toward the earth, almost from the direction of the planet Mars. I wonder—” He seized the pencil, figured again. “Queer. That thing seems headed for the earth, from a point on the orbit of Mars, where that planet was about forty days ago. Do you suppose the Martians are paying us a visit?”

“Then it’s not the Prince of Space?”

“I don’t know. Its direction might be just a coincidence. And the Prince might be a Martian, for all I know. Anyhow, we’re going to find what that blue globe is!”

Two hours later the nine sunships were drawn up in the form of a great half circle, closing swiftly on the blue globe, which had been calculated to be about one hundred feet in diameter. The sunships were nearly a thousand miles from the globe, and scattered along a curved line two thousand miles in length. Captain Brand gave orders for eight forward tubes on each flier to be made ready for use as weapons. From his own ship he flashed a heliographic signal.

“The Fury, of the Moon Patrol, demands that you show ship’s papers, identification tags for all passengers, and submit to search for contraband.”

The message was three times repeated, but no reply came from the azure globe. It continued on its course. The slender white sunships came plunging swiftly toward it, until the crescent they formed was not two hundred miles between the points, the blue globe not a hundred miles from the war-fliers.

Then Bill, with his eye at a telescope, saw a little spark of purple light appear beside the blue globe. A tiny, bright point of violet-red fire, with a white line running from it, back to the center of the sphere. The purple spark grew, the white line lengthened. Abruptly, the newspaperman realized that the purple was an object hurtling toward him with incredible speed.

 


 


Even as the realization burst upon him, the spark became visible as a little red-blue sphere, brightly luminous. A white beam shone behind it, seemed to push it with ever-increasing velocity. The purple globe shot past, vanished, The white ray snapped out.

“A weapon!” he exclaimed.

“A weapon and a warning!” said Brand, still peering through another eyepiece. “And we reply!”

“Heliograph!” he shouted into a speaking tube. “Each ship will open with one forward tube, operating one second twelve times per minute. Increase power of rear tubes to compensate repulsion.”

White shields flickered. Blindingly brilliant rays, straight bars of dazzling opalescence, burst intermittently from each of the nine ships, striking across a hundred miles of space to batter the blue globe with a hail of charged atoms.

Again a purple spark appeared from the sapphire globe, with a beam of white fire behind it. A tiny purple globe, hurtling at an inconceivable velocity before a lance of white flame. It reached out, with a certain deliberation, yet too quickly for a man to do more than see it.

It struck a sunship, at one tip of the crescent formation.

A dazzing flash of violet flame burst out. The tiny globe seemed to explode into a huge flare of red-blue light. And where the slim, eight-sided ship had been was a crushed and twisted mass of metal.

“A solid projectile!” Brand cried. “And driven on the positive ray! Our experts have tried it, but the ray always exploded the shell. And that was some explosion! I don’t know what—unless atomic energy!”


The eight sunships that remained were closing swiftly upon the blue globe. The dazzling white rays flashed intermittently from them. They struck the blue globe squarely—the fighting crews of the Moon Patrol are trained until their rays are directed with deadly accuracy. The azure sphere, unharmed, shone with bright radiance—it seemed that a thin mist of glittering blue particles was gathering about it, like a dust of powdered sapphires.

Another purple spark leapt from the turquoise globe.

In the time that it took a man’s eyes to move from globe to slim, glistening sunship, the white ray had driven the purple spark across the distance. Another vivid flash of violet light. And another sunship became a hurtling mass of twisted wreckage.

“We are seven!” Brand quoted grimly.

“Heliograph!” he shouted into the mouthpiece. “Fire all forward tubes one second twenty times a minute. Increase rear power to maximum.”

White rays burst from the seven darting sunships, flashing off and on. That sapphire globe grew bright, with a strange luminosity. The thin mist of sparkling blue particles seemed to grow more dense about it.

“Our rays don’t seem to be doing any good,” Brand muttered, puzzled. “The blue about that globe must be some sort of vibratory screen.”

Another purple spark, with the narrow white line of fire behind it, swept across to the flier from the opposite horn of the crescent, burst into a sheet of blinding red-violet light. Another ship was a twisted mass of metal.

“Seven no longer!” Brand called grimly to Bill.

“Looks as if the Prince has got us beaten!” the reporter cried.

“Not while a ship can fight!” exclaimed the Captain. “This is the Moon Patrol!”

Another tiny purple globe traced its line of light across the black, star-misted sky. Another sunship crumpled in a violet flash.

“They’re picking ’em off the ends,” Bill observed. “We’re in the middle, so I guess we’re last.”

“Then,” said Captain Brand, “we’ve got time to ram ’em.”

“Control!” he shouted into the speaking tube. “Cut off forward tubes and make all speed for the enemy. Heliograph! Fight to the end! I am going to ram them!”

Another red-blue spark moved with its quick deliberation. A purple flash left another ship in twisted ruin.

Bill took his eye from the telescope. The blue globe, bright under the rays, with the sapphire mist sparkling about it, was only twenty miles away. He could see it with his naked eye, drifting swiftly among the familiar stars of Scorpio.

It grew larger very swiftly.

With the quickness of thought, the purple sparks moved out alternately to right and to left. They never missed. Each one exploded in purple flame, crushed a sunship.

“Three fliers left,” Bill counted, eyes on the growing blue globe before them. “Two left. Good-by, Brand.” He grasped the bluff Captain’s hand. “One left. Will we have time?”

He looked forward. The blue globe, with the dancing, sparkling haze of sapphire swirling about it, was swiftly expanding.

“The last one! Our turn now!”

He saw a tiny fleck of purple light dart out of the expanding azure sphere that they had hoped to ram. Then red-violet flame seemed to envelope him. He felt the floor of the bridge tremble beneath his feet: He heard the beginning of a shivering crash like that of shattering glass. Then the world was mercifully dark and still.



CHAPTER III

THE CITY OF SPACE

Bill lay on an Alpine glacier, a painful broken leg inextricably wedged in a crevasse. It was dark, frightfully cold. In vain he struggled to move, to seek light and warmth, while the grim grip of the ice held him, while bitter wind howled about him and the piercing cold of the blizzard crept numbingly up his limbs.

He came to with a start, realized that it was a dream. But he was none the less freezing, gasping for thin frigid air, that somehow would not come into his lungs. All about was darkness. He lay on cold metal.

“In the wreck of the Fury!” he thought. “The air is leaking out. And the cold of space! A frozen tomb!”

He must have made a sound, for a groan came from beside him. He fought to draw breath, tried to speak. He choked, and his voice was oddly high and thin.

“Who are—”

He ended in a fit of coughing, felt warm blood spraying from his mouth. Faintly he heard a whisper beside him.

“I’m Brand. The Moon Patrol—fought to the last!”

Bill could speak no more, and evidently the redoubtable captain could not. For a long time they lay in freezing silence. Bill had no hope of life, he felt only very grim satisfaction in the fact that he and Brand had not been killed outright.

But suddenly he was thrilled with hope. He heard a crash of hammer blows upon metal, sharp as the sound of snapping glass in the thin air. Then he heard the thin hiss of an oxygen lance.

Someone was cutting a way to them through the wreckage. Only a moment later, it seemed, a vivid bar of light cleft the darkness, searched the wrecked bridge, settled upon the two limp figures. Bill saw grotesque figures in clumbrous metal space suits clambering through a hole they had cut. He felt an oxygen helmet being fastened about his head, heard the thin hiss of the escaping gas, and was once more able to breathe.

Again he slipped into oblivion.

He awoke with the sensation that infinite time had passed. He sat up quickly, feeling strong, alert, fully recovered in every faculty, a clear memory of every detail of the disastrous encounter with the strange blue globe-ship springing instantly to his mind.

He was in a clean bed in a little white-walled room. Captain Brand, a surprised grin on his bluff, rough-hewn features, was sitting upon another bed beside him. Two attendants in white uniform stood just inside the door; and a nervous little man in black suit, evidently a doctor, was hastily replacing gleaming instruments in a leather bag.

A tall man appeared suddenly in the door, clad in a striking uniform of black, scarlet, and gold—black trousers, scarlet military coat and cap, gold buttons and decorations. He carried in his hand a glittering positive ray pistol.

“Gentlemen,” he said in a crisp, gruff voice, “you may consider yourselves prisoners of the Prince of Space.”

“How come?” Brand demanded.

“The Prince was kind enough to have you removed from the wreck of your ship, and brought aboard the Red Rover, his own sunship. You have been kept unconscious until your recovery was complete.”

“And what do you want with us now?” Brand was rather aggressive.


The man with the pistol smiled. “That, gentlemen, I am happy to say, rests largely with yourselves.”

“I am an officer in the Moon Patrol,” said Brand. “I prefer death to anything—”

“Wait, Captain. You need have none but the kindest feelings for my master, the Prince of Space. I now ask you nothing but your word as an officer and a gentleman that you will act as becomes a guest of the Prince. Your promise will lose you nothing and win you much.”

“Very good, I promise,” Brand agreed after a moment. “—for twenty-four hours.”

He pulled out his watch, looked at it. The man in the door lowered his pistol, smiling, and walked across to shake hands with Brand.

“Call me Smith,” he introduced himself. “Captain of the Prince’s cruiser, Red Rover.”

Still smiling, he beckoned toward the door.

“And if you like, gentlemen, you may come with me to the bridge. The Red Rover is to land in an hour.”

Brand sprang nimbly to the floor, and Bill followed. The flier was maintaining a moderate acceleration—they felt light, but were able to walk without difficulty. Beyond the door was a round shaft, with a ladder through its length. Captain Smith clambered up the ladder. Brand and Bill swung up behind him.

After an easy climb of fifty feet or so, they entered a domed pilot-house, with vitrolite observation panels, telescopes, maps and charts, and speaking tube—an arrangement similar to that of the Fury.

Black, star-strewn heavens lay before them. Bill looked for the earth, found it visible in the periscopic screens, almost behind them. It was a little green disk, the moon but a white dot beside it.

“We land in an hour!” he exclaimed.

“I didn’t say where,” said Captain Smith, smiling. “Our landing place is a million miles from the earth.”

“Not on earth! Then where—”

“At the City of Space.”

“The City of Space!”

“The capital of the Prince of Space. It is not a thousand miles before us.”

Bill peered ahead, through the vitrolite dome, distinguished the bright constellation of Sagittarius with the luminous clouds of the Galaxy behind it.

“I don’t see anything—”

“The Prince does not care to advertise his city. The outside of the City of Space is covered with black vitalium—which furnishes us with power. Reflecting none of the sun’s rays, it cannot be seen by reflected light. Against the black background of space it is invisible, except when it occults a star.”

 


 


Captain Smith busied himself with giving orders for the landing. Bill and Brand stood for many minutes looking forward through the vitrolite dome, while the motor ray tubes retarded the flier. Presently a little black point came against the silver haze of the Milky Way. It grew, stars vanishing behind its rim, until a huge section of the heavens was utterly black before them.

“The City of Space is in a cylinder,” Captain Smith said. “Roughly five thousand feet in diameter, and about that high. It is built largely of meteoric iron which we captured from a meteorite swarm—making navigation safe and getting useful metal at the same time. The cylinder whirls constantly, with such speed that the centrifugal force against the sides equals the force of gravity on the earth. The city is built around the inside of the cylinder—so that one can look up and see his neighbor’s house
apparently upside down, a mile above his head. We enter through a lock in one end of the cylinder.”

A vast disk of dull black metal was now visible a few yards outside the vitrolite panels. A huge metal valve swung open in it, revealing a bright space beyond. The Red Rover moved into the chamber, the mighty valve closed behind her, air hissed in about her, an inner valve was opened, and she slipped into the City of Space.

They were, Bill saw, at the center of an enormous cylinder. The sides, half a mile away, above and below them, were covered with buildings along neat, tree-bordered streets, scattered with green lawns, tiny gardens, and bits of wooded park. It seemed very strange to Bill, to see these endless streets about the inside of a tube, so that one by walking a little over three miles in one direction would arrive again at the starting point, in the same way that one gets back to the starting point after going around the earth in one direction.

At the ends of the cylinder, fastened to the huge metal disks, which closed the ends, were elaborate and complex mechanisms, machines strange and massive. “They must be for heating the city,” Bill thought, “and for purifying the air, for furnishing light and power, perhaps even for moving it about.” The lock through which they had entered was part of this mechanism.

In the center of each end of the cylinder hung a huge light, seeming large and round as the sun, flooding the place with brilliant mellow rays.

“There are five thousand people here,” said Captain Smith. “The Prince has always kept the best specimens among his captives, and others have been recruited besides. We are self-sustaining as the earth is. We use the power of the sun—through our vitalium batteries. We grow our own food. We utilize our waste products—matter here goes through a regular cycle of life and death as on the earth. Men eat food containing carbon, breathe in oxygen, and breathe out carbon dioxide; our plants break up the carbon dioxide, make more foods containing the same carbon, and give off the oxygen for men to breathe again. Our nitrogen, or oxygen and hydrogen, go through similar cycles. The power of the sun is all we need from outside.”

Captain Smith guided his “guests” down the ladder, and out through the ship’s airlock. They entered an elevator. Three minutes later they stepped off upon the side of the great cylinder that housed the City, and entered a low building with a broad concrete road curving up before it. As they stepped out, it gave Bill a curious dizzy feeling to look up and see busy streets, inverted, a mile above his head. The road before them curved smoothly up on either hand, bordered with beautiful trees, until its ends met again above his head.

The centrifugal force that held objects against the sides of the cylinder acted in precisely the same way as gravity on the earth—except that it pulled away from the center of the cylinder, instead of toward it.

A glistening heliocar came skimming down upon whirling heliocopters, dropped to rubber tires, and rolled up beside them. A young man of military bearing, clad in a striking uniform of red, black, and gold, stepped out, saluted stiffly.

“Captain Smith,” he said, “the Prince desires your attendance at his private office immediately with your guests.”

Smith motioned Bill and Captain Brand into the richly upholstered body of the heliocar. Bill, gazing up at the end of the huge cylinder with a city inside it, caught sight, for the first time, of the exterior of the Red Rover, the ship that had brought them to the City of Space. It lay just beside the massive machinery of the air-lock, supported in a heavy metal cradle, with the elevator tube running straight from it to the building behind them.

“Look, Brand!” Bill gasped. “That isn’t the blue globe. It isn’t the ship we fought at all!”


Brand looked. The Red Rover was much the same sort of ship that the Fury had been. She was slender and tapering, cigar-shaped, some two hundred feet in length and twenty-five in diameter—nearly twice as large as the Fury. She was cylindrical, instead of octagonal, and she mounted twenty-four motor tubes, in two rings fore and aft, of twelve each, instead of eight.

Brand turned to Smith. “How’s this?” he demanded. “Where is the blue globe? Did you have two ships?”

A smile flickered over Smith’s stern face. “You have a revelation waiting for you. But it is better not to keep the Prince waiting.”

They stepped into the heliocar. The pilot sprang to his place, set the electric motors whirring. The machine rolled easily forward, took the air on spinning helicopters. The road, lined with green gardens and bright cottages, dropped away “below” them, and other houses drew nearer “above.” In the center of the cylinder the young man dextrously inverted the flier; and they continued on a straight line toward an imposing concrete building which now seemed “below.”

 


 


The heliocar landed; they sprang out and approached the imposing building of several stories. Guards uniformed in scarlet, black and gold standing just outside the door held ray pistols in readiness. Smith hurried his “guests” past; they entered a long, high-ceilinged room. It gave a first impression of stately luxury. The walls were paneled with rich dark wood, hung with a few striking paintings. It was almost empty of furniture; a heavy desk stood alone toward the farther end. A tall young man rose from behind this desk, advanced rapidly to meet them.

“My guests, sir,” said Smith. “Captain Brand of the Fury, and a reporter.”

“The mysterious Mr. Cain!” Bill gasped.

Indeed, Mr. Cain stood before him, a tall man, slender and wiry, with a certain not unhandsome sternness in his dark face. A smile twinkled in his black, enigmatic eyes—which none the less looked as if they might easily flash with fierce authority.

“And Mr. Win—or, I believe you asked me to call you Bill. You seem a very hard man to evade!”

Still smiling enigmatically, Mr. Cain took Bill’s hand, and then shook hands with Captain Brand.

“But—are you the Prince of Space?” Bill demanded.

“I am. Cain was only a nom de guerre, so to speak. Gentlemen, I welcome you to the City of Space!”

“And you kidnapped yourself?”

“My men brought the Red Rover for me.”

“Dr. Trainor and his daughter—” Bill ejaculated.

“They are friends of mine. They are here.”

“And that blue globe!” said Captain Brand. “What was that?”

“You saw the course it was following?”

“It was headed to intersect the orbit of the earth—and its direction was on a line that cuts the orbit of Mars where that planet was forty days ago.”

The Prince turned to Bill. “And you have seen something like that blue globe before?”

“Why, yes. The little blue circle on Mars—that I saw through the great telescope on Trainor’s Tower.”

A sober smile flickered across the dark lean face of the Prince.

“Then, gentlemen, you should believe me. The earth is threatened with a dreadful danger from Mars. The blue globe that wrecked your fleet was a ship from Mars. It
was another Martian flier that took the Helicon. I believe I have credit for that ghastly exploit of sucking out the passengers’ blood.” His smile became grimly humorous. “One of the consequences of my position.”

“Martian fliers?” echoed Captain Brand. “Then how did we come to be on your ship?”

“I haven’t any weapon that will meet those purple atomic bombs on equal terms—though we are now working out a new device. I had Smith cruising around the blue globe in our Red Rover to see what he could learn. He was investigating the wrecks, and found you alive.”

“You really mean that men from Mars have come this near the earth?” Captain Brand was frankly incredulous.

“Not men,” the Prince corrected, smiling. “But things from Mars have done it. They have already landed on earth, in fact.”

He turned to the desk, picked up a broad sheet of cardboard.

“I have a color photograph here.”

Bill studied it, saw that it looked like an aerial photograph of a vast stretch of mountain and desert, a monotonous expanse of gray, tinged with green and red.

“A photograph, taken from space, of part of the state of Chihuahua, Mexico. And see!”

He pointed to a little blue disk in the green-gray expanse of a plain, just below a narrow mountain ridge, with the fine green line that marked a river just beside it.

“That blue circle is the first ship that came. It was the things aboard it that sucked the blood out of the people on the Helicon.”

Captain Brand was staring at the tall, smiling man, with a curious expression on his red, square-chinned face. Suddenly he spoke.

“Your Highness, or whatever we must call you—”

“Just call me Prince. Cain is not my name. Once I had a name—but now I am nameless!”

The thin dark face suddenly lined with pain, the lips closed in a narrow line. The Prince swept a hand across his high forehead, as if to sweep something unpleasant away.

“Well, Prince, I’m with you. That is, if you want an officer from the Moon Patrol.” A sheepish smile overspread his bluff features. “I would have killed a man for suggesting that I would ever do such a thing. But I’ll fight for you as well as I ever did for the honor of the Patrol.”

“Thanks, Brand!” The Prince took his hand, smiling again.

“Count me in too, of course,” said Bill.

“Both of you will be valuable men,” said the Prince.

He picked up a sheaf of papers, scanned them quickly, seemed to mark off one item from a sheet and add another.

“The Red Rover sets out for the earth in one hour, gentlemen. We’re going to try a surprise attack on that blue globe in the desert. You will both go aboard.”

“And I’m going too!” A woman’s voice, soft and a little husky, spoke beside them. Recognizing it, Bill turned to see Paula Trainor standing behind them, an eager smile on her elfinly beautiful face. Her amazing eyes were fixed upon the Prince, their brown depths filled, for the moment, with passionate wistful yearning.

“Why, no, Paula,” the Prince said. “It’s dangerous!”

Tears swam mistily in the golden orbs. “I will go! I must! I must!” The girl cried out the words, a sobbing catch in her voice.

“Very well, then,” the Prince agreed, smiling absently. “Your father will be along of course. But anything will be likely to happen.”


“But you will be there in danger, too!” cried the girl.

“We start in an hour,” said the Prince. “Smith, you may take Brand and Windsor back aboard the Red Rover.”

“Curse his fatherly indifference!” Bill muttered under his breath as they walked out through the guarded door. “Can’t he see that she loves him?”

Smith must have heard him, for he turned to him, spoke confidentially. “The Prince is a determined misogynist. I think an unfortunate love affair was what ruined his life—back on the earth. He left his history, even his name, behind him. I think a woman was the trouble. He won’t look at a woman now.”

They were outside again, startled anew by the amazing scene of a street of houses and gardens, that curved evenly up on either side of them and met above, so that men were moving about, head downward directly above them.

The heliocar was waiting. The three got aboard, were lifted and swiftly carried to the slender silver cylinder of the Red Rover, where it hung among the ponderous machinery of the air-lock, on the end of the huge cylinder that housed the amazing City of Space.

“I will show you your rooms,” said Captain Smith. “And in an hour we are off to attack the Martians in Mexico.”


CHAPTER IV

VAMPIRES IN THE DESERT

Forty hours later the Red Rover entered the atmosphere of the earth, above northern Mexico. It was night, the desert was shrouded in blackness. The telescopes revealed only the lights at ranches scattered as thinly as they had been two centuries before.

Bill was in the bridge-room, with Captain Smith.

“The blue globe that destroyed your fleet has already landed here,” Smith said. “We saw both of them before they slipped into the shadow of night. They were right together, and it seems that a white metal building has been set up between them.”

“The Prince means to attack? In spite of those purple atomic bombs?” Bill seemed surprised.

“Yes. They are below a low mountain ridge. We land on the other side of the hill, a dozen miles off, and give ’em a surprise at dawn.”

“We’d better be careful,” Bill said doubtfully. “They’re more likely to surprise us. If you had been in front of one of those little purple bombs, flying on the white ray!”

“We have a sort of rocket torpedo that Doc Trainor invented. The Prince means to try that on ’em.”

The Red Rover dropped swiftly, with Smith’s skilled hands on the controls. It seemed but a few minutes until the dark shadow of the earth beneath abruptly resolved itself into a level plain scattered with looming shapes that were clumps of mesquite and sagebrush. The slim silver cylinder came silently to rest upon the desert, beneath stars that shone clearly, though to Bill they seemed dim in comparison with the splendid wonders of space.

Three hours before dawn, five men slipped out through the air-lock. The Prince himself was the leader, with Captains Brand and Smith, Bill, and a young officer named Walker. Each man carried a searchlight and a positive ray pistol. And strapped upon the back of each was a rocket torpedo—a smooth, white metal tube, four feet long and as many inches thick, weighing some eighty pounds.

Dr. Trainor, kindly, bald-headed old scientist, was left in charge of the ship. He
and his daughter came out of the air-lock into the darkness, to bid the five adventurers farewell.

“We should be back by night,” said the Prince, his even white teeth flashing in the darkness. “Wait for us until then. If we don’t come, return at once to the City of Space. I want no one to follow us, and no attempt made to rescue us if we don’t come back. If we aren’t back by tomorrow night we shall be dead.”

“Very good, sir,” Trainor nodded.

“I’m coming with you, then,” Paula declared suddenly.

“Absolutely you are not!” cried the Prince. “Dr. Trainor, I command you not to let your daughter off the ship until we return.”

Paula turned quickly away, a slim pillar of misty white in the darkness. Bill heard a little choking sound; he knew that she had burst into tears.

“I can’t let you go off into such danger, without me!” she cried, almost hysterical. “I can’t!”

The Prince swung a heavy torpedo higher on his shoulders, and strode off over bare gravel toward the low rocky slope of the mountain that lay to northward, faintly revealed in the light of the stars. The other four followed silently. The slender sunship, with the old scientist and his sobbing daughter outside the air-lock, quickly vanished behind them.

With only an occasional cautious flicker of the flashlights the five men picked their way over bare hard ground, among scattered clumps of mesquite. Presently they crossed a barren lava bed, clambering over huge blocks of twisted black volcanic rock. Up the slope of the mountain they struggled, sweating under heavy burdens, blundering into spiky cactus, stumbling over boulders and sagebrush.

When the silver and rose of dawn came in the purple eastern sky, the five lay on bare rock at the top of the low ridge, overlooking the flat, mesquite-covered valley beyond. The valley floor was a brownish green in the light of morning, the hills that rose far across it a hazy blue-gray, faintly tinged with green on age-worn slopes.

Like a string of emeralds dropped down the valley lay an endless wandering line of cottonwoods, of a light and vivid green that stood out from the somber plain. These trees traced the winding course of a stream, the Rio Casas Grandes.

Lying against the cottonwoods, and rising above their tops, were two great spheres of blue, gleaming like twin globes of lapis lazuli in the morning light. They were not far apart, and between them rose a curious domed structure of white, silvery metal.

Each of the five men lifted his heavy metal tube, leveled it across a boulder before him. The Prince, alert and smiling despite the dust and stain of the march through the desert, spoke to the others.

“This little tube along the top of the torpedo is a telescope sight. You will peer through, get the cross hairs squarely upon your target, and hold them there. Then press this nickeled lever. That starts the projectile inside the case to spinning so that inertia will hold it true. Then, being certain that the aim is correct, press the red button. The torpedo is thrown from the case by compressed air, and a positive ray mechanism drives it true to the target. When it strikes, about fifty pounds of Dr. Trainor’s new explosive, trainite, will be set off.

“Walker, you and Windsor take the right globe. Smith and Brand, the left. I’ll have a shot at that peculiar edifice between them.”

Bill balanced his torpedo, peered through the telescope, and pressed the lever. The hum of a motor came from the heavy tube.

“All ready?” the Prince inquired.

“Ready,” each man returned.

“Fire!”


Bill pressed the red button. The tube drove heavily backward in his hands, and then was but a light, sheet-metal shell. He saw a little gleam of white light before him, against the right blue globe, a diminishing point. It was the motor ray that drove the torpedo speeding toward its mark.

 


 


Great flares of orange light hid the two azure spheres and the white dome between them. The spheres and the dome crumpled and vanished, and a thin haze of bluish smoke swirled about them.

“Good shooting!” the Prince commented. “This motor torpedo of Trainor’s ought to put a lot of the old fighting equipment in the museum—if we were disposed to bestow such a dangerous toy upon humanity.

“But let’s get over and see what happened.”

Grasping ray pistols, they sprang to their feet and plunged down the rocky slope. It was five miles to the river. Nearly two hours later it was, when the five men slipped out of the mesquites, to look two hundred yards across an open, grassy flat to the wall of green trees along the river.

Three great heaps of wreckage lay upon the flat. At the right and the left were crumpled masses of bright silver metal—evidently the remains of the globes. In the center was another pile of bent and twisted metal, which had been the domed building.

“Funny that those blue globes look like ordinary white metal now,” said Smith.

“I wonder if the blue is not some sort of etheric screen?” Brand commented. “When we were fighting, our rays seemed to take no effect. It occurred to me that some vibratory wall might have stopped them.”

“It’s possible,” the Prince agreed. “I’ll take up the possibilities with Trainor. If they have such a screen, it might even be opaque to gravity. Quite a convenience in maneuvering a ship.”

As they spoke, they were advancing cautiously, stopping to pick up bits of white metal that had been scattered about by the explosion.

Suddenly Bill’s eyes caught movement from the pile of crumpled metal that had been the white dome. It seemed that a green plant was growing quickly from among the ruins. Green tendrils shot up amazingly. Then he saw on the end of a twisted stalk a glowing purple thing that looked somehow like an eye.

At first sight of the thing he had stopped in amazement, leveling his deadly ray pistol and shouting, “Look out!”

Before the shout had died in his throat, before the others had time to turn their heads, they caught the flash of metal among the twining green tentacles. The thing was lifting a metal object.

Then Bill saw a tiny purple spark dart from a bright little mechanism that the green tendrils held. He saw a blinding flash of violet light. His consciousness was cut off abruptly.

The next he knew he was lying on his back on rocky soil. He felt considerably bruised and battered, and his right eye was swollen so that he could not open it. Struggling to a sitting position, he found his hands and feet bound by bloody manacles of unfamiliar design. Captain Brand was lying on his elbow beside him, half under the thin shade of a mesquite bush. Brand looked much torn and disheveled; blood was streaming across his face from a gash in his scalp. His hands and feet also were bound with fetters of white metal.

“What happened?” Bill called dazedly.

“Not so loud,” Brand whispered. “The thing—a Martian left alive, I guess it is.
Must have been somewhere out in the brush when we shot. It blew us up with an atomic bomb. Smith and Walker dead—blown to pieces.”

