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BUBBLES-OF TERROR

Cavanaugh was already having a difficult time try-
ing to keep the Triton operating properly. Haller
glanced at the screen- again. “Ram them if you
can,” he ordered.’

Cavanaugh set the screen in front of him, and
brought the ship around. Ahead lay a group of
the bubble men on their boards. He lined them up
and began heading for them, driving the ship at
full speed.

The move must have been unexpected. The sea
men looked back just as the Triton came bearing
down. Don saw one open his mouth in surprise.
Then the Triton hit.

The men in the bubbles were tossed aside instantly,
while the Triton ploughed through the space where
they had been. Don felt sick, but he switched to a
rear pickup. He brought his eyes back to the screen
reluctantly—and let out a surprised cry.

The bubble men had not been hurt! They had taken
the full impact of the Triton without a sign of strain.
Now they were reforming, and one of them was
grinning savagely at the ship . . .
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CHAPTER 1/

Test Run

SoMEWHERE south of Puerto Rico in the Caribbean, ev-
erything looked like a4 peaceful scene painted on canvas.
In the background was an island covered with a surpris-
ing number of what seemed to be fishermen’s houses
and some kind of sheds. On the surface of the calm blue
ocean, a small ship cruised along slowly, its motor
throttled down until the drone of a plane far above
could be heard. Except for that, the ocean seemed de-
serted.

The plane was up there to see that it stayed deserted.
The strong-jawed young man bending over the radar
screen never looked up. Another man stayed poised
over a radio set, busily in contact with someone, but
ready to warn off any chance craft that wandered into
this particular section of the ocean.

Aboard the converted naval power boat Don Miller
was almost surrounded by radio, radar and sonar equip-
ment. The hot sun had been pouring through the decks,
and even the fan had proved of little help. He was
stripped to the waist and sweating profusely, but he was
still grinning as he finished a routine report to the plane
and switched over to another receiver.

“First test finished,” the speaker announced. *“We’ll
surface in about fifteen minutes. All clear up there?”

“All clear,” Don reported. He switched off and

1
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reached for a towel, without taking his eyes off the
sonar screen. Sound waves were emitted from equip-
ment below the water line, and their echoes were picked
up and interpreted on the screen to show the presence
of any foreign object in the water. Except for one large
spot, all seemed clear. The spot indicated the source of
the communication he had just finished.

Don was hard-muscled and tanned to a deep brown
from his belt to his black, crew-cut hair. He was a trifle
shorter than average, though the supple leanness of his
body made him seem taller. Track at college and swim-
ming for hours every day during his stay here had left
him in tiptop condition. It showed in his steady nérves,
as he handled the equipment before him, and in the
clearness of his dark gray eyes. He patted the sonar
screen fondly and grinned. At seventeen, it was good to
have a chance to put his knowledge to good use, with-
out anyone standing over him, telling him what to do.

A dog lay at his feet, panting in the heat. Shep was as
black as Don’t hair, and his schipperke ancestry showed
in a general air of cocky self-assurance; he looked like a
small, jaunty Belgian shepherd. But now he lifted his
head and growled faintly.

Don swung his head around, to see a round-faced,
heavy man in immaculate white naval uniform emerging
from the fore cabin. He was smiling doubtfully. Behind
the officer, Dr. Simpson moved into view, motioning to-
ward Don. “My nephew, Don Miller,” he said to the
other, and then smiled at Don. “Don, this is Admiral
Haller.”

Don had seen Haller come aboard, but he’d been too
busy communicating with the ship that brought the offi-
cer to have time then for introductions. Now Haller’s
handshake was firm and friendly, but his eyes were
weighing the younger man. “Glad to know you, Don.
I'm sorry I had to arrive here in the middle of things,
with no chance to meet everyone before. I thought at
first you were a little young for all this, but you seem to
be doing a good job.”

“I'm almost eighteen,” Don began. Then he saw his
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.uncle’s grin and realized how foolish that must sound to
the admiral. An admiral? Suddenly he realized how im-
portant this test must be, if it rated so high an officer
for official observer.

“Don knows his stuff,” his uncle said quickly. “He’s
been getting ready for our first real run for three years.
He’s been licensed for everything since he was sixteen.
Now he’s taking some advanced courses in communica-
tions physics and keeping up with young men a lot older
than he is.” o

Don’s uncle was also stripped to the waist. He was
nearly bald, and he wore a small gray mustache. But in
spite of that and his age of nearly fifty, he looked surpris-
ingly like Don. He had been both father and mother to
the boy since Don’s parents were killed years before in
an auto accident. To the world, he was a leading naval
engineer and a metallurgical physicist; but Don was
happy thinking of him as just Uncle Eddy.

The speaker came to life suddenly, snapping the boy
back to his job. The message was coming in from the
" big set, which was equipped with an elaborate scram-
bling affair to make the message unintelligible to any-
one without such equipment. “Surfacing,” it announced.

Don acknowledged. His uncle and Admiral Haller
were already at the rail of the boat. He set the equip-
ment to buzz for him if a signal came in and ran quickly
to a spot where he could see the ocean beside them.

At first, there was only the tiny buoy that carried the
antenna for the submarine below, connected by a thin,
insulated wire. Tts neamess showed that the submarine
would surface beside them.

Then a vague shadow appeared. in the water ahead
and began to take on sharper outlines as the sub rose
upward at a steep angle The buoy jerked as the wire
was reeled in. The periscope broke the surface and be-
gan sliding down, until it fitted flush with the deck as
the undersea boat leveled off and floated on the surface.

It was less than a hundred and fifty feet long, and
seemed to be nothing but a slim, gray platform of metal,
rising a foot from the surface—something like a huge
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torpedo. Then the conning turret, containing the bridge
and periscope, was raised to a height of about ten feet
above the deck, and it looked a little more like the usual
picture of a submarine.

A hatch over the bridge opened, and the sharp-
featured, blond head of Oliver Drake came into view.
The designer of the ship’s unusual atomic power - plant
waved at them. “How are we doing from your end? Ev-
erything’s smooth as silk here.”

“Doing fine, Ollie,” Dr. Simpson called back. “No
trouble?”

“Not a bit—except Hawkes started seeing men in
bubbles outside—at four bundred fathoms! Do you
think I should take her down further?”

Simpson nodded. “It’s up to you. And tell Hawkes—"

But the hatch had snapped shut already. The conning
tower was retracted and the submarine began diving,
briefly showing the name on her stern—7Triton I. Then
she was gone, with the little antenna buoy streaking out
behind her.

Don ducked back to his radio equipment to keep in
touch. He heard his uncle and Admiral Haller move by
as he was making checks.

“So that’s it,” the admiral was saying, and his voice
was disappointed. “What’s so special? I didn’t have
much chance to study the papers they gave me after
Baylor had his accident and I got rushed in to replace
him. Suppose you brief me.”

They moved on, out of Don’s earshot, but he could
imagine his uncle’s answer.

The Triton was hardly a novelty in being an atomic-
powered submarine; the Nautilus had been first, and
that was many years ago now. But all the previous atom-
ic subs had simply used an atomic pile to heat steam
for their turbines, replacing the older diesel engines and
electric motors; the engines had been no more than
power sources to drive a propeller that moved the vessel
through the water. And there, the Triton differed.

Drake had invented the system. On the little Triton, a
very small and special atomic pile of his design was op-
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erating at the highest temperature ever used, generating
heat from broken atoms. The heat was used to turn the
water into steam—Dbut that steam was then used as a jet,
blasting back through special nozzles at the rear and
forcing the Triton ahead exactly as a jet engine moved a
plane.

Furthermore, the water so heated was drawn directly
out of the ocean. Developing ways to handle that sea
water and let it become steam without leaving its salts
as blocking deposits had required the combined ability
of Drake and Don’s uncle.

The result had been to eliminate all the complicated
turbines and motors—leaving only-a small generator to
provide electricity for light” and controls. It also made
the ship far more nearly automatic than anything that
had gone before. The Triton could probably cruise
twenty times around the world without surfacing, or with-
out anyone needing to go near the heavily shielded
power plant. '

Dr. Simpson had designed the hull, using new alloys -
of metal and new methods of adding strength, to create
a ship that could go to, great depths without requiring’
enormously heavy construction. The two men had met
some ten years ago, and each had found the other’s
ideas dovetailing perfectly with his own. Now, finally,
the result of their labors was being tested.

“Four hundred fathoms,” the speaker announced.
That meant they were twenty-four hundred feet below
the surface.

Haller and Simpson had come up now and were lis-
tening in carefully. The speaker began giving a series of
figures on pressure, the strain indicated by hull gauges,
and everything else that.had to be known.

“Speed thirty knots, depth five hundred,” Drake’s
voice ‘said. “This is it, Ed—three thousand feet, and
we're running thirteen hundred pounds pressure on ev-
ery square inch. Not a groan out of her. Thrity-five
hundred feet now . . .” ,

“Better bring her back up,” Simpson said into the mi-
crophone, leaning over Don’s shoulder, “That’s enough
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for first test. We’ll have to go over her inch by inch to
see how she takes it before going further.”

“Right, Ed. Up we come. We—Hey, come about!
Over there!”

There were sounds of confusion suddenly, and
Drake’s voice was shouting from some distance beyond
his microphone. Don felt the hairs on his neck lift as he
imagined a leak at that pressure. With fifteen hundred
pounds per square inch—a hundred times normal at-
mospheric pressure—a pinhole would let in a stream
that could cut through sheet steel. “Calling Triton,” he
said tensely into the mike. “Triton!”

