





THE ROBOT ROAD TO FARAWAY

His was a dream few spacemen ever saw come true.
Alan Kemp was an obsessed man—driven by the realiza-

tion of a dream into the black emptiness between the

stars.

In a rebuilt, second-hand, obsolete ship, Kemp and
his three comrades took off—determined to set up a

shuttle between the planets at the Rim of the galaxy.

But trouble—in the form of two lost colonies, one
inhabited by giant mechanical insects and the other
rul.ed by the descendants of a murderous pirate—threat-
ened. Kemp’s crew began to wonder: just how much

will a man sacrifice to realize a dream?
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Chapter 1

When the dream dies, what of the dreamer?

Chapter 2

IT was Kemp’s dream, although we shared part of it. It
was Kemp’s dream, but Jim Larsen participated in it, and
Dudley Hill, and myself. It was a dream that is not uncom-
mon among spacemen, especially such spacemen as ply their
trade out and away from the well-serviced shipping routes.
It was a dream .that some few spacemen have made come
true.

Alan Kemp, when I first met him, was Chief Officer of the
old Rimhound. He was a typical enough Rim Runners officer
inasmuch as he, like most of us in such employment, had
served in big ships before coming out to the Rim. He re-
tained a dignity, almost a pomposity of bearing that didn’t
match either the shabbiness of his uniform or the decrepi-
tude of his vessel. For the rest, he was a big man, tall,
gray-haired, and with the bleak blue eyes that spacemen
always seem to own in fiction but so seldom do in fact. But
he was, once you got to know him, once you got past his
reserve, a good shinmate and a good friend. Had he not
been so the rest of us would never have accompanied him
in his venture.
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Old Jim Larsen was Rimhound’s Second Interstellar Drive
Engineer. We all called him “Old Jim.” On meeting him for
the first time, the impression of extreme age was the one
that presented itself. But then you became aware of alert-
ness, aliveness, of the somehow indestructible youth that
looked out from behind his gray eyes. And this made non-
sense of his bald head, withered frame and wrinkled face.

Nobody knew just how old he was. His Chief Interstellar
Engineer Certificate had been folded and refolded so many
times that the date of birth recorded on the piece of parch-
ment was illegible. It was strongly suspected that this date
was nothing like the one that he used when signing ship’s
Articles. Also, his Certificate carried an Ehrenhaft Drive en-
dorsement, and the last of the Ehrenhaft Drive ships, the
gaussjammers, was broken up before I was born.

Dudley Hill was Third Mate. Like Kemp, he had served
in the big ships of the Interstellar Transport Commission.
Unlike Kemp, he had not waited until he was a senior officer
before he had resigned from the Commission’s service. Ru-
mor had it that he had been asked to resign, that he had
been implicated in the collision of Beta Scorpii with an
asteroid in the Rigellian planetary system.

Rumor had it, too, that he had been made the scapegoat
and that Beta Scorpii’s Master, who possessed powerful
friends in the Commission’s upper hierarchy, was respon-
sible for the error of judgment that resulted in the near-
wreck. However, Rim Runners, chronically short of officers,
asks no questions, and Dudley was as sober and reliable a
spaceman as any on the Rim, and more so than most.

And myself? I was Rimhound’s Purser, the spacefaring of-
fice boy, as I was sometimes called. Like the others, I'd
drifted out to the Rim. I was, rather more years ago than
I care to remember, once in the Waverly Royal Mail. The
Waverly Royal Mail has rather old-fashioned ideas as to
what constitutes gentlemanly conduct on the part of its offi-
cers. (The Kingdom of Waverly, of course, is the last strong-
hold of old-fashioned ideas.) The Waverly Royal Mail doesn’t
like divorce cases in which the evidence has been collected
aboard one of its ships. The Waverly Royal Mail especially
does not like Pursers who have been named as corres-
pondents,
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So. ...

Anyhow, we’d served together aboard Rimhound for some
months. We’d got to know each other, had learmed a great
deal about each other’s backgrounds. I'd met Alan’s wife—
he was the only one of the four of us who was married—
quite a few times when the ship was in at Port Farewell, on
Faraway, and each time I had envied Alan.

Veronica doesn’t come into the story as a person, as a mat-
ter of fact, although her influence played a great part. Ver-
onica was lovely. She was a Carinthian, and if you've ever
met a typical woman from that planet you'll be able to guess
what she was like. I don’t know why or how it is, but human
stock on Carinthia seems to have mutated slightly, to have
developed along the lines of the Siamese cat. That, I know,
is biological nonsense, but it’s the best way of giving an im-
pression of the coloring of Carinthian women, the sleekness,
the grace. If you like Siamese cats—and I do, and Alan
did—you’ll like the women of Carinthia.

Alan had met Veronica when she was traveling out to the
Rim in the old Delta Sextans, of which vessel he was Chief
Officer. He'd fallen for her, hard. He’d have been willing
to have made his home on any planet of the galaxy as long
as she was there, but I'm inclined to think that he was rather
shaken when she announced her firm intention of living on
Faraway. The Interstellar Commission doesn’t maintain any-
thing like a regular service to the Rim and so, throwing
away his years of seniority, Alan left them and joined Rim
Runners.

So there we were, the four of us, in Rimhound when she
was switched off the usual tramlines—the Lorn, Faraway,
Ultimo, Thule and Eastern Circuit run—and chartered to the
Shakespearian Line. It made a change. It was a plunge in
towards the Center, although not a very deep one. The
Shakespearian Sector may not be officially regarded as part
of the Rim, but it’s so far out that the night skies of its worlds
display only a sparse sprinkling of stars.

We carried a full cargo of agricultural machinery from
Port Farewell, on Faraway, to Port Fortinbras, on Elsinore.
It was our luck—bad lick, we thought at first—to armrive
there in time for the beginning of the Cargo Handlers’ strike,
an industrial dispute that dragged on and on.

7 .
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As a result of this long period of enforced idleness there
was ample planet leave. And there was, too, ample time for
those of us with wives and families to become more than
usually browned-off with a means of livelihood that made
long periods of separation inevitable, that entailed the oc-
casional lengthening of such periods by the stubbornness of
trade union leaders and employers of labor on distant worlds.

Of the four of us, Alan Kemp was the most browned-off.
We were not surprised. We knew him well by this time,
knew his moods, knew that even a month away from Ver-
onica was, for him, little short of eternity. I know this
much, too. If I'd been married to her my spacefaring days
would have been over, even if the only shore employment
offering had been shoveling sludge in the sewage conversion
plant. But Alan was different.

Even so, there could have been far worse worlds for a
holdup than Elsinore. It's a pleasant enough hunk of dirt.
The land is mainly flat, and fertile and well wooded. There
are no extremes of temperature except at the Poles and at
the Equator. There are almost no heavy industries. The peo-
ple are an outwardly stolid breed, running to blondmess
and fatness, both men and women.