“And the Prince?”

“I can speak for myself.”

Hearing the familiar low voice, Bill turned. He saw the Prince squatted down, in the blazing sunshine, hands and feet manacled, hat off and face covered with blood and grime.

“Was it that—that green thing?” Bill asked.

“Looks like a sort of animated plant,” said the Prince. “A bunch of green tentacles, that it uses for hands. Three purple eyes on green stalks. Just enough of a body to join it all together. Not like anything I ever saw. But the Martians, originating under different conditions, ought to be different.”

“What is going to happen now?” Bill inquired.

“Probably it will suck our blood—as it did to the passengers of the Helicon,” Brand suggested grimly.

Windsor fell silent. It was almost noon. The desert sun was very hot. The motionless air was oppressive with a dry, parching heat; and flies buzzed annoyingly about his bleeding cuts. Wrists and ankles ached under the cruel pressure of the manacles.

“Wish the thing would come back, and end the suspense,” Brand muttered.

Bill reflected with satisfaction that he had no relatives to be saddened by his demise. He had no great fear of death. Newspaper work in the twenty-second century is not all commonplace monotony; your veteran reporter is pretty well inured to danger.

“Glad I haven’t anyone to worry about me,” he observed.

“So am I,” the Prince said bitterly. “I left them all, years ago.”

“But you have someone!” Bill cried. “It isn’t my business to say it, but that makes no difference now. And you’re a fool not to know. Paula Trainor loves you! This will kill her!”

The Prince looked up, a bitter smile visible behind the bloody grime on his thin dark face.

“Paula—in love with me! We’re friends, of course. But love! I used to believe in love. I have not been always a nameless outcast of space. Once I had name, family—even wealth and position. I trusted my name and my honor to a beautiful woman. I loved her! She said she loved me—I thought she meant it. She used me for a tool. I was trustful; she was clever.”

The dark eyes of the Prince burned in fierce anger.

“When she was through with me she left me to die in disgrace. I barely escaped with my life. She had robbed me of my name, wealth, position. She named me the outlaw. She made me appear a traitor to those who trusted me—then laughed at me. She laughed at me and called me a fool. I was—but I won’t be again!

“At first I was filled with anger at the whole world, at the unjust laws and the silly conventions and the cruel intolerance of men. I became the pirate of space. A pariah. Fighting against my own kind. Struggling desperately for power.”

For a few moments he was moodily silent, slapping at the flies that buzzed around his bloody wounds.

“I gained power. And I learned of the dangers from Mars. First I was glad. Glad to see the race of man swept out. Parasites men seemed. Insects. Life—what is it but a kind of decay on a mote in space? Then I got a saner view, and built the City of Space, to save a few men. Then because the few seemed to have noble qualities, I resolved to try to save the world.

“But it is too late. We have lost. And I have had enough of love, enough of
women, with their soft, alluring bodies, and the sweet lying voices, and the heartless scheming.”

 


 


The Prince fell into black silence, motionless, heedless of the flies that swarmed about him. Presently Brand contrived, despite his manacles, to fish a packet of cigarettes from his pocket, extract one, and tossed the others to Bill, who managed to light one for the Prince. The three battered men sat in dazzling sun and blistering heat, smoking and trying to forget heat and flies and torturing manacles—and the death that loomed so near.

It was early noon when Bill heard a little rustling beyond the mesquites. In a moment the Martian appeared. A grotesque and terrifying being it was. Scores of green tentacles, slender and writhing, grew from an insignificant body. Three lidless, purple eyes, staring, alien, and malevolent, watched them alertly from foot-long green stalks that rose above the body. The creature half walked on tentacles extended below it, half dragged itself along by green appendages that reached out to grasp mesquite limbs above it. One inch-thick coil carried a curious instrument of glittering crystal and white metal—it was a strange, gleaming thing, remotely like a ray pistol. And fastened about another tentacle was a little metal ring, from which an odd-looking little bar dangled.

The thing came straight for the Prince. Bill screamed a warning. The Prince saw it, twisted himself over on the ground, tried desperately to crawl away. The thing reached out a slender tentacle, many yards long. It grasped him about the neck, drew him back.

In a moment the dreadful being was crouching in a writhing green mass above the body of the manacled man. Once he screamed piteously, then there was no sound save loud, gasping breaths. His muscles knotted as he struggled in agony against the fetters and the coils of the monster.

Bill and Captain Brand lay there, unable either to escape or to give assistance. In silent horror they watched the scene. They saw that each slender green tentacle ended in a sharp-edged suction disk. They watched the disks forcing themselves against the throat of the agonized man, tearing a way through his clothing to his body. They saw constrictions move down the rubber-like green tentacles as if they were sucking, while red drops oozed out about the edge of the disks.

“Our turn next,” muttered Captain Brand.

“And after us, the world!” Bill breathed, tense with horror.

A narrow, white beam, blindingly brilliant, flashed from beyond the dull green foliage of the mesquite. It struck the crouching monster waveringly. Without a sound, it leapt, flinging itself aside from the body of the Prince. It raised its curious weapon. A tiny purple spark darted from it.

A shattering crash rang out at a little distance. There was a thin scream—a woman’s scream.

Then the white ray stabbed at the monster again, and it collapsed in a twitching heap of thin green coils, upon the still body of the Prince.

A slender girl rushed out of the brush, tossed aside a ray pistol, and flung herself upon the monster, trying to drag it from the Prince. It was Paula Trainor. Her clothing was torn. Her skin was scratched and bleeding from miles of running through the desert of rocks and cactus and thorny mesquite. She was evidently exhausted. But she flung herself with desperate energy to the rescue of the injured man.

The body of the dead thing was light enough. But the sucking disks still clung to the flesh. They pulled and tore it when she tugged at them. She struggled desperately to drag them loose, by turns sobbing and laughing hysterically.


“If you can help us get loose, we might help,” Bill suggested.

The girl raised a piteous face. “Oh, Mr. Bill—Captain Brand! Is he dead?”

“I think not, Miss Paula. The thing had just jumped on him. Buck up!”

“See the little bar—it looks like a sliver of aluminum—fastened to the metal ring about that coil?” Brand said. “It might be the key for these chains. End of it seems to be shaped about right. Suppose you try it?”

In nervous haste, the girl tore the little bar from its ring. With Brand’s aid, she was able to unlock his fetters. The Captain lost no time in freeing Bill and removing the manacles from the unconscious Prince.

The thin, rubber-like tentacles could not be torn loose. Brand cut them with his knife. He found them tough and fibrous. Red blood flowed from them when they were severed.

Bill carried the injured man down to the shade of the cottonwoods, brought water to him in a hat from the muddy little stream below. In a few minutes he was conscious, though weak from loss of blood.

Captain Brand, after satisfying himself that Paula had killed the Martian, and that it was the only one that had survived in the wreckage of the blue globes and the metal dome, set off to cross the mountain and bring back the sunship.

When the Red Rover came into view late that evening, a beautiful slender bar of silver against the pyrotechnic gold and scarlet splendor of the desert sunset, the Prince of Space was hobbling about, supported on Bill’s arm, examining the wreckage of the Martian fliers.

Paula was hovering eagerly about him, anxious to aid him. Bill noticed the pain and despair that clouded her brown eyes. She had been holding the Prince’s head in her arms when he regained consciousness. Her lips had been very close to his, and bright tears were brimming in her golden eyes.

Bill had seen the Prince push her away, then thank her gruffly when he had found what she had done.

“Paula, you have done a great thing for the world,” Bill had heard him say.

“It wasn’t the world at all! It was for you!” the girl had cried, tearfully.

She had turned away, to hide her tears. And the Prince had said nothing more.

The Red Rover landed beside the wreckage of the Martian fliers. After a few hours spent in examining and photographing the wrecks, in taking specimens of the white alloy of which they were built, and of other substances used in the construction, they all went back on the sunship, taking the dead Martian and other objects for further study. Brand took off for the upper atmosphere.

“Captain Brand,” the Prince said as they stood in the bridge room, “since the death of poor Captain Smith this morning, I believe you are the most skillful sunship officer in my organization. Hereafter you are in command of the Red Rover, with Harris and Vincent as your officers.

“We have a huge task before us. The victory we have won is but the first hand in the game that decides the fate of Earth.”


CHAPTER V

THE TRITON’S TREASURE

“I must have at least two tons of vitalium,” the Prince of Space told Bill, when the newspaperman came to the bridge of the Red Rover after twenty hours in the bunk. The Prince was pale and weak from loss of blood, but seemed to suffer no other ill effects from his encounter with the Martian.


“Two tons of vitalium!” Bill exclaimed. “A small demand! I doubt if there is that much on the market, if you had all the Confederation’s treasury to buy it with.”

“I must have it, and at once! I am going to fit out the Red Rover for a voyage to Mars. It will take that much vitalium for the batteries.”

“We are going to Mars!”

“The only hope for humanity is for us to strike first and to strike hard!”

“If the world knew of the danger, we could get help.”

“That’s where you come in. I told you that I should need publicity. It is your business to tell the public about things. I want you to tell humanity about the danger from Mars. Make it convincing and make it strong! Say anything you like so long as you leave the Prince of Space out of it. I have the body of the Martian that attacked me preserved in alcohol. You have that and the wreckage in the desert to substantiate your story. I will land you at Trainor’s Tower in New York tonight. You will have twenty-four hours to convince the world, and raise two tons of vitalium. It has to be done!”

“A big order,” Bill said doubtfully. “But I’ll do my best.”

The city was a bright carpet of twinkling lights when the Red Rover darted down out of a black sky, hovering for a moment over. Trainor’s Tower. When it flashed away, Bill was standing alone on top of the loftiest building on earth, in his pocket a sheaf of manuscript on which he had been at work for many hours, beside him a bulky package that contained the preserved body of the weird monster from Mars.

He opened the trapdoor—which was conveniently unlocked—took up the package, and clambered down a ladder into the observatory. An intent man was busy at the great telescope—which pointed toward the red planet Mars. The man looked understandingly at Bill, and nodded toward the elevator.

In half an hour Bill was exhibiting his package and his manuscript to the night editor of the Herald-Sun.

“The greatest news in the century!” he cried. “The Earth attacked by Mars! It was a Martian ship that took the Helicon. I have one of the dead creatures from Mars in this box.”

The astounded editor formed a quick opinion that his star reporter had met with some terrifying experience that had unsettled his brain. He listened skeptically while Bill related a true enough account of the cruise of the Moon Patrol ships, and of the battle with the blue globe. Bill omitted any mention of the City of Space and its enigmatic ruler; but let it be assumed that the Fury had rammed the globe and that it had fallen in the desert. He ended with a wholly fictitious account of how a mysterious scientist had picked him up in a sunship, had told him of the invaders from Mars, and had sent him to collect two tons of vitalium to equip his ship for a raid on Mars. Bill had spent many hours in planning his story; he was sure that it sounded as plausible as the amazing reality of the Prince of Space and his wonderful city.

The skeptical editor was finally convinced, as much by his faith in Bill’s probity as by the body of the green monster, the scraps of a strange white metal, and the photographs, which he presented as material evidence. The editor radioed to have a plane sent from El Paso, Texas, to investigate the wrecks. When it was reported that they were just as Bill had said, the Herald-Sun issued an extra, which carried Bill’s full account, with photographs of the dead monster, and scientific accounts of the other evidence. There was an appeal for two tons of vitalium, to enable the unknown scientist to save the world by making a raid on Mars.

The story created an enormous sensation all over the world. A good many people believed it. The Herald-Sun actually received half a million eagles in subscriptions to buy the vitalium—a sum sufficient to purchase about eleven ounces of that precious metal.


Most of the world laughed. It was charged that Bill was insane. It was charged that the Herald-Sun was attempting to expand its circulation by a baseless canard. Worse, it was charged that Bill, perhaps in complicity with the management of the great newspaper, was making the discovery of a new sort of creature in some far corner of the world the basis for a gigantic fraud, to secure that vast amount of vitalium.

Examination proved that the wrecks in the desert had been demolished by explosion instead of by falling. A court injunction was filed against the Herald-Sun to prevent collection of the subscriptions, and Bill might have been arrested, if he had not wisely retired to Trainor’s Tower.

Finally, it was charged that the pirate, the Prince of Space, was at the bottom of it—possibly the charge was suggested by the fact that the chief object of the Prince’s raids had always been vitalium. A rival paper asserted that the pirate must have captured Bill and sent him back to Earth with this fraud.

Public excitement became so great that the reward for the capture of Prince of Space, dead or alive, was raised from ten to fifteen million eagles.

Twenty-four hours later after he had been landed on Trainor’s Tower, Bill was waiting there again, with bright stars above him, and the carpet of fire that was New York spread in great squares beneath him. The slim silver ship came gliding down, and hung just beside the vitrolite dome while eager hands helped him through the air-lock. Beyond, he found the Prince waiting, with a question in his eyes.

“No luck,” Bill grunted hopelessly. “Nobody believed it. And the town was getting too hot for me. Lucky I had a getaway.”

The Prince smiled bitterly as the newspaperman told of his attempt to enlist the aid of humanity.

“About what I expected,” he said. “Men will act like men. It might be better, in the history of the cosmos, to let the Martians have this old world. They might make something better of it. But I am going to give humanity a chance—if I can. Perhaps man will develop into something better, in a million years.”

“Then there is still a chance—without the vitalium?” Bill asked eagerly.

“Not without vitalium. We have to go to Mars. We must have the metal to fit our flier for the trip. But I have needed vitalium before; when I could not buy it. I took it.”

“You mean—piracy!” Bill gasped.

“Am I not the Prince of Space—‘notorious interplanetary outlaw’ as you have termed me in your paper? And is not the good of the many more than the good of the few? May I not take a few pounds of metal from a rich corporation, to save the earth for humanity?”

“I told you to count me in,” said Bill. “The idea was just a little revolutionary.”

“We haven’t wasted any time while you were in New York. I have means of keeping posted on the shipments of vitalium from the moon. We have found that the sunship Triton leaves the moon in about twenty hours, with three months production of the vitalium mines in the Kepler crater. It should be well over two tons.”

 


 


Thirty hours later the Red Rover was drifting at rest in the lunar lane, with ray tubes dead and no light showing. Men at her telescopes scanned the heavens moonward for sight of the white repulsion rays of the Triton and her convoy.

Bill was with Captain Brand in the bridge-room. Eager light flashed in Brand’s eyes as he peered through the telescopes, watched his instruments, and spoke brisk orders into the tube.

“How does it feel to be a pirate?” Bill asked, “after so many years spent hunting them down?”

Captain Brand grinned. “You know,” he said, “I’ve wanted to be a buccaneer ever
since I was about four years old. I couldn’t, of course, so I took the next best thing, and hunted them. I’m not exactly grieving my heart out over what has happened. But I feel sorry for my old pals of the Moon Patrol. Somebody is going to get hurt!”

“And it may be we,” said Bill. “The Triton will be convoyed by several war-fliers, and she can fight with her own rays. It looks to me like a hard nut to crack.”

“I used to dream about how I would take a ship if I were the Prince of Space,” said Captain Brand. “I’ve just been talking our course of action over with him. We’ve agreed on a plan.”

In an hour the Prince and Dr. Trainor entered the bridge. Paula appeared in a few moments. Her face was drawn and pale; unhappiness cast a shadow in her brown eyes. Eagerly, she asked the Prince how he was feeling.

“Oh, about as well as ever, thanks,” the lean young man replied in a careless voice. His dark, enigmatic eyes fell upon her face. He must have noticed her pallor and evident unhappiness. He met her eyes for a moment, then took a quick step toward her. Bill saw a great tenderness almost breaking past the bitter cynicism in those dark eyes. Then the Prince checked himself, spoke shortly:

“We are preparing for action, Paula. Perhaps you should go back to your stateroom until it is over.”

The girl turned silently and moved out of the room. Bill thought she would have tottered and fallen if there had been enough gravity or acceleration to make one fall.

In a few minutes a little group of flickering lights appeared among the stars ahead, just beside the huge, crater-scarred, golden disk of the moon.

“The Triton and her convoy!” shouted the men at the telescopes.

“All men to their stations, and clear the ship for action!” Captain Brand gave the order.

“Two Moon Patrol sunships are ahead, cruising fifty miles apart,” came the word from the telescope. “A hundred miles behind them is the Triton, with two more Patrol fliers twenty-five miles behind her and fifty miles apart.”

Brand spoke to the Prince, who nodded. And Brand gave the order.

“Show no lights. Work the ship around with the gyroscopes until our rear battery of tubes will cover the right Patrol ship of the leading pair, and our bow tubes the other.”

The whir of the electric motors came from below. The fliers swung about, hanging still in the path of the approaching Triton.

“All ready, sir,” came a voice from the tube.

A few anxious minutes went by. Then the Red Rover, dark and silent, was hanging squarely between the two forward Patrol ships, about twenty-five miles from each of them.

“Fire constantly with all tubes, fore and aft, until the enemy appears to be disabled,” Brand gave the order. The Prince spoke to him, and he added, “Inflict no unnecessary damage.”

Dazzling white rays flashed from the tubes. Swiftly, they found the two forward sunships. The slender octagons of silver shone white under the rays. They reeled, whirled about, end over end, under the terrific pressure of atomic bombardment. In a moment they glowed with dull red incandescence, swiftly became white. A bluish haze spread about them—the discharge of the electric energy carried by the atoms, which would electrocute any man not insulated against it.

From the three other ships flaming white rays darted, searching for the Red Rover. But they had hardly found the mark when Brand ordered his rays snapped out. The two vessels he had struck were but whirling masses of incandescent wreckage—completely out of the battle, though most of the men aboard them still survived in their insulated cells.


The Prince himself spoke into the tube. “Maneuver number forty-one. Drive for the Triton.”

Driven by alternate burst from front and rear motor tubes, the Red Rover started a curiously irregular course toward the treasure ship. Spinning end over end, describing irregular curves, she must have been an almost impossible target.

And twice during each spin, when her axis was in line with the Triton, all tubes were fired for an instant, striking the treasure ship with a force that reeled and staggered her, leaving her plates half-fused, twisted and broken.

Three times a ray caught the Red Rover for an instant, but her amazing maneuvers, which had evidently been long practised by her crew, carried her on a course so erratic and puzzling that the few rays that found her were soon shaken off.

Before the pirate flier reached the Triton, the treasure vessel was drifting helpless, with all rays out. The Red Rover passed by her, continuing on her dizzily whirling course until she was directly between the two remaining fliers.

“Hold her still,” the Prince then shouted into the tube. “And fire all rays, fore and aft.”

 


 


Blinding opalescent rays jetted viciously from the two rings of tubes. Since the Red Rover lay between the two vessels, they could not avoid firing upon each other. Her own rays, being fired in opposite directions, served to balance each other and hold her at rest, while the rays of the enemy, as well as those of the pirate that impinged upon them, tended to send them into spinning flight through space.

Blinding fluorescence obscured the vitrolite panels, and the stout walls of the Red Rover groaned beneath the pressure of the hail of atoms upon them. Swiftly they would heat, soften, collapse. Or the insulation would burn away and the electric charge electrocute her passengers.

The enemy was in a state as bad. The white beams of the pirate flier had found them earlier, and could be held upon them more efficiently. It was a contest of endurance.

Suddenly the jets of opalescence snapped off the pirate. Bill gazing out into star-dusted space, saw the two Patrol vessels spinning in mad flight before the pressure of the rays, glowing white in incandescent twisted ruin.

A few minutes later the Red Rover was drifting beside the Triton holding the wrecked treasure-flier with electromagnetic plates. The air-lock of the pirate vessel opened to release a dozen men in metal vacuum suits, armed with ray pistols and equipped with wrecking tools and oxygen lances. The Prince was their leader.

They forced the air-lock of the Triton, and entered the wreck. In a few minutes grotesque metal-suited figures appeared again, carrying heavy leaden tubes filled with the precious vitalium.

The Red Rover was speeding into space, an hour later, under full power. The Prince of Space was in the bridge room, with Bill, Captain Brand, Dr. Trainor, and Paula. Bill noticed that the girl seemed pathetically joyous at the Prince’s safety, though he gave her scant attention.

“We have the two tons of vitalium,” said the Prince. “Nearly forty-six hundred pounds, in fact. Easily enough to furnish power for the voyage to Mars. We have the metal—provided we can get away with it.”

“Is there still danger?” Paula inquired nervously.

“Yes. Most of the passengers of the Triton were still alive. When I gave her captain my card, he told me that they sent a heliographic S.O.S. as soon as we attacked. Some forty or fifty fliers of the Moon Patrol will be hot on our trail.”

The Red Rover flew on into space, under all her power. Presently the lookouts
picked up a score of tiny flickering points of light behind them. The Moon Patrol was in hot pursuit.

“Old friends of mine,” said Captain Brand. “Every one of them would give his life to see us caught. And I suppose every one of them feels now that he has a slice of that fifteen million eagles reward! The Moon Patrol never gives up and never admits defeat.”

Tense, anxious hours went by while every battery was delivering its maximum current, and every motor tube was operating at its absolutely highest potential.

Paula waited on the bridge, anxiously solicitous for the Prince’s health—he was still pale and weak from the adventure in the desert. Presently, evidently noticing how tired and worried she looked, he sent her to her stateroom to rest. She went, in tears.

“No chance to fight, if they run us down,” said Captain Brand. “We can handle four, but not forty.”

Time dragged heavily. The Red Rover flew out into space, past the moon, on such a course as would not draw pursuit toward the City of Space. Her maximum acceleration was slightly greater than that of the Moon Patrol fliers, because of the greater number and power of her motor tubes. Steadily she forged away from her pursuers.

At last the flickering lights behind could be seen no longer.

But the Red Rover continued in a straight line, at the top of her speed, for many hours, before she turned and slipped cautiously toward the secret City of Space. She reached it in safety, was let through the air-lock. Once more Bill looked out upon the amazing city upon the inner wall of a spinning cylinder. He enjoyed the remarkable experience of a walk along a street three miles in length, which brought him up in an unbroken curve, and back to where he had started.

It took a week to refit the Red Rover, in preparation for the voyage to Mars. Her motor ray tubes were rebuilt, and additional vitalium generators installed. The precious metal taken from the Triton was built into new batteries to supply power for the long voyage. Good stocks of food, water, and compressed oxygen were taken aboard, as well as weapons and scientific equipment of all variety.

“We start for Mars in thirty minutes,” Captain Brand told Bill when the warning gong had called him and the others aboard.


CHAPTER VI

THE RED STAR OF WAR

The Red Rover slipped out through the great airlock of the City of Space, and put her bow toward Mars. The star of the war-god hung before her in the silver-dusted darkness of the faint constellation of Capricornus, a tiny brilliant disk of ocherous red. The Prince of Space, outlawed by the world of his birth, was hurtling out through space in a mad attempt to save that world from the horrors of Martian invasion.

The red point that was Mars hung almost above them, it seemed, almost in the center of the vitrolite dome of the bridge. “We are not heading directly for the planet,” Captain Brand told Bill. “Its orbital velocity must be considered. We are moving toward the point that it will occupy in twenty days.”

“We can make it in twenty days? Three million miles a day?”

“Easily, if the vitalium holds out, and if we don’t collide with a meteorite. There is no limit to speed in space, certainly no practical limit. Acceleration is the important question.”

“We may collide with a meteorite you say? Is there much danger?”


“A good deal. The meteorites travel in swarms which follow regular orbits about the sun. We have accurate charts of the swarms whose orbits cross those of the earth and moon. Now we are entering unexplored territory. And most of them are so small, of course, that no telescope would reveal them in time. Merely little pebbles, moving with a speed about a dozen times that of a bullet from an old-fashioned rifle.”

“And what are we going to do if we live to get to Mars?”

“A big question!” Brand grinned. “We could hardly mop up a whole planet with the motor rays. Trainor has a few of his rocket torpedoes, but not enough to make much impression upon a belligerent planet. The Prince and Trainor have a laboratory rigged up down below. They are doing a lot of work. A new weapon, I understand. I don’t know what will come of it.”

Presently Bill found his way down the ladder to the laboratory. He found the Prince of Space and Dr. Trainor hard at work. He learned little by watching them, save that they were experimenting upon small animals, green plants, and samples of the rare vitalium. High tension electricity, electron tubes, and various rays seemed to be in use.

Noticing his interest, the Prince said, “You know that vitalium was first discovered in vitamins, in infinitesimal quantities. The metal seems to be at the basis of all life. It is the trace of vitalium in chlorophyl which enables the green leaves of plants to utilize the energy of sunlight. We are trying to determine the nature of the essential force of life—we know that the question is bound up with the radioactivity of vitalium. We have made a good deal of progress, and complete success would give us a powerful instrumentality.”

Paula was working with them in the laboratory, making a capable and eager assistant—she had been her father’s helper since her girlhood. Bill noticed that she seemed happy only when near the Prince, that the weight of unhappiness and trouble left her brown eyes only when she was able to help him with some task, or when her skill brought a word or glance of approval from him.

The Prince himself seemed entirely absorbed in his work; he treated the girl courteously enough, but seemed altogether impersonal toward her. To him, she seemed only to be a fellow-scientist. Yet Bill knew that the Prince was aware of the girl’s feelings—and he suspected that the Prince was trying to stifle a growing reciprocal emotion of his own.

Bill spent long hours on the bridge with Captain Brand, staring out at the star-scattered midnight of space. The earth shrank quickly, until it was a tiny green disk, with the moon an almost invisible white speck beside it. Day by day, Mars grew larger. It swelled from an ocher point to a little red disk.

Often Bill scanned the spinning scarlet globe through a telescope. He could see the white polar caps, the dark equatorial regions, the black lines of the canals. And after many days, he could see the little blue circle that had been visible in the giant telescope on Trainor’s Tower.

“It must be something enormous, to stand out so plainly,” he said when he showed it to Captain Brand.

“I suppose so. Even now, we could see nothing with a diameter of less than a mile or so.”

“If it’s a ship, it must be darned big—big enough for the whole race of ’em to get aboard.”

Bill was standing, a few hours later, gazing out through the vitrolite panels at the red-winged splendor of the sun, when suddenly he heard a series of terrific crashes. The ship rocked and trembled beneath him; he heard the reverberation of hammered metal, and the hiss of escaping air.

“Meteorite!” screamed Brand.


Wildly, he pointed to the vitrolite dome above. In three places the heavy crystal was shattered, a little hole drilled through it, surrounded with radiating cracks. In two other sections the heavy metal wall was dented. Through the holes, the air was hissing out. It formed a white cloud outside, and glistening frost gathered quickly on the crystal panels.

Bill felt the air suddenly drawn from his lungs. He gasped for breath. The bridge was abruptly cold. Little particles of snow danced across it.

“The air is going!” Brand gasped. “We’ll suffocate!”

He touched a lever and a heavy cover fell across the ladder shaft, locked itself, making the floor an airtight bulkhead.

“That’s right,” Bill tried to say. “Give others—chance.”

His voice had failed. A soaring came in his ears. He felt as if a malignant giant were sucking out his breath. The room grew dark, swam about him. He reeled; he was blind. A sudden chill came over his limbs—the infinite cold of space. He felt hot blood spurting from his nose, freezing on his face. Faintly he heard Brand moving, as he staggered and fell into unconsciousness.

 


 


When he looked about again, air and warmth were coming back. He saw that the shaft was still sealed, but air was hissing into the room through a valve. Captain Brand lay inert beside him on the floor. He looked up at the dome, saw that soft rubber patches had been placed over the holes, where air-pressure held them fast. The Captain had saved the ship before he fell.

In a moment the door opened. Dr. Trainor rushed in, with Prince and others behind him. They picked up the unconscious Brand and rushed him down to the infirmary. The plucky captain had been almost asphyxiated, but administration of pure oxygen restored him to consciousness. On the following day he was back on the bridge.

The Red Rover had been eighteen days out from the City of Space. The loss of air due to collision with the meteorites had brought inconveniences, but good progress had been made. It was only two more days to Mars. The forward tubes had been going many hours, to retard the ship.

“Object dead ahead!” called a lookout from his telescope.

“A small blue globe, coming directly toward us,” he added, a moment later.

“Another of their ships, setting out for the earth,” Brand muttered. “It will about cook our goose!”

In a few moments the Prince and Dr. Trainor had rushed up the ladder from the laboratory. The blue globe was rushing swiftly toward them; and the Red Rover was plunging forward at many thousand miles per hour.

“We can’t run from it,” said Brand. “It is still fifty thousand miles away, but we are going far too fast to stop in that distance. We will pass it in about five minutes.”