Drake’s voice was back almost at once. “Sorry. I
thought I saw something. It looked like—well, it looked
like a man inside a bubble out there! The same thing
Hawkes thought he saw. No trace now. Must be same
odd fish that lives down here.”

“Probably,” Simpson agreed. He had picked up
Don’s towel and was mopping the sudden flood of per-
spiration off his face, but he kept his voice calm. “Bring
her up, Ollie.”

“Right.” There was the sound of a switch. Then the
speaker went dead.

Haller shook his head. “Maybe the feeling of being
down there in all that pressure is getting to them,” he
suggested. “They aren’t trained for it, like regular sub-
mariners.”

“They shouldn’t both have seen the same thing, if it’s
just imagination,” Simpson said doubtfully. “Or maybe
Hawkes’ words did suggest it to Ollie. No, it’s probably
just what Ollie said—some kind of fish we haven’t
found yet. What’s the sonar indicate, Don?” '

Don had been trying to discover that himself. “It
doesn’t say,” he admitted, with a touch of worry.
“There’s a cold and warm current mixing somewhere
between us, and it’s making a cold wall that deflects the
sonar beam. Uncle Eddy, suppose there are men who
can get down there?”

Simpson chuckled, though his eyes showed traces of
uncertainty. “Suppose Shep can suddenly fly, Don! Not
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at those depths. A hundred fathoms is about the limit.
That pressure would . . .”

The speaker interrupted him. “Ed!” Drake’s voice
barked tautly. “Ed, the Triton won’t answer her con-
trols. Something’s wrong with the stern diving plane,
and the bow plane has snapped its cable. Wait a minute,
I'm getting an observation on it now . . . Stuck!
There’s something that looks like a metal rod stuck in
the bow plane somehow.”

“Is she equipped with pormal trim tanks?” Haller
asked quickly. At Simpson’s nod, he swung about to
face Don. “Tell him to blow out-his bow tanks and
come up under power.”

Shep growled faintly again at the roughness of the
admiral’s voice. Don touched him reassuringly and be-
gan relaying the orders.

Haller was muttering something about civilians in
command of a ship, but he kept most of his unhappiness
to himself. Don started to resent it; then he realized
Haller hadn’t gotten to be an admiral in the submarine
service without knowing his business. With the bow
lightened, the Triton should tilt to climb.

“Trying that,” Drake’s answer came. “The tank valve
is stuck, too.”

“Then flood the stern tanks,” Haller ordered. He
turned to face Simpson again. I take it you have power
enough to make up for any extra weight.”

“Plenty of power,” Simpson answered.

Don’s hands were sweating as he relayed instructions,
and he snapped a quick look to see that his uncle was
frowning tensely. But Haller seemed unworried. “Will
they be all right, sir?” he asked.

“Plenty of things left to do,” Haller told him. “They
can always blow out the main ballast tanks enough to
lighten the ship and float her. But it’s better to come up
under power. Ah!”

An indication had come onto the sonar screen. Don
saw that the Triton was no longer masked by the cold
wall. He switched on his microphone. “Report!”

“Coming up,” Drake said. “But she’s a little sluggish
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with the stern tanks flooded. She’s—Hey!” He was
quiet for a second, then resumed. “Two of those fish, or
whatever they are. Just caught a glimpse of them in the
rear screen. They still look like men in bubbles. Gone
now, though—moust be fast. Ah, the stern plane is work-
ing again. That’s better. Depth two thousand, and com-
ing up steadily now. Ed, I'm going to head straight back
to the dock as soon as I reach five hundred feet. I'm
pulling in the antenna, so there’ll be no surface trace,
See you there.”

He cut off, but the sonar showed that he was still
coming up, now under complete control, and heading
toward the dock on the island. Haller watched the
screen for a few moments, nodded, and went back to-
ward the rear of the boat. Simpson accepted a_cup of
coffee from one of the men and dropped onto a seat
near his nephew.

“Are we still going to run the official test?” Don
asked. This was only 2 preliminary test run to show up
any faults before the full test was made with observers
on board the Triton. The ship now had only the barest
skeleton crew of five aboard. Don had wanted to go on
this trial run, but had reluctantly agreed to wait, since
he was needed here.

Simpson nodded. “Probably. We’ll go over her to-
night and tomorrow to see if we can figure what hap-
pened. But unless the bugs are worse than it seems, we
should be able to run the full-dress test day after tomor-
row.”

They were heading back to the island now, with the
sonar screen showing the Triton cruising along below
the surface toward the dock there. Under the camou-
flage of simple fishermen’s huts and sheds, the little is-
land had been turned into a small but efficient shipyard
for assembling the submarine and tending her.

Actually, most of the camouflage was fairly recent.
When Drake and Simpson began working, nobody had
felt any need for secrecy, and the huts and sheds had
been temporary things; they’d been put up simply be-
cause such buildings made for both comfort and econ-
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omy in this climate. And the island had been chosen
because it belonged to the company that was funding
the preliminary work.

Things had changed when the Navy got interested
and began backing the research. By then, it-was too late
‘to keep the project completely secret, but they had
managed to make it seem that little progress was being
made. Now, if the presence of an admiral here meant
what Don suspected, the Navy was about to take over
completely, and that would mark the end of the freedom
the men here had once shared. Security would probably
refuse to let him near the future research that might be
done. It was probably a good thing for Drake and his
uncle, since they’d now be able to command anything
they needed. But he couldn’t really look forward to it.

Apparently Simpson had also been nursing unhappy
thoughts. He sighed now and stood up slowly.

“Don,” he said reluctantly, “I'm afraid I've got bad
news for you. I've been talking to Haller, and we'’re
‘going to have more observers than T expected. And the
‘Navy wants to put on its own crew, too—men who’ve
had a lot of experience in the submarine service. I sup-
pose that makes sense, but . . .”

“You mean I can’t go along?” Don asked slowly. At
his uncle’s faint nod, he bent further over his screens,
hiding his face. . )

He’d ‘worked like a fool for three years to qualify,
and the Triton had been the biggest thing in his life for
long before that. But he knew his uncle couldn’t help
the way things had now turned out—probably nobody
could—and he tried to sound casual as he managed to
shrug. “Okay, then, I don’t go.”

Simpson’s hand dropped onto his shoulder. “I'm
sorry, Don. Everything will be made up somehow.”

Don nodded, but he knew better. Nothing could ever
make up for his not being on either of the test runs. If
he could even have seen those things that looked like
men in bubbles . . .

Then he got suddenly busy as the boat approached
the island.






CHAPTER 9/

Operation Depth

DURING THE TEN YEARS since Don had first seen the
island, it had been constantly changing. Originally,
when Simpson and Drake first won their grant to begin
research on the submarine, it had been occupied mostly
by fishermen, and the company that owned it had done
little with it. But the little cove that broke the shoreline
was surprisingly deep, making an ideal place for the
work on the ship. The dock had been rebuilt and en-
larged, and construction men had replaced the fishers.
Then most of them had gone, to be replaced in turn by
the men and engineers needeéd for early work. Lately
that work force had expanded as more and mqre men
arrived to help with the assembling of the ship from the
parts that were shipped out from factories back on the
mainland.

Now that work was finished, and most of the latest
crew was gone. It was a different place. Don had made
friends through the years on his visits here from school,
with new ones replacing those who left. But now almost
all the faces seemed strange. All the hard hats had been
replaced by uniform caps with official insigne, it
seemed. The bustle and activity went on, but it was offi-
cial now, and Don seemed left out of things.

He wandered about, feeling lost in the shuffle. He’d

1
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never before known what it was like to be on the outside
looking in.

There was a feeling in the air that worried him, also.
He'd read about it, but had never experienced it before.
The cold war and the little hot wars had all ended be-
fore he could remember, and the world had relaxed for
a time. Even the security checks of those grimmer days
had slowly been relaxed. There had been none of the
dim, dark feeling of war—until lately. The Triton had
been planned for peaceful exploration of the sea; and
even the Navy’s initial interest had not been centered on
her value as a potential weapon.

Lately, though; tension had been growing again, and
all controls were tightening up. Don had been only
vaguely aware of that, since the Triton had taken up so
much of his thought and time. But he was beginning to
realize that if he hadn’t already been on the island,
mixed up in the building of the ship, he probably would
have been forbidden to go there. Everything connected
with atomic power or capable of being turned into a
weapon was going quickly under official security wraps,
due to the worsening condition of relations with other
nations that had never been properly explained.

“Hi, Miller!” a voice called, breaking into his un-
pleasant reflections. He turned to see the long, lanky
figure of Sid Upjohn, the only reporter to be admitted
for the official test. Upjohn usually looked lazy and
careless, but there was a keen brain under his wild
thatch of red hair. He’d been the leading science writer
for a chain of newspapers for the last eight years, and
even the scientists respected him for his understanding
and honesty. He had visited the island a couple of times
before, and he knew most of the old crowd who still
remained. ‘

“All the bugs straightened out?” the reporter asked.

Don nodded. “Looks like it. You probably know bet-
ter than I do.” The ship had apparently stood the first
test beautifully, except for the exhaust valve that had
temporarily failed on the bow trim tank. As for the div-
ing planes . . .



