Without the lifeline of vital supplies, the
colonists would all die—yet Earth had placed -
them under an unbreakable quarantine!







THE IMPOSSIBLE SHIP

Bob had thought he was prepared for anything,
but the redlity of the situation was a shock. Down
in the valley was the globe ship that had attacked
the Procyon—or one exactly like it. It was nothing
but a great white sphere, three hundred feet in
diameter, glowing faintly. Then, as he looked,
there was a change. Patterns appeared on the
thing, shifting and dancing, then forming weird,
distorted scenes.

He began creeping closer, torn between fear and
curiosity, when he saw Penny. She had come up
almost under the ship and was looking at the
glowing panel. She began to trace lines on it; as
her arms moved, the lines were reproduced on the
hull above her.

Incredible!

A moment later she stepped back, and a smadll
section of the hull opened. Penny picked up her
bag and began to move toward the door.

Bob hurtled down the rock-strewn slope, but he
knew he could not reach the girl before she enter-
ed the alien ship . . .
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CHAPTER 1/

Danger Si_gna|

FAR OUT IN SPACE, the greatest ship ever built by men
‘went hurtling inward from Titan toward Ganymede at
nearly a million miles an hour. That speed had been
built up two weeks before, during the first twelve hours
-after take-off from Saturn’s moon. Now the Procyon
.coasted effortlessly on its momentum. The huge drive
‘motors that filled most of the interior were still. The
ship should have been almost as silent as the void
through which it sped.

There was no silence outside the little cabin Bob Wil-
son shared with his father, however. As he dressed, feet
pounded up and down the hallway and there were
shouts that he couldn’t quite understand. Then there
was a sharp knock on his door.

“Bob! You're wanted in Control in ten minutes!”

He glanced at his father, but Dr. Wilson seemed to
be asleep still. Bob slipped the door aside as quietly as
he could and stepped out into the hallway, where Red
Mullins was waiting for him.

Red was eighteen—the same age as Bob; but there
all resemblance ceased. Bob was tall, thin, and dark,
while Red was under average height, solidly built, with
round features and a flaming red crew cut that had
given him his nickname. .

From the rear of the hallway, there was a sudden yell
and the crash of metal. A crew technician came running
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OUTPOST OF JUPITER

forward, shouting back something about a larger lock
wrench.

“What goes on?” Bob asked. “And why would they
want me in Control?”

Red shrugged. “They didn’t say. Just told me to get
you up. And nobody seems to know what happened,
except that we got hit! I thought it must have been the
danger gong that waked you.”

“Maybe it was,” Bob agreed. He could dimly remem-
ber some unusual sound that had cut through his sleep.
All the stories he’d read of ships being hit by mete-
oroids in space came back to him, and he felt himself
tensing. But the air was still circulating normally, and
there was no danger signal now. Anyhow, the Procyon
was supposed to be almost invulnerable. “How do I get
to Control?” )

“T’ll take you. They’re yelling for coffee up there.”
Red served as steward and ship’s messenger during his
duty shift. Now he turned back to the galley.

Bob followed him. Then he began helping while Red
gathered up two trays and began loading them. He took
the smaller tray as they headed forward, with Red lead-
ing the way through the maze of little hallways. The
Procyon had been designed around the great drive mo-
tors, since those had to be huge to work at all. They
climbed twisting stairs around the motors, took other
hallways, and finally began climbing again.

“Want to rest?” Red asked. “We can take a minute.”

Bob shook his head. His legs were tired, but he knew
Red would never have thought of resting for his own
comfort. Bob' had discovered to his surprise that the
other was stronger than he was, and in better condition.
“Where did you grow muscles, Red? I thought a man
weighed only about twenty-five pounds on Ganymede.”

“That’s right. So you Earthmen think we're all weak=
lings,” Red smiled slowly. “Doesn’t work that way. In-
ertia js still the same. Anyhow, most of the time I wore
a vacuum suit—a real working suit, not one of these
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light emergency things they use on ships. With all the
equipment on that, I carry more weight at home than I
do on Earth.”

They had reached the end of the haliway now and
were entering the control section of the ship. Bob had
never been there before, and he was surprised at the
size. A large room served as chart room and captain’s
bridge. It was filled with tables and desks, and on the
walls were huge viewing screens that looked like win-
dows into space. The Procyon had no true ports, but
picked up the scene on television -cameras concealed in
the hull. There were two smaller conning rooms located
off the main one, each filled with other screens, panels
of instruments, and calculators. Andrews, the navigator,
was busy in one of those, while Captain Rokoff and
Chief Engineer Haikato were in the main room, arguing
over a big schematic with the other officers.

Anderson spotted Bob and motioned for the boy to
join him. “I hear you can use a calculator, Wilson. How
good are you? Can you handle tensor and vector analy-
sis? Or simple harmonic functions?”

“Maybe.” Bob couldn’t accept any functions as sim-
ple. He had been coached by his father in mathematics,
and had taken all the courses he could on computer
programming, since that would be necessary when he
specialized in analytic linguistics. “Mostly, I've studied
statistical analysis, though I've had a lot of calculus.”