“If we can’t stop, we go ahead,” the Prince said, smiling grimly.

“We might try a torpedo on ’em,” suggested Dr. Trainor. He had mounted a tube to fire his rocket torpedoes from the bridge. “It will have all the speed its own motor rays can develop, plus what the ship has at present, plus the relative velocity of the globe. That might carry it through.”

The Prince nodded assent.

Trainor slipped a slender, gleaming rocket into his tube, sighted it, moved the lever that set the projectile to spinning, and fired. The little white flame of the motor rays dwindled and vanished ahead of them. Quickly, Trainor fired again, and then a third time.

“Switch off the rays and darken the lights,” the Prince ordered. “With combined
speeds of ten thousand miles a minute, we might pass them without being seen—if they haven’t sighted us already.”

For long seconds they hurtled onward in tense silence. Bill was at a telescope. Against the silver and black background of space, the little blue disk of the Martian ship was growing swiftly.

Suddenly a bright purple spark appeared against the blue, grew swiftly brighter.

“An atomic bomb!” he cried. “They saw us. We are lost!”

He tensed himself, waiting for the purple flash that would mean the end. But the words were hardly out of his mouth when he saw a tiny sheet of violet flame far ahead of them. It flared up suddenly, and vanished as abruptly. The blue disk of the ship still hung before them, but the purple spark was gone. For a moment he was puzzled. Then he understood.

“The atomic bomb struck a torpedo!” he shouted. “It’s exploded. And if they think it was we—”

“Perhaps they can’t see us, with the rays out,” Brand said.

“It is unlikely,” Trainor observed, “that the bomb actually struck one of our torpedoes. More likely it was set to be detonated by the gravitational attraction of any object that passed near it.”

Still watching the azure globe, Bill saw a sudden flare of orange light against it. A great burst of yellow flame. The blue ball crumpled behind the flame. The orange went out, and the blue vanished with it. Only twisted scraps of white metal were left.

“The second torpedo struck the Martian!” Bill cried.

“And you notice that the blue went out,” said Dr. Trainor. “It must be merely a vibratory screen.”

The Red Rover hurtled on through space, toward the crimson planet that hour by hour and minute by minute expanded before her. The blue disk was now plainly visible against the red. It was apparently a huge globe of azure, similar to the ships they had met, but at least a mile in diameter. She lay just off the red desert, near an important junction of “canals.”

“Some huge machine, screened by the blue wall of vibration,” Dr. Trainor suggested.

During the last two days the Prince and Dr. Trainor, and their eager assistant, Paula, had worked steadily in the laboratory, without pause for rest. Bill was with them when the Prince threw down his pencil and announced the result of his last calculation.

“The problem is solved,” he said. “And its answer means both success and failure. We have mastered the secret of life. We have unlocked the mystery of the ages! A terrific force is at our command—a force great enough to sweep man to the millennium, or to wipe out a planet! But that force is useless without the apparatus to release it.”

“We have the laboratory—” Trainor began.

“But we lack one essential thing. We must have a small amount of cerium, one of the rare earth metals. For the electrode, you know, inside the vitalium grid in our new vacuum tube. And there is not a gram of cerium in all our supplies.”

“We can go back to the Earth—” said Trainor.

“That will mean forty days gone, before we could come back—more than forty, because we would have to stop at the City of Space to refit. And all the perils of the meteorites again. I am sure that in less than forty days the Martians will be putting the machine in that enormous blue globe to its dreadful use.”

“Then we must land on Mars and find the metal!” said Captain Brand, who had been listening by the door.

“Exactly,” said the Prince. “You will pick out a spot that looks deserted, at a great distance from the blue globe. Somewhere in the mountains, as far back as possible
from the canals. Land there just after midnight. We will have mining and prospecting equipment ready to go to work when day comes. Almost any sort of ore ought to yield the small quantity of cerium we need.”

“Very good, sir,” said Brand.

 


 


A few hours later the Red Rover was sweeping around Mars, on a long curve, many thousands of miles from the surface of the red planet.

“We’ll pick out the spot to land while the sun is shinning on it,” Captain Brand told Bill. “Then we can keep over it, as it sweeps around into the shadow, timing ourselves to land just after midnight.”

“Isn’t there danger that we may be seen?”

“Of course. We can only minimize it by keeping a few thousand miles above the surface as long as it is day, and landing at night, and in a deserted section.”

As they drew nearer, the telescope revealed the surface of the hostile planet more distinctly. Bill peered intently into an eyepiece, scanning the red globe for signs of its malignant inhabitants.

“The canals seem to be strips of greenish vegetation, irrigated from some sort of irrigation system that brings water from the melting ice-caps,” he said.

“Lowell, the old American astronomer, knew that two hundred years ago,” said Captain Brand, “though some of his contemporaries claimed that they could not see the ‘canals.’”

“I can make out low green trees, and metal structures. I think there are long pipes, as well as open channels, to spread the water. And I see a great dome of white metal—it must be five hundred feet across … . There are several of them in sight, mostly located where the canals intersect.”

“They might be great community buildings—cities,” suggested Brand. “On account of the dust-storms that so often hide the surface of the planet, it would probably be necessary to cover a city up in some way.”

“And I see something moving. A little blue dot, it seems. Probably a little flier on the same order as those we have seen; but only a few feet in diameter. It seemed to be sailing from one of the white domes to another.”

Brand moved to another telescope.

“Yes, I see them. Two in one place. They seem to be floating along, high and fast. And just to the right is a whole line of them, flying one behind the other. Crossing a patch of red desert.”

“What’s this?” Bill cried in some excitement. “Looks like animals of some kind in a pen. They look like people, almost.”

“What! Let me see!”

Brand rushed over from his telescope. Bill relinquished him the instrument. “See. Just above the center of the field. Right in the edge of that cultivated strip, by what looks like a big aluminum water-pipe.”

“Yes. Yes, I see something. A big stockade. And it has things in it. But not men, I think. They are gray and hairy. But they seem to walk on two legs.”

“Something like apes, maybe.”

“I’ve got it,” cried Brand. “They’re domestic animals! The ruling Martians are parasites. They must have something to suck blood out of. They live on these creatures!”

“Probably so,” Bill admitted. “Do you suppose they will keep people penned up that way, if they conquer the world?”

“Likely.” He shuddered. “No good in thinking of it. We must be selecting the place to land.”


He returned to his instrument.

“I’ve got it,” he said presently. “A low mountain, in a big sweep of red desert. About sixty degrees north of the equator. Not a canal or a white dome in a hundred miles.”

Long hours went by, while the Red Rover hung above the chosen landing place, waiting for it to sweep into the shadow of night. Bill peered intently through his telescope, watching the narrow strips of vegetation across the bare stretches of orange desert. He studied the bright metal and gray masonry of irrigation works, the widely scattered, white metal domes that seemed to cover cities, the hurtling blue globes that flashed in swift flight between them. Two or three times he caught sight of a tiny, creeping green thing that he thought was one of the hideous, blood-sucking Martians. And he saw half a dozen broad metal pens, or pastures, in which the hairy gray bipeds were confined.

Shining machines were moving across the green strips of fertile land, evidently cultivating them.

The Prince, Dr. Trainor, and Paula were asleep in their staterooms. Bill retired for a short rest, came back to find the planet beneath them in darkness. The Red Rover was dropping swiftly, with Captain Brand still at the bridge.

Rapidly, the stars vanished in an expanding circle below them. Phobos and Deimos, the small moons of Mars, hurtling across the sky with different velocities shed scant light upon the barren desert below. Captain Brand eased the ship down, using the rays as little as possible, to cut down the danger of detection.

The Red Rover dropped silently to the center of a low, cliff-rimmed plateau that rose from the red, sandy desert. In the faint light of stars and hurtling moons, the ocherous waste lay flat in all directions—there are no high mountains on Mars. The air was clear, and so thin that the stars shone with hot brilliance, almost, Bill thought, as if the ship were still out in space.

Silent hours went by, as they waited for dawn. The thin white disk of the nearer moon slid down beneath the black eastern horizon, and rose again to make another hurtling flight.

Just before dawn the Prince appeared, an eager smile on his alert lean face, evidently well recovered from the long struggling in the laboratory.

“I’ve all the mining machinery ready,” Captain Brand told him. “We can get out as soon as it’s warm enough—it’s a hundred and fifty below zero out there now.”

“It ought to warm up right soon after sunrise—thin as this air is. You seem to have picked about the loneliest spot on the planet, all right. There’s a lot of danger, though, that we may be discovered before we get the cerium.”

“Funny feeling to be the first men on a new world,” said Bill.

“But we’re not the first,” the Prince said. “I am sure that Envers landed on Mars—I think the Martian ships are based on a study of his machinery.”

“Envers may have waited here in the desert for the sun to rise, just as we are doing,” murmured Brand. “In fact, if he wanted to look around without being seen, he may have landed right near here. This is probably the best place on the planet to land without being detected.”


CHAPTER VII

A MINE ON MARS

The sun came up small and white and hot, shining from a black sky upon an endless level orange waste of rocks and sand, broken with a black swamp in the distant north.
Even from the eminence of the time-worn plateau, the straight horizon seemed far nearer than on earth, due to the greater curvature of the planet’s surface.

Men were gathering about the air-lock, under the direction of the Prince, assembling mining equipment.

“Shall we be able to go out without vacuum suits?” Bill asked Captain Brand.

“I think so, when it gets warm enough. The air is light—the amount of oxygen at the surface is about equal to that in the air nine miles above sea level on earth. But the pull of gravity here is only about one-third as much as it is on the earth, and less oxygen will be required to furnish energy. I think we can stand it, if we don’t take too much exertion.”

The rays of the oddly small sun beat fiercely through the thin air. Soon the Prince went into the air-lock, closed the inner door behind him and started the pumps. When the dial showed the pressures equalized he opened the outer door, and stepped out upon the red rocks.

All were watching him intently, through the vitrolite panels. Paula clasped her hands in nervous anxiety. Bill saw the Prince step confidently out, sniff the air as though testing it, and take a few deep breaths. Then he drew his legs beneath him and made an astounding leap, that carried him twenty feet high. He fell in a long arc, struck on his shoulder in a pile of loose red sand. He got up, gasping for air as if the effort had exhausted him, and staggered back to the air-lock. Quickly he sealed the outer door behind him, opened the valve, and raised the pressure.

“Feels funny,” he said when he opened the inner door. “Like trying to breathe on top of a mountain—only more so. The jump was great fun, but rather exhausting. I imagine it would be dangerous for a fellow with a weak heart. All right to come out now. Air is still cool, but the rocks are getting hot under the sun.”

He held open the door. “The guards will come first.”

Six of the thirty-odd members of the crew had been detailed to act as guards, to prevent surprise, Each was to carry two rocket torpedoes—such a burden was not too much upon this planet, with its lesser gravity. They would watch from the cliffs at the edge of the little plateau upon which the sunship had landed.

Bill and four other men entered the air-lock—and Paula. The girl had insisted upon having some duty assigned to her, and this had seemed easier than the mining.

The door was closed behind them, the air pumped out until Bill gasped for breath and heard a drumming in his ears. Then the outer door was opened and they looked out upon Mars. Motion was easy, yet the slightest effort was tiring. Bill found himself panting merely from the exertion of lifting the two heavy torpedoes to his shoulders.

With Paula behind him, he stepped through the outer door. The air felt chill and thin. Loose red sand crumbled yieldingly under their feet.

They separated at the door, Bill starting toward the south end of the pleateau, Paula toward the north point, and the men going to stations along the sides.

“Just lie at the top of the cliffs and watch,” the Prince had ordered. “When you have anything to report, flash with your ray pistols, in code. Signal every thirty minutes, anyhow. We will have a man watching from the bridge. Report to him anything moving. We will fire off a red signal rocket when you are to come back.”

He had tried to keep Paula from going out, but the girl had insisted. At last he had agreed.

“Better to have you keeping watch than handling a pick and shovel, or pushing a barrow,” he had told her. “But I hate to see you go so far off. Something might happen. If they find us, though, they will probably get us all. Don’t get hurt.”

Bill had seen the Prince looking anxiously at the slender, brown-eyed girl as they entered the air-lock. He had seen him move forward quickly, as though to ask her to
come back—move forward, and then turn aside with a flush that became a bitterly cynical smile.

As Bill walked across the top of the barren red plateau, he looked back at the girl moving slowly in the opposite direction. He had glanced at her eyes as they left the ship. They were shadowed, heavy-lidded. In their brown depths lurked despair and tragic determination. Bill, watching her now, thought that all life had gone out of her. She seemed a dull automaton, driven only by the energy of a determined will. All hope and life and vivacity had gone from her manner. Yet she walked as if she had a stern task to do.

“I wonder—” Bill muttered. “Can she mean—suicide?”

He turned uncertainly, as if to go after her. Then, deciding that his thought was mere fancy, he trudged on across the red plateau to his station.

Behind him, he saw other parties emerging from the air-lock. The Prince and Dr. Trainor were setting up apparatus of some kind, probably, Bill thought, to take magnetic and meteorological observations. Men with prospecting hammers were scattering over all the plateau.

“Almost any sort of ferruginous rock is sure to contain the tiny amount of cerium we need,” Dr. Trainor had said.

 


 


Bill reached the end of the plateau. The age-worn cliffs of red granite and burned lava fell sheer for a hundred feet, to a long slope of talus. Below the rubble of sand and boulders the flat desert stretched away, almost visibly curving to vanish beneath the near red horizon.

It was a desolate and depressing scene, this view of a dead and sun-baked planet. There was no sign of living thing, no moving object, no green of life—the canals, with their verdure, were far out of sight.

“Hard to realize there’s a race of vampires across there, living in great metal domes,” Bill muttered, as he threw himself flat on the rocks at the lip of the precipice, and leveled one of the heavy torpedoes before him. “But I don’t blame ’em for wanting to go to a more cheerful world.”

Looking behind him, he soon saw men busy with electric drills not a hundred yards from the slender silver cylinder that was the Red Rover. The earth quivered beneath him as a shot was set off, and he saw a great fountain of crushed rock thrown into the air.

Men with barrows, an hour later, were wheeling the crushed rock to gleaming electrical reducing apparatus that Dr. Trainor and the Prince were setting up beside the sunship. Evidently there had been no difficulty in finding ore that carried a satisfactory amount of cerium.

Bill continued to scan the orange-red desert below him through the powerful telescope along the rocket tube. He kept his watch before him, and at half-hour intervals sent the three short flashes with his ray pistol, which meant “All is well.”

Two hours must have gone by before he saw the blue globe. It came into view low over the red rim of the desert below him, crept closer on a wavering path.

“Martian ship in view,” he signalled. “A blue globe, about ten feet in diameter. Follows curious winding course, as if following something.”

“Keep rocket trained upon it,” came the cautiously flashed reply. “Fire if it observes us.”

“Globe following animals,” he flashed back. “Two grayish bipeds leaping before it. Running with marvelous agility.”

He was peering through the telescope sight of the rocket tube. Keeping the cross
hairs upon the little blue globe, he could still see the creatures that fled before it. They were almost like men—or erect, hairy apes. Bipeds, they were, with human-like arms, and erect heads. Covered with short gray hair or fur, they carried no weapons.

They fled from the globe at a curious leaping run, which carried them over the flat red desert with remarkable speed. They came straight for the foot of the cliff from which Bill watched, the blue globe close behind them. When one of them stumbled over a block of lava and fell sprawling headlong on the sand, the other gray creature stopped to help it. The blue globe stopped, too, hanging still twenty feet above the red sand, waited for them to rise and run desperately on again.

Bill felt a quick flood of sympathy for the gray creatures. One had stopped to help the other. That meant that they felt affection. And the globe had waited for them to run again. It seemed to be baiting them maliciously. Almost he fired the rocket. But his orders had been not to fire unless the ship were discovered.

Now they were not a mile away. Suddenly Bill perceived a tiny, light-gray object grasped close to the breast of one of the gray bipeds. Evidently it was a young one, in the arms of its mother. The other creature seemed a male. It was the mother that had fallen.

They came on toward the cliff.

They were very clearly in view, and not five hundred yards below, when the female fell again. The male stopped to aid her, and the globe poised itself above them, waited. The mother seemed unable to rise. The other creature lifted her, and she fell limply back.

As if in rage, the gray male sprang toward the blue globe, crouching.

A tiny purple spark leapt from it. A flash of violet fire enveloped him. He was flung twisted and sprawling to the ground. Burned and torn and bleeding, he drew himself to all fours, and crept on toward the blue globe.

Suddenly the sphere dropped to the ground. A round panel swung open in its side—it was turned from Bill, so that he could not see within. Green things crept out. They were creatures like the one he had seen in the Mexican desert—a cluster of slender, flexible green tentacles, with suction disks, an insignificant green body, and three malevolent purple eyes, at the ends of foot-long stalks.

There were three of the things.

The creeping male flung himself madly upon one of them. It coiled itself about him; suction disks fastened themselves against his skin. For a time he writhed and struggled, fighting in agony against the squeezing green coils. Then he was still.

One of the things grasped the little gray object in the mother’s arms. She fought to shield it, to cover it with her own body. It was torn away from her, hidden in the hideously writhing green coils.

The third of the monsters flung itself upon the mother, wrapping snake-like tentacles about her, dragging her struggling body down shuddering and writhing in agony while the blood of life was sucked from it.

Bill watched, silent and trembling with horror.

“The things chased them—for fun!” he muttered fiercely. “Just a sample of what it will be on the earth—if we don’t stop ’em.”

Presently the green monsters left their victims—which were now mere shriveled husks. They dragged themselves back into the blue globe, which rose swiftly into the air. The round panel had closed.

From his station on the cliff, Bill watched the thing through the telescope sight of the rocket, keeping the cross hairs upon it. It came up to his own level—above it. Suddenly it paused. He was sure that the things in it had seen the Red Rover.

Quickly, he pressed a little nickeled lever. A soft whir came from the rocket tube.
He pressed the red button. The torpedo leapt forward, with the white rays driving back. The empty shell was flung back in Bill’s hand.

A great burst of vivid orange flame enveloped the cobalt globe. It disintegrated into a rain of white metal fragments.

“Take that, damn you!” he muttered in fierce satisfaction.

“Globe brought down successfully,” he flashed. “Evidently it had sighted us. Green Martians from it had killed gray bipeds. May I inspect remains?”

“You may,” permission was flashed back from the Prince. “But be absent not over half an hour.”

In a moment another message came. “All lookouts be doubly alert. Globe may be searched for. Miners making good progress. We can leave by sunset. Courage!—The Prince.”

 


 


Strapping the remaining rocket torpedo to his shoulders, and thrusting his ray pistol ready in his belt, Bill walked back along the brink of the precipice until he saw a comparatively easy way to the red plain below, and scrambled over the rim. Erosion of untold ages had left cracks and irregularities in the rock. Because of the slighter gravity of Mars, it was a simple feat to support his weight with the grip of his fingers on a ledge. In five minutes he had clambered down to the bank of talus. Hurriedly he scrambled down over great fallen boulders, panting and gasping for breath in the thin air.

He reached the red sand of the plain—it was worn by winds of ages into an impalpable scarlet dust, that rose in a thin, murky cloud about him, and settled in a blood-colored stain upon his perspiring limbs. The dry dust yielded beneath his feet as he made his way toward the silent gray bodies, making his progress most difficult.

Almost exhausted, he reached the gray creatures, examined them. They were far different from human beings, despite obvious similarities. Each of their “hands” had but three clawed digits; a curious, disk-like appendage took the place of the nose. In skeletal structure they were far different from homo sapiens.

Wearily Bill trudged back to the towering red cliff, red dust swirling up about him. He was oddly exhausted by his exertions, trifling as they had been. The murky red dust he inhaled was irritating to his nostrils; he choked and sneezed. Sweat ran in muddy red streams from his body, and he was suddenly very thirsty.

All the top of the red granite plateau—it was evidently the stone heart of an ancient mountain—was hidden from him. He could see nothing of the Red Rover or any of her crew. He could see no living thing.

The flat plain of red dust lay about him, curving below a near horizon. Loose dust sucked at his feet, rose about him in a suffocating saffron cloud. The sun, a little crimson globe in a blue-black sky, shone blisteringly. The sky was soberly dark, cold and hostile. In alarmed haste, he struggled toward the grim line of high, red cliffs.

Then he saw a round white object in the red sand.

Pausing to gasp for breath and to rub the sweat and red mud from his forehead, he kicked at it curiously. A sun-bleached human skull rolled out of the scarlet dust. He knew at once that it was human, not a skull of a creature like the gray things behind him on the sand.

With the unpleasant feeling that he was opening the forbidden book of some forgotten tragedy, he fell to his knees in the dust, and scooped about with his fingers. His right had closed upon a man’s thigh bone. His left caught in a rotten leather belt, that pulled a human vertebra out of the dust. The belt had a tarnished silver buckle, and he looked at it with a gasp.


It bore an elaborate initial “E.”

“E!” he muttered. “Envers! He got to Mars. And died here. Trying to get to the mountain, I guess. Lord! what a death! A man all alone, in the dust and the sun. A strange world. Strange monsters.”

The loneliness of the red desert, the mystery of it, and its alien spirit, wrapped itself about him like a mantle of fear. He staggered to his feet, and set off at a stumbling run through the sand toward the cliff. But in a moment he paused,

“He might have left something!” he muttered.

He turned, and plodded back to where he had left the skull and the rotted belt, and dug again with his fingers. He found the rest of the skeleton, even bits of hair, clothing and human skin, preserved in the dry dust. He found an empty canteen, a rusty pocketknife, buttons, coins, and a ray pistol that was burned out.

Then his plowing fingers brought up a little black book from the dust.

It was Envers’ diary.

Most of it was still legible. It is available in printed form today, and gives a detailed account of the tragic venture. The hopeful starting from earth. The dangers and discouragements of the voyage. A mutiny; half the crew killed. The thrill of landing on a new planet. The attack of the blue globes. How they took the ship, carried their prisoners to the pens, where they tried to use them to breed a new variety of domestic animals. Envers’ escape, his desperate attempt to find the ship where they had landed in the desert.

Bill did not read it all then. He took time to read only that last tragic entry.

“Water all gone. See now I will never reach mountain where I landed. Probably they have moved sunship anyhow. Might have been better to have stayed in the pen. Food and water there … . But how could God create such things? So hideous, so malignant! I pray they will not use my ship to go to earth. I hoped to find and destroy it. But it is too late.”

Thick red dust swirled up in Bill’s face. He tried to breathe, choked and sneezed and strangled. Looking up from the yellowed pages of the dead explorer’s notebook, he saw great clouds of red dust hiding the darkly blue sky in the east. It seemed almost that a colossal red-yellowed cylinder was being rolled swiftly upon him from eastward:

A dust-storm was upon him! One of the terrific dust-storms of Mars, so fierce that they are visible to astronomers across forty million miles of space.

Clutching the faded note-book, he ran across the sand again, toward the red cliffs. The wind howled behind him, overtook him and came screaming about his ears. Red dust fogged chokingly about his head. The line of cliffs before him vanished in a murky red haze. The wind blew swiftly, yet it was thin, exerting little force. The dusty air became an acrid fluid, choking, unbreathable.

Blindly, he staggered on, toward the rocks. He reached them, fought his way up the bank of talus, scrambling over gigantic blocks of lava. The base of the cliff was before him, a massive, perpendicular wall, rising out of sight in red haze. He skirted it, saw a climbable chimney, scrambled up.

At last he drew himself over the top, and lay flat. Scarlet dust-clouds swirled about him: he could not see twenty yards. He made no attempt to find the Red Rover; he knew he could not locate it in the dust.

 


 


Hours passed as he lay there, blinded, suffocating, feeling the hot misery of acrid dust and perspiration caked in a drying mud upon his skin. Thin winds screamed about the rocks, hot as a furnace-blast. He leveled his torpedo, tried to watch. But he could see only a murky wall of red, with the sun biting through it like a tiny, round blood-ruby.

The red sun had been near the zenith. Slowly it crept down, toward an unseen
horizon. It alone gave him an idea of direction, and of the passage of time. Then it, too, vanished in the dust.

Suddenly the wind was still. The dust settled slowly. In half an hour the red sun came into view again, just above the red western horizon. Objects about the mile-long plateau began to take shape. The Red Rover still lay where she had been, in the center. Men were still busily at work at the mining machinery—they had struggled on through the storm.

“All lookouts signal reports,” the Prince flashed from the ship.

“Found Envers’ body and brought his diary,” Bill flashed when it came his turn.

“Now preparing to depart,” came from the Prince. “Getting apparatus aboard. Have the required cerium. Return signal will be fired soon.”

Bill watched the dusty sky, over whose formerly dark-blue face the storm had drawn a yellowish haze. In a few minutes he saw a blue globe. Then another, and a third. They were far toward the southeast, drifting high and fast through the saffron haze. It seemed that they were searching out the route over which the globe that he had brought down must have come.

“Three globe-ships in sight,” he signalled. “Approaching us.”

Some of the other lookouts had evidently seen them, for he saw the flicker of other ray pistols across the plateau.

Without preamble, the red signal rocket was fired. Bill heard the report of it—sharp and thin in the rare atmosphere. He saw the livid scarlet flare.

He got to his feet, shouldered the heavy rocket tube, and ran stumbling back to the Red Rover. He saw other men running; saw men struggling to get the mining machinery back on the ship.

Looking back, he saw the three blue globes swimming swiftly nearer. Then he saw others, a full score of them. They were far off, tiny circles of blue in the saffron sky. They seemed to be rapidly flying toward the Red Rover.

He looked expectantly northward, toward the end of the plateau to which Paula had gone. He saw nothing of her. She was not returning in answer to the signal rocket.

He was utterly exhausted when he reached the sunship, panting, gasping for the thin air. The others were all like himself, caked with dried red mud, gasping asthmatically from exertion and excitement. Men were struggling to get pieces of heavy machinery aboard the flier—vitalium power generators that had been used to heat the furnaces, and even a motor ray tube that had been borrowed from the ship’s power plant for emergency use in the improvised smelter.

The Prince and Dr. Trainor were laboring furiously over an odd piece of apparatus. On the red sand beside the silver sunship, they had set up a tripod on which was mounted a curious glistening device. There were lenses, prisms, condensers, mirrors. The core of it seemed to be a strange vacuum tube—which had an electrode of cerium, surrounded with a queer vitalium grid. A tiny filament was glowing in it; and the induction coil which powered the tube, fed by vitalium batteries, was buzzing incessantly.

“Better get aboard, and off!” Bill cried. “No use to lose our lives, our chance to save the world—just for a little mining machinery.”

The Prince looked up in a moment, leaving the queer little device to Dr. Trainor. “Look at the Martian ships!” he cried, sweeping out an arm. “Must be thirty in sight, swarming up like flies. We couldn’t get away. And against those purple atomic bombs, the torpedoes wouldn’t have a chance. Besides, we have some of the ship’s machinery out here. Some generators, and a ray tube.”

Bill looked up, saw the swarming blue globes, circling above them in the saffron sky, some of them not a mile above. He shrugged hopelessly, then looked anxiously off to the north again, scanning the red plateau.


“Paula! What’s become of her?” he demanded.

“Paula? Is she gone?” The Prince turned from the tripod, looked around suddenly. “Paula! What could have happened to her?”

“A broken heart has happened to her,” Bill told him.

“You think—you think—” stammered the Prince. There was sudden alarm in his dark eyes, and a great tender longing. His bitterly cynical smile was gone.

“Bill, she can’t be gone!” he cried, almost in agony.

“You know she was on lookout duty at the north end of the plateau. She hasn’t come back.”

“I’ve got to find her!”

“What is it to you? I thought you didn’t care!” Bill was stern.

“I thought I didn’t, except as a friend. But I was wrong. If she’s gone, Bill—it will kill me!”

The Prince spun about with abrupt decision.

“Get everything aboard, and fit the ship to take off, as soon as possible,” he ordered. “Dr. Trainor is in command. Give him any help he needs. Brand, test everything when the tube is replaced; keep the ship ready to fly.” He turned swiftly to Trainor, who still worked deftly over the glittering little machine on the tripod. “Doc, you can operate that by yourself, as well as if I were here. Do your best—for mankind! I’m going to find your daughter.”

Trainor nodded in silent assent, his fingers busy.

The Prince, sticking a ray pistol in his belt, set off at a desperate run toward the north end of the plateau. After a moment’s hesitation, Bill staggered along behind him, still carrying the rocket torpedo strapped to his back.