Operation Death / 13

Nobody had figured that out, so far as Don knew.
Both stern and bow planes showed signs of having had
something jammed into their hinges, and there were bits
of copper left in the marks. But copper didn’t float
around in the sea to be rammed against by accident. He
remembered Drake’s report on the metal bar that had
been reported in the bow planes.

It almost looked like sabotage. Yet, unless it could be
admitted that the “men in bubbles” had been real men,
the whole idea was ridiculous. Haller’s idea that the
ship must have run into a bit of old wreckage seemed
equally ridiculous, though perhaps easier to believe; but
the ship hadn’t been near the bottom where wrecks
might be found. At any event, such matters weren’t
ones Don could discuss with the reporter.

“They don’t intend to go so far down this tlme so the
trip should be safe enough,” he told Upjohn. “You’ll be
going out tomorrow all right.”

“Yeah. I'm sorry you won’t be coming with us, Don.
Met your replacement yet?” As Don shook his head,
Upjohn jerked his thumb back toward the mess hall.
“Then come on, I'll introduce him. I've met everyone
by now who’s going. I was telling him about you, by the
way.”

They went inside and dropped down at a table where
a young man in a Navy uniform was drinking a cup of
black coffee. “Don Miller, this is Jim Ricks,” Upjohn
introduced them. “How do you feel now, Jim?”

The man grinned. “Lousy,” he answered. “Hi, Don.
Remember me?”

Don frowned as he studied the other. Then slowly
recognition came. Ricks had been a senior on the high-
school track team when Don had first gone out as a
freshman. “Glad you’re replacing me,” he said, trying to
sound sincere. :

“I'm not. I feel like a first-class heel, taking some-
thing you earned,” Ricks said. “If I could, I'd pull out
fast.”

The talk then switched by mutual consent, to earlier
times when they were at school. When Don finally got
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up to return to his uncle’s house, Upjohn joined him.
They moved along in silence, until Shep’s barking
caught Don’s ears. He hurried around a corner of the
street and to his house.

But the dog was only enjoying himself, barking in
pleasure. Admiral Haller, still in spotless clothes, was
squatting down and throwing a stick for the dog to fetch.
Shep’s normal hostility to strangers had completely
disappeared. He broke off to greet Don happily, and
then went back to the game with the stick.

“Hello, Don—Upjohn,” Haller said casually, stand-
ing up and brushing dust from his hands. “Hope you
don’t mind my having a bit of fun with your dog? I had
a schipperke when I was growing up and I'm rather
partial to them.” .

“He seems to like you.” Don’s liking for the man
had increased considerably. Usually Shep was reserved
around strangers.

Upjohn motioned back toward the visitors’ bu11d1ng
“I see the last of the observers has arrived, Admiral.
I’'m glad to see that the President sent Dexter to repre-
sent him—I've worked with him before, and he’s a good
man. How come they sent Senator Kenney, though? I
thought Meredith was supposed to be scheduled for this
junket. He’s the one who should represent his commit-
tee. Why Kenney?”

Don had met the two men briefly earlier that morn-
ing, and his own impression fitted Upjohn’s reaction.
Dexter, the science advisor to the President, had
seemed like a successful businessman- of the nicer sort;
but Senator Kenney acted as if all the world was peo-
pled by fools who were in some kind of comspiracy
against him.

“I don’t know any more about it than you do,”
Haller answered. “I had nothing to do with the selec-
tion; I don’t rate high enough for that. In fact, I have
very little choice in saying who can go and who can’t.”
He smiled at Don, half-apologetically, and then was se-
rious again. “Don, everyone who knows anything about
the ship except you is busy getting the Triton ready. I
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was wondering if you'd be good enough to show me
around the ship before the test. Upjohn, if you’d like to
come withus . . .”

“I suppose a little guided tour wouldn’t hurt. Might
help me to learn what I'm not supposed to report,” Up-
john agreed. “And that seems to be the important thing
nowadays—knowing enough not to give away too
much. Fine life for a reporter.”

They headed for the Triton, where men were going
over every inch of her in the concealed dock. Shep
bounded along behind, sniffing happily as they entered
the ship. He was familiar with it, but there were always
new things to smell, it seemed. He trotted ahead and
was soon lost to sight.

Don spent most of the day showing the two men over
the craft. It was smaller and simpler than most subma-
rines, but there was still a lot to be seen. At the last
possible opportunity, she’d been redesigned to handle
torpedoes, and the tubes filled the nose, with the tor-
pedo room behind that. It was another unwelcome sign
of the mounting tension in the world.

Then came quarters for the crew. Just in front of the
conning turret was the captain’s room, an officers’
wardroom and the little galley where all food was pre~
pared. Below lay the crew’s mess hall, and at the bot-
tom were storage rooms for immense amounts of food
and other necessities. The conning turret was' the
bridge, navigating room, control room, radar-sonar
room, with the periscope housing taking up much of the
center. Behind the turret lay other bunkrooms and the
small engine-control room. The rear of the ship was de-
voted to the atomic power unit, sealed off by thick lay-
ers of shielding—though less than had been necessary
with previous atomic piles.

There was one other new idea, however. Under the
conning turret and the stores, a low space had been left.
This was filled with layers of shallow tanks in which
lush green plants were growing under banks of lighting.
Men had been talking about using such plants to main-
tain breathable air for many years, but this would be
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the first test of the system. The plants had been devel-
oped by geneticists and other scientists working for the
space agencies, but no space ship had yet made use of
them. The idea was obvious, of course—men used up
oxygen and gave off carbon dioxide, while the plants
reversed this, keeping the air fresh and breathable. With
this and the atomic drive, the ship could theoretically
stay under the surface for years at a time.

But like all submarines, the Triton was a complicated
machine. There were trim tanks and ballast tanks where
the amount of-water admitted could regulate the way
the ship floated, sank or leveled off. There were pipes
and fittings everywhere, control valves, small motors,
escape hatches, a garbage ejector, windlasses, machin-~
ery to drive the diving planes—things that looked like
the wing controls on airplanes but were much heav-
ier—and a host of other things to fill the space. No spot
seemed completely free. And nothing could ever be
large enough, though the Triton was more comfortable
than some subs. The absence of complicated engine
equipment and oxygen supplies had helped, at least.

It was late when they finally left the ship, but Don
had the feeling that Haller had already mastered her.
The admiral held out a hand as they parted. “Thanks,
Don. You were a splendid guide. I wish you were com-
ing along.”

“He should be,” Upjohn commented. .

“So almost everyone has been telling me,” Haller
said. “Don, I'd change the schedule, if I could. But ex-
cept in matters of emergency, I have to stick to the as-
signments made for me. Ricks is listed for the job, and 1
have to use him.”

Don understood, and felt no anger at Haller. He
wished they’d all drop the subject. He’d been trying not
to think about it, though he hadn’t succeeded very well.
He went up to his room and tried to work up some in-
terest in a new signal shifter for his radio equipment,
but he couldn't concentrate on the diagram. He'd al-
ways enjoyed electronics, but his real drive had been
spent in trying to get ready to be part of the crew on the
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first official test of the Triton. Now it all seemed point-
less.

He finally gave up and went to bed, not even bother-
ing to go down to eat. Shep curled up beside the bed
where Don’s fingers could reach his neck. He seemed to
sense his master’s feelings, since he licked at Don’s
hand.

But in the morning, Don forced himself to look
cheerful as he stood watching the final preparations.
Haller was busy inspecting things, with Drake and
Simpson beside him. Most of the men going aboard
were ones in uniform whom Don had barely met. The
cook, two crewmen, Kayne, the navigator, and the
black helmsman, Cavanaugh. Only Drake, Simpson and
the master mechanic, Walrich, were men who had
helped build the Triton.

Ricks came up late, nodding to Don. He went imme-
diately to Haller, and there was a brief conversation.
Then he turned away and Haller motioned for Don to
come forward. - ’ ’

“An emergency has come up,” he said. His face re-
mained grave, though there seemed to be a smile barely
suppressed. “My electronics man seems to have a touch
of food poisoning. Apparently he is not in condition to
perform his duties properly. Unfortunately, we have no
official replacement. Mr. Miller, I wonder if you might
be willing to volunteer?” '

Don gulped, and felt his knees turn to jelly under
him. He should have guessed, perhaps; Upjohn’s earlier
wink and his uncle’s smiles had obviously been hints.
But it came as a complete surprise. He swallowed twice
before he could answer, and he could feel a foolish
smile of pleasure creep onto his face. “I—I'd be happy
to volunteer, sir!”

“Good. Then get anything you need and report back
on board in ten minutes, Mr. Miller.” This time Haller
smiled back at him. Upjohn and his uncle were also
smiling. Only the thin, bilious face of Senator Kenney
remained unhappy. Kenney was looking on with dis-
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pleasure at the interruption to bringing his luggage
aboard.

Simpson caught his nephew’s arm and drew him
aside. “By a strange coincidence, I happened to find a
bag of your stuff already packed and down here, Don,”
he said. “Upjohn told me Ricks and he had plans last
night, and I thought Haller might go along with them.
But don’t let on that it was a put-up job!”

Don located Ricks as the other was about to leave
and tried to thank him. But Ricks was playing it very
straight, acting as if he really were sick. “Got to report
to sick bay,” he said. “I'm glad you were here to re-
place me. Have a four-oh test, Don!”