Andrews sighed, and then grinned. “Oh. Well, I
guess you’ll do. I've worked out the rough steps, and
about all you have to do is feed the information into the
machine. You'll save me a lot of time, and that may be
important. Okay?”

“I'll try,” Bob agreed. “What happened, Mr An-
drews? Are we in serious trouble?”

“Who knows? Something hit us. Now either our in-
struments are wrong or we've lost the protective field
over one rear section.” Andrews shrugged. “At our
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speed and without the field another hit would be a lot
worse than serious. It would be fatal!”

Bob shivered as he took the notes and went into the
other cabin to use the computer there. His eyes went to
the viewing screens. Space seemed empty, except for the
distant sun and stars, but Bob knew that a meteoroid
far too small to register on the screen was more than
enough to wreck them completely.

The explosive energy of a collision was proportional
to the masses of the objects and to the square of the
speed! A small bit of matter striking a normal low-
speed ship might be traveling only twenty  miles a sec-
ond and still wreck the ship. The Procyon’s speed of
nearly three hundred miles a second would produce at
least two hundred times as much explosive fury. And
space was never completely empty.

Bob couldn’t fully understand the protective field,
which seemed to be related both to gravity and magne-
tism. He knew only that it acted in one direction, and
was adjusted to push outward from the skin of the ship.
Anything in the path of the Procyon was deflected by
the field until it swung out of the ship’s path., Without
such protection, the use of high-speed spaceships was
impossible.

An adaptation of the field was built into the ceilings
to give a downward thrust to everything below so as to
simulate normal gravity while the ship coasted. Other
ships were weightless, once the drive ceased, but aboard
the Procyon the apparent weight could be adjusted to
Earth normal. Still another adaptation drove the ship
itself, though that involved theories of physics that were
far beyond anything Bob could grasp.

The computer began clucking quietly as he fed it the
data Andrews had given him. One of the larger ma-
chines could have dome everything itself from the
breakdown of procedure in the notes, but this one had a
limited capacity—it was only slightly 'better than the
one Bob had in his cabin. He had to stop periodically
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and feed back former results, but it was routine enough
for him to be sure he was making no mistakes.

Part of the time he was able to listen to the conversa-
tion of Captain Rokoff, but he couldn’t make too much
sense out of it, since most of it related to technicalities
about the ship. But he could sense the tension mounting
as the reports came in.’

Andrews must have heard Bob’s grunt of relief as the
lIast bit of information came from the computer. He .
came in and picked up the results at once. Rokoff
joined him, and they went back to the other cabin,
where Andrews fed the combination of Bob’s work and
his own into the other computer:

“Drat!” The navigator ripped the typed results out in
disgust. “Two traces! What the radar spotted and what
the hull indicators picked up were not the same object.”

“You mean you can’t find the center of the hit?” Ro-
koff asked.

Andrews shook his head, frowning over the mathe-
matics. “Worse than that! According to this, there was
no center—whatever hit was spread over the whole sec-
tion. It looks as if we’d been hit by another field instead
of by a solid object.”

“But that’s impossible. We’re the only ship operating
with the field. The Centaurus won’t be launched for
three more years.” Rokoff bent over the equations, then
nodded reluctantly. “You’re right, though. And that’s
what the tests we’ve been running indicate, too. It means
we’ll have to run checks over the whole hull section.
Four hours, at least!”

He dashed back into the main room, shouting orders
as he went. The men and officers began filing out
quickly, with the Captain following them.

Andrews moved into the control seat, staring at the
screens. “Nothing I can do, but someone has to watch, I
guess,” he told Bob. “If anything is coming for that sec-
tion, it will hit before we can correct our course.”

“Anything else I can do?” Bob asked.
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*No. You did a good j6b, but that’s all over now.”
Andrews smiled briefly. “Thanks. You can stick
around, if you like. Just keep out of the way, and no-
body will mind.”

Bob went back into the main room where he could
watch the big screen that showed the rear section of the
hull. Andrews had guessed correctly that he hated to go
back to his own cabin and not know what was going on.
But there was very little to see. From time to time, some
of the ship’s officers came back to study the diagrams
or issue orders, but mostly he was alone there.

Red Mullins came in half an hour later. His duty
shift must have been over, since he’d taken off his brief
jacket, but he seemed to have the freedom of the ship.
“Some of the scientific staff are awake,” he reported to
Andrews. “I told them we’d taken a small hit and were
making repairs. Hi, Bob. I told your father you were up
here watching.”

The scientific staff were mostly biologists and bio-
chemists, who would be of little use in repairing the ship.
They had been recruited after the Procyon came back
from the first voyage to Saturn with news that there
might be life on Titan. Bob’s father had insisted on tak-
ing Bob, since the boy had no mother or other relatives;
and because Dr. Wilson was probably Earth’s leading
biochemist specializing on alien life, permission had
been granted. Now, after three months, they were re-
turning with the primitive plants they had collected, ea-
ger to begin analyzing what they had discovered. Bob
was equally anxious to get back to college before too
much of the semester was over.