It was only half a mile to the end of the plateau. In a few minutes the Prince was there. Bill staggered up just as he was reading a few scrawled words on a scrap of paper that he had found fastened to a boulder where Paula had been stationed.

“To the Prince of Space” it ran. “I can’t go on. You must know that I love you—desperately. It was maddening to be with you, to know that you don’t care. I know the story of your life, know that you can never care for me. The red dust is blowing now, and I am going down in the desert to die. Please don’t look for me—it will do no good. Pardon me for writing this, but I wanted you to know—why I am going. Because I love you. Paula.”


CHAPTER VIII

THE VITOMATON

“I love Paula!” cried the Prince. “It happened all at once—when you said she was gone. Like a burst of light. Yet it must have been growing for weeks. It was getting so I couldn’t work in the lab, unless she was there. God! It must have been hard for her. I was fighting it; I tried to hide what I was beginning to feel, tried to treat her as if she were a man. Now—she’s gone!”

Bill looked back to the Red Rover, half a mile behind them. She lay still, burnished silver cylinder on the red sand. He could see Trainor beside her, still working over the curious little device on the tripod. All the others had gone aboard. And a score of blue globe-ships, like little sapphire moons, were circling a few thousand feet above, drifting around and around, with a slow gliding motion, like buzzards circling over their carrion-prey.

The Prince had buried his face in his hands, standing in an attitude of utter dejection.


Bill turned, looked over the red flat sand of the Martian desert. Far below, leading toward the near horizon, he saw a winding line of foot-prints, half obliterated by the recent dust-storm. Far away they vanished below the blue-black sky.

“Her tracks,” he said, pointing.

“Tracks!” the Prince looked up, eager, hopeful determination flashing in his dark eyes. “Then we can follow! It may not be too late!”

He ran toward the edge of the cliff.

Bill clutched his sleeve. “Wait! Think what you’re doing, man! We’re fighting to save the world. You can’t run off that way! Anyhow, the sun is low. It is getting cool already. In two minutes after the sun goes down it will be cold as the devil! You’ll die in the desert!”

The Prince tugged away. “Hang the world! If you knew the way I feel about Paula—Lord, what a fool I’ve been! To drive her to this!”

Agony was written on his dark face; he bit his thin lip until blood oozed out and mingled indistinguishably with the red grime on his face. “Anyhow, the vitomaton is finished. Trainor can use it as well as I. I’ve got to find Paula—or die trying.”

He started toward the brink of the precipice again. After the hesitation of a moment, Bill started after him. The Prince turned suddenly.

“What the devil are you doing here?”

“Well,” said Bill, “the Red Rover is not a very attractive haven of refuge, with all those Martian ships flying around it. And I have come to think a good deal of Miss Paula. I’d like to help you find her.”

“Don’t come,” said the Prince. “Probably it is death—”

“I’m not exactly an infant. I’ve been in tight places before. I’ve even an idea of what it would be like to die at night in this desert—I found the bones of a man in the dust today. But I want to go.”

The Prince grasped Bill’s hand. For a moment a tender smile of friendship came over the drawn mask of mingled despair and determination upon his lean face.

Presently the two of them found an inclining ledge that ran down the face of the red granite cliff, and scrambled along to the flat plain of acrid dust below. In desperate haste they plodded gasping along, following the scant traces of Paula’s footprints that the storm had left. A hazy red cloud of dust rose about them, stinging their nostrils. They strangled and gasped for breath in the thin, dusty air. Sweaty grime covered them with a red crust.

For a mile they followed the trail. Then Paula had left the sand for a bare ledge of age-worn volcanic rock. The wind had erased what traces she might have left here. They skirted the edge of the ledge, but no prints were visible in the sand. The small red eye of the sun was just above the ocherous western rim of the planet. Their perspiring bodies shivered under the first chill of the frozen Martian night.

“It’s no use,” Bill muttered, sitting down on a block of timeworn granite, and wiping the red mud from his face. “She’s probably been gone for hours. No chance.”

“I’ve got to find her!” the Prince cried, his lean, red-stained face tense with determination. “I’ll circle about a little, and see if I can’t pick up the trail.”

Bill sat on the rock. He looked back at the low dark rim of cliffs, a mile behind, grim and forbidding against the somber, indigo sky. The crimson, melancholy splendor of the Martian sunset was fading in the west.

The silver sunship was out of sight behind the cliffs. But he could see the little blue globes, like spinning moons of sapphire, circling watchfully above it. They were lower now, some of them not a thousand feet above the hidden sunship.

Abruptly, one of them was enveloped in a vivid flare of orange light. Its blue gleam flickering out, and it fell in fragments of twisted white metal. Bill knew that it had been struck with a rocket torpedo.


The reply was quick and terrible. Slender, dazzling shafts of incandescent whiteness stabbed down toward the ship, each of them driving before it a tiny bright spark of purple fire, coruscating, iridescent.

They were the atomic bombs, Bill knew. A dozen of them must have been fired, from as many ships. In a few seconds he heard the reports of their explosions—in the thin, still air, they were mere sharp cracks, like pistol reports. They exploded below the line of his vision. No more torpedoes were fired from the unseen sunship. Bill could see nothing of it; but he was sure that it had been destroyed.

He heard the Prince’s shout, thin and high in the rare atmosphere. It came from a hundred yards beyond him.

“I’ve found the trail.”

Bill got up, trudged across to follow him. The Prince waited, impatiently, but gasping for breath. Just half of the red disk of the sun was visible in the indigo sky above the straight horizon, and a chill breeze blew upon them.

“I guess that ends the chance for the world!” Bill gasped.

“I suppose so. Some fool must have shot that torpedo off, contrary to orders. The vitomaton might have saved us, if Trainor had had a chance to use it.”

They plodded on through the dust, straining their eyes to follow the half-obliterated trail in the fading light. It grew colder very swiftly, for Mars has no such thick blanket atmosphere to hold the heat of day as has the earth.

Twilight was short. Splendid wings of somber crimson flame hung for a moment in the west. A brief golden glow shone where it had been. Then the sky was dark, and the million stars were standing out in cold, motionless majesty—scintillantly bright, unfeeling watchers of the drama in the desert.

Bill felt tingling cold envelope his limbs. The sweat and mud upon him seemed freezing. He saw the white glitter of frost appear suddenly upon his garments, even upon the red dust. The thin air he breathed seemed to freeze his lungs. He trembled. His skin became a stiff, numb, painful garment, hindering his movements. The Prince staggered on ahead of him, a vague dark shadow in the night, crying out at intervals in a queer, strained voice.

 


 


Bill stopped, looked back, shivering and miserable.

“No use to go on,” he muttered. “No use.” He stood still, vainly flapping his numb arms against his sides. A vivid picture came to him—a naked, staring, sun-bleached skull, lying in the red dust. “Bones in the dust,” he muttered. “Bones in the dust. Envers’ bones. And Paula’s, The Prince’s. Mine.”

He saw something that made him stare, oblivious of the cold.

The red cliff had become a low dark line, below the star-studded sky. The score of little cobalt moons were still drifting around and around, in endless circles, watching, waiting. They were bright among the stars.

A little green cloud came up into view, above the dark rim of the cliff. A little spinning wisp of greenish vapor. A tiny sphere of swirling radiance. It shone with the clear lucent green of spring, of all verdure, of life itself. It spun, and it shone with live green light.

With inconceivable speed, it darted upward. It struck one of the blue globes. A sparkling mist of dancing emerald atoms flowed over the azure sphere, dissolved it, melted it away.

Bill rubbed his eyes. Where the sapphire ship had been was now only a swirling mass of green mist, a cloud of twinkling emerald particles, shining with a supernal viridescent radiance that somehow suggested life.

Abruptly as the first tiny wisp of green luminescence had appeared, this whirling
cloud exploded. It burst into scores of tiny globes of sparkling, vibrant atoms. The green cloud had eaten and grown. Now it was reproducing itself like a living thing that feeds and grows and sends off spores.

And each of the little blobs of viridity flew to an azure sphere. It seemed to Bill as if the blue ships drew them—or as if the green globules of swirling mist were alive, seeking food.

In an instant, each swirling spiral of emerald mist had struck a blue globe. Vibrant green haze spread over every sphere. And the spheres melted, faded, vanished in clouds of swirling viridescent vapor.

It all happened very suddenly. It was hardly a second, Bill thought, after the first of the swirling green blobs had appeared, before the last of the Martian fliers had become a mass of incandescent mist. Then, suddenly as they had come, the green spirals vanished. They were blotted out.

The stars shone cold and brilliant, in many-colored splendor, above the dark line of the cliffs. The Martian ships were gone.

“The vitomaton!” Bill muttered. “The Prince said something about the vitomaton. A new weapon, using the force of life. And the green was like a living thing, consuming the spheres!”

Suddenly he felt the bitter cold again. He moved, and his garments were stiff with frost. The cold had numbed his limbs—most of the pain had gone. He felt a curious lightness, an odd sense of relief, of freedom—and a delicious, alarming desire for sleep. But leaden pain of cold still lurked underneath, dull, throbbing.

“Move! Move!” he muttered through cold-stiffened lips. “Move! Keep warm!”

He stumbled across the dust in the direction the Prince had taken. The cold tugged at him. His breath froze in swirls of ice. With all his will he fought the deadly desire for sleep.

He had not gone far when he came upon a dark shape in the night. It was the Prince, carrying Paula in his arms.

“I found her lying on the sand,” he gasped to Bill. “She was awake. She was glad—forgave me—happy now.”

The Prince was exhausted, struggling through the sand, burdened with the girl in his arms.

“Why go on?” Bill forced the words through his freezing face. “Never make it. They shot atomic bombs at Red Rover. Then something happened to them. Green light.”

“The vitomaton!” gasped the Prince. “Vortex of spinning, disintegrated atoms. Controlled by wireless power. Alive! Consumes all matter! Disintegrates it into atomic nothingness!”

He staggered on toward the dark line of cliffs, clasping the inert form of the girl to his body.

“But Paula! I love her. I must carry her to the ship. It is my fault. We must get to the ship.”

 


 


Bill struggled along beside him. “Too far!” he muttered.

“Miles, in the night. In the cold. We’ll never—”

He stopped, with a thin, rasping cry.

Before him, above the narrow black line of the cliffs, a slender bar of luminescent silver had shot up into view. It was the slim, tapering cylinder of the Red Rover, with her twelve rear motor rays driving white and dazzling against the mountain she was leaving. The sunship, unharmed, driving upward into space!

“My God!” Bill screamed. “Leaving us!” He staggered forward, a pitiful, trembling
figure, encased in stiff, frost-covered garments. He waved his arms, shouted. It was vain, almost ludicrous.

The Prince had stopped, still holding Paula in his arms.

“They think—Martians got us!” he called in a queer voice. “Stop them! Fire torpedo—at boulder. They will see!”

Bill heard the gasping voice. He unfastened the heavy tube that he still carried on his shoulder, leveled it before him. With numb, trembling fingers, he tried to move the levers. His fingers seemed frozen; they would not move. Tears burst from his eyes, freezing on his cheeks. He stood holding the heavy tube in his arms, sobbing like a baby.

Above them, the slender white cylinder of the Red Rover was driving out into star-gemmed space, dazzling opalescent rays shooting back at the dark mountain behind her.

“They go,” Bill babbled. “They think we are dead. Have not time to wait. Go to fight for world.”

He collapsed in a trembling heap upon the loose, frosty sand.

The Prince had suddenly laid Paula on the ground, was beside him.

“Lift the rocket,” he gasped. “Aim. I will fire.”

Bill raised the heavy tube mechanically, sighted through the telescope. His trembling was so violent that he could hardly hold it upon the rock. The Prince tried with his fingers to move the lever, in vain. Then he bent, pressed his chin against it. It slipped, cut a red gash in his skin. Again he tried, and the whir of the motor responded. He got his chin upon the little red button, pressed it. The empty shell drove back, fell from Bill’s numbed hands and clattered on the sand.

The torpedo struck with a burst of orange light.

The Prince picked up Paula again, clasped her chilled body to him. Bill watched the Red Rover. Suddenly he voiced a glad, incoherent cry. The white rays that drove her upward were snapped out. The slim silver ship swung about, came down on a long swift glide.

In a moment, it seemed, she swept over them, with a searchlight sweeping the red sand. The white beam found the three. Quickly the ship dropped beside them. Grotesque figures in vacuum suits leapt from the airlock.

In a few seconds they were aboard, in warmth and light. Hot, moist air hissed into the lock about them, and they could breathe easily again. The sizzling of the air through the valves was the last impression of which Bill was conscious, until he found himself waking up in a comfortable bed, feeling warm and very hungry. Captain Brand was standing with his blue eyes peering through the door.

“Just looked in to see you as I was going on duty, Bill,” he said. “Doctor Trainor says you’re all right now. The Prince and Paula are too. You were all rather chilled, but nothing was seriously frozen. Lucky you shot off the rocket. We had given up hope for you didn’t dare stay.

“Funny change has come over the Prince. He’s been up a good while, sitting by Paula’s bed. How’s that for the misogynist—the hermit outlaw of space? Well, come on up to the bridge when you’ve had some breakfast. The battle with Mars is going to be fought out in the next few hours. Ought to be something interesting to see.”

Having delivered his broadside of information so fast that the sleepy Bill could hardly absorb it, the bluff old space-captain withdrew his head, and went on.

An hour later Bill entered the bridge-room.

Gazing through the vitrolite panels, he saw the familiar aspect of interplanetary space—hard, brilliant points of many-colored light scintillating in a silver-dusted void of utter blackness. The flaming, red-winged sun was small and far distant. Earth was a huge green star, glowing with indescribably beautiful liquid emerald brilliance; the moon a silver speck beside it.


The grim red disk of Mars filled a great space in the heavens. Bill looked for a little blue dot that had been visible upon the red planet for so long—the tiny azure circle that he had first seen from the telescope in Trainor’s Tower. He found the spot where it should be, on the upper limb of the planet. But it was gone.

“The thing has left Mars,” Captain Brand told him. “It has set out on its mission of doom to Earth!”

“What is it?”

“It is armored with one of their blue vibratory screens. What hellish contrivances of war it has in it, and what demoniac millions of Martians, no one knows. It is enormous, more than a mile in diameter.”

“Can we do anything?”

“I hardly see how we can do anything. But we can try. Trainor and the Prince are coming with their vitomaton.”

“Say, didn’t they shoot their atomic bombs at the ship last night?” Bill asked. “It was out of sight, but I imagined they had wrecked it.”

“One of the lookouts who was late getting back brought down one of their globes with a rocket. They fired a lot of the purple bombs to scare us. But I think they meant to take us alive. In the interest of their science, I suppose. And Dr. Trainor got the vitomaton ready before they had done anything.”

Bill was peering out into the star-strewn ebon gulf. Captain Brand pointed. He saw a tiny blue globe, swimming among the stars.

“There’s the infernal thing! Carrying its cargo of horror to our earth!”

In a few moments Dr. Trainor, the Prince, and Paula came one by one up the ladder to the bridge. Trainor carried the tripod; the Prince brought a little black case which contained the strange vacuum tube with the cerium electrode, and its various accessories; Paula had a little calculating machine and a book of mathematical tables.

Trainor and the Prince set up the tripod in the center of the room, and mounted the little black case upon it. The apparatus looked not very different from a small camera. Working with cool, brisk efficiency, Paula began operating the calculating machine, taking numbers from the book, and calling out the results to the Prince, who was setting numerous small dials on the apparatus.

Dr. Trainor peered through a compact little telescope which was evidently an auxiliary part of the apparatus, training the machine on the tiny blue disk that was the messenger of doom from Mars. From time to time he called out numbers which seemed to go into Paula’s calculations.

Looking curiously at Paula and the Prince, Bill could see no sign of an understanding between them. Both seemed absorbed in the problem before them. They were impersonal as any two collaborating scientists.

At last Dr. Trainor raised his eyes from the little telescope, and the Prince paused, with his fingers on a tiny switch. The induction coil, in the circuit of a powerful vitalium generator, was buzzing monotonously, while purple fire leapt between its terminals. Paula was still efficiently busy over the little calculating machine, pressing its keys while the motors whirred inside it.

 


 


“We’re all ready,” Trainor announced, “as soon as Paula finishes the integration.” He turned to Bill and Captain Brand, who were eying the apparatus with intense interest. “If you will look inside this electron tube, when the Prince closes the switch, you will see a tiny green spark come into being. Just at the focus of the rays from the cerium electrode, inside the vitalium helix grid.

“That green spark is a living thing!

“It has in it the vital essence. It can consume matter—feed itself. It can grow. It
can divide, reproduce itself. It responds to stimuli—it obeys the signals we send from this directional beam transmitter.” He tapped an insignificant little drum.

“And it ceases to be, when we cut off the power.

“It is a living thing, that eats. And it is more destructive than anything else that eats, for it destroys the atoms that it takes into itself. It resolves them into pure vibratory energy, into free protons and electrons.”

Paula called out another number, in her soft, husky voice. The Prince swiftly set a last dial, pressed a tiny lever. Bill, peering through the thin walls of a little electron tube, saw a filament light, saw the thin cerium disk grow incandescent, apparently under cathode bombardment. Then he saw a tiny green spark come into being, in a fine helix of gleaming vitalium wire. For a little time it hung there, swinging back and forth a little, growing slowly.

Deliberately, one by one, the Prince depressed keys on a black panel behind the tube. The little green spark wavered. Suddenly it shot forward, out through the wall of the tube. It swam uncertainly through the air in the room, growing until it was large as a marble. The Prince flicked down another key, and it darted out through a vitrolite panel, towards the blue globe from Mars.

It had cut a little round hole in the transparent crystal, a hole the size of a man’s finger. The matter in it had vanished utterly. And the little viridescent cloud of curdled light that hung outside had grown again. It was as large as a man’s fist—a tiny, whirling spiral of vibrant emerald particles.

Air hissed through the little hole, forming a frozen, misty cloud outside. Captain Brand promptly produced a little disk of soft rubber, placed it against the opening. Air-pressure held it tight, sealing the orifice.

The Prince pressed another key, the little swirling green sphere was whisked away—it vanished. The Prince stood intent, fingers on the banks of keys, eyes on red pointers that spun dizzily on tiny dials. Another key clicked down suddenly. He moved a dial, and looked expectantly out through the vitrolite panel.

Bill saw the green film run suddenly over the tiny blue globe floating among the stars. The azure sphere seemed to melt away, to dissolve into sparkling green radiance. In a moment, where the great blue ship had been, was only a spinning spiral of glistening viridescence.

“Look at Mars!” cried the Prince. “This is a challenge. If they want peace, they shall have it. If they want war, they shall feel the power of the vitomaton!”

Bill turned dazedly to look at the broad disk of the red planet. It was not relatively very far away. He could see the glistening white spot that was the north polar cap, the vast ocherous deserts, the dark equatorial markings, the green-black lines of the canals. For all the grimness of its somber, crimson color, it was very brilliant against the darkness of the spangled void.

An amazing change came swiftly over Mars.

A bluish tinge flowed over orange-red deserts. A thin blue mist seemed to have come suddenly into the atmosphere of the planet. It darkened, became abruptly solid. A wall of blue hid the red world. Mars became a colossal globe. Her surface was as real, as smooth and unbroken, as that of the ship they had just destroyed.

Mars had become a sphere of polished sapphire.

“A wall of vibration, I suppose,” said the Prince. “What a science to condemn to destruction!”

Huge globes of purple fire—violet spheres large as the ship they had just destroyed—driven on mighty rays, leapt out from a score of points on the smooth azure armor that covered a world. With incredible speed, they converged toward the Red Rover.

“Atomic bombs with a vengeance!” cried the Prince. “One of those would throw
the earth out of its orbit, into the sun.” He turned briskly to Paula. “Quick now! Integrations for the planet!”

She sprang to the calculating machine; slim fingers flew over the keys. Trainor swung his apparatus toward the smooth azure ball that Mars had become, peered through his telescope, called out a series of numbers to Paula. Quickly she finished, gave her results to the Prince.

He bent over the banks of keys again.

Bill watched the enormous blue globe of Mars in fascinated horror, followed the huge, luminescent red-purple atomic bombs, that were hurtling out toward them, driven on broad white rays.

“An amazing amount of power in those atomic bombs,” Dr. Trainor commented, his mild eyes bright with scientific enthusiasm. “I doubt that space itself is strong enough to hold up under their explosion. If they hit us, I imagine it will break down the continuum, blow us out of the universe altogether, out of space and time!”

Bill was looking at the whirling green spiral that hung where the Martian flier had been. He saw it move suddenly, dart across the star-dusted darkness of space. It plunged straight for the blue ball of Mars, struck it. A viridescent fog ran quickly over the enormous azure globe.

Mars melted away.

The planet dissolved in a huge, madly spinning cloud of brilliant green mist that shone with an odd light—with a light of life! A world faded into a nebulous spiral of green. Mars became a spinning cloud of dust as if of malachite.

A tiny lever flicked over, under the Prince’s fingers. And the green light went out.

Where Mars had been was nothing! The stars shone through, hot and clear. A machine no larger than a camera had destroyed a world. Bill was dazed, staggered.

Solemnly, almost sadly, the Prince moved a slender, tanned hand across his brow. “A terrible thing,” he said slowly. “It is a terrible thing to destroy a world. A world that had been eons in the making, and that might have changed the history of the cosmos … . But they voted for war. We had no choice.”

He shook his head suddenly, and smiled. “It’s all over. The great mission of my life—completed. Doctor I want you to pack the vitomaton very carefully, and lock it up in our best safe, and try to forget the combination. A great invention. But I hope we never need to use it again.”

Then the Prince of Space did a thing that was amazing to most of his associates as the destruction of Mars had been. He walked quickly to Paula Trainor, and put his arms around her. He slowly tilted up her elfin face, where the golden eyes were laughing now, with a great, tender light of gladness shining in them. He bent, and kissed her warm red lips, with a hungry eagerness that was almost boyish.

A happy smile was dancing in his eyes when he looked up at the astounded Captain Brand and the others.

“Allow me,” he said, “to present the Princess of Space!”

Some months later, when Bill was landed on Trainor’s Tower, on a visit from his new home in the City of Space, he found that the destruction of Mars had created an enormous sensation. Astronomers were manfully inventing fantastic hypotheses to explain why the red planet had first turned blue, then green, and finally vanished utterly. The sunships of the Moon Patrol were still hunting merrily for the Prince of Space. Since the loss of the Triton’s treasure, the reward for his capture had been increased to twenty-five million eagles.






LEIGH BRACKETT

Leigh Brackett [1915–1978] was born in Los Angeles, and raised near Santa Monica. She spent her youth as an athletic tomboy—and reading stories by Edgar Rice Burroughs and H. Rider Haggard—and she began writing fantastic adventures of her own. A recent biographical note (in her collected early stories, The Martian Quest) tells us that several of these early efforts were read by Henry Kuttner, who critiqued her stories and introduced her to the SF personalities then living in California, including Cleve Cartmill, Robert A. Heinlein, Julius Schwartz, Jack Williamson, Edmond Hamilton—and another as yet unpublished writer, Ray Bradbury. She sold her first story to John W. Campbell at Astounding in 1939, but immediately moved to the science fantasy pulps, becoming a stalwart of Planet Stories. She also wrote hardboiled mystery fiction (her first novel was No Good from a Corpse, 1943).

Brackett married Edmond Hamilton on New Year’s Eve in 1946, and the couple maintained homes in the high desert of California and the rural farmland of Kinsman, Ohio. Jack Williamson, in his essay “Edmond Hamilton: As I Knew Him,” says, “She had met him in 1940, the year her first story was published, when we were in Los Angeles with Julius Schwartz, Ed’s literary agent. She had begun as a writer of literate and colorful fantasy and science fiction, and mysteries of the ‘hardboiled’ sort. During the war she had become a successful screenwriter, writing scripts for The Big Sleep … for Howard Hawks, in collaboration with William Faulkner. When I asked about Faulkner, she called him a courteous Southern gentleman, concerned chiefly with getting back to Mississippi with his half grand a week.”

Her friend and admirer Michael Moorcock said in an essay, “Like so many of her heroes, Leigh preferred the outlaw life. She always said her first love was science fantasy. She said it defiantly, when it generally paid less than other pulp fiction. When it paid less, indeed, than other kinds of science fiction. If she had chosen, in her fiction, to hang out more with the scum of the LA streets rather than the dregs of the spacelanes, she could have made a lot more money … . Her keen sense of freedom made her, like many other fine writers of her generation, choose the more precarious living of writing science fantasy.” And further, “There was a time when the kind of science fantasy Brackett made her own was looked down upon as a kind of bastard progeny of science fiction (which was about scientific speculation) and fantasy (which was about magic).”

A few weeks before her death, in 1978, she turned in the first-draft screenplay for The Empire Strikes Back, and the film was posthumously dedicated to her. The connection between Brackett, the queen of space opera, and Star Wars, the biggest SF film of its day, was very potent in establishing a link between space opera and commercial success.

Since a literary genre is a form of conversation among writers, one useful approach is to find writers who say they’re writing space opera and see what they do and say about it. This means including writers who seem out of place, have a bad attitude, or choose unorthodox tactics for yoking the science to the fiction. If one scours interviews and essays for what these writers think they’re doing, it quickly becomes apparent that they do not agree on what SF is or ought to be, nor on how to do it. This disagreement is very fertile ground for a growing literature. Leigh Brackett said, in the introduction to her only anthology, The Best of Planet Stories #1, that she was writing space opera:



For fifteen years, from 1940 to 1955, when the magazine ceased publication, I had the happiest relationship possible for a writer with the editors of Planet Stories. They gave
me, in the beginning, a proving-ground where I could gain strength and confidence in the exercise of my fledgling skills a thing of incalculable value for a young writer. They sent me checks, which enabled me to keep on eating. In later years, they provided a steady market for the kind of stories I liked best to write. In short, I owe them much … . Planet, unashamedly, published “space opera.”



And from the same essay, her panegyric to space opera:



The so-called space opera is the folk-tale, the hero-tale, of our particular niche in history. No more than a few years back, Ziolkovsky was a visionary theoretician. Goddard, a genius before his time, had to pretend that his rockets were for high-altitude research only because he was afraid to use the word “space.” The important men, who were carrying their brains in their hip-pockets, continued to sit upon them, sneering, until Sputnik went up and frightened the daylights out of them. But the space opera has been telling us tales of spaceflight, of journeys to other worlds in this solar system, of journeys to the world of other stars, even to other galaxies; the space opera has been telling them of decades, with greater or less skill but with enormous love and enthusiasm. These stories served to stretch our little minds, to draw us out beyond our narrow skies into the vast glooms of interstellar space, where the great suns ride in splendor and the bright nebulae fling their veils of fire parsecs-long across the universe; where the Coal-sack and the Horsehead make patterns of black mystery; where the Cepheid variables blink their evil eyes and a billion nameless planets may harbor life-forms infinitely numerous and strange. Escape fiction? Yes, indeed! But in its own ironic way, as we see now, it was an escape into a reality which even now some people are still trying to fight off as the Devil fights holy water, afraid to look up and Out.



By the mid-1970s, at least one European literary critic maintained (in “Le Space Opera et l’Heroic Fantasy”) that space opera has two poles, Edgar Rice Burroughs and Edmond Hamilton. In the latter, “the combat spreads over at least a galaxy, mankind confronts a hostile, alien race and the destiny of the universe is in the balance.” The Burroughs type is more pictorial, “the anachronistic, baroque world of the first adventures of Flash Gordon.” If any living writer then occupied the senior position as polar opposite of Hamilton, it was Brackett.

David Pringle, in his 1990s essay on the history and development of space opera, expands on this point:



… There was another, less serious, more crowd-pleasing form of space travel fiction in existence before space opera. If the latter emerged around 1928, with “Doc” Smith’s The Skylark of Space and Hamilton’s “Interstellar Patrol” stories as its best-known early examples, then the former had already produced its paradigm text more than a decade and a half earlier … Edgar Rice Burroughs’s “Under the Moons of Mars,” serialized in All-Story magazine in 1912 and later republished as A Princess of Mars. The form this tale exemplified is what has come to be known as the “planetary romance.” I find this a tremendously useful label for another distinct subgenre of popular sf, one that contrasts with space opera in several ways, though it has some things in common. Many casual commentators have confused the two forms … .