Don found himself assigned to the bunk he’d origi-
nally been scheduled for. He put the bag his uncle had
packed into his locker, wondering why he’d need so
much for a simple test run. Then he remembered that
there’d been talk of sealed orders, involving a trial of
several days duration. He doubted this, but it was prob-

ably smart to be prepared for anything,

He reported to Haller in the captain’s stateroom—lf
the little room deserved such a name—and was -given
the routine assignment to the sonar-radar section. It was
partitioned off with a door to insure some quiet for
study of the signals. He dropped to his seat and stared
about him. He’d been there a thousand times, but it all
looked new now. The hum of the air-conditioning
machinery blended with other muffled sounds of a ship
getting ready to move. And the smell of metal, oil and
machinery had a new meaning.

Mr. Miller, electronics officer of the Triton, all set
for Operation Depth!

He heard the closing of the after hatch and watched
the hands of the chronometer creep around to the hour
of ten. Three minutes more and they’d be on their way.

Then there was a sudden yell that blended with the
closing of the fore hatch. The annunciator in the radar
room announced: “All hatches closed. Lower the turret!”

But Don was on his feet before the big conning turret
began sliding down to fit flush with the deck. From the
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bow of the Triton had come the shouts of men mixed
with the barking of a dog!

Almost at once, there was a scratching on the door of
the room. He threw it open, and Shep came bounding
in, leaping up to lick his hand. The annunciator spoke
again, but he didn’t hear it. He felt the shudder of the
ship, but it barely registered.

Beyond the dog stood one of the new crewmen and
Senator Kenney. And Kenney was fuming in outrage at
the idea of a dog sneaking aboard at the last moment.
“Get him off, at once!” he ordered the crewman.

A metal door opened then, and Admiral Haller came
through it. “What’s going on here?” he demanded. Then
his eyes fastened on the bouncing form of the dog, and
leaped up to meet Don’s. “Oh,” he said, “a stowaway!”

Don picked up the dog. He might have known that it
was too good to last. They’d probably decide he was a
hopeless child, more interested in bringing his pet
aboard than doing his duty. And then he’d be sent
ashore with Shep, while Ricks was hastily summoned
back. : '

“I'm sorry, sir,” he said weakly and started through
the door.






CHAPTER 3/

~

Trouble on the Triton

HALLER stopped him before he could leave. “Were you
responsible for this, Mr. Miller?”

“I didn’t bring Shep on board, sir,” Don answered,
‘and something in the tone Haller had used made him
more hopeful. “He just slipped in, I guess. I'm sorry—"

“See that he keeps out of the way,” the admiral or-
.dered. He was interrupted by a stream of protests from
Kenney, but shrugged them aside. “We're under way,
on official orders, and I don’t intend to put about. Any-
how, I don’t see how it can cause trouble, and Up-
john will have something to write about. If you’ll return
to your quarters until we reach depth, Senator . . .”

Kenney spun around and stalked off, muttering
something about future appropriations. Don had to
agree with Upjohn. Most Senators were good men, as
he knew from a group who had visited the island two
years before. It was a shame that Kenney had to be the
one to go along.

Haller grinned faintly at Don, and turned back to
control. “Take her down,” his words drifted back. Don
shut the door of the radar room and returned to his
work, with Shep lying quietly at his feet. The sonar
screen showed that they were already well away from
the island. He flipped on the television viewing panel—
the Triton ran under the surface without ports, but with

21
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a number of television pickups that could be tuned in
on the viewing panels. They were already diving, and
there was nothing but water around them."

The Triton could move downward in a hurry when
set for it; now she must have had both stern and bow
planes set for descent, and was heading down in a lei-
surely way on even keel. The water grew darker as they
dropped, and he had to set the gain up on the viewing
panel. At daybreak, there had been. the threat of a
storm, and it must have been brewing up above, since it
was growing darker than it should have been. At two
hundred fathoms, the outside lights were cut on ahead
of them.

This time, they were not trying to maintain radio
contact with the surface. The antenna was stowed away
with its miles of thin, insulated wire—insulated with a
plastic which held enough air to make it weigh the same
as the water it displaced, so there would be no strain on
it. It would be used only for emergencies now.

Haller’s voice suddenly came over the annunciator.
“We're on open orders now, gentlemen. We’ll cruise in
the neighborhood of the Milwaukee Deep, and take
echo-soundings to maintain an accurate chart of our
course. We will simulate certain maneuvers and return
to port in forty-eight hours.”

The Milwaukee Deep lay north of Puerto Rico,
reaching a depth of five and a half miles in some places.
Don wondered what would happen if a submarine got
out ST control there and sank all the way. But he knew
the answer—even the Triton couldn’t stand a pressure
of thirteen thousand pounds per square inch; she’d be
squashed flat before she reached bottom. Probably the
area had been chosen as the least likely spot for the test
of a new submarine—and hence the best place for se-
crecy.

They were down to four hundred fathoms now,
nearly half a mile. Now and then, fish could be seen in
the lights of the ship-—strange fish, unlike those found
at the surface or shallower waters. Don kept glancing at
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them, but they were somewhat familiar from numerous
pictures that had been taken by remote control and
from bathyspheres-—the heavy, round, hollow steel balls
barely big enough to hold a man which had gone down
to greater depths than the Triton had yet reached,
though not as comfortably.

Down here, the water stayed at a uniform tempera-
ture of 39° Fahrenheit, no matter what the surface con-
ditions. No sunlight could reach such depths in any
amount that could support plant life. The plankton that
supported most of the upper life drifted down from
above, however, along with bits of other life. Down
here, plants and animals were scavengers.

Don kept careful track of their progress, reporting
the information from the sonar screen and the echo-
sound device regularly. But his interest still centered on
the viewing panel. He was looking for the “man in the
bubble.” It was still a mystery to them ali, particularly
since the unexplained metal traces had turned up on the
diving planes.

At five:hundred fathoms, they leveled off and pro-
ceeded along an even course, ticking off a steady thirty
knots an hour. Don began working with his listening de-
vices, trying to determine how much noise was pro-
duced by the Triton. Tt seemed nearly undetectable. He
released a listening device from a rear compartment and
let it trail them for fifteen minutes before having it re-
wind. The jets of steam and water that drove the Trifon
were so well designed that they were practically noise-
less, and the ship itself slipped through the water with
no projections to cause trouble. The Triton would be
almost undetectable, fortunately.

Normal practice called for four hours of watch, with
eight hours off. But the Triton was only a test ship, and
had been designed originally for oceanographic surveys,
rather than as a weapon. Most of her machinery was so
automatic that a minimum crew of twelve was enough;
on this run, observers had swelled the ranks, and made
less room available for the crew. There were only ten
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aboard who could do the work that had to be done.
Officers and crew would have to work most of the time
on this run, catching barely time for sleep.

Upjohn came slouching in a couple of hours later.
Haller had issued orders that he was to have complete
freedom of the ship, so Don let him in.

“Go stretch your legs, kid,” the reporter suggested. “I
asked the skipper, and he says I can take over here for
a while. I used to be able to handle this stuff well
enough. Anyhow, nothing much will be done until we
fix the depth controls.”

Don got up, glad to move around. But he frowned.
“What’s wrong?”’

“I gather they’ve found that they can’t blow their
trim tanks again, and they’re trying to find out why. No
trouble now, but it could be, later. So we're idling
along. Go on and see for yourself.”

“No men in bubbles?”” Don asked, grinning. ,

Upjohn stared at him thoughtfully. Then he
shrugged. “As a matter of fact, I thought I saw one in
the bow viewing panel just before they found the trou-
ble. But it could have been anything, I guess. Heck, we
were bound to have trouble. I figured out there are just
thirteen of us aboard!”

“You don’t believe that superstition, do 'you?” Don
asked, but he was pretty sure of the answer.

Upjohn grinned, and then sobered. “No—but if any-
one on board who is superstitious finds out the number,
we’ll have accidents; that’s the way it goes—men who
are afraid always create the situation they’re afraid of.
Scram, Don, while you can. I'll call you if anythmg comes
up ”»

Don hurried along the little passage toward the bow,
where he heard the sounds of men at work. Walrich and
his uncle were busy going over the pumps and controls
for the bow trim tanks.

“Just stuck again,” his uncle said in answer to Don’s
questions. “Apparently the valves don’t work when
there is enough pressure outside, though I can’t figure
out why. We can take on water, but we can’t eject it.



Trouble on the Triton / 25

Well, we’ll have to change back to the older design, I
guess, unless we can work the bugs out of this. Figure
out how to get more torque from that motor, Walrich?”

The broad shoulders twitched slightly as the me-
chanic looked up. “Sure. Put in another motor and try
to force the valve. I think it'll stand the extra power.
But that valve should work! Well, I'll get one of the
men and we’ll get busy on it.”

Simpson and Don went back toward the wardroom
where a steaming pot of coffee stood. The older man
looked worried, though there was no sign of panic.
“We're already as deep as we intend to go,” he said.
“But I wish we were cruising higher up. I don’t like the
way that valve is acting. There’s something funny about
it. And we found some tarry stuff on it before; we put a
screen over the valves this time, but it doesn’t seem to
help. Maybe there’s something down here that we don’t
know about.”