In spite of their stolidity, or because of it, they are invet-
erate gamblers. They gamble on the turn of a card, on the
fall of a coin or the dice. They make wagers on horseraces,
on dograces, on races between representatives of such of the
indigenous fauna as are noted for fleetness of foot or wing.
Every town, every village, even boasts its casino. Then, to
rake in such folding money as may still be loafing around,
there are private lotteries, and municipal lotteries, and state
lotteries.

Oddly enough, none of us was a gambler. Come to that,
we were rather deficient in all the vices—with the exception
of old Jim Larsen—leading, by Rim Runners’ standards,
lives of quite exceptional virtue. But after a few weeks of
Elsinore we began more and more to frequent the taverns
in and around Fortinbras. Alan Kemp, was not often one
of the party. About once a week, however, he would de-
clare that he had to get off the ship before he was driven
even farther round the bend than he was already, and join
us.
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He was always rather a morbid drinker and liked to drink
in morbid surroundings. When he was with us we invariably
finished the evening at the Poor Yorick, an establishment
justly famous for its funeral decor. We would sit around a
coffin-shaped table drinking beer from mugs that were
facsimiles of human skulls—they even had the horrid feel
of old bone—listening to the fine selection of funeral marches
that was the only music obtainable from the jukebox, the
casing of which was the work of a monumental mason. The
dim lighting was by flickering, smoking tallow candles. The
floral decorations took the form of floral tributes.

The night that it all started, the night that the dream be-
gan to come true, Alan was in fine form. There had been a
mail in that morning—the Commission’s Epsilon Crucis, in-
bound from the Rim—and there had been no letters for our
Chief Officer. The inevitable result was that he was both
sulking and worrying.

“Space,” he announced, for about the fifth time that eve-
ning, “is no life for a civilized man.”

“You,” I told him, “are not a civilized man. You know
damn well that you could never settle down ashore. Ships
are your life.”

“That might have been true,” he said, “before I met Ver-
onica. It’s not true now.”

“Then why don’t you just get the hell out of it?” asked
Jim Larsen.

“Given a job that pays as well as this,” said Alan, “I
would.”

“You wouldn't,” I told him. “Youre too fond of being a
big frog in a small puddle. You've been a senior officer too
long, first in the Commission’s ships, then with Rim Runners.
And you think that you might as well stick it out and be-
come Master now.”

“All right,” he said. “Perhaps I do. But there’s only one
way to be really happy as Master, and that’s to be an owner
as well.” He sipped his beer thoughtfully. “A little ship could
be fitted in the Eastern Circuit without trampling on our
revered employer’s corns too heavily. A shuttle service, say,
between Mellise and Grollor.”

“Even little ships cost big money,” pointed out Dudley
Hill gloomily.
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Old Jim laughed. “This is the world to get it on. What
about the lotteries? If you aren’t in, you can’t win.”

“The trouble is,” I told them, “that money just can’t be
taken off Elsinore. Currency regulations and restrictions and
all the rest of it.,”

“Your point,” said Alan, “is purely academic. Surely you
know by this time that it is always somebody else who wins
prizes in lotteries. I'll prove it.” He beckoned to the waiter,
a cadaverous, black-clad individual. “I suppose that you
sell lottery tickets here?”

“Indeed, yes, sir. Tattersall'sP Elsinore State? Fortinbras
Municipal?”

“Which one is drawn the first?”

“Tattersall’s, sir.”

“Then I'll have a ticket. A losing ticket.”

The man smiled. “The winning ticket, sir.”

“Oh, no. If I hold it, it can’t possibly win.”

“As you say, sir. That will be two dollars.”

“I'm prepared to pay to prove my point,” said Alan gloom-
ily.
Two days later, he learned that he had won a hundred
thousand Elsinore dollars.

Alan Kemp, like many others in like circumstances, had
blandly assumed that all his worries would be over when he
won the big prize. Like those others he soon discovered that
his worries were just starting.

“Until this moment,” he grumbled, “I always thought that
lack of money was my biggest trouble. Now I'm not so sure.”

“Come off it,” I told him. I looked at the solidograph of
Veronica that stood on his desk, the figurine in the cube of
clear plastic that seemed almost alive, that held all the grace
and loveliness of her in miniature. “Come off it, Alan. You've
a beautiful wifé and a not so small fortune. What the hell
more do you wantP”

“She,” he said patiently, “is on Faraway, The fortune is
here. On Elsinore.”

“There are such vehicles as passenger-carrying spaceships,
you know. I can see no reason why the pair of you shouldn’t
settle on Elsinore. You could set yourselves up in some kind
of business.”

10
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“I've thought of that. But there’s only one kind of business
that we’ve ever dreamed of setting ourselves up in.”

“You mean what you were talking about the other night?
Owner and Master?”

“Yes. As I was saying, a little ship with a minimal crew,
paid on a share basis. Myself as Master and Veronica as
Catering Officer—as you know, she’s a first-class cook. Other
people have made a go of it, on those lines. And now, when
at last we have some capital to play with, there’s no way of
getting it off this blasted planet.” He splashed some more
gin into our glasses. “Are you sure there’s no way, George?”

“Quite sure,” I said. “I've spent all day exploring every
avenue on your behalf, leaving no stone unturned. I started
in Port Fortinbras. There’s only one way for you to get the
money off Elsinore, and that’s to buy things for export to
the Rim Worlds. And you havent a hope in hell of doing
that, not for a couple of years, at least. All available tonnage
is booked up that far ahead.”

“There’s always the odd Epsilon-class tramp drifting in,”
he suggested, not very hopefully.

“And suppose one does? What chance do you stand
against the local exporters, all clamoring for cargo space?”

“I could employ an Agent.”

“And he’d soon whittle your hundred thousand down to
size. Seriously, Alan, why dont you and Veronica settle on
Elsinore?”

He refilled our glasses, then filled and lit his foul pipe.
He said, “I've considered that. I'd be quite happy about it;
as far as I'm concerned home is wherever Veronica is. But
I'm pretty sure that she would never consent. You know, as
well as I do, that there are two classes of people who come
out to the Rim—although I suppose that most of us are
sort of hybrids, belonging to both classes. There are those
who come out to make a living, who think that there are
better chances of advancement on the Rim Worlds than on
the heavily populated planets of the Center. Then there are
those who come out for psychological reasons, who are run-
ning away from somethmg, who are running away as far
as they possibly can.”

“I never thought that Veronica came into that categorv.”

“She does. I met her, you know, when she was traveling

n
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out in the old Delta Sextans from Carinthia to Van Die-
men’s Planet. She had her passage booked right out to Far-
away even then—Interstellar Transport Commission, Shake-
spearian Lines, Rim Runners, the usual. When we got to
know each other she told me something of her life story,
enough for me to be able to fill in details for myself.

“She and some man had contrived to make a stinking mess
of each other’s lives, so much so that she decided to make a
clean break, to get out and clear, to get away as far as
possible. I caught her on the rebound, I suppose. Or she
caught me. And that’s how and why I resigned from the
Commission’s service, to make a fresh start in these inter-
stellar rust-buckets.”