Moorcock says, in the same essay quoted earlier:



It’s commonly known, because Ray has said so, that Ray Bradbury’s Mars, like Ballard’s Vermillion Sands, is not a million miles from Brackett’s Mars. And before the whole world realised how good he was, Bradbury regularly appeared in the same pulps. Leigh
would have credited Edgar Rice Burroughs for everything, but Burroughs lacked her poetic vision, her specific, characteristic talent, and in my view her finest Martian adventure stories remain superior to all others.



The central character of “Enchantress of Venus,” Erik John Stark, is also the hero of many of Brackett’s Martian stories, and of three novels written in the 1970s. Born on Mercury and raised by subhuman savages, he is a Tarzan figure who wanders the solar system and is here on the strange watery Venus of early SF. This story is one of the archetypes or models of space opera as it came to be understood by the 1970s, and as it has been understood since.


ENCHANTRESS OF VENUS

LEIGH BRACKETT

1

The ship moved slowly across the Red Sea, through the shrouding veils of mist, her sail barely filled by the languid thrust of the wind. Her hull, of a thin light metal, floated without sound, the surface of the strange ocean parting before her prow in silent rippling streamers of flame.

Night deepened toward the ship, a river of indigo flowing out of the west. The man known as Stark stood alone by the after rail and watched its coming. He was full of impatience and a gathering sense of danger, so that it seemed to him that even the hot wind smelled of it.

The steersman lay drowsily over his sweep. He was a big man, with skin and hair the color of milk. He did not speak, but Stark felt that now and again the man’s eyes turned toward him, pale and calculating under half-closed lids, with a secret avarice.

The captain and the two other members of the little coasting vessel’s crew were forward, at their evening meal. Once or twice Stark heard a burst of laughter, half-whispered and furtive. It was as though all four shared in some private joke, from which he was rigidly excluded.

The heat was oppressive. Sweat gathered on Stark’s dark face. His shirt stuck to his back. The air was heavy with moisture, tainted with the muddy fecundity of the land that brooded westward behind the eternal fog.

There was something ominous about the sea itself. Even on its own world, the Red Sea is hardly more than legend. It lies behind the Mountains of White Cloud, the great barrier wall that hides away half a planet. Few men have gone beyond that barrier, into the vast mystery of Inner Venus. Fewer still have come back.

Stark was one of that handful. Three times before he had crossed the mountains, and once he had stayed for nearly a year. But he had never quite grown used to the Red Sea.

It was not water. It was gaseous, dense enough to float the buoyant hulls of the metal ships, and it burned perpetually with its deep inner fires. The mists that clouded it were stained with the bloody glow. Beneath the surface Stark could see the drifts of flame where the lazy currents ran, and the little coiling bursts of sparks that came upward and spread and melted into other bursts, so that the face of the sea was like a cosmos of crimson stars.

It was very beautiful, glowing against the blue, luminous darkness of the night. Beautiful, and strange.

There was a padding of bare feet, and the captain, Malthor, came up to Stark, his outline dim and ghostly in the gloom.

“We will reach Shuruun,” he said, “before the second glass is run.”

Stark nodded. “Good.”


The voyage had seemed endless, and the close confinement of the narrow deck had got badly on his nerves.

“You will like Shuruun,” said the captain jovially. “Our wine, our food, our women—all superb. We don’t have many visitors. We keep to ourselves, as you will see. But those who do come …”

He laughed, and clapped Stark on the shoulder. “Ah, yes. You will be happy in Shuruun!”

It seemed to Stark that he caught an echo of laughter from the unseen crew, as though they listened and found a hidden jest in Malthor’s words.

Stark said, “That’s fine.”

“Perhaps,” said Malthor, “you would like to lodge with me. I could make you a good price.”

He had made a good price for Stark’s passage from up the coast. An exorbitantly good one.

Stark said, “No.”

“You don’t have to be afraid,” said the Venusian, in a confidential tone. “The strangers who come to Shuruun all have the same reason. It’s a good place to hide. We’re out of everybody’s reach.”

He paused, but Stark did not rise to his bait. Presently he chuckled and went on, “In fact, it’s such a safe place that most of the strangers decide to stay on. Now, at my house, I could give you …”

Stark said again, flatly, “No.”

The captain shrugged. “Very well. Think it over, anyway.” He peered ahead into the red, coiling mists. “Ah! See there?” He pointed, and Stark made out the shadowy loom of cliffs. “We are coming into the strait now.”

Malthor turned and took the steering sweep himself, the helmsman going forward to join the others. The ship began to pick up speed. Stark saw that she had come into the grip of a current that swept toward the cliffs, a river of fire racing ever more swiftly in the depths of the sea.

The dark wall seemed to plunge toward them. At first Stark could see no passage. Then, suddenly, a narrow crimson streak appeared, widened, and became a gut of boiling flame, rushing silently around broken rocks. Red fog rose like smoke. The ship quivered, sprang ahead, and tore like a mad thing into the heart of the inferno.

In spite of himself, Stark’s hands tightened on the rail. Tattered veils of mist swirled past them. The sea, the air, the ship itself, seemed drenched in blood. There was no sound, in all that wild sweep of current through the strait. Only the sullen fires burst and flowed.

The reflected glare showed Stark that the Straits of Shuruun were defended. Squat fortresses brooded on the cliffs. There were ballistas, and great windlasses for the drawing of nets across the narrow throat. The men of Shuruun could enforce their law, that barred all foreign shipping from their gulf.

They had reason for such a law, and such a defense. The legitimate trade of Shuruun, such as it was, was in wine and the delicate laces woven from spider-silk. Actually, however, the city lived and throve on piracy, the arts of wrecking, and a contraband trade in the distilled juice of the vela poppy.

Looking at the rocks and the fortresses, Stark could understand how it was that Shuruun had been able for more centuries than anyone could tell to victimize the shipping of the Red Sea, and offer a refuge to the outlaw, the wolf’s-head, the breaker of taboo.

With startling abruptness, they were through the gut and drifting on the still surface of this all but landlocked arm of the Red Sea.

Because of the shrouding fog, Stark could see nothing of the land. But the smell of it was stronger, warm damp soil and the heavy, faintly rotten perfume of vegetation
half jungle, half swamp. Once, through a rift in the wreathing vapor, he thought he glimpsed the shadowy bulk of an island, but it was gone at once.

After the terrifying rush of the strait, it seemed to Stark that the ship barely moved. His impatience and the subtle sense of danger deepened. He began to pace the deck, with the nervous, velvet motion of a prowling cat. The moist, steamy air seemed all but unbreathable after the clean dryness of Mars, from whence he had come so recently. It was oppressively still.

Suddenly he stopped, his head thrown back, listening.

The sound was borne faintly on the slow wind. It came from everywhere and nowhere, a vague dim thing without source or direction. It almost seemed that the night itself had spoken—the hot blue night of Venus, crying out of the mists with a tongue of infinite woe.

It faded and died away, only half heard, leaving behind it a sense of aching sadness, as though all the misery and longing of a world had found voice in that desolate wail.

Stark shivered. For a time there was silence, and then he heard the sound again, now on a deeper note. Still faint and far away, it was sustained longer by the vagaries of the heavy air, and it became a chant, rising and falling. There were no words. It was not the sort of thing that would have need of words. Then it was gone again.

Stark turned to Malthor. “What was that?”

The man looked at him curiously. He seemed not to have heard.

“That wailing sound,” said Stark impatiently.

“Oh, that.” The Venusian shrugged. “A trick of the wind. It sighs in the hollow rocks around the strait.”

He yawned, giving place again to the steersman, and came to stand beside Stark. The Earthman ignored him. For some reason, that sound half heard through the mists had brought his uneasiness to a sharp pitch.

Civilization had brushed over Stark with a light hand. Raised from infancy by half-human aboriginals, his perceptions were still those of a savage. His ear was good.

Malthor lied. That cry of pain was not made by any wind.

“I have known several Earthmen,” said Malthor, changing the subject, but not too swiftly. “None of them were like you.”

Intuition warned Stark to play along. “I don’t come from Earth,” he said. “I come from Mercury.”

Malthor puzzled over that. Venus is a cloudy world, where no man has ever seen the Sun, let alone a star. The captain had heard vaguely of these things. Earth and Mars he knew of. But Mercury was an unknown word.

Stark explained. “The planet nearest the Sun. It’s very hot there. The Sun blazes like a huge fire, and there are no clouds to shield it.”

“Ah. That is why your skin is so dark.” He held his own pale forearm close to Stark’s and shook his head. “I have never seen such skin,” he said admiringly. “Nor such great muscles.”

Looking up, he went on in a tone of complete friendliness, “I wish you would stay with me. You’ll find no better lodgings in Shuruun. And I warn you, there are people in the town who will take advantage of strangers—rob them, even slay them. Now, I am known by all as a man of honor. You could sleep soundly under my roof.”

He paused, then added with a smile, “Also, I have a daughter. An excellent cook—and very beautiful.”

The woeful chanting came again, dim and distant on the wind, an echo of warning against some unimagined fate.

Stark said for the third time, “No.”

He needed no intuition to tell him to walk wide of the captain. The man was a rogue, and not a very subtle one.


A flint-hard, angry look came briefly into Malthor’s eyes. “You’re a stubborn man. You’ll find that Shuruun is no place for stubbornness.”

He turned and went away. Stark remained where he was. The ship drifted on through a slow eternity of time. And all down that long still gulf of the Red Sea, through the heat and the wreathing fog, the ghostly chanting haunted him, like the keening of lost souls in some forgotten hell.

Presently the course of the ship was altered. Malthor came again to the afterdeck, giving a few quiet commands. Stark saw land ahead, a darker blur on the night, and then the shrouded outlines of a city.

Torches blazed on the quays and in the streets, and the low buildings caught a ruddy glow from the burning sea itself. A squat and ugly town, Shuruun, crouching witch-like on the rocky shore, her ragged skirts dipped in blood.

The ship drifted in toward the quays.

Stark heard a whisper of movement behind him, the hushed and purposeful padding of naked feet. He turned, with the astonishing swiftness of an animal that feels itself threatened, his hand dropping to his gun.

A belaying pin, thrown by the steersman, struck the side of his head with stunning force. Reeling, half blinded, he saw the distorted shapes of men closing in upon him. Malthor’s voice sounded, low and hard. A second belaying pin whizzed through the air and cracked against Stark’s shoulder.

Hands were laid upon him. Bodies, heavy and strong, bore his down. Malthor laughed.

Stark’s teeth glinted bare and white. Someone’s cheek brushed past, and he sank them into the flesh. He began to growl, a sound that should never have come from a human throat. It seemed to the startled Venusians that the man they had attacked had by some wizardry become a beast, at the first touch of violence.

The man with the torn cheek screamed. There was a voiceless scuffling on the deck, a terrible intensity of motion, and then the great dark body rose and shook itself free of the tangle, and was gone, over the rail, leaving Malthor with nothing but the silken rags of a shirt in his hands.

The surface of the Red Sea closed without a ripple over Stark. There was a burst of crimson sparks, a momentary trail of flame going down like a drowned comet, and then—nothing.
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Stark dropped slowly downward through a strange world. There was no difficulty about breathing, as in a sea of water. The gases of the Red Sea support life quite well, and the creatures that dwell in it have almost normal lungs.

Stark did not pay much attention at first, except to keep his balance automatically. He was still dazed from the blow, and he was raging with anger and pain.

The primitive in him, whose name was not Stark but N’Chaka, and who had fought and starved and hunted in the blazing valleys of Mercury’s Twilight Belt, learning lessons he never forgot, wished to return and slay Malthor and his men. He regretted that he had not torn out their throats, for now his trail would never be safe from them.

But the man Stark, who had learned some more bitter lessons in the name of civilization, knew the unwisdom of that. He snarled over his aching head, and cursed the Venusians in the harsh, crude dialect that was his mother tongue, but he did not turn back. There would be time enough for Malthor.

It struck him that the gulf was very deep.


Fighting down his rage, he began to swim in the direction of the shore. There was no sign of pursuit, and he judged that Malthor had decided to let him go. He puzzled over the reason for the attack. It could hardly be robbery, since he carried nothing but the clothes he stood in, and very little money.

No. There was some deeper reason. A reason connected with Malthor’s insistence that he lodge with him. Stark smiled. It was not a pleasant smile. He was thinking of Shuruun, and the things men said about it, around the shores of the Red Sea.

Then his face hardened. The dim coiling fires through which he swam brought him memories of other times he had gone adventuring in the depths of the Red Sea.

He had not been alone then. Helvi had gone with him—the tall son of a barbarian kinglet up-coast by Yarell. They had hunted strange beasts through the crystal forests of the sea-bottom and bathed in the welling flames that pulse from the very heart of Venus to feed the ocean. They had been brothers.

Now Helvi was gone, into Shuruun. He had never returned.

Stark swam on. And presently he saw below him in the red gloom something that made him drop lower, frowning with surprise.

There were trees beneath him. Great forest giants towering up into an eerie sky, their branches swaying gently to the slow wash of the currents.

Stark was puzzled. The forests where he and Helvi had hunted were truly crystalline, without even the memory of life. The “trees” were no more trees in actuality than the branching corals of Terra’s southern oceans.

But these were real, or had been. He thought at first that they still lived, for their leaves were green, and here and there creepers had starred them with great nodding blossoms of gold and purple and waxy white. But when he floated down close enough to touch them, he realized that they were dead—trees, creepers, blossoms, all.

They had not mummified, nor turned to stone. They were pliable, and their colors were very bright. Simply, they had ceased to live, and the gases of the sea had preserved them by some chemical magic, so perfectly that barely a leaf had fallen.

Stark did not venture into the shadowy denseness below the topmost branches. A strange fear came over him, at the sight of that vast forest dreaming in the depths of the gulf, drowned and forgotten, as though wondering why the birds had gone, taking with them the warm rains and the light of day.

He thrust his way upward, himself like a huge dark bird above the branches. An overwhelming impulse to get away from that unearthly place drove him on, his half-wild sense shuddering with an impression of evil so great that it took all his acquired common-sense to assure him that he was not pursued by demons.

He broke the surface at last, to find that he had lost his direction in the red deep and made a long circle around, so that he was far below Shuruun. He made his way back, not hurrying now, and presently clambered out over the black rocks.

He stood at the end of a muddy lane that wandered in toward the town. He followed it, moving neither fast nor slow, but with a wary alertness.

Huts of wattle-and-daub took shape out of the fog, increased in numbers, became a street of dwellings. Here and there rush-lights glimmered through the slitted windows. A man and a woman clung together in a low doorway. They saw him and sprang apart, and the woman gave a little cry. Stark went on. He did not look back, but he knew that they were following him quietly, at a little distance.

The lane twisted snakelike upon itself, crawling now through a crowded jumble of houses. There were more lights, and more people, tall white-skinned folk of the swamp-edges, with pale eyes and long hair the color of new flax, and the faces of wolves.

Stark passed among them, alien and strange with his black hair and sun-darkened skin. They did not speak, nor try to stop him. Only they looked at him out of the red fog, with a curious blend of amusement and fear, and some of them followed him,
keeping well behind. A gang of small naked children came from somewhere among the houses and ran shouting beside him, out of reach, until one boy threw a stone and screamed something unintelligible except for one word—Lhari. Then they all stopped, horrified, and fled.

Stark went on, through the quarter of the lacemakers, heading by instinct toward the wharves. The glow of the Red Sea pervaded all the air, so that it seemed as though the mist was full of tiny drops of blood. There was a smell about the place he did not like, a damp miasma of mud and crowding bodies and wine, and the breath of the vela poppy. Shuruun was an unclean town, and it stank of evil.

There was something else about it, a subtle thing that touched Stark’s nerves with a chill finger. Fear. He could see the shadow of it in the eyes of the people, hear its undertone in their voices. The wolves of Shuruun did not feel safe in their own kennel. Unconsciously, as this feeling grew upon him, Stark’s step grew more and more wary, his eyes more cold and hard.

He came out into a broad square by the harbor front. He could see the ghostly ships moored along the quays, the piled casks of wine, the tangle of masts and cordage dim against the background of the burning gulf. There were many torches here. Large low buildings stood around the square. There was laughter and the sound of voices from the dark verandas, and somewhere a woman sang to the melancholy lilting of a reed pipe.

A suffused glow of light in the distance ahead caught Stark’s eye. That way the streets sloped to a higher ground, and straining his vision against the fog, he made out very dimly the tall bulk of a castle crouched on the low cliffs, looking with bright eyes upon the night, and the streets of Shuruun.

Stark hesitated briefly. Then he started across the square toward the largest of the taverns.

There were a number of people in the open space, mostly sailors and their women. They were loose and foolish with wine, but even so they stopped where they were and stared at the dark stranger, and then drew back from him, still staring.

Those who had followed Stark came into the square after him and then paused, spreading out in an aimless sort of way to join with other groups, whispering among themselves.

The woman stopped singing in the middle of a phrase.

A curious silence fell on the square. A nervous sibilance ran round and round under the silence, and men came slowly out from the verandas and the doors of the wine shops. Suddenly a woman with disheveled hair pointed her arm at Stark and laughed, the shrieking laugh of a harpy.

Stark found his way barred by three tall young men with hard mouths and crafty eyes, who smiled at him as hounds smile before the kill.

“Stranger,” they said. “Earthman.”

“Outlaw,” answered Stark, and it was only half a lie.

One of the young men took a step forward. “Did you fly like a dragon over the Mountains of White Cloud? Did you drop from the sky?”

“I came on Malthor’s ship.”

A kind of sigh went round the square, and with it the name of Malthor. The eager faces of the young men grew heavy with disappointment. But the leader said sharply, “I was on the quay when Malthor docked. You were not on board.”

It was Stark’s turn to smile. In the light of the torches, his eyes blazed cold and bright as ice against the sun.

“Ask Malthor the reason for that,” he said. “Ask the man with the torn cheek. Or perhaps,” he added softly, “you would like to learn for yourselves.”

The young men looked at him, scowling, in an odd mood of indecision. Stark settled
himself, every muscle loose and ready. And the woman who had laughed crept closer and peered at Stark through her tangled hair, breathing heavily of the poppy wine.

All at once she said loudly, “He came out of the sea. That’s where he came from. He’s …”

One of the young men struck her across the mouth and she fell down in the mud. A burly seaman ran out and caught her by the hair, dragging her to her feet again. His face was frightened and very angry. He hauled the woman away, cursing her for a fool and beating her as he went. She spat out blood, and said no more.

“Well,” said Stark to the young men. “Have you made up your minds?”

“Minds!” said a voice behind them—a harsh-timbred, rasping voice that handled the liquid vocables of the Venusian speech very clumsily indeed. “They have no minds, these whelps! If they had, they’d be off about their business, instead of standing here badgering a stranger.”

The young men turned, and now between them Stark could see the man who had spoken. He stood on the steps of the tavern. He was an Earthman, and at first Stark thought he was old, because his hair was white and his face deeply lined. His body was wasted with fever, the muscles all gone to knotty strings twisted over bone. He leaned heavily on a stick, and one leg was crooked and terribly scarred.

He grinned at Stark and said, in colloquial English, “Watch me get rid of ’em!”

He began to tongue-lash the young men, telling them that they were idiots, the misbegotten offspring of swamp-toads, utterly without manners, and that if they did not believe the stranger’s story they should go and ask Malthor, as he suggested. Finally he shook his stick at them, fairly screeching.

“Go on, now. Go away! Leave us alone—my brother of Earth and I!”

The young men gave one hesitant glance at Stark’s feral eyes. Then they looked at each other and shrugged, and went away across the square half sheepishly, like great loutish boys caught in some misdemeanor.

The white-haired Earthman beckoned to Stark. And, as Stark came up to him on the steps he said under his breath, almost angrily, “You’re in a trap.”

Stark glanced back over his shoulder. At the edge of the square the three young men had met a fourth, who had his face bound up in a rag. They vanished almost at once into a side street, but not before Stark had recognized the fourth man as Malthor.

It was the captain he had branded.

With loud cheerfulness, the lame man said in Venusian, “Come in and drink with me, brother, and we will talk of Earth.”
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The tavern was of the standard low-class Venusian pattern—a single huge room under bare thatch, the wall half open with the reed shutters rolled up, the floor of split logs propped up on piling out of the mud. A long low bar, little tables, mangy skins and heaps of dubious cushions on the floor around them, and at one end the entertainers—two old men with a drum and a reed pipe, and a couple of sulky, tired-looking girls.

The lame man led Stark to a table in the corner and sank down, calling for wine. His eyes, which were dark and haunted by long pain, burned with excitement. His hands shook. Before Stark had sat down he had begun to talk, his words stumbling over themselves as though he could not get them out fast enough.

“How is it there now? Has it changed any? Tell me how it is—the cities, the lights, the paved streets, the women, the Sun. Oh Lord, what I wouldn’t give to see the Sun again, and women with dark hair and their clothes on!” He leaned forward,
staring hungrily into Stark’s face, as though he could see those things mirrored there. “For God’s sake, talk to me—talk to me in English, and tell me about Earth!”

“How long have you been here?” asked Stark.

“I don’t know. How do you reckon time on a world without a Sun, without one damned little star to look at? Ten years, a hundred years, how should I know? Forever. Tell me about Earth.”

Stark smiled wryly. “I haven’t been there for a long time. The police were too ready with a welcoming committee. But the last time I saw it, it was just the same.”

The lame man shivered. He was not looking at Stark now, but at some place far beyond him.

“Autumn woods,” he said. “Red and gold on the brown hills. Snow. I can remember how it felt to be cold. The air bit you when you breathed it. And the women wore high-heeled slippers. No big bare feet tromping in the mud, but little sharp heels tapping on clean pavement.”

Suddenly he glared at Stark, his eyes furious and bright with tears.

“Why the hell did you have to come here and start me remembering? I’m Larrabee. I live in Shuruun. I’ve been here forever, and I’ll be here till I die. There isn’t any Earth. It’s gone. Just look up into the sky, and you’ll know it’s gone. There’s nothing anywhere but clouds, and Venus, and mud.”

He sat still, shaking, turning his head from side to side. A man came with wine, put it down, and went away again. The tavern was very quiet. There was a wide space empty around the two Earthmen. Beyond that people lay on the cushions, sipping the poppy wine and watching with a sort of furtive expectancy.

Abruptly, Larrabee laughed, a harsh sound that held a certain honest mirth.

“I don’t know why I should get sentimental about Earth at this late date. Never thought much about it when I was there.”

Nevertheless, he kept his gaze averted, and when he picked up his cup his hand trembled so that he spilled some of the wine.

Stark was staring at him in unbelief. “Larrabee,” he said. “You’re Mike Larrabee. You’re the man who got half a million credits out of the strong room of the Royal Venus.”

Larrabee nodded. “And got away with it, right over the Mountains of White Cloud, that they said couldn’t be flown. And do you know where that half a million is now? At the bottom of the Red Sea, along with my ship and my crew, out there in the gulf. Lord knows why I lived.” He shrugged. “Well, anyway, I was heading for Shuruun when I crashed, and I got here. So why complain?”

He drank again, deeply, and Stark shook his head.

“You’ve been here nine years, then, by Earth time,” he said. He had never met Larrabee, but he remembered the pictures of him that had flashed across space on police bands. Larrabee had been a young man then, dark and proud and handsome.

Larrabee guessed his thought. “I’ve changed, haven’t I?”

Stark said lamely, “Everyone thought you were dead.”

Larrabee laughed. After that, for a moment, there was silence. Stark’s ears were straining for any sound outside. There was none.

He said abruptly, “What about this trap I’m in?”

“I’ll tell you one thing about it,” said Larrabee. “There’s no way out. I can’t help you. I wouldn’t if I could, get that straight. But I can’t, anyway.”

“Thanks,” Stark said sourly. “You can at least tell me what goes on.”

“Listen,” said Larrabee. “I’m a cripple, and an old man, and Shuruun isn’t the sweetest place in the solar system to live. But I do live. I have a wife, a slatternly wench I’ll admit, but good enough in her way. You’ll notice some little dark-haired brats rolling in the mud. They’re mine, too. I have some skill at setting bones and such, and so I can get drunk for nothing as often as I will—which is often. Also,
because of this bum leg, I’m perfectly safe. So don’t ask me what goes on. I take great pains not to know.”

Stark said, “Who are the Lhari?”

“Would you like to meet them?” Larrabee seemed to find something very amusing in that thought. “Just go on up to the castle. They live there. They’re the Lords of Shuruun, and they’re always glad to meet strangers.”

He leaned forward suddenly. “Who are you anyway? What’s your name, and why the devil did you come here?”

“My name is Stark. And I came here for the same reason you did.”

“Stark,” repeated Larrabee slowly, his eyes intent. “That rings a faint bell. Seems to me I saw a Wanted flash once, some idiot that had led a native revolt somewhere in the Jovian Colonies—a big cold-eyed brute they referred to colorfully as the wild man from Mercury.”

He nodded, pleased with himself. “Wild man, eh? Well, Shuruun will tame you down!”

“Perhaps,” said Stark. His eyes shifted constantly, watching Larrabee, watching the doorway and the dark veranda and the people who drank but did not talk among themselves. “Speaking of strangers, one came here at the time of the last rains. He was Venusian, from up-coast. A big young man. I used to know him. Perhaps he could help me.”

Larrabee snorted. By now, he had drunk his own wine and Stark’s too. “Nobody can help you. As for your friend, I never saw him. I’m beginning to think I should never have seen you.” Quite suddenly he caught up his stick and got with some difficulty to his feet. He did not look at Stark, but said harshly, “You better get out of here.” Then he turned and limped unsteadily to the bar.

Stark rose. He glanced after Larrabee, and again his nostrils twitched to the smell of fear. Then he went out of the tavern the way he had come in, through the front door. No one moved to stop him. Outside, the square was empty. It had begun to rain.

Stark stood for a moment on the steps. He was angry, and filled with a dangerous unease, the hair-trigger nervousness of a tiger that senses the beaters creeping toward him up the wind. He would almost have welcomed the sight of Malthor and the three young men. But there was nothing to fight but the silence and the rain.

He stepped out into the mud, wet and warm around his ankles. An idea came to him, and he smiled, beginning now to move with a definite purpose, along the side of the square.

The sharp downpour strengthened. Rain smoked from Stark’s naked shoulders, beat against thatch and mud with a hissing rattle. The harbor had disappeared behind boiling clouds of fog, where water struck the surface of the Red Sea and was turned again instantly by chemical action into vapor. The quays and the neighboring streets were being swallowed up in the impenetrable mist. Lightning came with an eerie bluish flare, and thunder came rolling after it.

Stark turned up the narrow way that led toward the castle.

Its lights were winking out now, one by one, blotted by the creeping fog. Lightning etched its shadowy bulk against the night, and then was gone. And through the noise of the thunder that followed, Stark thought he heard a voice calling.

He stopped, half crouching, his hand on his gun. The cry came again, a girl’s voice, thin as the wail of a seabird through the driving rain. Then he saw her, a small white blur in the street behind him, running, and even in that dim glimpse of her every line of her body was instinct with fright.

Stark set his back against a wall and waited. There did not seem to be anyone with her, though it was hard to tell in the darkness and the storm.

She came up to him, and stopped, just out of his reach, looking at him and away again with a painful irresoluteness. A bright flash showed her to him clearly. She was
young, not long out of her childhood, and pretty in a stupid sort of way. Just now her mouth trembled on the edge of weeping, and her eyes were very large and scared. Her skirt clung to her long thighs, and above it her naked body, hardly fleshed into womanhood, glistened like snow in the wet. Her pale hair hung dripping over her shoulders.

Stark said gently, “What do you want with me?”

She looked at him, so miserably like a wet puppy that he smiled. And as though that smile had taken what little resolution she had out of her, she dropped to her knees, sobbing.

“I can’t do it,” she wailed. “He’ll kill me, but I just can’t do it!”

“Do what?” asked Stark.

She stared up at him. “Run away,” she urged him. “Run away now! You’ll die in the swamps, but that’s better than being one of the Lost Ones!” She shook her thin arms at him. “Run away!”
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The street was empty. Nothing showed, nothing stirred anywhere. Stark leaned over and pulled the girl to her feet, drawing her in under the shelter of the thatched eaves.

“Now then,” he said. “Suppose you stop crying and tell me what this is all about.”

Presently, between gulps and hiccoughs, he got the story out of her.

“I am Zareth,” she said. “Malthor’s daughter. He’s afraid of you, because of what you did to him on the ship, so he ordered me to watch for you in the square, when you would come out of the tavern. Then I was to follow you, and …”

She broke off, and Stark patted her shoulder. “Go on.”