Drake came in and filled a cup. “There’s something
funny, Ed—no question about it." The main ballast
tanks won’t clear. Same as the trim tanks. And in test-
ing them, we’ve taken on enough water to overload us
already. If we stopped moving, we’d sink to the bottom
right now. The diving planes are all that’s holding us
up.,’

He fished out a cigarette and stood playing with it,
making no effort to light it. “Well,” he said at last, “I've
tried something. I suspected that tarry stuff before, and
tested it. It seems to dissolve in a weak detergent solu-
tion, so I've had a few drums of the powder dumped
into the tanks. Getting it in was a job, too! If it works,
we're all right; there’s plenty of detergent on board.”

“I’d better tell Walrich to try the same, then,” Simp-
son decided.

“Already saw him. He’s working on an injector now,
instead of the extra motor.”

Don’s uncle got up to go back, and Drake joined
him. The boy started after them, and then gave up the
idea. It was time he got back to the sonar controls. He
picked up a sandwich and started back just as an an-
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nunciator barked out overhead. “Miller wanted in ra-
dar!”

There was a sliding panel between the main cantrol
room -and the sonar room, and Don saw that it was
thrown back now. Upjohn got up as he came in quickly
and Don sank into the seat. Haller was watching in-
tently from the other side of the panel.

Then he saw it on the sonar screen—a big pip that
was traveling beside them, and apparently matching
their course, since it stayed fixed on the screen. “Proba-
bly something wrong with the sonar,” he said. It was
ridiculous to think that there could be another subma-
rine operating in these waters at this depth.

He turned to his listening devices, but there was no
sound beyond the noises the fish made. Men had been
surprised, at first, at the idea of fish making sounds—
they were too used to thinking of sound as something
that traveled only in air; but by now, every man who
worked with the eqmpment took the fish “talk” for
granted.

Then the spot on the screen moved, indicating the
object was rising. It moved back again, almost at once,
but it had proved that it wasn’t merely a flaw in the
instrument. Something was out there.

Haller issued orders to change course by ten degrees.
As the Triton swung, the pip moved aside for a few
seconds. Then it drew nearer again. It was pacing them,
deliberately matching their course.

Haller picked up his microphone and put through a
call for Drake, who appeared almost at once. “How’s
the freeing of those valves going?” he asked. Then he
added, almost as an afterthought: “You don’t have to
answer in person, Dr. Drake, you’ll save time by using
the engine-room phone.”

“Too early to tell about the effect of the detergent—
if it can reach the tar at all. And if it is tar. I've put
Walrich back to doubling the motors on the trim tank.”
Drake ran a hand through his blond hair, and grinned
weakly in an effort at apology. “I forgot about the
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phone—wasn’t in the engine room, anyhow. I'm not
used to Navy methods, I guess.”

“I don’t expect you to be,” Haller told him. “When I
was sent to skipper your ship, I expected to throw the
rule book out of the window. Anyhow, do what you can
about those valves. It looks as if there’s another subma-
rine pacing us. We have to figure it’s an enemy, and to
expect attack!”

Drake took a look at the sonar screen and whistled.
He nodded curtly and went out at a run.

“Enemy still holding position;” Don reported.

Haller nodded absently. “Take her up as fast as you
can—and full power,” he ordered. The ship shuddered
faintly as the tall helmsman threw the power lever and
moved the wheel. Here, there was a direct connection
from control room to power, without the need to relay
orders through the engine room. The ship began climb-
ing painfully upward, fighting against the overload of
water ballast in the tanks.

“A nice ship, except for a few little bugs,” Haller said
quietly, as he studied Don’s screens. “Too bad in a way
though that the government kept its hands off so
much—otherwise, we’d have her fitted for a full crew,
and there’d be auxiliary standard valves until these were
thoroughly tested. That’s one place where Navy experi-
ence is better than private enthusiasm. We’re too small
a crew here for any real cruising—even for survey
work. But if we get back, I'm going to recommend that
we build this general type exclusively from now omn.
. . . Isn’t it drawing closer to us now?”

“Yes, sir,” Don admitted. He could feel moisture on
his palms, but Haller’s casualness had helped to ease
some of the tension—as the admiral had probably in-
tended. The “enemy” was definitely closer, probably
not more than a quartér of a mile away.

“Aren’t you going to man the torpedoes?” he asked
finally.

Haller laughed grimly. “The Navy can make mis-
takes, too, Mr. Miller. No, there’s no use manning
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them. We intended them only for practice tests—never
expected to meet another ship at this depth—so they’re
not armed. No explosive charge. We don’t have any
weapons at all, in fact. Al we can do is hope we can
outrun any torpedoes they send—if they attack.”

Now Don’s hands really began to sweat. The pip on
the screen seemed to swell up to double its size, and to
be leaping out of the screen at him. He swallowed and
forced his eyes to focus on it. Then he saw that it was
nearer, judging by the brightness.

“It’s catching up with us, sir,” he reported.

“Take her down, Mr. Cavanaugh,” Haller ordered.
“We can’t outrun them when we’re fighting our weight.
But maybe we can stand more pressure than they can.
And keep going down until I order you to stop.”

On the screen, the pip showed that the “enemy” was
heading for them still, and rapidly shortening the dis-
tance. They went roaring down into the darkness of the
depths, but the pip on the screen grew. brighter ‘and
brighter, as whatever was behind them rapidly caught

up.



CHAPTER 4/

Head-On Collision

THEY PASSED THE DEPTH of five hundred fathoms and
kept going down. Don jerked his eyes from the screen
and got a quick reading on the depth from the echo-
sound. Here, the ocean floor lay some fifteen hundred
fathoms below the surface, where the pressure would be
two tons per square inch. He shivered at the idea. His
uncle claimed the Tritor should stand a depth of two
miles without any danger, but he didn't want to try it
yet.

The pip on the screen slipped behind them com-
pletely, then showed that the pursuer was just off the
stern.

Something hit them violently. The Triton seemed to
slew around and to tilt sharply. There was a dull rumble
of sound. Don waited for the fatal noise of water hissing
in, but it did not come.

“No torpedo,” Haller announced. His face had
tensed, but his voice was still quiet and cool. “Steady as
you go, Mr. Cavanaugh.” He picked up the general call
microphone. “We’ve just been hit, but not by a torpedo.
What you felt was only a deliberate collision, and we
can stand a great deal of that safely, if not comfortably.
In such a game, the risk is at least as great to the at-
tacker as it is to us.”

There was another heavy thump. This time, it turned

29
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the Triton part way over. Don grabbed at the radar
desk to keep from falling. His stomach was sick, but he
held onto himself somehow. _

And again the thump came. This time there were ex-
cited shouts from somewhere on the ship, but no wamn-
ing gongs sounded to indicate a rupture to the seams.

Kayne, the navigator, looked up from his concentra-
tion on the dials and indicators. “Why doesn’t he use
torps or something?”’

“Pressure, maybe,” Haller answered. “We’re down to
seven hundred fathoms—a ton of pressure per inch. If
we get far enough down an explosive can’t even ex-
plode. The pressure—"

This time the ship threatened to turm over com-
pletely. Cavanaugh and the navigator went into frantic
action, but they finally came back to level.

“, . . pressure outside might be greater than the ex-
ploswc pressure inside the torpedo,” Haller ﬁmshed
“Instead of exploding, it might collapse.”

“Unless he uses an atomic war head,” Don muttered
under his breath. ' .

Haller heard him, however. “Unless he uses atom-
ics,” he agreed quietly.

Then there was a shout from the helmsman, and he
was pointing frantically to the bow viewing plate. Don’s
view was blocked, but he switched his own plate rapidly
over to the bow pickup.

There was no question about it. Out31de in the lights
of the Triron, a great whale was swimming rapidly
alongside and slightly ahead of them. Their “enemy”
submarine was simply a huge whale.

It seemed incredible that any living thing could de~
scend from the surface into this pressure, but he’d seen
accounts that claimed the great cetaceans could descend
for over a mile. The strange thing, really, was that such
a large one should be in this part of the ocean. Usually
they were found further north, as he remembered it.

The creature drew off to the side and suddenly came
rushing at them. This time, Don switched the pickups to
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follow it all the way. It came charging up to the stern,
striking with its great nose. Then it swung about and
seemed to nuzzle against the ship.

He barely saw the last as it shook the Triton about,
but Haller seemed tohave seen the same.

“He’s playing with us,” the admiral said. He laughed,
grimly. “Maybe he thinks we’re another whale with our
spouts on the wrong end! How long has he been with
us?”?

“About twenty minutes, sir,” Don guessed.

“Good. He must be running out of air, with all the
effort he’s been putting out. Maybe he’ll surface.”

The whale wasn’t surfacing yet. It turned for one last
gesture of friendship to this strange invader of its home
waters. But apparently it had grown tired of the stern,
or the hot exhaust there had proved uncomfortable.
This time its charge was straight for the bow. It met the
Triton head on. The bow seemed to lift and twist. The
whale slid under it, hitting it agam with his great flukes
as he passed.

That, apparently, was enough. With a sudden direct-
‘ness of purpose, he turned upward and began rising, un-
til he was gone from the light of their lamps. The sonar
screen showed him fading away quickly toward the sur-
face.

But now the Triton had other worries. Cavanaugh
was sweating and laboring at the helm, and Kayne had
gotten up to assist him. The Triton was wobbling uncer-
tainly, like a leaf drifting in the wind. It kept threaten-
ing to roll, and only the wild efforts on the helmsman’s
part were keeping it anywhere near level.

“The bow plane, sir,” he gasped, nodding toward the
screen. But there was only the ocean ahead showing
there.