From the navigation panel there was the sudden
sound of a buzzer. Bob jerked his head around to see
red lights glaring and something bright on one of the
screens. Then it was gone, and the buzzer was silent.

Andrews laughed shakily. “False alaym. That one
just missed us,” he called to the boys. “I've got the
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screen sensitivity stretched to the limit, or nothing
. would have registered.”

Bob settled slowly back to his seat. There was an
ache in the small of his back where his adrenal glands
must have sprung into frightened activity, and his hands
were unsteady. Red’s face was also strained as the other
boy dropped to a nearby’ chair.

“Right now I’d even be happy to find myself back on
Earth,” he said.

Bob tried to take his eyes off the screen. Sitting and
staring in silence was the worst thing he could do.

- “What brought you to Earth before, if you don’t like it
there?” he asked. ' :

“School,” Red answered. “Dad wanted me to take

.some special courses, so he arranged to transfer to
Earth for two years to do government research in return
. for my tuition. He was a top-flight chemical engineer.”

“Where is he now? Back on Ganymede?”

Red’s face tautened, and he sighed. “He and Mom
were asleep in their apartment when the Helvetia
crashed on the building. I was at school,” he said quiet-
ly. “Now I'm going back to live with my uncle.”

“I'm sorry.” Bob had read of the tragic crash of the
Helvetia, returning from the Moon. There had been
hints of scandal, and the government had been quietly
settling claims ever since. Red must have been entitled
to almost anything he chose to ask for. “So that’s why
you were allowed to ship back on the Procyon?”

Before Red could answer, Andrews broke in. “Red
wasn’t allowed, Wilson—he was asked! They needed
someone to take the scientists around—someone who
knew how to find life on a frozen, impossible moon,
and Ganymede’s more like Titan than any other place
we know. He volunteered, just as he volunteered to act
as steward, though he’s technically part of the science
staff. Didn’t your father tell you that?”

Bob shook his head. Maybe Dr. Wilson had told him,
but he hadn’t listened. He’d still been full of Earth
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snobbery on the trip out, unwilling to associate with co-
lonials or crewmen. On Titan, he’d deeply fesented the
fact that Red was permitted to go out with the scientists,
while he was largely confined to the ship. It wasn’t until
the return trip that he’d begun to realize he couldn’t
help liking the other boy. Now he felt himself flushing
in embarrassment as he remembered that he had been
allowed to come only as a favor to his father. Maybe
Red should have been the one who looked down on
him!

“Forget it,” Red said to Andrews. “Bob’s all right.”
He turned  his glance back toward the screen that
showed the rear of the ship. “There’s 4 bubble attached
to that section of the hull. Can you tell which one it is,
Mr. Andrews?” '

Andrews adjusted a small control dial, and the view
on the screen changed, to show the bubble. It was a
pointed half-cylinder of metal attached to the main hull.
There were half a dozen of these, and they served as
storage holds for supplies and tools. They had been at-
tached to the Procyon for the expedition to Titan, since
the normal storage space had proved inadequate for the
needs of the large science staff.

“Bubble C,” Red muttered unhappily as Andrews
brought the bubble into focus. The navigator began
moving the dial back to its former position, but Red still
stared gloomily at the screen. “It would be. That’s the
bubble containing all the supplies we are supposed to de-
liver to Ganymede. If anything happens to that, it
means hard times for the colony.”

Rokoff came dashing in before Bob could try to ex-
press sympathy. The Captain’s suit was smeared with
grease, and the two crewmen with him were even dirt-
ier. He headed for a large cabinet against one wall and
began drawing out what looked like wiring diagrams,
sorting them hastily and handing three to-the men. Théy
went dashing out agam at once.

“The field coils in the whole section are burned out,”
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Rokoff told Andrews. “Looks like an overload. It will
take us at least two hours to replace them, if we’re
lucky.” He found a bunch of keys and tossed them to
Red. “Take those down to Haikato, will you? And you
might put out a general call to the passengers, Andrews.
Just that the trouble has been found and is being re-
paired.” C

He went back again, leaving Andrews and Bob alone
in the control section. Bob had always thought of the
Captain as staying on the bridge, issuing terse orders
but not really working. Apparently in this emergency,
Rokoff was more needed to supervise the actual work.

“Why are we carrying supplies to Ganymede, Mr.
Andrews?” he asked when the navigator had finished at
the intercom. “I thought we were just dropping Red
there. This isn’t exactly a cargo ship.”

Andrews frowned in surprise. “Interspace charters.
Any ship passing near any colony has to carry supplies
by charter rules, just as the colonies have to keep a
space tug and repair facilities for the ships. We have to
pass near Jupiter on the return flight, so we carry
freight. Weren’t you ever interested in space? I thought
all boys on Earth were spacehappy enough to know all
about it.” '

Bob shook his head. He'd started helping his father
with the computer needed for biochemical analysis
years before and had become so interested in the prob-
lem of communication between men and machine that
he hadn’t had time for space. It still didn’t interest him
much, though most of his friends were space fans.

Time dragged. Twice he started to leave the control
section, but the screens still held him. If anything did
strike, it would be over so quickly that he could hardly
see it, but he found it impossible not to watch.