But a new thought had occurred to her. “If I do, will you promise not to beat me, or …” She looked at his gun and shivered.

“I promise.”

She studied his face, what she could see of it in the darkness, and then seemed to lose some of her fear.

“I was to stop you. I was to say what I’ve already said, about being Malthor’s daughter and the rest of it, and then I was to say that he wanted me to lead you into an ambush while pretending to help you escape, but that I couldn’t do it, and would help you to escape anyhow because I hated Malthor and the whole business about the Lost Ones. So you would believe me, and follow me, and I would lead you into the ambush.”

She shook her head and began to cry again, quietly this time, and there was nothing of the woman about her at all now. She was just a child, very miserable and afraid. Stark was glad he had branded Malthor.

“But I can’t lead you into the ambush. I do hate Malthor, even if he is my father, because he beats me. And the Lost Ones …” She paused. “Sometimes I hear them at night, chanting way out there beyond the mist. It is a very terrible sound.”

“It is,” said Stark. “I’ve heard it. Who are the Lost Ones, Zareth?”

“I can’t tell you that,” said Zareth. “It’s forbidden even to speak of them. And anyway,” she finished honestly, “I don’t even know. People disappear, that’s all. Not our own people of Shuruun, at least not very often. But strangers like you—and I’m sure my father goes off into the swamps to hunt among the tribes there, and I’m sure he comes back from some of his voyages with nothing in his hold but men from some captured ship. Why, or what for, I don’t know. Except I’ve heard the chanting.”

“They live out there in the gulf, do they, the Lost Ones?”

“They must. There are many islands there.”

“And what of the Lhari, the Lords of Shuruun? Don’t they know what’s going on? Or are they part of it?”


She shuddered, and said, “It’s not for us to question the Lhari, nor even to wonder what they do. Those who have are gone from Shuruun, nobody knows where.”

Stark nodded. He was silent for a moment, thinking. Then Zareth’s little hand touched his shoulder.

“Go,” she said. “Lose yourself in the swamps. You’re strong, and there’s something about you different from other men. You may live to find your way through.”

“No. I have something to do before I leave Shuruun.” He took Zareth’s damp fair head between his hands and kissed her on the forehead. “You’re a sweet child, Zareth, and a brave one. Tell Malthor that you did exactly as he told you, and it was not your fault I wouldn’t follow you.”

“He will beat me anyway,” said Zareth philosophically, “but perhaps not quite so hard.”

“He’ll have no reason to beat you at all, if you tell him the truth—that I would not go with you because my mind was set on going to the castle of the Lhari.”

There was a long, long silence, while Zareth’s eyes widened slowly in horror, and the rain beat on the thatch, and fog and thunder rolled together across Shuruun.

“To the castle,” she whispered. “Oh, no! Go into the swamps, or let Malthor take you—but don’t go to the castle!” She took hold of his arm, her fingers biting into his flesh with the urgency of her plea. “You’re a stranger, you don’t know … . Please, don’t go up there!”

“Why not?” asked Stark. “Are the Lhari demons? Do they devour men?” He loosened her hands gently. “You’d better go now. Tell your father where I am, if he wishes to come after me.”

Zareth backed away slowly, out into the rain, staring at him as though she looked at someone standing on the brink of hell, not dead, but worse than dead. Wonder showed in her face, and through it a great yearning pity. She tried once to speak, and then shook her head and turned away, breaking into a run as though she could not endure to look upon Stark any longer. In a second she was gone.

Stark looked after her for a moment, strangely touched. Then he stepped out into the rain again, heading upward along the steep path that led to the castle of the Lords of Shuruun.

The mist was blinding. Stark had to feel his way, and as he climbed higher, above the level of the town, he was lost in the sullen redness. A hot wind blew, and each flare of lightning turned the crimson fog to a hellish purple. The night was full of a vast hissing where the rain poured into the gulf. He stopped once to hide his gun in a cleft between the rocks.

At length he stumbled against a carven pillar of black stone and found the gate that hung from it, a massive thing sheathed in metal. It was barred, and the pounding of his fists upon it made little sound.

Then he saw the gong, a huge disc of beaten gold beside the gate. Stark picked up the hammer that lay there, and set the deep voice of the gong rolling out between the thunderbolts.

A barred slit opened and a man’s eyes looked out at him. Stark dropped the hammer.

“Open up!” he shouted. “I would speak with the Lhari!”

From within he heard an echo of laughter. Scraps of voices came to him on the wind, and then more laughter, and then, slowly, the great valves of the gate creaked open, wide enough only to admit him.

He stepped through, and the gateway shut behind him with a ringing clash.

He stood in a huge open court. Enclosed within its walls was a village of thatched huts, with open sheds for cooking, and behind them were pens for the stabling of beasts, the wingless dragons of the swamps that can be caught and broken to the goad.


He saw this only in vague glimpses, because of the fog. The men who had let him in clustered around him, thrusting him forward into the light that streamed from the huts.

“He would speak with the Lhari!” one of them shouted, to the women and children who stood in the doorways watching. The words were picked up and tossed around the court, and a great burst of laughter went up.

Stark eyed them, saying nothing. They were a puzzling breed. The men, obviously, were soldiers and guards to the Lhari, for they wore the harness of fighting men. As obviously, these were their wives and children, all living behind the castle walls and having little to do with Shuruun.

But it was their racial characteristics that surprised him. They had interbred with the pale tribes of the Swamp-Edges that had peopled Shuruun, and there were many with milk-white hair and broad faces. Yet even these bore an alien stamp. Stark was puzzled, for the race he would have named was unknown here behind the Mountains of White Cloud, and almost unknown anywhere on Venus at Sea-level, among the sweltering marshes and the eternal fogs.

They stared at him even more curiously, remarking on his skin and his black hair and the unfamiliar modeling of his face. The women nudged each other and whispered, giggling, and one of them said aloud, “They’ll need a barrel-hoop to collar that neck!”

The guards closed in around him. “Well, if you wish to see the Lhari, you shall,” said the leader, “but first we must make sure of you.”

Spear-points ringed him round. Stark made no resistance while they stripped him of all he had, except for his shorts and sandals. He had expected that, and it amused him, for there was little enough for them to take.

“All right,” said the leader. “Come on.”

The whole village turned out in the rain to escort Stark to the castle door. There was about them the same ominous interest that the people of Shuruun had had, with one difference. They knew what was supposed to happen to him, knew all about it, and were therefore doubly appreciative of the game.

The great doorway was square and plain, and yet neither crude nor ungraceful. The castle itself was built of the black stone, each block perfectly cut and fitted, and the door itself was sheathed in the same metal as the gate, darkened but not corroded.

The leader of the guard cried out to the warder, “Here is one who would speak with the Lhari!”

The warder laughed. “And so he shall! Their night is long, and dull.”

He flung open the heavy door and cried the word down the hallway. Stark could hear it echoing hollowly within, and presently from the shadows came servants clad in silks and wearing jeweled collars, and from the guttural sound of their laughter Stark knew that they had no tongues.

Stark faltered, then. The doorway loomed hollowly before him, and it came to him suddenly that evil lay behind it and that perhaps Zareth was wiser than he when she warned him from the Lhari.

Then he thought of Helvi, and of other things, and lost his fear in anger. Lightning burned the sky. The last cry of the dying storm shook the ground under his feet. He thrust the grinning warder aside and strode into the castle, bringing a veil of the red fog with him, and did not listen to the closing of the door, which was stealthy and quiet as the footfall of approaching Death.

Torches burned here and there along the walls, and by their smoky glare he could see that the hallway was like the entrance—square and unadorned, faced with the black rock. It was high, and wide, and there was about the architecture a calm reflective dignity that had its own beauty, in some ways more impressive than the sensuous loveliness of the ruined palaces he had seen on Mars.

There were no carvings here, no paintings nor frescoes. It seemed that the
builders had felt that the hall itself was enough, in its massive perfection of line and the somber gleam of polished stone. The only decoration was in the window embrasures. These were empty now, open to the sky with the red fog wreathing through them, but there were still scraps of jewel-toned panes clinging to the fretwork, to show what they had once been.

A strange feeling swept over Stark. Because of his wild upbringing, he was abnormally sensitive to the sort of impressions that most men receive either dully or not at all.

Walking down the hall, preceded by the tongueless creatures in their bright silks and blazing collars, he was struck by a subtle difference in the place. The castle itself was only an extension of the minds of its builders, a dream shaped into reality. Stark felt that that dark, cool, curiously timeless dream had not originated in a mind like his own, nor like that of any man he had ever seen.

Then the end of the hall was reached, the way barred by low broad doors of gold fashioned in the same chaste simplicity.

A soft scurrying of feet, a shapeless tittering from the servants, a glancing of malicious, mocking eyes. The golden doors swung open, and Stark was in the presence of the Lhari.
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They had the appearance in that first glance, of creatures glimpsed in a fever-dream, very bright and distant, robed in a misty glow that gave them an allusion of unearthly beauty.

The place in which the Earthman now stood was like a cathedral for breadth and loftiness. Most of it was in darkness, so that it seemed to reach without limit above and on all sides, as though the walls were only shadowy phantasms of the night itself. The polished black stone under his feet held a dim translucent gleam, depthless as water in a black tarn. There was no substance anywhere.

Far away in this shadowy vastness burned a cluster of lamps, a galaxy of little stars to shed a silvery light upon the Lords of Shuruun.

There had been no sound in the place when Stark entered, for the opening of the golden doors had caught the attention of the Lhari and held it in contemplation of the stranger. Stark began to walk toward them in this utter stillness.

Quite suddenly, in the impenetrable gloom somewhere to his right, there came a sharp scuffling and a scratching of reptilian claws, a hissing and a sort of low angry muttering, all magnified and distorted by the echoing vault into a huge demoniac whispering that swept all around him.

Stark whirled around, crouched and ready, his eyes blazing and his body bathed in cold sweat. The noise increased, rushing toward him. From the distant glow of the lamps came a woman’s tinkling laughter, thin crystal broken against the vault. The hissing and snarling rose to hollow crescendo, and Stark saw a blurred shape bounding at him.

His hands reached out to receive the rush, but it never came. The strange shape resolved itself into a boy of about ten, who dragged after him on a bit of rope a young dragon, new and toothless from the egg, and protesting with all its strength.

Stark straightened up, feeling let down and furious—and relieved. The boy scowled at him through a forelock of silver curls. Then he called him a very dirty word and rushed away, kicking and hauling at the little beast until it raged like the father of all dragons and sounded like it, too, in that vast echo chamber.

A voice spoke. Slow, harsh, sexless, it rang thinly through the vault. Thin—but a steel blade is thin, too. It speaks inexorably, and its word is final.

The voice said, “Come here, into the light.”


Stark obeyed the voice. As he approached the lamps, the aspect of the Lhari changed and steadied. Their beauty remained, but it was not the same. They had looked like angels. Now that he could see them clearly, Stark thought that they might have been the children of Lucifer himself.

There were six of them, counting the boy. Two men, about the same age as Stark, with some complicated gambling game forgotten between them. A woman, beautiful, gowned in white silk, sitting with her hands in her lap, doing nothing. A woman, younger, not so beautiful perhaps, but with a look of stormy and bitter vitality. She wore a short tunic of crimson, and a stout leather glove on her left hand, where perched a flying thing of prey with its fierce eyes hooded.

The boy stood beside the two men, his head poised arrogantly. From time to time he cuffed the little dragon, and it snapped at him with its impotent jaws. He was proud of himself for doing that Stark wondered how he would behave with the beast when it had grown its fangs.

Opposite him, crouched on a heap of cushions, was a third man. He was deformed, with an ungainly body and long spidery arms, and in his lap a sharp knife lay on a block of wood, half formed into the shape of an obese creature half woman, half pure evil. Stark saw with a flash of surprise that the face of the deformed young man, of all the faces there, was truly human, truly beautiful. His eyes were old in his boyish face, wise, and very sad in their wisdom. He smiled upon the stranger, and his smile was more compassionate than tears.

They looked at Stark, all of them, with restless, hungry eyes. They were the pure breed, that had left its stamp of alienage on the pale-haired folk of the swamps, the serfs who dwelt in the huts outside.

They were of the Cloud People, the folk of the High Plateaus, kings of the land on the farther slopes of the Mountains of White Cloud. It was strange to see them here, on the dark side of the barrier wall, but here they were. How they had come, and why, leaving their rich cool plains for the fetor of these foreign swamps, he could not guess. But there was no mistaking them—the proud fine shaping of their bodies, their alabaster skin, their eyes that were all colors and none, like the dawn sky, their hair that was pure warm silver.

They did not speak. They seemed to be waiting for permission to speak, and Stark wondered which one of them had voiced that steely summons.

Then it came again. “Come here—come closer.” And he looked beyond them, beyond the circle of lamps into the shadows again, and saw the speaker.

She lay upon a low bed, her head propped on silken pillows, her vast, her incredibly gigantic body covered with a silken pall. Only her arms were bare, two shapeless masses of white flesh ending in tiny hands. From time to time she stretched one out and took a morsel of food from the supply laid ready beside her, snuffling and wheezing with the effort, and then gulped the tidbit down with a horrible voracity.

Her features had long ago dissolved into a shaking formlessness, with the exception of her nose, which rose out of the fat curved and cruel and thin, like the bony beak of the creature that sat on the girl’s wrist and dreamed its hooded dreams of blood. And her eyes …

Stark looked into her eyes and shuddered. Then he glanced at the carving half formed in the cripple’s lap, and knew what thought had guided the knife.

Half woman, half pure evil. And strong. Very strong. Her strength lay naked in her eyes for all to see, and it was an ugly strength. It could tear down mountains, but it could never build.

He saw her looking at him. Her eyes bored into his as though they would search out his very guts and study them, and he knew that she expected him to turn away, unable to bear her gaze. He did not. Presently he smiled and said, “I have outstared a
rock-lizard, to determine which of us should eat the other. And I’ve outstared the very rock while waiting for him.”

She knew that he spoke the truth. Stark expected her to be angry, but she was not. A vague mountainous rippling shook her and emerged at length as a voiceless laughter.

“You see that?” she demanded, addressing the others. “You whelps of the Lhari—not one of you dares to face me down, yet here is a great dark creature from the gods know where who can stand and shame you.”

She glanced again at Stark. “What demon’s blood brought you forth, that you have learned neither prudence nor fear?”

Stark answered somberly, “I learned them both before I could walk. But I learned another thing also—a thing called anger.”

“And you are angry?”

“Ask Malthor if I am, and why!”

He saw the two men start a little, and a slow smile crossed the girls face.

“Malthor,” said the hulk upon the bed, and ate a mouthful of roast meat dripping with fat. “That is interesting. But rage against Malthor did not bring you here. I am curious, Stranger. Speak.”

“I will.”

Stark glanced around. The place was a tomb, a trap. The very air smelled of danger. The younger folk watched him in silence. Not one of them had spoken since he came in, except the boy who had cursed him, and that was unnatural in itself. The girl leaned forward, idly stroking the creature on her wrist so that it stirred and ran its knife-like talons in and out of their bony sheathes with sensuous pleasure. Her gaze on Stark was bold and cool, oddly challenging. Of them all, she alone saw him as a man. To the others he was a problem, a diversion—something less than human.

Stark said, “A man came to Shuruun at the time of the last rains. His name was Helvi, and he was son of a little king by Yarell. He came seeking his brother, who had broken taboo and fled for his life. Helvi came to tell him that the ban was lifted, and he might return. Neither one came back.”

The small evil eyes were amused, blinking in their tallowy creases. “And so?”

“And so I have come after Helvi, who is my friend.”

Again there was the heaving of that bulk of flesh, the explosion of laughter that hissed and wheezed in snake-like echoes through the vault.

“Friendship must run deep with you, Stranger. Ah, well. The Lhari are kind of heart. You shall find your friend.”

And as though that were the signal to end their deferential silence, the younger folk burst into laughter also, until the vast hall rang with it, giving back a sound like demons laughing on the edge of Hell.

The cripple only did not laugh, but bent his bright head over his carving, and sighed.

The girl sprang up. “Not yet, Grandmother! Keep him awhile.”

The cold, cruel eyes shifted to her. “And what will you do with him, Varra? Haul him about on a string, like Bor with his wretched beast?”

“Perhaps—though I think it would need a stout chain to hold him.” Varra turned and looked at Stark, bold and bright, taking in the breadth and the height of him, the shaping of the great smooth muscles, the iron line of the jaw. She smiled. Her mouth was very lovely, like the red fruit of the swamp tree that bears death in its pungent sweetness.

“Here is a man,” she said. “The first man I have seen since my father died.”

The two men at the gaming table rose, their faces flushed and angry. One of them strode forward and gripped the girl’s arm roughly.

“So I am not a man,” he said, with surprising gentleness. “A sad thing for one who is to be your husband. It’s best that we settle that now, before we wed.”


Varra nodded. Stark saw that the man’s fingers were cutting savagely into the firm muscle of her arm, but she did not wince.

“High time to settle it all, Egil. You have borne enough from me. The day is long overdue for my taming. I must learn now to bend my neck, and acknowledge my lord.”

For a moment Stark thought she meant it, the note of mockery in her voice was so subtle. Then the woman in white, who all this time had not moved not changed expression, voiced again the thin, tinkling laugh he had heard once before. From that, and the dark suffusion of blood in Egil’s face, Stark knew that Varra was only casting the man’s own phrases back at him. The boy let out one derisive bark, and was cuffed into silence.

Varra looked straight at Stark. “Will you fight for me?” she demanded.

Quite suddenly, it was Stark’s turn to laugh. “No!” he said.

Varra shrugged. “Very well, then. I must fight for myself.”

“Man,” snarled Egil. “I’ll show you who’s a man, you scapegrace little vixen!”

He wrenched off his girdle with his free hand, at the same time bending the girl around so he could get a fair shot at her. The creature of prey, a Terran falcon, clung to her wrist, beating its wings and screaming, its hooded head jerking.

With a motion so quick that it was hardly visible, Varra slipped the hood and flew the creature straight for Egil’s face.

He let go, flinging up his arms to ward off the talons and the tearing beak. The wide wings beat and hammered. Egil yelled. The boy Bor got out of range and danced up and down shrieking with delight.

Varra stood quietly. The bruises were blackening on her arm, but she did not deign to touch them. Egil blundered against the gaming table and sent the ivory pieces flying. Then he tripped over a cushion and fell flat, and the hungry talons ripped his tunic to ribbons down the back.

Varra whistled, a clear peremptory call. The creature gave a last peck at the back of Egil’s head and flopped sullenly back to its perch on her wrist. She held it, turning toward Stark. He knew from the poise of her that she was on the verge of launching her pet at him. But she studied him and then shook her head.

“No,” she said, and slipped the hood back on. “You would kill it.”

Egil had scrambled up and gone off into the darkness, sucking a cut on his arm. His face was black with rage. The other man looked at Varra.

“If you were pledged to me,” he said, “I’d have that temper out of you!”

“Come and try it,” answered Varra.

The man shrugged and sat down. “It’s not my place. I keep the peace in my own house.” He glanced at the woman in white, and Stark saw that her face, hitherto blank of any expression, had taken on a look of abject fear.

“You do,” said Varra, “and, if I were Arel, I would stab you while you slept. But you’re safe. She had no spirit to begin with.”

Arel shivered and looked steadfastly at her hands. The man began to gather up the scattered pieces. He said casually, “Egil will wring your neck some day, Varra, and I shan’t weep to see it.”

All this time the old woman had eaten and watched, watched and eaten, her eyes glittering with interest.

“A pretty brood, are they not?” she demanded of Stark. “Full of spirit, quarreling like young hawks in the nest. That’s why I keep them around me, so—they are such sport to watch. All except Treon there.” She indicated the crippled youth. “He does nothing. Dull and soft-mouthed, worse than Arel. What a grandson to be cursed with! But his sister has fire enough for two.” She munched a sweet, grunting with pride.

Treon raised his head and spoke, and his voice was like music, echoing with an eerie liveliness in that dark place.


“Dull I may be, Grandmother, and weak in body, and without hope. Yet I shall be the last of the Lhari. Death sits waiting on the towers, and he shall gather you all before me. I know, for the winds have told me.”

He turned his suffering eyes upon Stark and smiled, a smile of such woe and resignation that the Earthman’s heart ached with it. Yet there was a thankfulness in it too, as though some long waiting was over at last.

“You,” he said softly, “Stranger with the fierce eyes, I saw you come, out of the darkness, and where you set foot there was a bloody print. Your arms were red to the elbows, and your breast was splashed with the redness, and on your brow was the symbol of death. Then I knew, and the wind whispered into my ear, ‘It is so. This man shall, pull the castle down, and its stones shall crush Shuruun and set the Lost Ones free’.”

He laughed, very quietly. “Look at him, all of you. For he will be your doom!”

There was a moment’s silence, and Stark, with all the superstitions of a wild race thick within him, turned cold to the roots of his hair. Then the old woman said disgustedly, “Have the winds warned you of this, my idiot?”

And with astonishing force and accuracy she picked up a ripe fruit and flung it at Treon.

“Stop your mouth with that,” she told him. “I am weary to death of your prophecies.”

Treon looked at the crimson juice trickling slowly down the breast of his tunic, to drip upon the carving in his lap. The half formed head was covered with it. Treon was shaken with silent mirth.

“Well,” said Varra, coming up to Stark, “what do you think of the Lhari? The proud Lhari, who would not stoop to mingle their blood with the cattle of the swamps. My half-witted brother, my worthless cousins, that little monster Bor who is the last twig of the tree—do you wonder I flew my falcon at Egil?”

She waited for an answer, her head thrown back, the silver curls framing her face like wisps of storm-cloud. There was a swagger about her that at once irritated and delighted Stark. A hellcat, he thought, but a mighty fetching one, and bold as brass. Bold—and honest. Her lips were parted, midway between anger and a smile.

He caught her to him suddenly and kissed her, holding her slim strong body as though she were a doll. He was in no hurry to set her down. When at last he did, he grinned and said, “Was that what you wanted?”

“Yes,” answered Varra. “That was what I wanted.” She spun about, her jaw set dangerously. “Grandmother …”

She got no farther. Stark saw that the old woman was attempting to sit upright, her face purpling with effort and the most terrible wrath he had ever seen.

“You,” she gasped at the girl. She choked on her fury and her shortness of breath, and then Egil came soft-footed into the light, bearing in his hand a thing made of black metal and oddly shaped, with a blunt, thick muzzle.

“Lie back, Grandmother,” he said. “I had a mind to use this on Varra—”

Even as he spoke he pressed a stud, and Stark in the act of leaping for the sheltering darkness, crashed down and lay like a dead man. There had been no sound, no flash, nothing, but a vast hand that smote him suddenly into oblivion.

Egil finished,—“but I see a better target.”
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Red. Red. Red. The color of blood. Blood in his eyes. He was remembering now. The quarry had turned on him, and they had fought on the bare, blistering rocks.

Nor had N’Chaka killed. The Lord of the Rocks was very big, a giant among
lizards, and N’Chaka was small. The Lord of the Rocks had laid open N’Chaka’s head before the wooden spear had more than scratched his flank.

It was strange that N’Chaka still lived. The Lord of the Rocks must have been full fed. Only that had saved him.

N’Chaka groaned, not with pain, but with shame. He had failed. Hoping for a great triumph, he had disobeyed the tribal law that forbids a boy to hunt the quarry of a man, and he had failed. Old One would not reward him with the girdle and the flint spear of manhood. Old One would give him to the women for the punishment of little whips. Tika would laugh at him, and it would be many seasons before Old One would grant him permission to try the Man’s Hunt.

Blood in his eyes.

He blinked to clear them. The instinct of survival was prodding him. He must arouse himself and creep away, before the Lord of the Rocks returned to eat him.

The redness would not go away. It swam and flowed, strangely sparkling. He blinked again, and tried to lift his head, and could not, and fear struck down upon him like the iron frost of night upon the rocks of the valley.

It was all wrong. He could see himself clearly, a naked boy dizzy with pain, rising and clambering over the ledges and the shale to the safety of the cave. He could see that, and yet he could not move.

All wrong. Time, space, the universe, darkened and turned.

A voice spoke to him. A girl’s voice. Not Tika’s and the speech was strange.

Tika was dead. Memories rushed through his mind, the bitter things, the cruel things. Old One was dead, and all the others …

The voice spoke again, calling him by a name that was not his own.

Stark.

Memory shattered into a kaleidoscope of broken pictures, fragments, rushing, spinning. He was adrift among them. He was lost, and the terror of it brought a scream into his throat.

Soft hands touching his face, gentle words, swift and soothing. The redness cleared and steadied, though it did not go away, and quite suddenly he was himself again, with all his memories where they belonged.

He was lying on his back, and Zareth, Malthor’s daughter, was looking down at him. He knew now what the redness was. He had seen it too often before not to know. He was somewhere at the bottom of the Red Sea—that weird ocean in which a man can breathe.

And he could not move. That had not changed, nor gone away. His body was dead.

The terror he had felt before was nothing to the agony that filled him now. He lay entombed in his own flesh, staring up at Zareth, wanting an answer to a question he dared not ask.

She understood, from the look in his eyes.

“It’s all right,” she said, and smiled. “It will wear off. You’ll be all right. It’s only the weapon of the Lhari. Somehow it puts the body to sleep, but it will wake again.”

Stark remembered the black object that Egil had held in his hands. A projector of some sort, then, beaming a current of high-frequency vibration that paralyzed the nerve centers. He was amazed. The Cloud People were barbarians themselves, though on a higher scale than the swamp-edge tribes, and certainly had no such scientific proficiency. He wondered where the Lhari had got hold of such a weapon.

It didn’t really matter. Not just now. Relief swept over him, bringing him dangerously close to tears. The effect would wear off. At the moment, that was all he cared about.

He looked up at Zareth again. Her pale hair floated with the slow breathing of the
sea, a milky cloud against the spark-shot crimson. He saw now that her face was drawn and shadowed, and there was a terrible hopelessness in her eyes. She had been alive when he first saw her—frightened, not too bright, but full of emotion and a certain dogged courage. Now the spark was gone, crushed out.

She wore a collar around her white neck, a ring of dark metal with the ends fused together for all time.

“Where are we?” he asked.

And she answered, her voice carrying deep and hollow in the dense substance of the sea, “We are in the place of the Lost Ones.”

Stark looked beyond her, as far as he could see, since he was unable to turn his head. And wonder came to him.

Black walls, black vault above him, a vast hall filled with the wash of the sea that slipped in streaks of whispering flame through the high embrasures. A hall that was twin to the vault of shadows where he had met the Lhari.

“There is a city,” said Zareth dully. “You will see it soon. You will see nothing else until you die.”

Stark said, very gently, “How do you come here, little one?”

“Because of my father. I will tell you all I know, which is little enough. Malthor has been slaver to the Lhari for a long time. There are a number of them among the captains of Shuruun, but that is a thing that is never spoken of—so I, his daughter, could only guess. I was sure of it when he sent me after you.”

She laughed, a bitter sound. “Now I’m here, with the collar of the Lost Ones on my neck. But Malthor is here, too.” She laughed again, ugly laughter to come from a young mouth. Then she looked at Stark, and her hand reached out timidly to touch his hair in what was almost a caress. Her eyes were wide, and soft, and full of tears.

“Why didn’t you go into the swamps when I warned you?”

Stark answered stolidly, “Too late to worry about that now.” Then, “You say Malthor is here, a slave?”

“Yes.” Again, that look of wonder and admiration in her eyes. “I don’t know what you said or did to the Lhari, but the Lord Egil came down in a black rage and cursed my father for a bungling fool because he could not hold you. My father whined and made excuses, and all would have been well—only his curiosity got the better of him and he asked the Lord Egil what had happened. You were like a wild beast, Malthor said, and he hoped you had not harmed the Lady Varra, as he could see from Egil’s wounds that there had been trouble.

“The Lord Egil turned quite purple. I thought he was going to fall in a fit.”

“Yes,” said Stark. “That was the wrong thing to say.” The ludicrous side of it struck him, and he was suddenly roaring with laughter. “Malthor should have kept his mouth shut!”

“Egil called his guard and ordered them to take Malthor. And when he realized what had happened, Malthor turned on me, trying to say that it was all my fault, that I let you escape.”

Stark stopped laughing.