Don twisted his switch, until he found the pickup
which would show the bow diving plane at the far edge.
Haller bent down to study it. He gasped faintly.

“Bent,” he reported. “Neutralize it and use your
stern planes, Mr. Cavanaugh.”
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The bow plane was buckled into an odd curve, as if
some giant had taken a sheet of wax and bent it in his
hands. The whale must have struck it dead center.

Cavanaugh shook his head. “Can’t, sir. Stern planes
have been stuck since he first hit us. Been using only
the bow ones.” _ ,

Haller grunted as if someone had hit him in the stom-
ach. “Cut speed. Dead slow ahead,” he ordered. Some
of the shaking stopped then. The trim tanks were well
enough balanced to hold them level. But now they had
no way to control their ascent or descent. In fact, there
was no way to keep from sinking slowly downward; un-
less they could free the tank valves and lighten them-
selves.

Haller was talking with Simpson over the engine
phone, but the news obviously wasn’t good. He put the
phone back on its cradle and swung to stare at Don’s
screens. Then he pulled a diagram of the Triton’s con-
struction from one of the little lockers and began pour-
ing over it.

“We’ll have to eject everything we can to lighten
weight, and do what trimming we have to by moving
things about by hand,” he decided. “We'll start with the
torpedoes. Better do it two at a time, with time to trim
between. There’s probably a storm going on up there,
but we’ll have to risk it.”

Don felt his confidence coming back, and now he
was glad that they had a man with a lot of practical
experience on subs for their skipper. His uncle was a
fine designer, and Drake was a wizard with atomics—
but neither could have sounded as confident as Haller
did; and it seemed to be a confidence that grew from
the man’s knowledge that there was always another an-
swer, if the first one didn’t work. .

He glanced back at his screen and let out a sudden
shout. Haller jerked around, and Don dropped his fin-
ger to the screen. “The whale! He’s coming back.
See!”

The pip was there again, indicating something com-
ing down toward them. The whale had apparently gone
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to the surface, taken a few good breaths, and immedi-
ately started down again.

Don realized he’d sounded close to panic, as Shep
whined .and came against his legs. The dog was always
sensitive to tones of his voice. To have apparently found
the answer to their problem, and then have the whale
decide to return, though . . .

“Kill the jets,” Haller said. He sounded disgusted,
but there was still no fear in his voice. “We’ll sink faster
without speed, and that’s the best we can.try now.”

" They were nearly eight hundred fathoms down—a
trifle under a mile—when the whale drew above them.
It came down, but it was obviously uncomfortable. In-
stead of a charge against the Triton, it slid down slowly,
to nuzzle against the ship once, and then retreat. Tt
started down after them again. For a second, it hesi-
tated. Finally, reluctantly, at eight hundred and fifty
fathoms, it gave up and rose before circling around and
seeming to wait for them to come up again.

Don sighed at.the end of that menace for the mo-
ment; it would at least have to return to the surface,
which might give them a chance to ascend. He won-
dered again at nature’s ability to handle problems that
had baffled men for years; it had taken huge amounts
of the finest alloys and careful design to permit the Tri-
ton to stand the pressure, but that big animal of simple
flesh and bones could drop from the surface to a region
where the pressure was over a ton to the square inch
without apparently worrying.

“He must have high blood pressure down here,” he
commented. It wasn’t much of a joke, but it brought
enough of a laugh to ease some of the tension, and he
felt better for it. _

Haller had been speaking on the phone again. He
cradled it now, and shrugged. “Torpedo tubes won’t open
at this pressure; I should have expected it. The Triton
wasn’t meant to carry them originally. And there isn’t
enough other weight we can eject. All the hatches were
meant for escape, not for undersea dumping. Well . . .”

They were used to having Haller find a solution for
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them by now, and waited for his next idea. But he
shrugged at last.

“So we go down,” he said. “Unless someone has
ideas? No? All right, Don, try to spot the highest section
of the bottom you think we can drift to, will you?”

Don noticed the use of his first name, and knew it
was actually an admission that they were now under ex-
treme emergency. Yet Haller seemed as unruffled as
ever—until he came around to join Don in the search.
Then the boy saw that the admiral’s hands were sweat-
ing as much as his own, and noticed that there were tiny
lines of strain around the man’s eyes. Haller was wor-
ried and afraid too, but he had it under complete con-
trol, and wasn’t losing his head. Don’s respect for him
Tose again.

Upjohn stuck his head in then. The expression in his
eyes showed that he was aware of the seriousness of the
situation. His grin was a failure, though he managed to
keep up a generally good act of normality. “Dexter and
I've been busy keeping Kenney from tearing up the
ship,” he said. “We finally got him knocked out with a
little force and some sleeping tablets. Anything we can
do?”

“Thanks, nothing. Oh, tell the others we've decided
to find a place on the bottom while we make repairs.
That whale you felt made things pretty rough, but noth-
ing we can’t fix. And tell them what I said, Sid—not
what you think I mean!”

“Right.” The reporter went back quietly.

Haller turned back to the echo-sounder as Don
gtunted suddenly. The boy indicated what he had
found. “There. It’s about the highest point I've seen,
and we might make it. Big enough, too.”

“Twelve hundred fathoms—that’s within our limits,
from what I can find. About a ton and a half pressure
to the inch.” He nodded, and began giving directions to
Cavanaugh.

The power came back on, at half speed. They shud-
dered and fluttered through the water, and Cavanaugh
was having a rough time trying to compensate for the
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erratic behavior of the damaged diving plane and the
stuck stern planes. They turned gradually until they
were heading for the undersea plateau Don had spotted.

“Can you stand a little more?” Haller asked.

“Try,” the helmsman said. The muscles bulged on his
arms, but it was from strain rather than effort; the con-
trol motors were still working, doing the physical labor.

The ship increased its speed a trifle, and the flutter-
ing and twisting grew worse. But now they were cover-
ing more distance for each foot they drifted downward.
The plateau was nearer, but they were almost too low to
make it.

“I can take a little more, sir,” Cavanaugh forced out
between clenched teeth. The deep brown of his skin
seemed to be covered with tiny rhinestones of perspira-
tion. At Haller’s nod, he pushed the lever over a bit and
hastily grabbed back at the wheel as the pitching threat-
ened to get out of control.

It was going to be close. The edge of the plateau was
a sharp cliff. If they missed the top, they would strike
against that and go drifting down for thousands of feet
more.

Then it was below them. They held their breath for a
second, but there was no scraping or shock of collision.

“Kill the jets,” Haller ordered.

Cavanaugh reached for the lever, and pushed it to
STOP, but they continued drifting. Now there was a
faint scraping sound from below. They began to relax,
just as the helmsman shouted.

Ahead, and too small to have shown by echo-
sounding, a single rock the size of several houses stuck
up, and they were headed straight for it. There was
more crunching against the bottom; then they barely
had time to brace themselves for the collision before
they hit.

It knocked Don over against his radar panel, and
there was a terrific din. But most of their speed had
been killed. He pushed himself back, saw that the oth-
ers were all right, and let out a sigh of relief. They were
still helpless, stranded where the pressure would be sure
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death at the least tiny leak, but there wasn’t the lost feel-
ing of drifting that they had known before.

Smoke suddenly reached his nose, together with a
hissing sound. He jerked his eyes down and hastily
ripped aside a panel of the set. With a groan, he yanked
out a section of 600-ohm cable that had broken free on
the impact and was shorting his power. But it was too
late. The short had already burned out one section of
his radio transmitter, leaving blackened resistors and
melted connections mixed with the soft, waxy goo that
had surrounded other parts.

“Better eject the antenna and send out a call for a
rush job on a new diving plane,” Haller began. Then he
saw the mess of the transmitter. They could receive sig-
nals now, but there was no chance of sending any mes-
sage from the ship. '

“All right,” he said. “So we’ll have to make all re-
pairs ourselves.”

Don looked at his viewing panels, seeing the ‘dam-
aged diving plane outside. Fixing that from here was
going to be a real problem!



CHAPTER 5/

Men of the Sea

HALLER ASSEMBLED THE KEY MEN in the officer’s ward-
room to talk everything over before trying to start
repairs. Don and his uncle were there, along with
Drake, Walrich, Kayne and Upjohn. ’

Haller summed up the situation. As he saw it, they
were lucky in a lot of ways. The Triton was standing the
pressure with no sign of trouble, and they had no need
to worry about air or power for their living needs.
There were even supplies on board for at least six
months. In the old days, a submarine on the bottom
meant that it had to be rescued in a few hours or the
men inside would suffocate. In their case, there was no
immediate need to worry about the time repairs would
take. '

Simpson shook his head. “Afraid it isn’t that good,
sir. We can stay here quite a while, but I'd hate to risk
it even for a month. There’s a ton and a half of pressure
on every square inch of hull. She can take it; she can
take twice that for a short time, maybe. But even a ton
wouldn’t be safe indefinitely. When metal is under
steady strain, the crystals of the alloys weaken—fatigue,
we call it. Sooner or later, something will give—and
we’d better not be here then!” .

“I was coming to that,” Haller agreed. “And men can
only stand so much strain, too. In a month, some of us
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might very well crack under the emotional pressure, and
that would be almost as disastrous. All right, we’ve got
to get back to the surface as quickly as we can. That
means repairing the tanks or the diving planes—
preferably both. What about it?”