“And she won’t budge from the RimP”

“No. Shortly after I first came out 1 was offered a com-
mand in the Shakespearian Line. I had to turn it downm,
even though I was only a bold Third Mate with Rim Run-
ners at the time. To the Rim she’s come, and on the Rim
she’ll stay. With me, or alone.”

“I had no idea,” I said, not entirely truthfully.

“When it comes to the inner workings, or the malfunc-
tionings, of a marriage,” he told me, “outsiders rarely do.”

“I suppose not.”

“Some more gin?”

“No thanks. I'll be drinking you out of house and home.”

He grinned wrily. “I can afford it.”

“All right, then. But make it a small one.”

I saw him stiffen abruptly as he was pouring the drinks,
his face suddenly alert. I wondered what was amiss and
then heard, faintly, the wailing notes muffled by our hull
insulation, the spaceport alarm siren.

Alan slammed down the bottle, jumped to his feet, ran
out into the alleyway. I followed him, saw him clambering
up the short ladder from the officers’ flat to the control
room. I called out, asking him what was wrong. He replied
curtly that he didn’t know. (He thought, as I did, he told
me later, that there was some kind of civil commotion aris-
ing from the strike, that the spaceport was under attack by
amob.)

I was surprised and relieved to find, when I joined Alan
at the big viewports, that all was apparently quiet, that

12
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the wide expanse of scarred concrete was deserted, that
there was no unusual activity at or around the spaceport
gates.

Chapter 3

Tue nicuT was dark, clear overhead, but with a suggestion
of mist at ground level. To the southward the lights of For-
tinbras City were bright, casting their usual diffused glow
into the sky but, as yet, the spaceport was almost without
illumination. Atop the Control Tower the red light was
flashing the warning signal that a ship was about to arrive
or depart. But we were the only ship in port and our
departure date was a matter for uninformed conjecture, and
no other vessel was due for all of three weeks.

“I've been ringing the Port Captain,” Kemp told me, “but
every time that I've tried to get through the line’s been
engaged. Give it a go, will you? When you raise him, let
me know.” He picked up a pair of powerful binoculars,
stared through them up at the wide circle of night sky that
was visible through the transparency at our stem.

I picked up the telephone—it was spaceport property and
was connected ‘by landline to the communications system of
Elsinore—and punched the buttons for the Port Office num-
ber. After six fruitless attempts the screen lit up. From it
glared the worried face of 2 man whom I recognized as one
of the minor port officials. “Yes?” he snapped. “What do
you want?”

“Officer in charge of Rimhound, here,” I told him, hand-
ing the instrument to Alan.

“What's all the flap about, Clancey?” Alan asked.

Faintly I heard the reply. “Unidentified ship coming in.
You’d better get that scow of vours off the field.”

“We can’t. Main propellant pump’s adrift for overhaul.”

“Then you’d better get all hands out of the ship and clear
of the apron. The way the stranger’s behaving, there’s liable
to be a mess when she hits.”

13
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“Who is shep”

“Didn’t you hear me say that she was unidentified? She’s
got no Deep Space radio; didn’t send any signals until she
was already within radar range. She’s homing on our bea-
con, but she’s coming in on an oblique trajectory, like an
aircraft. That’s all that I can tell you. Now get off the line.”

Alan looked at me, raised his eyebrows. “Sound the gen-
eral alarm, George,” he ordered. He put down the telephone,
picked up the public address system microphone. He waited
until I had released my pressure on the alarm button, until
the bells had ceased, then said quietly, “Your attention,
please. This is the Chief Officer speaking. All hands are to
evacuate ships immediately. All hands to evacuate ship.
That is all.” He turned to me, said, “That means us as well,
George.”

“What do you think it is, Alan?”

“Probably purple pirates from the next galaxy but three.
They'll be after my hundred grand. I told you that I just
can’t win.”

We scrambled down the short ladder from Control to the
officers’ flat, waited a few seconds for the cage of the little
elevator to climb to us up the axial shaft, then dropped
swiftly down to the after airlock, joining those few of our
shipmates who, spending a quiet evening aboard, had been
all;oused by the alarm and by Alan’s order to get out of the
ship.

One of them, old Jim Larsen, asked, “What is it, Alan?”

“I wish I knew,” Kemp told him. “There seems to be some
kind of unidentified spacecraft coming in like a bat out of
hell, and the Port Captain’s scared that she’ll come a right
royal gutser, so he wants us out of the ship and well clear
of the apron when she hits.”

“Talking of bats out of hell,” remarked old Jim quietly.

The ground car that had roared through the spaceport
gates braked to a skidding, screaming halt. The Old Man
jumped out of the vehicle, that he had been driving him-
self, walked quickly to where we were standing.

“Mr. Kemp! What’s going on here?”

“Unidentified, unscheduled ship coming in for a landing.
Orders from the Port Captain to get all hands away from
the apron in case of a crash.”

14
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“Then what are you still hanging around here for?”

“We owe a certain responsibility to Rimhound, sir.”

The Old Man smiled briefly. “So we do, Mr. Kemp. I
feel that we should not stray too far from the ship until we
know just what is happening.”

“We should have seen and heard rocket drive by now,”
said somebody.

We heard the noise then, a low humming, a vibration
rather than a sound, that seemed to be coming from above
and from the north. We stared in that direction and saw,
just before the field floodlights came on and dazzled us,
something that was bathed in an eerie blue glow, something
that expanded rapidly, with every passing second.

“Aliens?” whispered the Captain.

“No.” Old Jim’s voice held assurance. “No, Captain, but
that’s a sight that I thought I'd never see again in my
lifetime, a2 sound that I thought I'd never hear again.”

“But what is it, man?”

“A gaussjammer. The last of the gaussjammers, it must
be. A starship with the Ehrenhaft Drive.”

She came in fast, almost out of control, in what was,
in effect, a shallow dive. She barely cleared the upthrusting
spire that was Rimhound’s prow. The wind of her passage
set the old ship rocking on her vanes and almost swept us
off our feet. She struck the concrete in midfield, the shape
of her obscured by a fountain of ruddy sparks. To the
shrieking of tortured metal she rushed on, until it seemed
that she must crash into and wreck the Control Tower. Mirac-
ulously she slowed and stopped, but not before she had
plowed up the ornamental lawn and shrubbery at the
base of the administration buildings.

The arrival of the scurrying crashwagons, with their flash-
ing red lights and wailing sirens, was something of an anti-
climax.

We walked slowly towards the near-wreck, looking curi-
ously at the deep, ragged furrow gouged out of the con-
crete. For some obscure reason I, at least, was more interested
in the damage than in the machine that had caused it. I
didn’t look at the strange ship until we were almost up to
her.

She was an odd-looking brute, her hull form -conical,
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with the twisted remains of tripod landing gear around the
sharp end of the cone. The other end, the base, although,
obviously, it was the stem of the ship, was a shallow dome
rather than a flat surface and was broken by large, circular
observation ports. There was dim lighting inside the control
room and we could see movement. And then, briefly, there
was a pale face pressed against the transparency from within,

So the strangers were human.