Her voice went on slowly, “Egil seemed quite mad with fury. I have heard that the Lhari are all mad, and I think it is so. At any rate, he ordered me taken too, for he wanted to stamp Malthor’s seed into the mud forever. So we are here.”

There was a long silence. Stark could think of no word of comfort, and as for hope, he had better wait until he was sure he could at least raise his head. Egil might have damaged him permanently, out of spite. In fact, he was surprised he wasn’t dead.

He glanced again at the collar on Zareth’s neck. Slave. Slave to the Lhari, in the City of the Lost Ones.

What the devil did they do with slaves, at the bottom of the sea?


The heavy gases conducted sound remarkably well, except for an odd property of diffusion which made it seem that a voice came from everywhere at once. Now, all at once, Stark became aware of a dull clamor of voices drifting towards him.

He tried to see, and Zareth turned his head carefully so that he might.

The Lost Ones were returning from whatever work it was they did.

Out of the dim red murk beyond the open door they swam, into the long, long vastness of the hall that was filled with the same red murk, moving slowly, their white bodies trailing wakes of sullen flame. The host of the damned drifting through a strange red-lit hell, weary and without hope.

One by one they sank onto pallets laid in rows on the black stone floor, and lay there, utterly exhausted, their pale hair lifting and floating with the slow eddies of the sea. And each one wore a collar.

One man did not lie down. He came toward Stark, a tall barbarian who drew himself with great strokes of his arms so that he was wrapped in wheeling sparks. Stark knew his face.

“Helvi,” he said, and smiled in welcome.

“Brother!”

Helvi crouched down—a great handsome boy he had been the time Stark saw him, but he was a man now, with all the laughter turned to grim deep lines around his mouth and the bones of his face standing out like granite ridges.

“Brother,” he said again, looking at Stark through a glitter of unashamed tears. “Fool.” And he cursed Stark savagely because he had come to Shuruun to look for an idiot who had gone the same way, and was already as good as dead.

“Would you have followed me?” asked Stark.

“But I am only an ignorant child of the swamps,” said Helvi. “You come from space, you know the other worlds, you can read and write—you should have better sense!”

Stark grinned. “And I’m still an ignorant child of the rocks. So we’re two fools together. Where is Tobal?”

Tobal was Helvi’s brother, who had broken taboo and looked for refuge in Shuruun. Apparently he had found peace at last, for Helvi shook his head.

“A man cannot live too long under the sea. It is not enough merely to breathe and eat. Tobal overran his time, and I am close to the end of mine.” He held up his hand and then swept it down sharply, watching the broken fires dance along his arms.

“The mind breaks before the body,” said Helvi casually, as though it were a matter of no importance.

Zareth spoke. “Helvi has guarded you each period while the others slept.”

“And not I alone,” said Helvi. “The little one stood with me.”

“Guarded me!” said Stark. “Why?”

For answer, Helvi gestured toward a pallet not far away. Malthor lay there, his eyes half open and full of malice, the fresh scar livid on his cheek.

“He feels,” said Helvi, “that you should not have fought upon his ship.”

Stark felt an inward chill of horror. To lie here helpless, watching Malthor come toward him with open fingers reaching for his helpless throat …

He made a passionate effort to move, and gave up, gasping. Helvi grinned.

“Now is the time I should wrestle you, Stark, for I never could throw you before.” He gave Stark’s head a shake, very gentle for all its apparent roughness. “You’ll be throwing me again. Sleep now, and don’t worry.”

He settled himself to watch, and presently in spite of himself Stark slept, with Zareth curled at his feet like a little dog.

There was no time down there in the heart of the Red Sea. No daylight, no dawn, no space of darkness. No winds blew, no rain nor storm broke the endless silence.
Only the lazy currents whispered by on their way to nowhere, and the red sparks danced, and the great hall waited, remembering the past.

Stark waited, too. How long he never knew, but he was used to waiting. He had learned his patience on the knees of the great mountains whose heads lift proudly into open space to look at the Sun, and he had absorbed their own contempt for time.

Little by little, life returned to his body. A mongrel guard came now and again to examine him, pricking Stark’s flesh with his knife to test the reaction, so that Stark should not malinger.

He reckoned without Stark’s control. The Earthman bore his prodding without so much as a twitch until his limbs were completely his own again. Then he sprang up and pitched the man half the length of the hall, turning over and over, yelling with startled anger.

At the next period of labor, Stark was driven with the rest out into the City of the Lost Ones.
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Stark had been in places before that oppressed him with a sense of their strangeness or their wickedness—Sinharat, the lovely ruin of coral and gold lost in the Martian wastes; Jekkara, Valkis—the Low-Canal towns that smell of blood and wine; the cliff-caves of Arianrhod on the edge of Darkside, the buried tomb-cities of Callisto. But this—this was nightmare to haunt a man’s dreams.

He stared about him as he went in the long line of slaves, and felt such a cold shuddering contraction of his belly as he had never known before.

Wide avenues paved with polished blocks of stone, perfect as ebon mirrors. Buildings, tall and stately, pure and plain, with a calm strength that could outlast the ages. Black, all black, with no fripperies of paint or carving to soften them, only here and there a window like a drowned jewel glinting through the red.

Vines like drifts of snow cascading down the stones. Gardens with close-clipped turf and flowers lifting bright on their green stalks, their petals open to a daylight that was gone, their heads bending as though to some forgotten breeze. All neat, all tended, the branches pruned, the fresh soil turned this morning—by whose hand?

Stark remembered the great forest dreaming at the bottom of the gulf, and shivered. He did not like to think how long ago these flowers must have opened their young bloom to the last light they were ever going to see. For they were dead—dead as the forest, dead as the city. Forever bright—and dead.

Stark thought that it must always have been a silent city. It was impossible to imagine noisy throngs flocking to a market square down those immense avenues. The black walls were not made to echo song or laughter. Even the children must have moved quietly along the garden paths, small wise creatures born to an ancient dignity.

He was beginning to understand now the meaning of that weird forest. The Gulf of Shuruun had not always been a gulf. It had been a valley, rich, fertile, with this great city in its arms, and here and there on the upper slopes the retreat of some noble or philosopher—of which the castle of the Lhari was a survivor.

A wall or rock had held back the Red Sea from this valley. And then, somehow, the wall had cracked, and the sullen crimson tide had flowed slowly, slowly into the fertile bottoms, rising higher, lapping the towers and the treetops in swirling flame, drowning the land forever. Stark wondered if the people had known the disaster was coming, if they had gone forth to tend their gardens for the last time so that they might remain perfect in the embalming gases of the sea.

The columns of slaves, herded by overseers armed with small black weapons similar
to the one Egil had used, came out into a broad square whose farther edges were veiled in the red murk. And Stark looked on ruin.

A great building had fallen in the center of the square. The gods only knew what force had burst its walls and tossed the giant blocks like pebbles into a heap. But there it was, the one untidy thing in the city, a mountain of debris.

Nothing else was damaged. It seemed that this had been the place of temples, and they stood unharmed, ranked around the sides of the square, the dim fires rippling through their open porticoes. Deep in their inner shadows Stark thought he could make out images, gigantic things brooding in the spark-shot gloom.

He had no chance to study them. The overseers cursed them on, and now he saw what use the slaves were put to. They were clearing away the wreckage of the fallen building.

Helvi whispered, “For sixteen years men have slaved and died down here, and the work is not half done. And why do the Lhari want it done at all? I’ll tell you why. Because they are mad, mad as swamp-dragons gone musth in the spring!”

It seemed madness indeed, to labor at this pile of rocks in a dead city at the bottom of the sea. It was madness. And yet the Lhari, though they might be insane, were not fools. There was a reason for it, and Stark was sure it was a good reason—good for the Lhari, at any rate.

An overseer came up to Stark, thrusting him roughly toward a sledge already partly loaded with broken rocks. Stark hesitated, his eyes turning ugly, and Helvi said,

“Come on, you fool! Do you want to be down flat on your back again?”

Stark glanced at the little weapon, blunt and ready, and turned reluctantly to obey. And there began his servitude.

It was a weird sort of life he led. For a while he tried to reckon time by the periods of work and sleep, but he lost count, and it did not greatly matter anyway.

He labored with the others, hauling the huge blocks away, clearing out the cellars that were partly bared, shoring up weak walls underground. The slaves clung to their old habit of thought, calling the work-periods “days” and the sleep-periods “nights.”

Each “day” Egil, or his brother Cond, came to see what had been done, and went away black-browed and disappointed, ordering the work speeded up.

Treon was there also much of the time. He would come slowly in his awkward crabwise way and perch like a pale gargoyle on the stones, never speaking, watching with his sad beautiful eyes. He woke a vague foreboding in Stark. There was something awesome in Treon’s silent patience, as though he waited the coming of some black doom, long delayed but inevitable. Stark would remember the prophecy, and shiver.

It was obvious to Stark after a while that the Lhari were clearing the building to get at the cellars underneath. The great dark caverns already bared had yielded nothing, but the brothers still hoped. Over and over Cond and Egil sounded the walls and the floors, prying here and there, and chafing at the delay in opening up the underground labyrinth. What they hoped to find, no one knew.

Varra came, too. Alone, and often, she would drift down through the dim mist-fires and watch, smiling a secret smile, her hair like blown silver where the currents played with it. She had nothing but curt words for Egil, but she kept her eyes on the great dark Earthman, and there was a look in them that stirred his blood. Egil was not blind, and it stirred his too, but in a different way.

Zareth saw that look. She kept as close to Stark as possible, asking no favors, but following him around with a sort of quiet devotion, seeming contented only when she was near him. One “night” in the slave barracks she crouched beside his pallet, her hand on his bare knee. She did not speak, and her face was hidden by the floating masses of her hair.

Stark turned her head so that he could see her, pushing the pale cloud gently away.


“What troubles you, little sister?”

Her eyes were wide and shadowed with some vague fear. But she only said, “It’s not my place to speak.”

“Why not?”

“Because …” Her mouth trembled, and then suddenly she said, “Oh, it’s foolish, I know. But the woman of the Lhari …”

“What about her?”

“She watches you. Always she watches you! And the Lord Egil is angry. There is something in her mind, and it will bring you only evil. I know it!”

“It seems to me,” said Stark wryly, “that the Lhari have already done as much evil as possible to all of us.”

“No,” answered Zareth, with an odd wisdom. “Our hearts are still clean.”

Stark smiled. He leaned over and kissed her. “I’ll be careful, little sister.”

Quite suddenly she flung her arms around his neck and clung to him tightly, and Stark’s face sobered. He patted her, rather awkwardly, and then she had gone, to curl up on her own pallet with her head buried in her arms.

Stark lay down. His heart was sad, and there was a stinging moisture in his eyes.

The red eternities dragged on. Stark learned what Helvi had meant when he said that the mind broke before the body. The sea bottom was no place for creatures of the upper air. He learned also the meaning of the metal collars, and the manner of Tobal’s death.

Helvi explained.

“There are boundaries laid down. Within them we may range, if we have the strength and the desire after work. Beyond them we may not go. And there is no chance of escape by breaking through the barrier. How this is done I do not understand, but it is so, and the collars are the key to it.

“When a slave approaches the barrier the collar brightens as though with fire, and the slave falls. I have tried this myself, and I know. Half paralyzed, you may still crawl back to safety. But if you are mad, as Tobal was, and charge the barrier strongly …”

He made a cutting motion with his hands.

Stark nodded. He did not attempt to explain electricity or electronic vibrations to Helvi, but it seemed plain enough that the force with which the Lhari kept their slaves in check was something of the sort. The collars acted as conductors, perhaps for the same type of beam that was generated in the hand-weapons. When the metal broke the invisible boundary line it triggered off a force-beam from the central power station, in the manner of the obedient electric eye that opens doors and rings alarm bells. First a warning—then death.

The boundaries were wide enough, extending around the city and enclosing a good bit of forest beyond it. There was no possibility of a slave hiding among the trees, because the collar could be traced by the same type of beam, turned to low power, and the punishment meted out to a retaken man was such that few were foolish enough to try that game.

The surface, of course, was utterly forbidden. The one unguarded spot was the island where the central power station was, and here the slaves were allowed to come sometimes at night. The Lhari had discovered that they lived longer and worked better if they had an occasional breath of air and a look at the sky.

Many times Stark made that pilgrimage with the others. Up from the red depths they would come, through the reeling bands of fire where the currents ran, through the clouds of crimson sparks and the sullen patches of stillness that were like pools of blood, a company of white ghosts shrouded in flame, rising from their tomb for a little taste of the world they had lost.

It didn’t matter that they were so weary they had barely the strength to get back
to the barracks and sleep. They found the strength. To walk again on the open ground, to be rid of the eternal crimson dusk and the oppressive weight on the chest—to look up into the hot blue night of Venus and smell the fragrance of the liha-trees borne on the land wind … They found the strength.

They sang here, sitting on the island rocks and staring through the mists toward the shore they would never see again. It was their chanting that Stark had heard when he came down the gulf with Malthor, that wordless cry of grief and loss. Now he was here himself, holding Zareth close to comfort her and joining his own deep voice into that primitive reproach to the gods.

While he sat, howling like the savage he was, he studied the power plant, a squat blockhouse of a place. On the nights the slaves came guards were stationed outside to warn them away. The blockhouse was doubly guarded with the shock-beam. To attempt to take it by force would only mean death for all concerned.

Stark gave that idea up for the time being. There was never a second when escape was not in his thoughts, but he was too old in the game to break his neck against a stone wall. Like Malthor, he would wait.

Zareth and Helvi both changed after Stark’s coming. Though they never talked of breaking free, both of them lost their air of hopelessness. Stark made neither plans nor promises. But Helvi knew him from of old, and the girl had her own subtle understanding, and they held up their heads again.

Then, one “day” as the work was ending, Varra came smiling out of the red murk and beckoned to him, and Stark’s heart gave a great leap. Without a backward look he left Helvi and Zareth, and went with her, down the wide still avenue that led outward to the forest.
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They left the stately buildings and the wide spaces behind them, and went in among the trees. Stark hated the forest. The city was bad enough, but it was dead, honestly dead, except for those neat nightmare gardens. There was something terrifying about these great trees, full-leafed and green, rioting with flowering vines and all the rich undergrowth of the jungle, standing like massed corpses made lovely by mortuary art. They swayed and rustled as the coiling fires swept them, branches bending to that silent horrible parody of wind. Stark always felt trapped there, and stifled by the stiff leaves and the vines.

But he went, and Varra slipped like a silver bird between the great trunks, apparently happy.

“I have come here often, ever since I was old enough. It’s wonderful. Here I can stoop and fly like one of my own hawks.” She laughed and plucked a golden flower to set in her hair, and then darted away again, her white legs flashing.

Stark followed. He could see what she meant. Here in this strange sea one’s motion was as much flying as swimming, since the pressure equalized the weight of the body. There was a queer sort of thrill in plunging headlong from the treetops, to arrow down through a tangle of vines and branches and then sweep upward again.

She was playing with him, and he knew it. The challenge got his blood up. He could have caught her easily but he did not, only now and again he circled her to show his strength. They sped on and on, trailing wakes of flame, a black hawk chasing a silver dove through the forests of a dream.

But the dove had been fledged in an eagle’s nest. Stark wearied of the game at last. He caught her and they clung together, drifting still among the trees with the momentum of that wonderful weightless flight.


Her kiss at first was lazy, teasing and curious. Then it changed. All Stark’s smoldering anger leaped into a different kind of flame. His handling of her was rough and cruel, and she laughed, a little fierce voiceless laugh, and gave it back to him, and remembered how he had thought her mouth was like a bitter fruit that would give a man pain when he kissed it.

She broke away at last and came to rest on a broad branch, leaning back against the trunk and laughing, her eyes brilliant and cruel as Stark’s own. And Stark sat down at her feet.

“What do you want?” he demanded. “What do you want with me?”

She smiled. There was nothing sidelong or shy about her. She was bold as a new blade.

“I’ll tell you, wild man.”

He started. “Where did you pick up that name?”

“I have been asking the Earthman Larrabee about you. It suits you well.” She leaned forward. “This is what I want of you. Slay me Egil and his brother Cond. Also Bor, who will grow up worse than either—although that I can do myself, if you’re averse to killing children, though Bor is more monster than child. Grandmother can’t live forever, and with my cousins out of the way she’s no threat. Treon doesn’t count.”

“And if I do—what then?”

“Freedom. And me. You’ll rule Shuruun at my side.”

Stark’s eyes were mocking. “For how long, Varra?”

“Who knows? And what does it matter? The years take care of themselves.” She shrugged. “The Lhari blood has run out, and it’s time there was a fresh strain. Our children will rule after us, and they’ll be men.”

Stark laughed. He roared with it.

“It’s not enough that I’m a slave to the Lhari. Now I must be executioner and herd bull as well!” He looked at her keenly. “Why me, Varra? Why pick on me?”

“Because, as I have said, you are the first man I have seen since my father died. Also, there is something about you …”

She pushed herself upward to hover lazily, her lips just brushing his.

“Do you think it would be so bad a thing to live with me, wild man?”

She was lovely and maddening, a silver witch shining among the dim fires of the sea, full of wickedness and laughter. Stark reached out and drew her to him.

“Not bad,” he murmured. “Dangerous.”

He kissed her, and she whispered, “I think you’re not afraid of danger.”

“On the contrary, I’m a cautious man.” He held her off, where he could look straight into her eyes. “I owe Egil something on my own, but I will not murder. The fight must be fair, and Cond will have to take care of himself.”

“Fair! Was Egil fair with you—or me?”

He shrugged. “My way, or not at all.”

She thought it over a while, then nodded. “All right. As for Cond, you will give him a blood debt, and pride will make him fight. The Lhari are all proud,” she added bitterly. “That’s our curse. But it’s bred in the bone, as you’ll find out.”

“One more thing. Zareth and Helvi are to go free, and there must be an end to this slavery.”

She stared at him. “You drive a hard bargain, wild man!”

“Yes or no?”

“Yes and no. Zareth and Helvi you may have, if you insist, though the gods know what you see in that pallid child. As to the other …” She smiled very mockingly. “I’m no fool, Stark. You’re evading me, and two can play that game.”

He laughed. “Fair enough. And now tell me this, witch with the silver curls—how am I to get at Egil that I may kill him?”


“I’ll arrange that.”

She said it with such vicious assurance that he was pretty sure she would arrange it. He was silent for a moment, and then he asked,

“Varra—what are the Lhari searching for at the bottom of the sea?”

She answered slowly, “I told you that we are a proud clan. We were driven out of the High Plateaus centuries ago because of our pride. Now it’s all we have left, but it’s a driving thing.”

She paused, and then went on. “I think we had known about the city for a long time, but it had never meant anything until my father became fascinated by it. He would stay down here days at a time, exploring, and it was he who found the weapons and the machine of power which is on the island. Then he found the chart and the metal book, hidden away in a secret place. The book was written in pictographs—as though it was meant to be deciphered—and the chart showed the square with the ruined building and the temples, with a separate diagram of catacombs underneath the ground.

“The book told of a secret—a thing of wonder and of fear. And my father believed that the building had been wrecked to close the entrance to the catacombs where the secret was kept. He determined to find it.”

Sixteen years of other men’s lives. Stark shivered. “What was the secret, Varra?”

“The manner of controlling life. How it was done I do not know, but with it one might build a race of giants, of monsters, or of gods. You can see what that would mean to us, a proud and dying clan.”

“Yes,” Stark answered slowly. “I can see.”

The magnitude of the idea shook him. The builders of the city must have been wise indeed in their scientific research to evolve such a terrible power. To mold the living cells of the body to one’s will—to create, not life itself but its form and fashion …

A race of giants, or of gods. The Lhari would like that. To transform their own degenerate flesh into something beyond the race of men, to develop their followers into a corps of fighting men that no one could stand against, to see that their children were given an unholy advantage over all the children of men … Stark was appalled at the realization of the evil they could do if they ever found that secret.

Varra said, “There was a warning in the book. The meaning of it was not quite clear, but it seemed that the ancient ones felt that they had sinned against the gods and been punished, perhaps by some plague. They were a strange race, and not human. At any rate, they destroyed the great building there as a barrier against anyone who should come after them, and then let the Red Sea in to cover their city forever. They must have been superstitious children, for all their knowledge.”

“Then you all ignored the warning, and never worried that a whole city had died to prove it.”

She shrugged. “Oh, Treon has been muttering prophecies about it for years. Nobody listens to him. As for myself, I don’t care whether we find the secret or not. My belief is it was destroyed along with the building, and besides, I have no faith in such things.”

“Besides,” mocked Stark shrewdly, “you wouldn’t care to see Egil and Cond striding across the heavens of Venus, and you’re doubtful just what your own place would be in the new pantheon.”

She showed her teeth at him. “You’re too wise for your own good. And now good-bye.” She gave him a quick, hard kiss and was gone, flashing upward, high above the treetops where he dared not follow.

Stark made his way slowly back to the city, upset and very thoughtful.

As he came back into the great square, heading toward the barracks, he stopped, every nerve taut.

Somewhere, in one of the shadowy temples, the clapper of a votive bell was
swinging, sending its deep pulsing note across the silence. Slowly, slowly, like the beating of a dying heart it came, and mingled with it was the faint sound of Zareth’s voice, calling his name.
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He crossed the square, moving very carefully through the red murk, and presently he saw her.

It was not hard to find her. There was one temple larger than all the rest. Stark judged that it must once have faced the entrance of the fallen building, as though the great figure within was set to watch over the scientists and the philosophers who came there to dream their vast and sometimes terrible dreams.

The philosophers were gone, and the scientists had destroyed themselves. But the image still watched over the drowned city, its hand raised both in warning, and in benediction.

Now, across its reptilian knees, Zareth lay. The temple was open on all sides, and Stark could see her clearly, a little white scrap of humanity against the black unhuman figure.

Malthor stood beside her. It was he who had been tolling the votive bell. He had stopped now, and Zareth’s words came clearly to Stark.

“Go away, go away! They’re waiting for you. Don’t come in here!”

“I’m waiting for you, Stark,” Malthor called out, smiling. “Are you afraid to come?” And he took Zareth by the hair and struck her, slowly and deliberately, twice across the face.

All expression left Stark’s face, leaving it perfectly blank except for his eyes, which took on a sudden lambent gleam. He began to move toward the temple, not hurrying even then, but moving in such a way that it seemed an army could not have stopped him.

Zareth broke free from her father. Perhaps she was intended to break free.

“Egil!” she screamed. “It’s a trap …”

Again Malthor caught her and this time he struck her harder, so that she crumpled down again across the image that watched with its jeweled, gentle eyes and saw nothing.

“She’s afraid for you,” said Malthor. “She knows I mean to kill you if I can. Well, perhaps Egil is here also. Perhaps he is not. But certainly Zareth is here. I have beaten her well, and I shall beat her again, as long as she lives to be beaten, for her treachery to me. And if you want to save her from that, you outland dog, you’ll have to kill me. Are you afraid?”

Stark was afraid. Malthor and Zareth were alone in the temple. The pillared colonnades were empty except for the dim fires of the sea. Yet Stark was afraid, for an instinct older than speech warned him to be.

It did not matter. Zareth’s white skin was mottled with dark bruises, and Malthor was smiling at him, and it did not matter.

Under the shadow of the roof and down the colonnade he went, swiftly now, leaving a streak of fire behind him. Malthor looked into his eyes, and his smile trembled and was gone.

He crouched. And at the last moment, when the dark body plunged down at him as a shark plunges, he drew a hidden knife from his girdle and struck.

Stark had not counted on that. The slaves were searched for possible weapons every day, and even a sliver of stone was forbidden. Somebody must have given it to him, someone …


The thought flashed through his mind while he was in the very act of trying to avoid that death blow. Too late, too late, because his own momentum carried him onto the point …

Reflexes quicker than any man’s, the hair-trigger reactions of a wild thing. Muscles straining, the center of balance shifted with an awful wrenching effort, hands grasping at the fire-shot redness as though to force it to defy its own laws. The blade ripped a long shallow gash across his breast. But it did not go home. By a fraction of an inch, it did not go home.

While Stark was still off balance, Malthor sprang.

They grappled. The knife blade glittered redly, a hungry tongue eager to taste Stark’s life. The two men rolled over and over, drifting and tumbling erratically, churning the sea to a froth of sparks, and still the image watched, its calm reptilian features unchangingly benign and wise. Threads of a darker red laced heavily across the dancing fires.

Stark got Malthor’s arm under his own and held it there with both hands. His back was to the man now. Malthor kicked and clawed with his feet against the backs of Stark’s thighs, and his left arm came up and tried to clamp around Stark’s throat. Stark buried his chin so that it could not, and then Malthor’s hand began to tear at Stark’s face, searching for his eyes.

Stark voiced a deep bestial sound in his throat. He moved his head suddenly, catching Malthor’s hand between his jaws. He did not let go. Presently his teeth were locked against the thumb-joint, and Malthor was screaming, but Stark could give all his attention to what he was doing with the arm that held the knife. His eyes had changed. They were all beast now, the eyes of a killer blazing cold and beautiful in his dark face.

There was a dull crack, and the arm ceased to strain or fight. It bent back upon itself, and the knife fell, drifting quietly down. Malthor was beyond screaming now. He made one effort to get away as Stark released him, but it was a futile gesture, and he made no sound as Stark broke his neck.

He thrust the body from him. It drifted away, moving lazily with the suck of the currents through the colonnade, now and again touching a black pillar as though in casual wonder, wandering out at last into the square. Malthor was in no hurry. He had all eternity before him.

Stark moved carefully away from the girl, who was trying feebly now to sit up on the knees of the image. He called out, to some unseen presence hidden in the shadows under the roof,

“Malthor screamed your name, Egil. Why didn’t you come?”

There was a flicker of movement in the intense darkness of the ledge at the top of the pillars.

“Why should I?” asked the Lord Egil of the Lhari. “I offered him his freedom if he could kill you, but it seems he could not—even though I gave him a knife, and drugs to keep your friend Helvi out of the way.”

He came out where Stark could see him, very handsome in a tunic of yellow silk, the blunt black weapon in his hands.

“The important thing was to bait a trap. You would not face me because of this—” He raised the weapon. “I might have killed you as you worked, of course, but my family would have had hard things to say about that. You’re a phenomenally good slave.”

“They’d have said hard words like ‘coward,’ Egil,” Stark said softly. “And Varra would have set her bird at you in earnest.”

Egil nodded. His lip curved cruelly. “Exactly. That amused you, didn’t it? And now my little cousin is training another falcon to swoop at me. She hooded you today, didn’t she, Outlander?”


He laughed. “Ah well. I didn’t kill you openly because there’s a better way. Do you think I want it gossiped all over the Red Sea that my cousin jilted me for a foreign slave? Do you think I wish it known that I hated you, and why? No. I would have killed Malthor anyway, if you hadn’t done it, because he knew. And when I have killed you and the girl I shall take your bodies to the barrier and leave them there together, and it will be obvious to everyone, even Varra, that you were killed trying to escape.”

The weapon’s muzzle pointed straight at Stark, and Egil’s finger quivered on the trigger stud. Full power, this time. Instead of paralysis, death. Stark measured the distance between himself and Egil. He would be dead before he struck, but the impetus of his leap might carry him on, and give Zareth a chance to escape. The muscles of his thighs stirred and tensed.

A voice said, “And it will be obvious how and why I died, Egil? For if you kill them, you must kill me too.”

Where Treon had come from, or when, Stark did not know. But he was there by the image, and his voice was full of a strong music, and his eyes shone with a fey light.

Egil had started, and now he swore in fury. “You idiot! You twisted freak! How did you come here?”

“How does the wind come, and the rain? I am not as other men.” He laughed, a somber sound with no mirth in it. “I am here, Egil, and that’s all that matters. And you will not slay this stranger who is more beast than man, and more man than any of us. The gods have a use for him.”

He had moved as he spoke, until now he stood between Stark and Egil.

“Get out of the way,” said Egil.

Treon shook his head.

“Very well,” said Egil. “If you wish to die, you may.”

The fey gleam brightened in Treon’s eyes. “This is a day of death,” he said softly, “but not of his, or mine.”

Egil said a short, ugly word, and raised the weapon up.

Things happened very quickly after that. Stark sprang, arching up and over Treon’s head, cleaving the red gases like a burning arrow. Egil started back, and shifted his aim upward, and his finger snapped down on the trigger stud.

Something white came between Stark and Egil, and took the force of the bolt. Something white. A girl’s body, crowned with streaming hair, and a collar of metal glowing bright around the slender neck.

Zareth.