Andrews got up for coffee and reached for a ciga-
rette, to find the pack empty. He tossed it away and
stepped out into the hallway toward the lockers there.
For a moment, he was out of sight.
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Abruptly, the buzzer cut in, followed at once by the
hammering of a gong. Danger signal! The board was
lighting up, but Bob caught only a glimpse of it as he
jerked his head around to the screen showing the rear of
the ship.
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CHAPTER 2/

Attack from Newhere

BOB’S FIRST SHOCKED REACTION was that it was already
- over. There was an object on the screen, but it was al-
ready far behind the ship. Then he saw that the object
was drawing nearer. The attack was coming from the
rear!

Out in space, behind the Procyor was a strange globe
of white. As it rushed up, it seemed to be about three
hundred feet in diameter, with no features on the out-
side. It came straight toward the damaged hull section,
seemed to touch, and then veered off.

There was a shock that rang through the Procyon.
Somewhere from the rear, metal screamed, and the
deck under Bob’s feet trembled. Now gongs were
sounding everywhere. But Bob kept his eyes on the
screen. The huge globe was lifting away, ripping part of
the hull of the Procyon with it. And suddenly the screen
went blank.

Andrews had been thrown into the locker. Now he
wrenched himself free and dashed for the controls. He
cut off the gongs with a flip of a switch while his other
hand opened the intercom switch.

“Suits!” he shouted. “We’re losing air.”

There was a clang and thump from the rear. Auto-
matic seals were slamming into place, cutting off the
section from which air was leaking. Andrews had
started to drag out a light suit from an emergency
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locker, but now he slipped it back. He caught sight of
Bob and motioned out toward the hall.

“Get back to your father!” he ordered. “And if any-
one asks you, tell them the ship is still sound.”

Bob ran down the hallway, noticing that the suit
lockers had opened automatically, to show suits hanging
on their hooks. He had gone through suit drills, but he
was glad he hadn’t been forced to put one on in a hurry.
Rokoff and the First Officer came down the hall as he
reached the stairs. The Captain was wearing a suit, but
the helmet was thrown back.

Somehow, Bob found his way through the maze of
stairs and corridors. His feet seemed to retrace his path
by themselves, since his mind was too full of what he'd
seen to bother guiding him.

There couldn’t be ships that could catch the Procyon
from the rear! No other ship known had speed enough.
Yet he’d seen the globe pull up effortlessly. And why
should it deliberately attack? From where had it come?

He tried to throw off the burden of his worries as he
rcached the passenger lounge. Here most of the men
had struggled into suits. He saw that one young biolo-
gist had managed to get a suit on backwards, but most
had reacted properly to the signals that indicated loss of
air. Now a few were beginning to remove the suits,
though most seemed unwilling to give up the added
safety.

The loud speaker was blaring over their heads in the
unmistakable voice of Captain Rokoff. “The emer-
gency is over! The hull breach has been sealed, and
there is no loss of air. Passengers will please remain in
their own section while the crew attends to necessary
work! I repeat, everything is under control. Please re-
sume your breakfast.”

It was penetrating through the aura of half-panic that
had begun, and the little clumps of men were beginning
to break up. '

Bob found Red circulating among the staff, direcfing
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people to seats, where other stewards were serving cof-
fee. “Your father is in your cabin,” Red called.

Bob nodded his thanks, and headed there. He found
his father sitting on the edge of the bunk, calmly tying
his shoelaces. He should have guessed that Dr. Wilson
wouldn’t panic. His space suit had been neatly folded
and hung back in the Tocker, and now the older man
was calmly dressing for breakfast.

Dr. Wilson was fifty, but his hair and neat little
goatee were still jet black. He looked tired still, Bob
noticed, but less so than during the grueling labor of

, exploring Titan. Now he smiled at Bob. “Good morn-
ing, Bob. I hear from Red you’ve been having a busy
time. Had breakfast?”

Bob realized suddenly that he hadn’t eaten since
waking. And with the thought, he found hunger sweep-
ing over him. Five minutes before, he’d have sworn he
couldn’t even think of food, but now he was glad to find
a table set for him and his father.

In the last few moments, the panic seemed to have
evaporated completely from the section. Scientists could
react to fear and danger as quickly and blindly as any-
one else, but they had better control of their imagina-
tions when assured the threat was gone.

Bob wondered how completely the danger was past.
There had still been half an hour’s work on restoring
the protective field when the ship was hit, and there was
no guessing how much damage had been done. But he
kept quiet about his own doubts. Around him, the con-
versation was already beginning to resume its normal
course, with most of the tables filled with the busy
sounds of men eating.

Dr. Wang dropped into a chair beside Bob’s father,
setting down a tray loaded with food. The little man
complained constantly about his loss of appetite with
age, but he managed to eat enough for any three men.
He smiled at Bob, then turned to Dr. Wilson.

“I finished my preliminary calculation on the former
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atmosphere of Titan,” he announced. “And it indicates
no possibility of life having been formed there by the
usual amino acid method. Apparently that confirms the
theory that all life in the Solar System must have origi-
nated on Earth and been carried into space by the
splashing of Earth soil under the impact of meteorites.”