“Keep back!” somebody was saying in an authoritative
voice. I saw that it was Baines, the Port Captain. “Keep
back, you people. My rescue squad will be able to handle
this.”

“Perhaps I can help,” suggested Jim Larsen.

“If I require any assistance I'll let you know,” snapped
Baines.

“Do you know what sort of ship this is?” persisted old
Jim.
“Obviously something new and experimental,” said Baines
impatiently. “Please don’t waste any more of my time.”

“She’s not new, Captain Baines. She’s old. She’s a gauss-
jammer, and I've served in the things. She’s on her side
now, and the airlock door is jammed. You'll have to roll
her to get it clear.”

“Are you sure?” demanded Baines.

“I'mn sure.”

In spite of his impatience Baines was willing to listen to
reason, ready to make fresh decisions. It was for only a sec-
ond or so that he stared at old Tim, then he called the chief
of the rescue squad to his side. “Mr. Larsen knows this
class of ship. Take orders from him, Harris.”

Harris did, setting up jacks and then, after they had done
their work, parbuckling gear to Jim’s instructions. Although
the ship was small, little more than a yacht, she was amaz-
ingly heavy. Robust she must have been, we knew, to have
survived her rough landing in such apparently good shape.

I remarked upon the excessive weight of her to Jim as the
creaking tackles of the parbuckle were slowly turning her
abonut her longitudinal axis.

“It’s the soft iron,” he told me. “Those ships used soft iron
for almost evervthing. Thev had to.” He broke off to shout
instructions to the winch drivers. “Easy, there! Easy! There
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are people inside this thing, and some of them may be in-
jured!”

Gradually the hair-thin circle of the airlock came into
view, lifting clear of the heaped earth of the ruined garden.
Larsen stepped forward, rapped smartly on the hull with
a spanner. Answering raps sounded from inside.

Slowly, on creaking hinges, the door opened.

The man who emerged from the airlock was bleeding from
a gash on his pale forehead, but, otherwise, seemed unin-
jured. He was in uniform, an elaborate rig of blue and
gold with wide bands of gleaming braid on the sleeves, with
massive, ornate epaulets. He looked at us as _curiously as
we were looking at him, seemed to find our simple shorts
and shirts lacking in dignity. His attention wavered between
our Old Man, Captain Williams, and Captain Baines, each
of whom wore on his shoulder boards the four gold bars of
astronautical authority. He asked at last, with an unident-
fiable accent, “Who is in charge here?”

“I am the Port Captain,” said Baines.

“I, sir, am Admiral O’Hara of the Space Navy of London-
derry. Some of my people were injured in the landing. I
request that you afford medical and hospital facilities.”

“My rescue squad and ambulance men are standing by,
Admiral. May thev enter your ship?”

“They may.” O'Hara turned to a less elaborately uni-
formed officer standing inside the airlock. “Commander
Moore, will you see to the casualties? These men wish to
bring their stretcher parties into the vessel.” He pivoted to
face Baines again, a petulant frown on his heavy face. “Port
Captain, I wish to make a serious complaint.”

“Yes, Admiral?”

“I homed on your beacon, sir, only to find that your space-
port is situated nearer to your magnetic equator than to
your magnetic pole. Surely, sir, it-is obvious that any vessel
obliged to make a landing in a locality where horizontal
force is well in excess of vertical force will be, at least, seri-
ouslv discommoded.”

“Too right,” agreed Larsen.

The admiral and the two captains glared at him, then
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Baines, breaking the short silence, addressed O’Hara. “Ar
all your ships like this one, Admiral?”

“Of course, Port Captam How else would one design and
build an interstellar ship?”

“I am told,” Baines contmued cautiously, “that this vesset
of yours is a gaussjammer.”

“That is, I believe, the slang name for starships.” 1

“Furthermore, this is the first gaussjammer that I have
seen, although I have read about them in astronautical his-
tories.” He was warming up now. “Furthermore, I have never
heard of, until this moment, the Republic or Kingdom or
whatever it is of Londonderry, although I hope, most sin-
cerely, that it will be able to foot the bill for the damage to
my spaceport. Furthermore—"

He was interrupted by O’Hara’s officer who, approaching
the admiral, saluted smartly and reported, “All casualties
out of the ship, sir.”

“Thank you, Commander.” O’'Hara, turning again to Baines,
seemed to have lost a little of his aggressiveness. “You were
saying, Port Captain?”

“I suggest, sir,” said Baines coldly, “that any further dis-
cussions take place in private. Will you accompany me to my
office? And you, Captain Williams, if you will be so good.
And your Chief Officer.” He paused. “Yes, and Mr. Larsen.
It will be as well to have somebody who knows something
about this Ehrenhaft Drive along.”

It was late when the Old Man, Kemp and Larsen re-
turned to the Rimhound.

Captain Williams went straight to his quarters, Kemp and
Larsen found me in my cabin where, with Dudley Hill, I
was discussing the night’s events.

“I'd like to be able to have a look round that thing,” Dud-
ley was saying. “It's bloody absurd the way that they’re
keeping an armed guard posted at the airlock.”

“The bold Third Mate might get his wish yet,” said Alan.

We looked up, saw the two of them standing in the
doorway.

“You're back,” I said, not very brightly.

“A blinding glimpse of the obvious, George. If you ask us
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and pour us a drink—I didn’t go much on the Port Captain’s
whisky—we’ll tell you all about it.”

“All right. Come in. Sit down. Here’s the bottle. Here are
glasses. Now talk.”

Kemp relaxed as far as relaxation was possible in the in-
adequate folding chair, but I could see that under his as-
sumed ease of manner he was tense, excited.

He said, “It was quite a session in Baines’ office. Once we
got that so called Admiral primed on rotgut all we had to
do was to sit back and listen. Fascinating it was. Straight
from the pages of a historical novel.

“As you must already have guessed, this Londonderry of
his is one of the Lost Colonies. You know the story of them,
of course. Way back in the good old days of the First Ex-
pansion a gaussjammer runs into a magnetic storm and is
flung away to hell and gone off trajectory with, as like as
not, a dead pile and no power for the flywheel and the Eh-
renhaft jennies. Nobody has a clue as to where she is, but
they start up the emergency diesels, get the Ehrenhalf Drive
working after a fashion and carry on until they stumble
upon a habitable planet, if theyre lucky. If they arent . . .”

“I wish,” I said, “that T had a dollar for every Lost Colony
novel I've read, for every Lost Colony movie I've seen.”

Alan glared at me and growled, “Oh, all right. Anyhow,
there was this Lode Derry, a big migrant ship, commanded
by one Captain O’'Hara. She was bound from Earth to At-
lantia, and the magnetic storm threw her off the-tramlines
when she was in the vicinity of Procyon. When her crew got
things more or less under control again she was hopelessly
lost.