Drake looked at Walrich, who shrugged. The scien-
tist made a disgusted grimace with his lips. “If we count
on the tanks, we’ll have to get outside to clean the
valves. I was hoping the tar might have got inside—tar
or whatever it is—and that dissolving some of it would
free them. No results from the detergent, however. And
doubling the engines on the valves strained the gears,
but didn’t budge them. As for the planes—well, it’s the
same situation. We’d have a hard time straightening the
bow plane, even if we had it in our repair shop; but we
can’t touch it out there. All I know about the stern
planes is that they won’t respond.”

“They stuck, just before the whale took after us,”
Kayne struck in. He was a slight, nervous man who al-
ways wore his cap to'cover up his completely bald head,
though he was only about twenty-five. “I was watching
Cavanaugh when it happened. They just froze, with no
warning. I'd like to get a good look at them.”

“All right. Let’s.” Haller got up and started for the
control room. “Will the packing glands on the periscope
stand raising it. Dr. Simpson?”

Don’s uncle grinned crookedly. “I wish the rest of the
ship would hold as surely. The more pressure, the better
they’ll hold.”

Don had never had a chance to look at the periscope
in action before. It used a television remote pickup, too,
instead of the old mirrors and prisms, but could be
raised, tilted and turned to cover all directions. Haller
reached for the controls, standing so the rest could see
the big viewing screen that had replaced the tiny little
opening of the old-style periscope.. The big tube lifted
easily for ten feet, while indicators threw cross-hatched
lines over the image to show height and direction. He
‘swung it to the bow diving plane first; it gave a better
view than the bow pickup had done, showing that the
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plane was badly bent, but with no apparent damage to
the hinge on which it swung.

“It’d be smple enough to get 1t off, if we were in
shallow- water,” Simpson said. “Out there . . . Well,
we’ve got a bathysuit on board that will stand any pres-
sure the ship will. But workmg on that in the suit isn’t
going to be any picnic.’

Haller’s face cleared a little, though. Don remem-
bered that he’d overlooked the bathysuit, which had been
installed in a hatch after the plans had been first com-
pleted. It was a heavy steel ball, like a bathysphere,
with just room inside for a man and an oxygen tank;
but it was equipped with small caterpillar treads to
move about and with grapples that could be controlled
from inside, like arms. The trouble was that no grapple
could be as skilful as a hand, and operating it was a
continual backbreaking series of contortions.

The admiral swung the periscope to the rear, and be-
gan focusing on the stern diving plane: He frowned and
adjusted it to show both rear planes. “What . . . ?”

Driven between the big planes and the tail assembly
on both sides were two bright wedges that looked like
copper! They looked as if they’d been designed to lock
the planes, and had succeeded.

Drake recovered from the shock first. “Then I wasn’t
crazy. t was sabotage before. But how? Don’t tell me
your whale did that?”

“Somebody human, or something with a human
being inside,” Haller said grimly. “Something small and
quiet enough to come up without our detecting him. Dr.
Drake, when it happened to you, could it have been
done at five hundred fathoms or more?”

Drake considered. “I guess so. We wouldn’t have no-
ticed it until we stopped diving, then, of course. I sup-
pose so, yes.”

“And this probably happened to us at about five
hundred. Well, modern submarines can stand the pres-
sure. And other bathysuits have been operated lower
than that. Gentlemen,. it looks as if someone doesn’t
want the Triton to succeed, and may be up there now,
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making sure we don’t surface again. That would also
account for the tarry material which apparently is jam-
ming our valves.”

It was the only explanation that seemed to fit, yet
Don wondered about anyone in a bathysuit who could
keep up with the Triton—even at half speed—and ma-
neuver enough to remain out of sight of the pickups,
make no sound, and also know exactly where to locate
the ship, even when it was sailing under sealed orders.
He saw his uncle stare at Drake; both of them also
looked doubtful. Still, it was the only explanation they
had.

And it wasn’t a comfortable one.

Don moved to the sonar room, and began working
the pickups, trying to explore the bottom around them.
They were close to the edge of the clifflike drop that
went down for thousands of feet further, he saw. Too
close, in fact. The bottom sloped slightly, and it seemed
that they were in constant danger of sliding slowly off.

Then he became aware that they had moved since
landing. The ship was tilted slightly, as if it had rolled a
few degrees toward the edge of the abyss below. And on
the upper side, away from the cliff, there was a hollow
in the soft bottom to show where they had first settled.

He looked at it sickly for a second before turning to
call Haller. But the skipper bhad already guessed from
his expression that something was up. Haller was at the
screen at once, following Don’s pointing finger. He
studied the situation for a moment, and then began
switching from pickup to pickup to get a better overall
picture. '

“I think we’re all right,” he decided. There was no
need to tell the others. They had switched on the con-
trol screens, and were seeing it for themselves. “We
slipped a little at first, but now we’ve dug in and settled
enough that we should be all right. Of course, we don’t
know what it’s like under this soft stuff here; if there’s a
steeper slope than there seems to be, the least thing
might tilt us over and send us rolling down. But the
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rock we hit is still there, and it rolled a trifle when we
struck—so I think we can forget that.”

Yet he still stood studying the screens. Don got up,
almost afraid to move for fear that the minute jar might
upset the balance; Haller might think it was safe, but he
couldn’t know..Then he saw for himself what was
worrying the skipper.

They had sunk into the soft mud enough to keep
from sliding more, but also enough to hold them down
to some extent; and the hollow their slipping had left
was filling in as the soft stuff rolled down into the hole.
If they continued to settle, they would reach a state
where the mud would suck down on them and keep
them from floating properly, even after repairs.

“We’ve got less time than I thought,” Haller decided.
“All right, we’ll have to be out of here in forty-eight
hours or so. But that still gives us time enough. If we
can get a signal out, they can at least drop us a new
diving plane. That will save repairs.”

“We can do better than that,” Simpson told him.
“There are two more of these bathysuits back on the
island, both bigger models than the one we carry. I
meant to take them along when I was still hoping we’d
use the Triton for oceanographic mapping. If we can
send out a message, they can drop those down from
above and handle the whole job.”

Don looked at his uncle and then down at the wreck
of the transmitter. He’d already checked the repair
manual on the transmitter, and found that it was meant
for normal troubles, and lacked the all-important infor-
mation for a real rebuilding job. Still, there were re-
placements, and it could be fixed. He nodded doubt-
fully.

“I can fix it,” he said. “But I don’t know how long it
will take.”

Haller was also inspecting it. “We'll have to try. But
the first thing we do is turn in and get some sleep. We'll
save time in the long run and sometimes a fresh idea
hits while a man’s asleep. Don, you want to take first
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watch here? You can start in on this. T'Il relieve you in
four hours. This is about the only place where we need
to keep a watch—on the screens.”

“I'll stick with him,” Upjohn volunteered. “I know
enough about radio to hand him anything he needs,
though that’s about all.”

Haller grinned. “I know a little more than that.
Leave the routine stuff to me, and I'll solder your jOll'ltS
when I take over. Want some food sent in?”

Don settled down, studying the mess of the transmlt-
ter and keeping his eyes on the screens. Haller hadn’t
actually done a thing, or contributed a single idea. Yet
somehow he gave the feeling of having everything in
hand. And because of his presence, their chances were
probably a lot better. He didn’t look like a typical admi-
ral—he was too stout, too short, and much too chubby-
faced. But his calm voice and spotless suit lent him an
air of confidence they needed, and it was clear that he
knew how to get things done. Apparently that was what
being a leader meant.

Upjohn pulled out a pencil and began chewing on it
idly. He grinned toward the captain’s stateroom, as if
reading Don’s thoughts. “Quite a guy, Bob Haller. I
knew him when he was commanding an old-time sub in
the war, which makes me older than I look, Don. When
he came on, the crew hated him because he was replacing
one of the real hero-type commanders. Haller never did
anything you could call heroic, but he saved two big
battlewagons, sneaked into a heavily mined harbor and
wiped out a whole nest of the other side’s subs, and then
got depth-bombed trying to unsnarl a situation his supe-
rior had made a mess of. He brought the old. ship back
through enemy territory when any sane man would have
known it couldn’t travel ten knots under water." And
never lost a man. When he left, his men acted as if the
world had come to an end. . . . Well, what can I do te
help?”

“Not much,” Don admitted. “Keep Shep out of
things, maybe.”

The dog didn’t like the smell of the burned parts, but
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he was curious about all the work Don was trying to do,
and kept sticking his head up to see what was going on.
Upjohn laughed shortly, and pulled him away, while
Don went ahead with the work.

The first job was to diagram all the layout that had
been ruined. When he was sure he had it all down on
paper, it would be safe to rip out the damaged section,
but not until then. And since a few of the wires had
come unsoldered, it was a matter of tracing and retrac-
ing circuits to be sure. This was work that would have
been saved if the instruction manual had carried a com-
plete schematic diagram, but that had somehow been
omitted. From the fact that the list of transistors didn’t
check with the ones in the set, Don guessed that it was
one of those cases where a model had been changed,
and the manual revised hastily, with the idea of rewrit-
ing it later. He wondered how many men had lost their
lives because somebody decided that such details weren’t
really important, and put off doing a good job until later.

Upjohn yawned after an hour of it, and stood up.
“Gonna get me some coffee and walk around a bit.
Want anything from the galley?”

Don shook his head. He glanced up at his screens,
and switched to various pickups to keep an eye on
things. But nothing seemed to have changed, except that
the mud had filled in evenly around the Triton now.