Dr. Wilson nodded. “I thought that was amply
proved by the proportion of the aminos in Ganemedan
life. We've known for a century that a meteorite striking
a planet can throw up material at a velocity high
enough to carry it into space.”

Bob could follow the conversation. He’d been follow-
ing such conversations since he was able to.talk. But he
had very little of his father’s interest in the puzzles of
biology. He finished his breakfast and excused himself.
Red was about finished serving, and Bob followed him
out to the galley. -

“Any more word?” he asked the young steward.

Red shrugged. “I took coffee to the men working on
the section, but didn’t learn much. They seemed to be
about finished with repairs. They’d better be. We can't
take another hit. We were lucky that this was a glancing
one, I guess. Did you see what happened to the bub-
ble?”

“Gone,” Bob decided. He hadn’t really seen, but he
had a vague memory of the hull section just before the
camera was wrecked. The globe had struck directly at
the bubble. “I'm sorry, Red.”

Red sighed. “I knew it, of course. The hull rupture
was right below the bubble. It’s going to make things
tough without the uranium slugs and supplies they need
back home, but maybe we’ll get an emergency shlp-
ment. Darn it, every cent 1 got paid for this trip was in
supplies there!”

“Doesn’t insurance cover that?” Bob asked.

“Sure—eventually But I wanted Uncle Frank to have

his microscope when I got there. Did you see anythmg
of the hit?”
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Bob nodded slowly. “Yeah. I think so.” He tried to
describe what he’d seen, while Red stared at him doubt-
fully. There was an odd expression in the green eyes of
the steward. “Are there any other stories of alien space-
craft?” Bob asked finally. “I mean, like the old flying
saucer accounts we studied in school?”

“You studied, 'maybe,” Red said. “Nobody on the
out-planets takes such courses. I thought they’d found
out all about the atmospheric disturbances that caused
people to think they saw flying discs.”

Bob knew the theory of electromagnetic disturbances,
too. He was grasping at straws for an explanation. It
seemed ridiculous that any alien ship from another
star—if there were such ships—should attack sense-
lessly; alien explorers would be looking for peace, not
warfare. And if such a supership, capable of crossing
light years of space, should strike, its technology should
be advanced enough to wipe out its target without leav-
ing a trace.

“You don’t believe me, Red?” he asked when the
other remained silent. '

‘Red shrugged. “I don’t know, Bob. I believe you saw
something funny, but what it was or what it means is
more than I like to guess. Come on, we’d better get
back.” " :

There was an announcement over the intercom as
they reached the dining section. “All repairs have been
successfully completed. The Procyon is now completely
spaceworthy, and no further danger is anticipated.
Damage was confined to a single supply bubble. The
ship’s routine will now resume until landing on Gany-
mede. This is Captain Rokoff. I want to thank you for
remaining calm and for cooperating during the emer-
gency, and to assure you that there is no further dan-
ger.” The announcement ended. Then the voice of the
signal officer came.

“Robert Wilson, please report to the Captain!”

Dr. Wilson glanced at his son. “Trouble, Bob?”
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“No, sir. I'm not in trouble. I expect he just wants a
report.”

Wilson nodded. “Good. In that case. I'll come along
if you don’t mind.”

He’d always believed in letting Bob face his own
troubles with teachers or other boys, unless his son
asked for help.

There was still some evidence of the past emergency.
Crewmen were dragging supplies back to their proper
place, and one of the hallways was a tangle of electric
wiring. But everything looked normal in the control sec-
tion. The schematics had been put away, the desks
cleared, and Captain Rokoff had washed and changed
into a clean uniform. He was taking reports over the
intercom, but seemed satisfied with what he heard.

He nodded at Bob, then lifted his eyebrow as he saw
the boy’s father.

“T'll tell him anyway, unless you order me not to,”
Bob said. He preferred to have his father hear it at the
same time as the Captain. The longer he waited, the
harder it was to remember exactly what little he had
seen,

Rokoff smiled. “Very good. I'm sure we can trust Dr.
Wilson’s discretion, if there’s anything you have to re-
port. Andrews suggested you may have seen something
before we were hit, and I want your observations for my
report.”

Here in the sane world of the restored control sec-
tion, Bob found it difficult to marshal his observations.
At Rokoff’s suggestion, he took a seat before the
screen, exactly as he had been sitting when the hit oc-
curred. He could see that the screen was working again
and that there was a scar where the bubble had been,
with plates roughly welded over the hull there. He be-
gan with his fleeting sight of the red lights over the con-
trol panel, and then his first impression of the globe.

“From behind?” Rokoff asked. “You’re sure of
that?”
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“Tt looked that way.” He went ahead, seeing doubt
growing in the eyes of the Captain. Hearing the story
from his own lips, he found it hard to believe himself.
Even his father was frowning as he finished.

Rokoff sat. back staring down at the tape recorder
that had been making a record of the story.