So they started up their diesels, hoped that supplies would
hold out (the internal combustion engines, of course, burn
hydrocarbons that, otherwise, would be used for food) and
went planet hunting. You know that sector between Bellamy’s
Cluster and the Empire of Weaverley that’s supposed to be
antimatter? Well, it’s not, not all of it. Lode Derry’s people
were lucky enough to find a small family of half a dozen
suns, each with attendant planets, of normal matter.

“They made a landing on one of the planets. They sweated
and slaved, and bred enthusiastically, and in only a couple
or three generations had achieved quite a fair technological
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civilization. There was a bit of luck about it; apart from
anything else, the ship carried, as part of her cargo, a Thor-
waldsen Incubator complete, so it was possible easily to
build up population to the minimal figure, and beyond. Too,
as a migrant ship she had carried a large number of skilled
craftsmen and technicians.

“They worked hard, and they multiplied, and they ex-
panded. They built ships—and the FEhrenhaft Drive, of
course, was the only interstellar drive of which they knew—
ships that were modeled upon, although they were much
smaller, Lode Derry. (They don’t seem to have been a very
inventive people.) They colonized the other planets, the
worlds revolving around the other suns of their tiny cluster.

“They learned by bitter and expensive experience, that
they were marooned on a little island in the middle of a vast
sea of antimatter. How far this sea extended they did not
know. They might even, they thought, have been flung clear
out of this galaxy into another one. So they settled down,
made the best of things. And then a magnetic storm threw
O’Hara and his Lode Lady out and clear.”

“This Admiral business . . .” the Third Mate started to
say.

“Oh, that. TU's n hereditary tank, apparently. The first
O'Tlarn- Captain O'Hara- sort of  promoted  himself when
hie heenme hosy cocky of the colony. His descendants hold

the ttle, und the honor and glory, without much power to
go with it. The general idea is to give them a little ship
and to let them play happily by themselves in some quiet
corner. O’Hara isn’t much of a spaceman and his crew are
playboys like himself. O’Hara doesn’t mind if he never sees
Londonderry ‘again and has already appointed himself Am-
bassador at Large to the rest of the galaxy. O’Hara will be
happy to do any further space traveling as a passenger.”

“Where will he get the money to pay his fares?” I asked,,
the Purser in me coming to the surface. ' 5

“Once he -gets to the Center,” said Alan, “he’ll be sitting
pretty. It’s a long time since a Lost Colony was found, so
he'll get the full prodigal son treatment.”

“He has to get to the Center first,” I said. “And it’s an
expensive business. And he has to live while he’s on Elsinore.
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And the Elsinorians aren’t notorious for either hospitality or
generosity.”

“He can sell his ship,” said Alan.

“To whom? She might be of some value as a museum
piece, but Elsinore doesn’t run to an astronautical museumn.”

“To me,” said Alan quietly.

“To you? But you don’t know the first thing about her.”

“I'll remind you that I hold a Master Astronaut Certifi-
cate.”

“But that covers Mannschenn Drive and rockets, not some
crazy, obsolete system of induced magnetism and flywheels.”

“I already have a Chief Engineer to handle that side of
it,” he stated, nodding toward old Jim, who grinned in ac-
knowledgment. “As for the navigation, if an unspaceman-
like clod like O’Hara can cope, I can.”

“But O’Hara didn’t cope. That’s how he finished up here.”

“Magnetic storms are almost unknown on the Rim.”

“Almost. And, in any case, the Old Man will never re-
lease you.”

“He will, George, as long as I can supply substitutes.
That shouldn’t be hard. On every planet there are ex-space-
men who're crazy enough to feel the urge to make just one
more trip.”

“Substitutes? With an s? Plural?”

“You heard me. There’ll be an engineer to replace old
Jim, of course, and a new Second-Mate—Petersen will be
moving up one to take my place. And a new Third Mate.”

“But I shall be the new Second Mate,” Dudley pointed
out in a pained voice. “There’ll be a row if I'm not.”

“I was hoping,” Alan told him, “that you'd be coming
with me as Mate. No salary, of course, but shares . . .”

“I rather think,” said the Third, a slow smile spreading
over his boyish features, “that you've talked me into it. You
know, I was getting just a little bored with Rim Runners.”

“And I'd rather like a Purser,” Alan went on. “Preferably
one who knows all the Agents and shippers along the Rim
and the Eastern Circuit.”

“All right,” I said resignedly. “One of the clerks in the
Agent’s office here wants to ship out as Purser. But, before
we burn too many boats and count toco many chickens be-
fore theyre hatched—will O’Hara sell?”
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“He’ll sell all right. The only thing that worries me is
that he wants too damn much for that antique of his.
There’ll have to be something left over for repairs and mod-
ifications,”

“And,” I added, “palm greasing.”

Chapter 4

PaLM greasing there was.

As a Purser of long standing I thought that I knew all
that there was to be known about that ancient and not-so-
honorable art. As a shipowner—like the others, I was being
paid in shares of the enterprise—I soon discovered that I
didn’t know the half of it. It was the certificates of clearance
and spaceworthiness that were the most expensive, espe-
cially since, insofar as the astronautical regulations of Elsi-
nore were concermed, there was no legal recognition of the
Ehrenhaft Drive.

Lloyd’s, by the way, never did get around to affording
us coverage. They knew all about the Ehrenhaft Drive, it
having been high on their black list for years. Furthermore,
only starships with Mannschenn Drive can be fitted with
the Carlotti communication and position-finding equipment;
time-twisting radio devices are useless unless the vessel
carrying them can be maintained in phase. So, not unrea-
sonably, the underwriters considered that we, out of touch
with the galaxy whilst en roufe and unable to avail our-
selves of the latest navigational aids, would be altogether
too heavy a risk.

But before there were all these troublesome details to
worry us there were the formalities of the sale to conclude.
We had cause to bless the currency regulations of Elsinore;
had O’Hara been able to take his money with him when
he left the planet he would, it is certain, have stuck out for
a far higher price. As it was, he was able to buy a small
hotel on the outskirts of Port Fortinbras with what was left
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over after the passages of himself and his entourage to
Earth had been booked.

His aide, Commander Moore, who had had Space in a
big way, even as a passenger, was installed there as man-
ager, the idea being that the place would be a home for the
so-called Admiral in the unlikely event of his returning to
this sector of the galaxy.

Frankly, I rather envied the Commander and told Alan
that if he had any sense at all he would have done the
same, bringing Veronica to Elsinore to help run the estab-
lishment. I told him I would willingly have served as bar-
man. But he refused to listen to reason. His dream was
coming true, and his dream belonged to the black empti-
ness between the stars, not to the warmth and light and
comfort of any planetary surface.