They had forgotten her, the beaten child crouched on the knees of the image. Stark had moved to keep her out of danger, and she was no threat to the mighty Egil, and Treon’s thoughts were known only to himself and the winds that taught him. Unnoticed, she had crept to a place where one last plunge would place her between Stark and death.

The rush of Stark’s going took him on over her, except that her hair brushed softly against his skin. Then he was on top of Egil, and it had all been done so swiftly that the Lord of the Lhari had not had time to loose another bolt.

Stark tore the weapon from Egil’s hand. He was cold, icy cold, and there was a strange blindness on him, so that he could see nothing clearly but Egil’s face. And it was Stark who screamed this time, a dreadful sound like the cry of a great cat gone beyond reason or fear.

Treon stood watching. He watched the blood stream darkly into the sea, and he listened to the silence come, and he saw the thing that had been his cousin drift away on the slow tide, and it was as though he had seen it all before and was not surprised.

Stark went to Zareth’s body. The girl was still breathing, very faintly, and her eyes turned to Stark, and she smiled.


Stark was blind now with tears. All his rage had run out of him with Egil’s blood, leaving nothing but an aching pity and a sadness, and a wondering awe. He took Zareth very tenderly into his arms and held her, dumbly, watching the tears fall on her upturned face. And presently he knew that she was dead.

Sometime later Treon came to him and said softly, “To this end she was born, and she knew it, and was happy. Even now she smiles. And she should, for she had a better death than most of us.” He laid his hand on Stark’s shoulder. “Come, I’ll show you where to put her. She will be safe there, and tomorrow you can bury her where she would wish to be.”

Stark rose and followed him, bearing Zareth in his arms.

Treon went to the pedestal on which the image sat. He pressed in a certain way upon a series of hidden springs, and a section of the paving slid noiselessly back, revealing stone steps leading down.
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Treon led the way down, into darkness that was lightened only by the dim fires they themselves woke in passing. No currents ran here. The red gas lay dull and stagnant, closed within the walls of a square passage built of the same black stone.

“These are the crypts,” he said. “The labyrinth that is shown on the chart my father found.” And he told about the chart, as Varra had.

He led the way surely, his misshapen body moving without hesitation past the mouths of branching corridors and the doors of chambers whose interiors were lost in shadow.

“The history of the city is here. All the books and the learning, that they had not the heart to destroy. There are no weapons. They were not a warlike people, and I think that the force we of the Lhari have used differently was defensive only, protection against the beasts and the raiding primitives of the swamps.”

With a great effort, Stark wrenched his thoughts away from the light burden he carried.

“I thought,” he said dully, “that the crypts were under the wrecked building.”

“So we all thought. We were intended to think so. That is why the building was wrecked. And for sixteen years we of the Lhari have killed men and women with dragging the stones of it away. But the temple was shown also in the chart. We thought it was there merely as a landmark, an identification for the great building. But I began to wonder …”

“How long have you known?”

“Not long. Perhaps two rains. It took many seasons to find the secret of this passage. I came here at night when the others slept.”

“And you didn’t tell?”

“No!” said Treon. “You are thinking that if I had told, there would have been an end to the slavery and the death. But what then? My family, turned loose with the power to destroy a world, as this city was destroyed? No! It was better for the slaves to die.”

He motioned Stark aside, then, between doors of gold that stood ajar, into a vault so great that there was no guessing its size in the red and shrouding gloom.

“This was the burial place of their kings,” said Treon softly. “Leave the little one here.”

Stark looked around him, still too numb to feel awe, but impressed even so.

They were set in straight lines, the beds of black marble—lines so long that there was no end to them except the limit of vision. And on them slept the old kings, their
bodies, marvelously embalmed, covered with silken palls, their hands crossed upon their breasts, their wise unhuman faces stamped with the mark of peace.

Very gently, Stark laid Zareth down on a marble couch, and covered her also with silk, and closed her eyes and folded her hands. And it seemed to him that her face, too, had that look of peace.

He went out with Treon, thinking that none of them had earned a better place in the hall of kings than Zareth.

“Treon,” he said.

“Yes?”

“That prophecy you spoke when I came to the castle—I will bear it out.”

Treon nodded. “That is the way of prophecies.”

He did not return toward the temple, but led the way deeper into the heart of the catacombs. A great excitement burned within him, a bright and terrible thing that communicated itself to Stark. Treon had suddenly taken on the stature of a figure of destiny, and the Earthman had the feeling that he was in the grip of some current that would plunge on irresistibly until everything in its path was swept away. Stark’s flesh quivered.

They reached the end of the corridor at last. And there, in the red gloom, a shape sat waiting before a black, barred door. A shape grotesque and incredibly misshapen, so horribly malformed that by it Treon’s crippled body appeared almost beautiful. Yet its face was as the faces of the images and the old kings, and its sunken eyes had once held wisdom, and one of its seven-fingered hands was still slim and sensitive.

Stark recoiled. The thing made him physically sick, and he would have turned away, but Treon urged him on.

“Go closer. It is dead, embalmed, but it has a message for you. It has waited all this time to give that message.”

Reluctantly, Stark went forward.

Quite suddenly, it seemed that the thing spoke.

Behold me. Look upon me, and take counsel before you grasp that power which lies beyond the door!

Stark leaped back, crying out, and Treon smiled.

“It was so with me. But I have listened to it many times since then. It speaks not with a voice, but within the mind, and only when one has passed a certain spot.”

Stark’s reasoning mind pondered over that. A thought-record, obviously, triggered off by an electronic beam. The ancients had taken good care that their warning would be heard and understood by anyone who should solve the riddle of the catacombs. Thought-images, speaking directly to the brain, know no barrier of time or language.

He stepped forward again, and once more the telepathic voice spoke to him.

“We tampered with the secrets of the gods. We intended no evil. It was only that we love perfection, and wished to shape all living things as flawless as our buildings and our gardens. We did not know that it was against the Law …

“I was one of those who found the way to change the living cell. We used the unseen force that comes from the Land of the Gods beyond the sky, and we so harnessed it that we could build from the living flesh as the potter builds from the clay. We healed the halt and the maimed, and made those stand tall and straight who came crooked from the egg, and for a time we were as brothers to the gods themselves. I myself, even I, knew the glory of perfection. And then came the reckoning.

“The cell, once made to change, would not stop changing. The growth was slow, and for a while we did not notice it, but when we did it was too late. We were becoming a city of monsters. And the force we had used was worse than useless, for the more we tried to mold the monstrous flesh to its normal shape, the more the stimulated
cells grew and grew, until the bodies we labored over were like things of wet mud that flow and change even as you look at them.

“One by one the people of the city destroyed themselves. And those of us who were left realized the judgment of the gods, and our duty. We made all things ready, and let the Red Sea hide us forever from our own kind, and those who should come after.

“Yet we did not destroy our knowledge. Perhaps it was our pride only that forbade us, but we could not bring ourselves to do it. Perhaps other gods, other races wiser than we, can take away the evil and keep only the good. For it is good for all creatures to be, if not perfect, at least strong and sound.

“But heed this warning, whoever you may be that listen. If your gods are jealous, if your people have not the wisdom or the knowledge to succeed where we failed in controlling this force, then touch it not! Or you, and all your people, will become as I.”

The voice stopped. Stark moved back again, and said to Treon incredulously, “And your family would ignore that warning?”

Treon laughed. “They are fools. They are cruel and greedy and very proud. They would say that this was a lie to frighten away intruders, or that human flesh would not be subject to the laws that govern the flesh of reptiles. They would say anything, because they have dreamed this dream too long to be denied.”

Stark shuddered and looked at the black door. “The thing ought to be destroyed.”

“Yes,” said Treon softly.

His eyes were shining, looking into some private dream of his own. He started forward, and when Stark would have gone with him he thrust him back, saying, “No. You have no part in this.” He shook his head.

“I have waited,” he whispered, almost to himself. “The winds bade me wait, until the day was ripe to fall from the tree of death. I have waited, and at dawn I knew, for the wind said, Now is the gathering of the fruit at hand.”

He looked suddenly at Stark, and his eyes had in them a clear sanity, for all their feyness.

“You heard, Stark. ‘We made those stand tall and straight who came crooked from the egg’. I will have my hour. I will stand as a man for the little time that is left.”

He turned, and Stark made no move to follow. He watched Treon’s twisted body recede, white against the red dusk, until it passed the monstrous watcher and came to the black door. The long thin arms reached up and pushed the bar away.

The door swung slowly back. Through the opening Stark glimpsed a chamber that held a structure of crystal rods and discs mounted on a frame of metal, the whole thing glowing and glittering with a restless bluish light that dimmed and brightened as though it echoed some vast pulse-beat. There was other apparatus, intricate banks of tubes and condensers, but this was the heart of it, and the heart was still alive.

Treon passed within and closed the door behind him.

Stark drew back some distance from the door and its guardian, crouched down, and set his back against the wall. He thought about the apparatus. Cosmic rays, perhaps—the unseen force that came from beyond the sky. Even yet, all their potentialities were not known. But a few luckless spacemen had found that under certain conditions they could do amazing things to human tissue.

It was a line of thought Stark did not like at all. He tried to keep his mind away from Treon entirely. He tried not to think at all. It was dark there in the corridor, and very still, and the shapeless horror sat quiet in the doorway and waited with him. Stark began to shiver, a shallow animal-twitching of the flesh.

He waited. After a while he thought Treon must be dead, but he did not move. He did not wish to go into that room to see.

He waited.

Suddenly he leaped up, cold sweat bursting out all over him. A crash had echoed
down the corridor, a clashing of shattered crystal and a high singing note that trailed off into nothing.

The door opened.

A man came out. A man tall and straight and beautiful as an angel, a strong-limbed man with Treon’s face, Treon’s tragic eyes. And behind him the chamber was dark. The pulsing heart of power had stopped.

The door was shut and barred again. Treon’s voice was saying, “There are records left, and much of the apparatus, so that the secret is not lost entirely. Only it is out of reach.”

He came to Stark and held out his hand. “Let us fight together, as men. And do not fear. I shall die, long before this body changes.” He smiled, the remembered smile that was full of pity for all living things. “I know, for the winds have told me.”

Stark took his hand and held it.

“Good,” said Treon. “And now lead on, stranger with the fierce eyes. For the prophecy is yours, and the day is yours, and I who have crept about like a snail all my life know little of battles. Lead, and I will follow.”

Stark fingered the collar around his neck. “Can you rid me of this?”

Treon nodded. “There are tools and acid in one of the chambers.”

He found them, and worked swiftly, and while he worked Stark thought, smiling—and there was no pity in that smile at all.

They came back at last into the temple, and Treon closed the entrance to the catacombs. It was still night, for the square was empty of slaves. Stark found Egil’s weapon where it had fallen, on the ledge where Egil died.

“We must hurry,” said Stark. “Come on.”
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The island was shrouded heavily in mist and the blue darkness of the night. Stark and Treon crept silently among the rocks until they could see the glimmer of torchlight through the window-slits of the power station.

There were seven guards, five inside the blockhouse, two outside to patrol.

When they were close enough, Stark slipped away, going like a shadow, and never a pebble turned under his bare foot. Presently he found a spot to his liking and crouched down. A sentry went by not three feet away, yawning and looking hopefully at the sky for the first signs of dawn.

Treon’s voice rang out, the sweet unmistakable voice. “Ho, there, guards!”

The sentry stopped and whirled around. Off around the curve of the stone wall someone began to run, his sandals thud-thudding on the soft ground, and the second guard came up.

“Who speaks?” one demanded. “The Lord Treon?”

They peered into the darkness, and Treon answered, “Yes.” He had come forward far enough so that they could make out the pale blur of his face, keeping his body out of sight among the rocks and the shrubs that sprang up between them.

“Make haste,” he ordered. “Bid them open the door, there.” He spoke in breathless jerks, as though spent. “A tragedy—a disaster! Bid them open!”

One of the men leaped to obey, hammering on the massive door that was kept barred from the inside. The other stood goggle-eyed, watching. Then the door opened, spilling a flood of yellow torchlight into the red fog.

“What is it?” cried the men inside. “What has happened?”

“Come out!” gasped Treon. “My cousin is dead, the Lord Egil is dead, murdered by a slave.”


He let that sink in. Three or more men came outside into the circle of light, and their faces were frightened, as though somehow they feared they might be held responsible for this thing.

“You know him,” said Treon. “The great black-haired one from Earth. He has slain the Lord Egil and got away into the forest, and we need all extra guards to go after him, since many must be left to guard the other slaves, who are mutinous. You, and you—” He picked out the four biggest ones. “Go at once and join the search. I will stay here with the others.”

It nearly worked. The four took a hesitant step or two, and then one paused and said doubtfully.

“But, my lord, it is forbidden that we leave our posts, for any reason. Any reason at all, my lord! The Lord Cond would slay us if we left this place.”

“And you fear the Lord Cond more than you do me,” said Treon philosophically. “Ah, well, I understand.”

He stepped out, full into the light.

A gasp went up, and then a startled yell. The three men from me inside had come out armed only with swords, but the two sentries had their shock-weapons. One of them shrieked,

“It is a demon, who speaks with Treon’s voice!”

And the two black weapons started up.

Behind them, Stark fired two silent bolts in quick succession, and the men fell, safely out of the way for hours. Then he leaped for the door.

He collided with two men who were doing the same thing. The third had turned to hold Treon off with his sword until they were safely inside.

Seeing that Treon, who was unarmed, was in danger of being spitted on the man’s point, Stark fired between the two lunging bodies as he fell, and brought the guard down. Then he was involved in a thrashing tangle of arms and legs, and a lucky blow jarred the shock-weapon out of his hand.

Treon added himself to the fray. Pleasuring in his new strength, he caught one man by the neck and pulled him off. The guards were big men, and powerful, and they fought desperately. Stark was bruised and bleeding from a cut mouth before he could get in a finishing blow.

Someone rushed past him into the doorway. Treon yelled. Out of the tail of his eyes Stark saw the Lhari sitting dazed on the ground. The door was closing.

Stark hunched up his shoulders and sprang.

He hit the heavy panel with a jar that nearly knocked him breathless. It slammed open, and there was a cry of pain and the sound of someone falling. Stark burst through, to find the last of the guards rolling every which way over the floor. But one rolled over onto his feet again, drawing his sword as he rose. He had not had time before.

Stark continued his rush without stopping. He plunged headlong into the man before the point was clear of the scabbard, bore him over and down, and finished the man off with savage efficiency.

He leaped to his feet, breathing hard, spitting blood out of his mouth, and looked around the control room. But the others had fled, obviously to raise the warning.

The mechanism was simple. It was contained in a large black metal oblong about the size and shape of a coffin, equipped with grids and lenses and dials. It hummed softly to itself, but what its source of power was Stark did not know. Perhaps those same cosmic rays, harnessed to a different use.

He closed what seemed to be a master switch, and the humming stopped, and the flickering light died out of the lenses. He picked up the slain guard’s sword and carefully wrecked everything that was breakable. Then he went outside again.


Treon was standing up, shaking his head. He smiled ruefully.

“It seems that strength alone is not enough,” he said. “One must have skill as well.”

“The barriers are down,” said Stark. “The way is clear.”

Treon nodded, and went with him back into the sea. This time both carried shock-weapons taken from the guards—six in all, with Egil’s. Total armament for war.

As they forged swiftly through the red depths, Stark asked, “What of the people of Shuruun? How will they fight?”

Treon answered, “Those of Malthor’s breed will stand for the Lhari. They must, for all their hope is there. The others will wait, until they see which side is safest. They would rise against the Lhari if they dared, for we have brought them only fear in their lifetimes. But they will wait, and see.”

Stark nodded. He did not speak again.

They passed over the brooding city, and Stark thought of Egil and of Malthor who were part of that silence now, drifting slowly through the empty streets where the little currents took them, wrapped in their shrouds of dim fire.

He thought of Zareth sleeping in the hall of kings, and his eyes held a cold, cruel light.

They swooped down over the slave barracks. Treon remained on watch outside. Stark went in, taking with him the extra weapons.

The slaves still slept. Some of them dreamed, and moaned in their dreaming, and others might have been dead, with their hollow faces white as skulls.

Slaves. One hundred and four, counting the women.

Stark shouted out to them, and they woke, starting up on their pallets, their eyes full of terror. Then they saw who it was that called them, standing collarless and armed, and there was a great surging and a clamor that stilled as Stark shouted again, demanding silence. This time Helvi’s voice echoed his. The tall barbarian had wakened from his drugged sleep.

Stark told them, very briefly, all that happened.

“You are freed from the collar,” he said. “This day you can survive or die as men, and not slaves.” He paused, then asked, “Who will go with me into Shuruun?”

They answered with one voice, the voice of the Lost Ones, who saw the red pall of death begin to lift from over them. The Lost Ones, who had found hope again.

Stark laughed. He was happy. He gave the extra weapons to Helvi and three others that he chose, and Helvi looked into his eyes and laughed too.

Treon spoke from the open door. “They are coming!”

Stark gave Helvi quick instructions and darted out, taking with him one of the other men. With Treon, they hid among the shrubbery of the garden that was outside the hall, patterned and beautiful, swaying its lifeless brilliance in the lazy drifts of fire.

The guards came. Twenty of them, tall armed men, to turn out the slaves for another period of labor, dragging the useless stones.

And the hidden weapons spoke with their silent tongues.

Eight of the guards fell inside the hall. Nine of them went down outside. Ten of the slaves died before the remaining three were overcome.

Now there were twenty swords among ninety-four slaves, counting the women. They left the city and rose up over the dreaming forest, a flight of white ghosts with flames in their hair, coming back from the red dusk and the silence to find the light again.

Light, and vengeance.

The first pale glimmer of dawn was sifting through the clouds as they came up among the rocks below the castle of the Lhari. Stark left them and went like a shadow up the tumbled cliffs to where he had hidden his gun on the night he had first
come to Shuruun. Nothing stirred. The fog lifted up from the sea like a vapor of blood, and the face of Venus was still dark. Only the high clouds were touched with pearl.

Stark returned to the others. He gave one of his shock-weapons to a swamp-lander with a cold madness in his eyes. Then he spoke a few final words to Helvi and went back with Treon under the surface of the sea.

Treon led the way. He went along the face of the submerged cliff, and presently he touched Stark’s arm and pointed to where a round mouth opened in the rock.

“It was made long ago,” said Treon, “so that the Lhari and their slavers might come and go and not be seen. Come—and be very quiet.”

They swam into the tunnel mouth, and down the dark way that lay beyond, until the lift of the floor brought them out of the sea. Then they felt their way silently along, stopping now and again to listen.

Surprise was their only hope. Treon had said that with the two of them they might succeed. More men would surely be discovered, and meet a swift end at the hands of the guards.

Stark hoped Treon was right.

They came to a blank wall of dressed stone. Treon leaned his weight against one side, and a great block swung slowly around on a central pivot. Guttering torchlight came through the crack. By it Stark could see that the room beyond was empty.

They stepped through, and as they did so a servant in bright silks came yawning into the room with a fresh torch to replace the one that was dying.

He stopped in mid-step, his eyes widening. He dropped the torch. His mouth opened to shape a scream, but no sound came, and Stark remembered that these servants were tongueless—to prevent them from telling what they saw or heard in the castle, Treon said.

The man spun about and fled, down a long dim-lit hall. Stark ran him down without effort. He struck once with the barrel of his gun, and the man fell and was still.

Treon came up. His face had a look almost of exaltation, a queer shining of the eyes that made Stark shiver. He led on, through a series of empty rooms, all somber black, and they met no one else for a while.

He stopped at last before a small door of burnished gold. He looked at Stark once, and nodded, and thrust the panels open and stepped through.
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They stood inside the vast echoing hall that stretched away into darkness until it seemed there was no end to it. The cluster of silver lamps burned as before, and within their circle of radiance the Lhari started up from their places and stared at the strangers who had come in through their private door.

Cond, and Arel with her hands idle in her lap. Bor, pummeling the little dragon to make it hiss and snap, laughing at its impotence. Varra, stroking the winged creature on her wrist, testing with her white finger the sharpness of its beak. And the old woman, with a scrap of fat meat halfway to her mouth.

They had stopped, frozen, in the midst of these actions. And Treon walked slowly into the light.

“Do you know me?” he said.

A strange shivering ran through them. Now, as before, the old woman spoke first, her eyes glittering with a look as rapacious as her appetite.

“You are Treon,” she said, and her whole vast body shook.

The name went crying and whispering off around the dark walls, Treon! Treon!
Treon! Cond leaped forward, touching his cousin’s straight strong body with hands that trembled.

“You have found it,” he said. “The secret.”

“Yes.” Treon lifted his silver head and laughed, a beautiful ringing bell-note that sang from the echoing corners. “I found it, and it’s gone, smashed, beyond your reach forever. Egil is dead, and the day of the Lhari is done.”

There was a long, long silence, and then the old woman whispered, “You lie!”

Treon turned to Stark.

“Ask him, the stranger who came bearing doom upon his forehead. Ask him if I lie.”

Cond’s face became something less than human. He made a queer crazed sound and flung himself at Treon’s throat.

Bor screamed suddenly. He alone was not much concerned with the finding or the losing of the secret, and he alone seemed to realize the significance of Stark’s presence. He screamed, looking at the big dark man, and went rushing off down the hall, crying for the guard as he went, and the echoes roared and racketed. He fought open the great doors and ran out, and as he did so the sound of fighting came through from the compound.

The slaves, with their swords and clubs, with their stones and shards of rock, had come over the wall from the cliffs.

Stark had moved forward, but Treon did not need his help. He had got his hands around Cond’s throat, and he was smiling. Stark did not disturb him.

The old woman was talking, cursing, commanding, choking on her own apoplectic breath. Arel began to laugh. She did not move, and her hands remained limp and open in her lap. She laughed and laughed, and Varra looked at Stark and hated him.

“You’re a fool, wild man,” she said. “You would not take what I offered you, so you shall have nothing—only death.”

She slipped the hood from her creature and set it straight at Stark. Then she drew a knife from her girdle and plunged it into Treon’s side.

Treon reeled back. His grip loosened and Cond tore away, half throttled, raging, his mouth flecked with foam. He drew his short sword and staggered in upon Treon.

Furious wings beat and thundered around Stark’s head, and talons were clawing for his eyes. He reached up with his left hand and caught the brute by one leg and held it. Not long, but long enough to get one clear shot at Cond that dropped him in his tracks. Then he snapped the falcon’s neck.

He flung the creature at Varra’s feet, and picked up the gun again. The guards were rushing into the hall now at the lower end, and he began to fire at them.

Treon was sitting on the floor. Blood was coming in a steady trickle from his side, but he had the shock-weapon in his hands, and he was still smiling.

There was a great boiling roar of noise from outside. Men were fighting there, killing, dying, screaming their triumph or their pain. The echoes raged within the hall, and the noise of Stark’s gun was like a hissing thunder. The guards, armed only with swords, went down like ripe wheat before the sickle, but there were many of them, too many for Stark and Treon to hold for long.

The old woman shrieked and shrieked, and was suddenly still.

Helvi burst in through the press, with a knot of collared slaves. The fight dissolved into a whirling chaos. Stark threw his gun away. He was afraid now of hitting his own men. He caught up a sword from a fallen guard and began to hew his way to the barbarian.

Suddenly Treon cried his name. He leaped aside, away from the man he was fighting, and saw Varra fall with the dagger still in her hand. She had come up behind him to stab, and Treon had seen and pressed the trigger stud just in time.


For the first time, there were tears in Treon’s eyes.

A sort of sickness came over Stark. There was something horrible in this spectacle of a family destroying itself. He was too much the savage to be sentimental over Varra, but all the same he could not bear to look at Treon for a while.

Presently he found himself back to back with Helvi, and as they swung their swords—the shock-weapons had been discarded for the same reason as Stark’s gun—Helvi panted, “It has been a good fight, my brother! We cannot win, but we can have a good death, which is better than slavery!”

It looked as though Helvi was right. The slaves, unfortunately, weakened by their long confinement, worn out by overwork, were being beaten back. The tide turned, and Stark was swept with it out into the compound, fighting stubbornly.

The great gate stood open. Beyond it stood the people of Shuruun, watching, hanging back—as Treon had said, they would wait and see.

In the forefront, leaning on his stick, stood Larrabee the Earthman.

Stark cut his way free of the press. He leaped up onto the wall and stood there, breathing hard, sweating, bloody, with a dripping sword in his hand. He waved it, shouting down to the men of Shuruun.

“What are you waiting for, you scuts, you women? The Lhari are dead, the Lost Ones are freed—must we of Earth do all your work for you?”

And he looked straight at Larrabee.

Larrabee stared back, his dark suffering eyes full of a bitter mirth. “Oh, well,” he said in English. “Why not?”

He threw back his head and laughed, and the bitterness was gone. He voiced a high, shrill rebel yell and lifted his stick like a cudgel, limping toward the gate, and the men of Shuruun gave tongue and followed him.

After that, it was soon over.

They found Bor’s body in the stable pens, where he had fled to hide when the fighting started. The dragons, maddened by the smell of the blood, had slain him very quickly.

Helvi had come through alive, and Larrabee, who had kept himself carefully out of harm’s way after he had started the men of Shuruun on their attack. Nearly half the slaves were dead, and the rest wounded. Of those who had served the Lhari, few were left.

Stark went back into the great hall. He walked slowly, for he was very weary, and where he set his foot there was a bloody print, and his arms were red to the elbows, and his breast was splashed with the redness. Treon watched him come, and smiled, nodding.

“It is as I said. And I have outlived them all.”

Arel had stopped laughing at last. She had made no move to run away, and the tide of battle had rolled over her and drowned her unaware. The old woman lay still, a mountain of inert flesh upon her bed. Her hand still clutched a ripe fruit, clutched convulsively in the moment of death, the red juice dripping through her fingers.

“Now I am going, too,” said Treon, “and I am well content. With me goes the last of our rotten blood, and Venus will be the cleaner for it. Bury my body deep, stranger with the fierce eyes. I would not have it looked on after this.”

He sighed and fell forward.

Bor’s little dragon crept whimpering out from its hiding place under the old woman’s bed and scurried away down the hall, trailing its dragging rope.

 


 


Stark leaned on the taffrail, watching the dark mass of Shuruun recede into the red mists.


The decks were crowded with the outland slaves, going home. The Lhari were gone, the Lost Ones freed forever, and Shuruun was now only another port on the Red Sea. Its people would still be wolfs-heads and pirates, but that was natural and as it should be. The black evil was gone.

Stark was glad to see the last of it. He would be glad also to see the last of the Red Sea.

The off-shore wind set the ship briskly down the gulf. Stark thought of Larrabee, left behind with his dreams of winter snows and city streets and women with dainty feet. It seemed that he had lived too long in Shuruun, and had lost the courage to leave it.

“Poor Larrabee,” he said to Helvi, who was standing near him. “He’ll die in the mud, still cursing it.”

Someone laughed behind him. He heard a limping step on the deck and turned to see Larrabee coming toward him.

“Changed my mind at the last minute,” Larrabee said. “I’ve been below, lest I should see my muddy brats and be tempted to change it again.” He leaned beside Stark, shaking his head. “Ah, well, they’ll do nicely without me. I’m an old man, and I’ve a right to choose my own place to die in. I’m going back to Earth, with you.”

Stark glanced at him. “I’m not going to Earth.”

Larrabee sighed. “No. No, I suppose you’re not. After all, you’re no Earthman, really, except for an accident of blood. Where are you going?”

“I don’t know. Away from Venus, but I don’t know yet where.”

Larrabee’s dark eyes surveyed him shrewdly. “‘A restless, cold-eyed tiger of a man’, that’s what Varra said. He’s lost something, she said. He’ll look for it all his life, and never find it.”

After that there was silence. The red fog wrapped them, and the wind rose and sent them scudding before it.

Then, faint and far off, there came a moaning wail, a sound like broken chanting that turned Stark’s flesh cold.

“All on board heard it. They listened, utterly silent, their eyes wide, and somewhere a woman began to weep.

Stark shook himself. “It’s only the wind,” he said roughly, “in the rocks by the strait.”

The sound rose and fell, weary, infinitely mournful, and the part of Stark that was N’Chaka said that he lied. It was not the wind that keened so sadly through the mists. It was the voices of the Lost Ones who were forever lost—Zareth, sleeping in the hall of kings, and all the others who would never leave the dreaming city and the forest, never find the light again.

Stark shivered, and turned away, watching the leaping fires of the strait sweep toward them.
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