“Did you ever read any space pirate stories, Bob?”
' the Captain asked finally. -
~ Dr. Wilson answered for him. “Not many, Captain.
P'm afraid my son never accepted the romance of space.
I’'m the one who reads such tales.”

. “I read them myself when I get the chance,” Rokoff
‘said. He smiled. “You’ve got to admit this sounds ex-
actly like something out of one of those stories, though.
The strange ship, not like any we have. The sudden at-
tack at greater speed—when we’re already going ten
times as fast as any other ship ever built. And the sei-
zure of booty and the retreat. Maybe we’re lucky not to
'have been boarded and scuttled, eh?” He shook his
head. “The only trouble is that there are no pirates in
space and never were—"’ .

“So far as we know,” Bob amended cautiously. He
hadn’t thought of piracy, but it was at least as good an
explanation as that of a ship from beyond the Solar Sys-
tem.

Rokoff shook his head firmly. “No—we can be sure
there are no pirates, Bob. Oh, I know there are reports
of such raids. Every time a ship is lost or ruined by a
meteoroid, the newspapers suggest foul play. But a
space ship costs so much that only the government can
afford to build one—and there have been no ships lost
without being traced. Besides, any man smart enough to
design a ship capable of piracy would make far more
money turning his plans over to the government than he
could make from a life of crime.”

“You mean you don’t believe me?”” Bob asked.

“T believe you,” Rokoff assured him. “I think you-
have told me exactly what your eyes told you. But I
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wouldn’t believe my own eyes in a situation like that.
Can you be sure that the object came from behind?
Look, if something hit the ship’s field before striking
that section, it would be heated. It would turn pretty
bright and begin to vaporize, making it swell in size.
Wouldn’t that look like something coming from behind
and growing nearer?”

Bob considered it. He’d ‘been watching through a
screen which showed not true depth and which would
reproduce a blowing mass of hot gas as simply some-
thing white. “What about the fact that it hit later and
that it then turned off sideways?”

“Probably it did hit later—you first saw it ahead of
the section. And on hitting, it rebounded.”

The explanation almost fitted the facts. Bob
shrugged. He couldn’t prove that the Captain was
wrong without transferring his own mental image to the
other—and language wasn’t capable of such precise de-
tail.

“I’'m not trying to put you through the third degree,”
Rokofl went on. “Offlicially, and personally, ’m happy
to get any direct observation. We'll need it in the rec-
ords for later study. These protective fields are still too
new to let anything like this pass without a full exami-
nation. But I have to look for the simplest explanation.”

“It seems to me the fact that your field was breached
the first time is pretty fantastic by itself,” Dr. Wilson
suggested. “I thought nothing could get through.”

Rokoff grimaced. “You’re too right, Doctor. I'd al-
most rather believe some other ship came alongside just.
out of radar range with some mysterious ray and broke
the field first, before attacking. It would make a lot ti-
dier story. But jt would also need the existence of a
mysterious ship and some kind of radiation we know
nothing about, and I can’t buy such an idea yet. I'd
rather put it down to the well-proven fact that men’s
eyes trick them. I saw a meteoroid once that looked ex-
actly like a cow—but the film of it showed almost no
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resemblance. I filled in most’of it in my own mind. Oh,
I saw the cow, and in complete detail! But it was a trick
of light and shadow.”

He thanked Bob again and dismissed him. Dr. Wil-

son went along as they returned to the passenger
lounge. The older man stared at his son. “I’'m afraid I'm
on the Captain’s side in this, Bob,” he decided. “I think
you reported things exactly as you saw them but that
your eyes tricked you. If that ‘ship’ you thought you
saw turned as suddenly sideways as you said, what kind
of acceleration pressure would the occupants have to
stand?”
" Bob hadn’t thought of that. It was a good question.
The answer was in hundreds of gravities of pressure—
more than flesh could take. “Unless they had some kind
of device to cancel inertia,” he said doubtfully.

“You see? To accept your theory, one impossible as-
_sumption on top of another is needed. And you remem-

" ber the rule of Occam’s razor:-‘Normally, that explana-
tion is best which meets all objections with the simplest
set of assumptions.’ I don t think I'd talk much about it
to others, if I were you.”

Bob had already decided on that. If even his father
thought he was unconsciously romanticizing, then any-
one else would consider his wild story an outright fabri-
cation.

Yet in his own mind he was sure that the simple ex-
planation didn’t fit in this case. He hadn’t been pre-
pared mentally to accept a spaceship out there, nor was
he accustomed to fantasy. And the picture he remem-
bered of the object coming in directly for a planned hit
against the bubble, then veering off with it, was full of

_tiny details that he was sure hadn’t simply been painted
in by his mind. If he’d had a camera turned on and
recording. . . . But he had only his own words to
prove his case, and they were inadequate.

He talked it over with Red later, since he’d already
told him the story. Surprisingly, Red seemed more
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doubtful of the Captain’s explanation than he’d ex-
pected.

“I don’t know, Bob. I've heard some strange stories
before. If you think you saw a ship, I won’t say you
didn’t, though I can’t make myself really believe in it. I
hope you didn’t, though.”

“W'h ?”