Meanwhile, Alan and old Jim Larsen had their share of
technical worries. To begin with, it was practically impos-
sible for a ship fitted with Ehrenhaft Drive to lift from Port
Fortinbras. I never really understood the whys and where-
fores of it, but this was the way in which they explained
it to me:

The Ehrenhaft Generators do not generate electricity;
they generate a magnetic current, a flow of free magnetic
particles. The ship becomes, in effect, herself a huge mag-
netic particle, strength and polarity of field as determined
by her Captain. Like poles mutually repel—and so she lifts
along the lines of magnetic force, repulsion and attraction
being maintained in nice adjustment so as to avoid too fast
an ascent with consequent overheating of the hull by atmos-
pheric friction.

Once she is clear of the atmosphere, once she is on the
right tramlines for her destination, her actual speed is ut-
terly fantastic. Over relatively short distances, as within a
planetary system, there is almost no time lag. But a Mann-
schenn Drive ship is controllable throughout her voyage;
an Ehrenhaft Drive ship is not. It was this lack of control
that made the gaussjammers so expensive, both in lives and
material.

But I'm drifting away from the point, which is this: Port
Fortinbras is situated far closer to the Magnetic Equator
than to either of the Poles. The lines of force, therefore,
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are more nearly horizontal than vertical. A takeoff, using the
Ehrenhaft Drive, would have damaged the ship just as
badly as did her landing.

The first plan, briefly considered, was to dissemble the
vessel and to remove her, piece by piece, to a site not far
from one of the magnetic poles, then and there to rebuild
her. There were two drawbacks to this scheme. First there
was the expense and second, all the Rim World spaceports
are as unsuitable to a gaussjammer’s requirements as is Port
Fortinbras. And, for the ship to make any show at all of
paying for herself, she had to be able to make use of exist-
ing port facilities.

The second plan was also expensive, but it was practi-
cable. It entailed the conversion of Lucky Lady to an odd
sort of hybrid rig. She remained, insofar as interstellar drive
was concerned, a gaussjammer, but she was fitted with auxil-
iary rocket drive, her pile being modified so as to be able
to flash-heat fluid propellant into incandescent gas. The
theory of it was that she would lift on reaction drive and,
at the same time, drift north or south to regions of more
favorable magnetic declination. Once these had been reached
she would switch over to Ehrenhaft Drive. The same pro-
cedure, but in reverse, would be used during landing opera-
tions.

To me it sounded very complicated. Kemp, Larsen and
Hill all assured me that it wasn’t. To me it all sounded very
expensive, and nobody was prepared to argue with me about
that. By the time that Lucky Lady was ready for Space
she had eaten up all of Alan’s hundred thousand dollars, to-
gether with the balance of wages with which the four of
us had paid off from Rimhound.

Dreams are cheap enough. It's when you try to convert
them into reality that they come dear.

The strike finished at last, as strikes do, and Rimhound
completed discharge, commenced and completed loading,
blasted off for the Rim Worlds, taking with her our old
shipmates and the substitutes who had been engaged to
fill the vacancies. O’'Hara and his men shipped out in Waltz-
ing Matilda, one of the tramps owned and operated by the
Sundowner Line, for Zealandia, on the first leg of their long
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voyage towards the Center. We werent at all sorry when
they left. Rimhound’s people had been very helpful to us,
working with us on the conversion job, whereas O'Hara had
just hung around like a bad smell, deploring all the horrid
things that we were doing to his beautiful ship.

And then, not long after Rimhound’s departure, we were
ready.

Lucky Lady was fueled and stored and as spaceworthy
as she ever would be. We had certificates, issued by all the
competent authorities, excepting Lloyd’s, to prove it. The
newly installed rocket motors—but neither the motors nor
the propellant pumps were new—had passed the static tests,
had lifted the ship the regulation two hundred miles clear
of the surface and then had lowered her gently to her
berth. (One very large item of expense was the construc-
tion of a temporary blast wall to protect the administration
buildings from our exhaust when we lifted from the berth
that the ship had dug for herself during her uncontrolled,
uncontrollable landing.)

Algae tanks and tissue culture vats, thanks to the gener-
osity of Rimhound’s Catering Officer, were coming along
nicely. The Ehrenhaft Generators, so we were assured by
old Jim Larsen, were running sweetly. The two navigators,
after a’stint of really high-pressure study, reckoned that
they were well able to cope with their art as practiced in
gaussjammers.

All bills were paid. All papers were in order. Contact
had already been made with commercial interests on the
worlds of the Eastern Circuit. And, better still, we had been
able to pick up cargo—only a handful, but enough so that
the voyage would show a tiny profit—from Elsinore to Far-
away.

This suited all of us, and suited Alan Kemp most of all.
Already he had been far too long away from Veronica, a
period of separation made more irksome by the fact that
she did not seem to be in a communicative mood, his fre-
quent spacegrams being either unanswered or accorded
only curt acknowledgment. But now, the -Ehrenhaft Drive
being what it was, there was quite a fair chance that he
would be home some days before Rimhound. Furthermore,
he would be returning as Master and owner, would be able
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to bring her on board and install her in the quite luxurious
owner’s suite, in comfort that it would be hard to buy ashore.

We had a little party in that same suite before blasting
off. It wasn’t a real party since there were only the four
of us—or five, if you count the almost alive solidograph of
Veronica that was standing on one of the tables—and we
had only one glass of wine each.

“To the Lucky Lady,” said Alan, raising his glass.

“To your lucky lady,” I said, bowing to the little figurine
in its cube of clear plastic.

“And now,” remarked Alan conversationally, “it’s high
time that I was getting back to her.”

I was allowed to ride in the control room when we lifted
from the surface of Elsinore. The ship, overmanned as she
had been before the chanee of ownership, suffered from no
shortage of acceleration chairs in that compartment. Alan,
of course, was pilot. Dudley was copilot. I was in charge
of communications.”

“Lucky Lady to Spacevort Control” 1 said, trying to
make my voice calm and matter-of-fact. “Lucky Lady to
Spaceport Control. Request permission to proceed. Over.”

“Spaceport Control to Lucky Lady. Proceed at will. Good
luck to vou. Over.”

I looked at Alan. He'nodded. “Thank you, Spaceport
Control,” 1 said. “Proceeding. Over.”

We proceeded.

We climbed upstairs like a homing drunk dreading his
wife’s reception of him. I tried to cheer myself up bv re-
membering that the ship had passed all spaceworthiness
tests, then remembered what one of the more notorious
pessimists at Rim Runners had once told me: “A test of
any kind of gear proves onlv that the gear is working at the
time of the test. Furthermore, such a test may well be the
penultimate straw, the straw just before the last one that
breaks the camel’s back.”

I looked at Alan and Dwudlev again. looked at the instru-
ment panel before them. Neither of them seemed unduly
worried. There were white lichts and green lights and am-
ber lichts on the panel. but no red ones. T looked awav
from them, out of the wide viewport. I was amazed to find
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that Elsinore was already hidden from view, that we had
pierced the layer of cirro-stratus that had covered the sky
that morning, were already well above a seemingly solid,
desolate snowscape.