He'd come to an experimental part of the rig now,
where some engineer had discovered a new way to do
things. He frowned over it and began pulling down
books while he figured out the mathematics behind it,
so that he could reconstruct the actual circuit. The work
at college was coming in useful now.

Finally, he began tearing out all the ruined section.
Since He had spare parts—something he’d checked
carefully—it was simpler and faster to discard all this
than to try to save whatever was still good. Shep sud-
denly growled, and Don glanced at him.

The dog was standing up, looking at the screen. Don
glanced up at it, and saw something just sliding out of
range, but was unable to make out any details. He
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frowned in surprise. While the screen gave a clear pic-
ture in colors as natural as could be expected through
the water, he was surprised at Shep’s reaction. Like
most animals, the dog usually paid no attention to any-
thing on a screen, apparently on the idea that if it didn’t
smell real, it was all nonsense. A few times before, he’d
reacted to Don’s uncle’s face on the telephone panel
from the office. He could recognize things when they
interested him, apparently, but he usually didn’t believe
in them.

He must have been aware of the nervous tension on
the ship, and ready to bark at anything,.

Don went back to his work, only to hear another
growl. This time he jerked his eyes directly up to the
screen.

Swimming there in front of the pickup was a man!
There was nothing unusual about the man, except for a
seeming paleness to the skin and the odd clothes, that
looked like a combination of a woman’s ice-skating
skirt and swimming trunk tops. But all around the man
was a bubble. It didn’t quite touch him anywhere, but
was never more than half an inch from him. It seemed
to be made of nothing but air, impossible as that was—
or else of very thin cellophane. And on the back of the
man was a small tank, which might contain more air.

Then another one swam into view, carrying a load of
what looked like mud in his hands.



CHAPTER 6/

Distress Signal

AS HE WATCHED, Don saw the second swimmer come
closer and heave the dark stuff in his hands. Then
blackness settled onto the screen, just as Shep let out a
sharp bark. Don stood with his mouth ajar for a second,
then dived for the switch to change to another pickup.
He heard Upjohn come into the room, but was too busy
to look up.

He caught just a shadow in another pickup. Then the
swimmers were gone.

“Did you see them?” he asked quickly, finally glanc-
ing at the reporter.

Upjohn looked puzzled. “I saw the screen go blank
and saw you trying to get something on the pickup.
What was it? It must have been good to make Shep
react.”

“It was,” Don said. He told what he’d seen as fac-
tually as he could, trying to make it sound believable.
But even with the knowledge that Drake and another
had seen something of the same thing, he couldn’t make
it sound convincing to himself. Men simply couldn’t ex-
ist without elaborate protection from bathyspheres or
submarines at this depth; and air didn’t form bubbles
that fitted exactly the contours of a human being.

Upjohn didn’t laugh, but he didn’t seem excited, ei-
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ther. “I'm not saying you didn’t see just what you said,
Don,” he decided. “I’ve seen things that couldn’t exist
before. One of the pictures that the experimental auto-
matic rocket we sent out to Pluto brought back showed
something that was obviously a piece of machinery.
And no life of any advanced kind can live up there. But
I've also seen some queer forms of life coming out of
the ocean. You already heard Hawkes’ story. And men
just naturally see faces in clouds, and such things.
Still—it must have looked darned close to human, if it
wasn’t. And there’s that copper wedge out there in the
diving plane.”

He shrugged. “If we see ’em again, we’ll yell out for
the rest to come up. Otherwise report it to Haller later.
What can we do about it if there are men out there,
anyhow?” '

When Haller came in to replace Don—looking as if
he hadn’t just gotten up—he listened, his face expres-
sionless, and agreed with Upjohn. “No use writing it up
in the log yet. I don’t believe you saw such things, Don,
but T don’t think you're crazy or lying, either. Sid,
where’s your camera?”’

Upjohn went out to get it, and came back, giving in-
structions om setting it so a picture could be taken from
the screen. Haller set it beside him within easy reach,
and went over Don’s schematic and the work he had
done on the set. “I'll stick to this section,” he decided.
“You handle the trick stuff, and I'll wire up the rest of
it.”.

He ran a resistor wire through the hole in a socket,
twisted it easily with needle-nose pliers, and touched it
with the hot soldering iron, adding the smallest amount
of solder. It was a beautiful job, and Don felt more con-
fident. Haller had done electronic wiring before, ob-
viously.

“T’ll be back in four hours, Mr.—sir,” Don said.

Haller grinned up at him as he marked off the work
done on the diagram. “Make it Bob, Don. You’re not
bound to MNavy regs, and I’'ve been handing out first
names already. Except when you’re on duty—then we'll
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stick to the ‘sir.” You're entitled to eight hours sack
time—but if you want to cut it to four, I'll be grateful.
Want me to buzz you?”

Don nodded. “Please,” he said. He’d always been
hard to wake, even with a full night’s sleep, and he’d
been wondering how he’d get up in time. The period
between full sleep and really waking up always seemed
too pleasant to give up.

But surprisingly, he was up when Haller buzzed him.
Shep growled at the signal, and then relaxed as he heard
Haller’s voice. He was an obedient dog, but ships im-
posed strains on his habits; anything more than a smail
sailboat was foreign territory to him, except as some-
thing men kept at the docks to make interesting smells.

Haller had done a remarkable amount. Except for
the experimental section—the part with the circuit that
had given Don the trouble before—it was finished. The
boy took over, twisting the coils around coil-forms of
plastic he had stripped. He could only hope they would
work; coil tables told how they should be wound, but
any time a man followed such a table and got exactly
what he wanted, he put it down as a minor miracle.
Haller finished them with coil dope and tinned the leads
as Don completed them.

“Wish I had a Q-meter,” Don complained. “We're a
little limited on test equipment. I'll have to check it all
with a signal generator and meter, I guess.”

He stayed at it while Haller began picking up the
business of getting repairs under way, as the rest of the
men got up.

From the wardroom, he heard the querulous voice of
Senator Kenney complaining. There was the sound of
the man’s feet stamping toward the control room, and
more angry words. Don strained his ears, but he
couldn’t make out what Haller told him. Apparently, it
was a short course on the events that had happened.

“And you didn’t waken me? You let Dexter and that
upstart reporter lock me up while that was going on?
Admiral Haller, I might have been killed! When I re-
port this . . .”
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“Not at all,” Haller said, and this time his voice was
plainer. “If we had been about to die, I'd have had you
wakened, Senator. I’'ve always felt that no man should
die in his sleep if he doesn’t want to.” -

“Hmm.” The Senator thought that one over, appar-
ently, and decided to ignore any possible sarcasm.
“Well, what’s done is done. And you say we’ll soon be
able to communicate?”

Don heard the panel slide back, and looked up to see
the Senator’s gray face. The man looked in and nodded.
slowly. “Go right ahead, young man. Don’t stop any-
thing that will get us out of this situation.” His voice
was curiously subdued. “Admiral, I—I'm not used to
this sort of thing. I find it—well, I find it somewhat
shocking. I confess, I feel somewhat sick. I think I'll
retire. I—uh—thank you, Admiral. Thank you, young
man.”

He staggered out of the control room, no longer a
man who could make and break others, but a beaten,
tired old man who saw signs of danger he was untrained
to meet or even understand. When talk failed to settle
things, he had nothing else to fall back on. He probably
was the same man underneath as he had been thirty
years before, when his name had been on so much of
the legislation that was still studied in schools as a
model of good government. But too many years had
passed with people around who bowed to his slightest
wish, and the Senator had no real contact with the
world outside of his own narrow sphere. Maybe he
knew he hadn’t kept up, and that added to his bitter-
ness.

Don shrugged these thoughts off, and dug the voltme-
ter and signal generator out of the kit. The signal gener-
ator was a small, portable one. It had tiny batteries to
power it, and a pair of the new aluminum-antimony
transistors to generate the signal. By varying the setting,
a tiny radio signal of any frequency between a hundred
kiloherz and five hundred megaherz could be produced.
Don switched it on and tested it quickly, setting it for an
audio modulation. This added a four hundred cycle beat
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to the regular signal. The four hundred cycles raised
and lowered the amount of the high-frequency radio
signal four hundred times a second, of course—and he
could strip it back off with a tiny crystal and pair of
headphones, to give him an audible test of how it was
going.

He coupled on the generator, set it to the proper fre~
quency, and began testing the circuit with the meter. Then
he stuck the generator into his shirt pocket and began
checking voltages.

Everything seemed to be in order, except that the sig-
nal barely crept through, where it should have been am-
plified thousands of times. He puzzled over the circuits,
while he heard Haller, Drake, Walrich and his uncle
conferring. The ship was busy as men went about trying
everything that they could think of. )

Repairs of the transmitter had gone much faster than
he had expected, but obviously the others weren’t wait-
ing on him. They were hoping he could get a message
out, so that nobody would have to go out in the bathy-
‘suit, but they weren’t counting on it. Maybe it was a
good thing, too—certainly the set seemed as useless as
before.

Then, as he tapped an electrolytic condenser in the
tricky section, the meter suddenly jumped. An intermit-
tent! A part that seemed to be in good condition, but
went off and on, sometimes acting one way when
“loaded” with the meter and another way in normal op-
eration.

He yanked it out and soldered in another. And this
time, the signal built up a step at a time as it should,
until it reached the main transmitter section, which was
still in go