“Because the field failed and we took a normal hit,
I can feel fairly safe now that they've repaired things.”
Red grunted and shook his head. “But if that thing out
there was a ship with powers we can’t even guess,. it
might decide to come back. And this time it mlght not
be satisfied with ripping off a bubble.”

Bob considered that as he tried to get to sleep. Now
he began to hope that Rokoff and his father were right.
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CHAPTER 3 /

Ganymede COIOHY

THERE WAS NO FURTHER sign of trouble, however, as
the next eight days passed and they began to draw up to
the orbit of Jupiter. Bob received a note from Andrews
the next morning after the trouble, saying that the Cap-
tain was happy to grant him the full freedom of the
ship. It was a gesture of gratitude that did much to re-
lieve whatever hard feelings he had over his story’s te-
ception. Most of the passengers were supposed to stay
out of Control.

Red was up there more often now, on his off-duty
periods, staring out at the growing globe that was Jupi-
ter. It was a fantastic sight. Saturn had been disappoint-
ing. From Earth, the rings of that planet were gor-
geously colored bands, but from nearby they had almost
disappeared, turning into nothing but a swarm of ice
and rock fragments.

Jupiter became more interesting the closer they came.
The huge planet—one-tenth the diameter of the sun—
was d blaze of color. The flattening of the poles pro-
duced by its rapid rotation could be seen clearly, as
could the great bands of color that circled it in every
shade from yellow through orange to murky red. The
belts and zones were not as clearly separated as the pic~
tures he’d seen, but he could make them out.

Andrews was something of an amateur astronomer,
and he proved a more interesting guide to the giant
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planet than Red, who took too much for granted. The-
navigator pointed out the great Red Spot that was still a
mystery to science after a century of study.

It was located south of the equator, a brick red that
stood out strongly as they drew near. It seemed to be
rotating with the planet, but Bob knew this wasn’t quite
true. With time, it moved about the surface, not keeping
up with the rotation of the atmosphere. He remembered
that it was some thirty thousand miles long and eight
thousand across, covering more area than all the surface
of the Earth.

“Every time they get a spectroscopic study of it from
space or one of the moons, the results are different,”
Andrews told him. “I guess most astronomers still think
it’s some kind of light, solid substance floating in the
atmosphere, but nobody is sure of anything now.”

“It would have to be pretty light,” Bob decided. “If it
floats in methane gas, it must be lighter than any solid I
know.”

“Not necessarily. That gas is highly compressed. A
few hundred miles down, it becomes pretty heavy. For
all we know, you might float above the surface of Jupi-
ter, if there is a surface.”

Red was staring out, too. He seemed more interested
in the moons that were still small globes around the
planet, but he nodded at Andrews’ lecture. "

“The spot disappeared a few years ago,” he added.
“It was there, and then it went away for three years. No
trace of it. Four years ago; it came back.” ‘

“It has disappeared several times,” Andrews said.
“First time was in 1919 to 1926. And it gets in trouble
at other times. The South Tropical Disturbance—that
swirl over there—overtakes the Spot every other year
and drags it along for a ways. When that happens, the
Spot turns dark. Nobody has figured out why. But it
makes great material for the fantasy writers, who keep
putting strange races of Jovians there. They make the
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Spot sound like a big moving continent. And for all I
know, they may be right.”

But he was smiling as he said it, and Bob knew he
didn’t really believe in life on Jupiter. Nobody did, of
course. It seemed impossible for any life to exist in
such an improbable environment.

Twelve hours out from Jupiter, the Procyon turned
over and began decelerating, cutting its fantastic
speed for landing. Most big ships could not land on a
planet, since they were too lightly built to stand the
weight, but the Procyon was braced by the great mo-
tors, and it could even land on the oceans of Earth.

Rokoff was taking no chances. Normally, the fields
in the ceilings were cut off when under power, but this
time he left them on. He was distrustful of all the field
installation, and didn’t want to try adjusting it. That put
both the pressure of the field and the deceleration to-
gether to produce what seemed to be double normal
weight. Bob labored under it, but soon adjusted. He no-
ticed that it was harder for his father.

“I guess I'm getting old,” Dr. Wilson said, and the
smile was uncertain. “I used to take more than this on
the old ships. But I'm soft now.” He looked tired and
strained, and spent most of the time lying down.

The ship roared with the sound of the drive motors.
There were no rockets blazing, but power was being
sent out in enormous quantities. Somehow, the great
drive operated directly against the gravity field of the
whole universe. Someday such a drive would take men
to the stars, when a better source of power than hydro-
gen fusion could be found. But that was still far in the
future.

Ganymede began to grow on the screen ds they
passed the outer orbit of Callisto. There was no sign of
life that Bob could see, though Red peinted out the
place on the moon where he had been born. The plane-
toid was larger than the Moon of Earth, but it lacked
most of the features, craters, mountains, and other
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marks that Bob had been used to. Its surface was bro-
ken into low ranges of hills or mountains and rough
plains, but none were very spectacular. The surface it-
self was rough and rocky, he remembered, but it
seemed to be nothing but a desolate waste.