The ship was laboring less heavily. After all, T thought,
she was not built, as were the ships to' which we were ac-
customed, for handling under rocket power in a planetary
atmosphere; there had been no need to design her hull
form in accordance with the principles of aerodynamics.
Now that she was almost clear of the gaseous envelope she
would handle better, but once she was clear there would
be no further need of the reaction drive.

Dudley Hill had swiveled in his seat so that he was fac-
ing a huge, transparent globe; a globe in which, at the
touch of a button, there was blackness and the tiny specks
of light that were stars. He touched another button, and
curving filaments of luminosity sprang into being between
the sparkling points.

“Captain,” he said, “we’ve struck it lucky. We've hit the
tramlines for the Faraway Sun without any need for shunt-
ing.

“Are you sure, Dudley?”

“See for yourself.”

The muffled thunder of the rockets died. I heard a jan-
gling bell, saw that Larsen, from his engineroom, had re-
plied on the telegraph to Kemp’s order: Stand By Ehren-
haft Drive. The little model of the ship on the control panel
suddenly glowed with violet light. I heard the whine and
felt the vibration of the big flywheel starting up, the low
humming of the Ehrenhaft Generators.

Alan was manipulating the vernier controls on the board
before him. The violet light suffusing the translucent model
changed suddenly to red. There was no shock, no sensation
of dimensional distortion. But when I looked again through
the viewport Elsinore and the Hamlet Sun had vanished;
astern there was utter darkness and ahead the sky was a
blaze of light. It was as though we were heading for the
heart of some impossibly dense cluster instead of out to-
wards the lonely Rim.

Alan relaxed in his chair, produced and filled and lit his
pipe.
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“So far, so good,” he said.

Dudley Hill did not relax. “Did you say that magnetic
storms were of rare occurrence out here?” he asked.

We looked into the transparent sphere, saw with horror
that the once orderly lines of force were now a tangle of
luminous spaghetti. It was then that the alarm bells started
to ring, their urgent clangor drowning the dying whine of
generators and gyroscope.

Lucky it was for us that Larsen had Ehrenhaft Drive
experience, and luckier still that he had served in one of
the few gaussjammers to have been thrown off course by
a magnetic storm whilst still making a safe return to port.
He knew the drill that had been worked out in theory and,
better still, had seen the same drill put into practice.

He came up to the control room—dark save for the dim-
ming emergency lights and the faint radiance of the sparse
scattering of stars outside—and said, without preamble, “I
want help.”

“Don’t we all?” asked Dudley Hill.

Jim ignored him, saying to Alan, “We have to start the
emergency generators, the diesels. There’s not enough juice
left in the batteries to kick them over. It will have to be
done manually.”

“There’s no mad rush, I take it?” inquired Alan. “What
about your report first?”

“All right, Alan. Here’s your report. Chief Engineer to
Master. . . .” He paused. “Of course, if you don’t mind wait-
ing, I'll give it to you in writing. In quintuplicate.”

“No need to be funny, Jim.”

“No? Anyhow, who started it?” demanded the engineer,
glaring at Dudley.

“Let’s have the bloody report!” roared Alan.

“All right. The Pile’s a lump of useless lead. The emer-
gency batteries are damn near drained. Your ship is little
more than a derelict. However . ..”

“Go on.”

“All we can do is start the diesels. Thev’ll drive the
emergency jenny. Thatl drive one of the Ehrenhaft ien-
nies, with a few loose electrons left over for heat and light-
ing.”
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“And navigational equipment?”

“Yes, if you cut down on luxuries.”

“Then where do we go from here?”

“That’s up to you, Alan. Youre the navigator. As soon
as the power comes back on your pretty chart, just pick a
set of tramlines you fancy and proceed along it.”

“But where to?”

“That’s up to you, Alan. Now, these diesels—who’s going
to give me a hand?”

“I'll come,” I said.

It was obvious that I was quite useless in the control
room,

I followed Larsen along the spiral ramp to the engine-
room~—gaussjammers, of course, have no axial shaft. I looked
dubiously at the sinister, dull-gleaming shape of the big
generator that seemed to stir and shift ominously in the
flickering light of the oil lamp. Following Larsen’s instruc-
tions, I took the starting handle in both hands, tried to
swing it. But starting a reluctant internal combustion en-
gine, manually, in Free Fall conditions, is far from easy.
At last T managed to twine both legs around a stanchion so
that I had some purchase. The engine wheezed and coughed
without enthusiasm, -coughed again as though it almost
meant it, and then, with startling suddenness, thudded into
throbbing life.

Lights came on. Larsen went to the main switchboard,
knocking up switches. “Can’t afford luxuries,” he grumbled.
Then, on the other side of the engineroom, one of the spi-
dery, flimsy-seeming Ehrenhaft generators began to whisper
to itself, its complexity of glittering parts stirring into mo-
tion. The whisper deepened to a drone, then shrilled to a
high-pitched whine.

“That’s that,” Jim muttered. “Fuel enough for a few
hours, but somebody had better get busy converting sur-
plus hydrocarbons into more fuel. Anyhow, let’s get back to
Control and see how they’re making out.

We got back to Control.

We found that the navigational equipment was working
again, that the big sphere that was the chart was once
again a pretty picture of colored sparks of light linked by
glowing filaments.
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It was a pretty picture, but, as was the picture that we
could see from the viewports, a meaningless one,

We pushed on towards the nearer of the stars glowing
in our chart tank. We sped along the.tracks that led not
from A to B, but from X to Y. And the star, a white dwarf,
possessed no family of planets. Neither did the next star,
nor the next, and the fourth one was circled only by a dark
companion that must itself have been a dead star.

We pushed on, while rations became shorter and the
ship’s atmosphere more foul, both hydrocarbons and oxy-
gen being gulped by the ravenous diesels. We pushed on,
barely conscious at the finish, kept from slipping into a
deep, permanent sleep only by the blinding headaches that
afflicted us.

We pushed on, at last awakening from our daze to stare
through the big telescope at the planet that swam in the
blackness ahead of us. It was a fair world. Too fair, we
feared, to be true. It was a world with a cloudy atmos-
phere, with breaks in the clouds through which we could
make out sea and continent, mountain and prairie, blue
water and green forest. It was a world that obviously sup-
ported life. But could it support our kind of life? There
are inhabited planets with atmospheres of chlorine, others
upon which dwell and flourish the fluorine breathers.

Old Jim cracked a reserve oxygen cylinder and we began
to feel better, almost optimistic. Dudley Hill ran a rough
spectroscopic analysis, assured us that the world that we
were approaching possessed an Earth-type atmosphere. There
was still one point about which we could not be sure, how-
ever, but Lucky Lady was equipped to deal with such
points.

From a bow tube we launched a signal rocket, followed
it in visually, kept its exhaust and trail of orange smoke in
the fields of the telescope and our binoculars. We saw the
flare of it as it fell to incandescent destruction in the plan-
et’s atmosphere. But it was the not very spectacular flare
of a normal meteorite, not the searing radiation attendant
upon the complete destruction of matter. So this was not an
antimatter system and landing would be safe.