Then they were over Outpost, the colony on the little
world. From space, it showed as nothing but a huddle
of rounded houses and long enclosed tubes connecting
some of them. Beyond lay traces of color that must be
the areas where the strange native plants were grown.
Everything looked dim and forbidding under the weak
light of the sun. It was a gray, unappealing world, and
Bob couldn’t see why Red wanted to return to it.

He went down with his friend, however. Red couldn’t
wait until the landing to reach the exit port. He had
packed his few belongings, and Bob helped him carry
them. The Chief Steward grinned at the boys, but made
no objection, as they took up positions in front of the
exit.

There was no bump from the landing. The protective
field also acted as a cushion as they touched ground.
The loud-speaker announced the landing while Bob was
still waiting for contact, and the exit began opening.

Red pulled the helmet down on his spacesuit, and
Bob followed his example. There was no air on the sur-
face of Ganymede: its gravity had been too weak to
hold air, The air in the lock was pumped back, and the
inner seal cut them off from the ship, while the outer
seal swung all the way open.

Red’s mouth was moving as if he were shouting, but
no sound could carry without air. He ran forward,
throwing his arms around a man with gray hair and a
heavy, wrinkled face. Beside the two, a young girl of
about eight was bouncing up and down in her spacesuit,
trying to attract his attention. A moment later, Red
turned to her and gathered her up in his arms, motlonmg
for Bob to join them.

The older man reached out and clamped a small case
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to the side of Bob’s helmet. It must have been some
kind of a radio, since a babble of sound reached his ears
through the helmet. There were squeals of delight in the
girl’s voice and something teasing from Red. But it was
the older man’s words that reached Bob.

“Welcome to Ganymede, Robert. Red has just been
telling us he had a friend on board. I'm his uncle—
Frank McCarthy, the only doctor on this benighted lit-
tle world. And this is my daughter Penny.”

Penny held out her hand shyly, embarrassed at meet-
ing a stranger. New faces must have been rare here. But
she managed to smile and say hello.

- ‘“Are you coming with us?” she asked.

Bob saw that Dr. McCarthy was gathering up the
luggage and taking it to a little tractor with an enclosed
cabin. They had landed on a cleared section of the
planet, a couple of miles beyond the colony of Outpost.
Apparently, this was the landing field, since there was a
single big shed that must house repair equipment.

“T don’t think so, Penny,” he told her. “I’ve got to get
back to my father.” _

Dr. McCarthy nodded. “Give him my greetings,
Robert. He'll possibly remember me.” At Bob’s sur-
prised look, the doctor smiled. “Your father was here
years ago studying our plants,” he explained. “Tell him
I'm still in the same house, and I'll expect both of you
for dinner.”

Bob watched them going off, suddenly feeling lonely.
Now that he’d gotten over his nonsensical ideas about
Red, he had grown very much attached to the other
boy. He’d miss him on the rest of the long trip back.

He joined Andrews as the navigator moved about.
Rokoff was busy with a dark, heavy man who seemed
to be the mayor or governor of Outpost, and whose
name was Sanchez. The mayor didn’t look happy as he
received word of what had happened to the bubble con-
taining the supplies intended for the colony, but he
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shrugged finally as if accepting another piece of the bad |
luck that always seemed to haunt the colonies.

Andrews was making an inspection of the damaged
part of the hull. He had no real duties here, since the
First Officer was supervising the instructions for re-
pairs. “Looks like we’ll be here three or four days,” he
decided. “They don’t have much equipment for working
on a ship like this. We'll probably have to do most of
the work ourselves. I'm going back inside. Coming?”

Bob nodded and joined him. Inside, there was a bus-
tle of activity as the stores of the ship were being exam-
ined to see how much could be spared to replace the
lost stores in the bubble.

Dr. Wilson seemed surprised and pleased to learn
that McCarthy was still on Outpost. “He came out as a
young doctor with his sister—Bob’s mother. When I
was here twenty years ago, he was going back to Earth
to specialize in extraterrestrial spore diseases. I guess he
must have decided he liked it here, after all.”

Bob’s father still looked tired. Bob studied him wor-
riedly. There was a tradition that all the Wilsons were
the healthiest men in the world and that they never got
sick. With the exception of one minor case of flu, Bob
had been singularly healthy, and he could remember no
time when his father had been sick. But the older man
didn’t look well now.

He looked better, however, as they rode in toward
the colony that evening. Dr. McCarthy was driving,
pointing out the sights, There didn’t appear to be much
to see, but he seemed proud of the settlement.

The fields Bob had seen were just that—large culti-
vated areas. Once a week, pipes below the surface con-
ducted steam out to the ground, where it promptly froze
into ice. The plants needed only tiny amounts of the
frozen water, and even less of the minerals that were
used as fertilizer. They seemed to grow into low, sprawl-
ing shrubs, with dark-green patches that served as
leaves. How they could exist at two hundred degrees
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below freezing was a long, involved story of special ad-
aptation by which they bonded the water they needed
with other chemicals to make something that remained
liquid enough for their life processes. They grew very
slowly, though no other plants were as efficient at get-
ting the e