Even so, we proceeded with caution. Alan contrived to
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throw us into orbit around the world and we focused our
instruments on every rift in the clouds, trying to pick up
some indication of intelligent life, of civilization. But we
couldn’t be sure. There was a desert patch with dark shapes
upon it that looked too geometrical to be natural; there
was a column of smoke that might have come from a fac-
tory chimney—and that might just as well have been
belching from a volcano. And on the night sides there were
lights that could have been due to volcanic activity but,
possibly, could have been artificial.
We used our radio, of course.
We listened, hunting up and down the frequencies. We
transmitted. We listened again. We took it in turns to speak
into the microphone: “Lucky Lady calling unknown planet.
Lucky Lady calling unknown planet. Do you hear me? Do
you read meP” We listened again, and there was no sound
but the hiss and crackle of interstellar static.
“There could be people . . .” said Alan, still hopeful.
“There could be people. Ahens perhaps. Or a Lost Colony.
They may not have radio .

“There seems to be indications of some sort of industrial
civilization,” said old Jim, but without conviction.

“That means nothing,” contributed Dudley. “There was
an industrial civilization on Earth long before Marconi
threw his first feeble signals across the Western Ocean.”

“Such a civilization,” I pointed out, just to be cheerful,
“would not run to atomic power. Such a civilization wouldn’t
be able to supply the fissionable elements to renew our
Pile.”

“All the same,” said Alan firmly, “we’re going down.
There’s more than the Pile needs renewing. We may be
able to lay in a fresh stock of fuel for the diesels, even if we
have to distill it ourselves from the local vegetation. And
our air and water both taste as though they’ve been filtered
through a sweaty sock. And there must be something on
that world that’s good to eat.”

“Luckily the poles seem to have a temperate climate,”
said Dudley.

“What does it matter? I asked. “We have reaction drive.
We can use our rockets to set the ship down anywhere.”

The others loocked at me pityingly. At last Alan said,
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“Have you forgotten, George, that the Pile is dead? With-
out the Pile our reaction mass is no more than ballast.”

“A pity,” 1 admitted. “All the doubtful signs of intelli-
gent life that we've seen so far have been along the equa-
torial belt.”

“If there are any intelligent beings,” Alan said, “they’ll
probably see us coming in.”

So we came, sliding down the lines of force towards the
planet’s south magnetic pole, dropping slowly through the
atmosphere, through the overcast that covered the antarc-
tic regions with a thick, almost unbroken blanket. Antarc-
tic regions they may have been, geographically speaking,
but when we dropped below the cloud base we saw that
the land mass beneath us was carpeted with mile after mile
of almost featureless green. There were no roads, no build-
ings, no evidence of civilization. And then, swinging my
glasses in a wide are, I saw something on the horizon.

“A tower!” I shouted, adding softly, “I think . ..”

Alan raised his eyes from the controls, stared in the di-
rection of my pointing finger. He grinned, made adjust-
ments, and below us the single operational Ehrenhalf Gen-
erator whined protestingly. Our line of descent was no
longer vertical. We were falling now towards the horizon
upon which I had seen that beckoning finger, black against
the pale sky. I lost it, then found it again. I could see it
now with the naked eye, but aided by the magnification
of the binoculars I could make out more of its structure. It
was a latticework affair, tooped by complex antennae, by
scanners that should have been swinging to cover our ap-
proach but that ignored us.

There were buildings there too, low hemispheres of metal,
and a regular patch of darker green that seemed an indi-
cation of some shallow excavation. now grown over. There
was the tower, and there were the buildings, and even at
this range there was the strong impression of absolute life-
lessness.

We tried the radio again, of course. We tried flashing the
tower with our davlight signaling Jamp. But we did not
expect a replv. Had one come I think that Alan would have
sent Lucky Lady clambering unstairs again in a hutv.

We grounded at last, rocking slightly on our tripod land-

32



RENDEZVOUS ON A LOST WORLD

ing gear. The enigmatic tower loomed over us, the domed
building that had looked so small from the air stood at
least as tall as the ship. We looked at them, stared at the
semicircular doors in their sides, somehow certain that no-
body—or nothing—would issue from them. We looked un-
til we were tired of speculation, both spoken and un-
spoken, and then decided that a closer inspection would
have to be made.

The builders of Lucky Lady had slavishly copied every
detail of the early gaussjammers.. And those ships, faced
always with the possibility of an accident such as the one
that had befallen us, were fitted with comprehensive and
foolproof apparatus for the testing of an atmosphere. Alan
let a sample of the planet’s air through the duct in the
shell plating, studied the dials on the instrument panel.
The automatic tests confirmed the results of Dudley’s ear-
lier spectroscopic analysis. This, for Earth-type life, seemed
to be an ideal world, far more so than are many of the
Man-colonized planets.

He said, “All right. Two of us will leave the ship to make
a preliminary investigation. Two will stay on board.”

I said, “But there’s nothing hostile here,”

He said, “I feel the same. But those words of yours are
regarded as famous last words in the Survey Service. We
take no risks.”

“Anyhow,” said Jim, “I'm looking forward to a breath of
fresh air.”

“Sorry,” Alan told him. “YouTre staying aboard. You're
the only engineer we have.”

“But I'm expendable,” I said.

“Too right you are,” he agreed too readily. “Have you a
coin on you, Dudley?” '

Dudley fumbled in the pocket of his shorts. “I have,” he
admitted. “My lucky Waverly sixpence.”

“I knew that,” grinned Alan., “That’s why 1 asked you.
And now, toss. Heads, you go out with George. Tails, I do.”

Dudley tossed, sent the little silver disk spinning in the
air. He caught it before it fell to the deck,-slapped it on
the back of his free hand. He said happily, “Heads!”

“All right,” said Alan, not too happily. “Now, you two,
even though the air is good you’ll have to wear suits. But
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you can leave the faceplates open. We shall have to keep
in contact with you, and we can do that only by means of
the suit radio.”

“And weapons?” asked Dudley sarcastically.

“You can take my automatic, but don’t use it unless you
have to.”

“On what?” demanded Dudley. He turned to me. “All
right, George. Let’s get ourselves booted and spurred.”

We went to our cabins, clambered into our suits, tested
the radio. We made our way down to the airlock, where
Alan was waiting for us. He already had both doors open
and the fresh air smelled and tasted good. It was a pity
that we had to wear those suits; the grass down to which
the short ramp had been extended demanded to be walked
upon barefooted. It was smoothly cropped, almost as if a
mower had been to work on it, velvety even through the
thick soles of our boots. Even so, it was good to breathe
an atmosphere that had not been cycled and recycled count-
less times. Or, to be more exact, an atmosphere that had
been cycled and recycled by a planetwide air-conditioning
plant, that had not been tainted by stinking diesels.

We walked away from the ramp, Dudley leading. I saw
his hand fall to the butt of the holstered pistol, .and then
jerk self-consciously away. One does not use firearms against
butterflies, and butterf