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Chief Operator Broadcasting
Station

‘*When I completed 20 lessons,
I obtained my Radio Broadecast
Operator’'s license and imme-
diately joined Station WMPC;
where 1 am now Chief Operator.

HOLLIS F. HAYES
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Lapeer, Michigan

‘Service Manager for
Four Stores
gll‘lfn

“I was working in a

when I enmlled with N.

A few months I made enough
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Over $1,000 Before Graduating

‘“Before completing half the
N.R.1. Course I was servicing
sets, and I made $1,0.00 to
$1,200 before graduating. I am
dning Radio service work for
myself now.”’

ASHLEY G. ALDRIDGE
1228 Shepherd St.
Petersburg, Va.
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been in business for self
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a month. Business has steadily
increased. I have N.R.1. to
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ARLIE J. FROEHNER
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good jobs soon.
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/1 LEAPT as the boat
crashed into the object
—and found myself sit-
ting on a crossbeam of
a huge log boom that
was being towed by a
distant tug. My Dboat
was gone. Shivering
with cold, I shouted in
vain—the tug was too
far away for my voice
to reach it.

L

“AFTER HOURS OF TORTURE, the night became stormy and the tug skipper
shortened his line. Again I shouted—and this time a flashlight on the tug picked
me out with its powerful beam. To the ‘Eveready’ fresh DATED batteries in that

flashlight I probably owe my life—and you can |
(Signed) ﬁ lﬂ_) » ”

take it from me, I am an ‘Eveready’ convert now.

Ihe word ""Eveready’ is a registered trade-mark of National Carbon Co., Inc.

FRESH BATTERIES LAST LONGER.... /s fo: t4e DATE-LIN®

NATIONAL CARBON COMPANY, INC., 30 EAST 42nd STREET, NEW YORK, N. Y.

itof Union Carbide and Carbon Curboratio
Unit of Union Carbide [T a8 and Carbon Cor{ {i0M
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FANTASY

Fantasy Books

TALES BEFORE MIDNIGHT by
Stephen Vincent Benet. Farrar & Rine-
hart, New York. $2.50. '

Stephen Vincent Benet is America’s
foremost short story writer. His latest
book contains a large number of his short
stories, at least half of which are fantastic
or bordering upon the fantastic. His previ-
ous book of short stories, “Thirteen
O’Clock,” will be remembered for the
same qualities.

The most highly applauded of the sto-
ries in this volume is “Johnny Pye and the
- Fool-Killer,” which has seen publication
in limited editions. It is an intriguing tale
of a young man who fancies that there
exists a supernatural creature whose mis-
sion it is to travel the world exterminat-
ing fools. Johnny Pye spends his life keep-
ing just one jump ahead of his nemesis,
even though often enough the ponderous
tread of the Fool-Killer 1s heard close
behind him.

“Doc Mellhorn and the Pearly Gates”
is a whimsical fantasy about a dentist,
Heaven and Hell. It is reminiscent of
Mark Twain at his best. Other stories
that will be of particular interest to the
fantasist are “Into Egypt,” “O’Halloran’s
Luck,” and “The Die-Hard.”

—DoNALD A. WOLLHEIM

THE TWENTY-FIFTH HOUR by
Herbert Best. Random House, New
York. $2.50.

The theme of this book is the end of the
present war in Europe. Mr, Best fore-
sees the worst. He paints a horritying
picture of destruction. Of the “total war-
fare” that engulfs each European nation,
destroys all governments, and proceeds to
drag down the unending butchery of the
leaderless armies until Europe is a vast
area of desolation inhabited by human
beasts who live by cannibalism—for homo
sapiens is the only large animal left in
Europe. And if civilization collapses, what
else is left to feed its teeming millions?

Two characters are particularly well-
drawn in the book, an English soldier re-
duced to cannibalism in Europe and an
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American woman living in complete isola-
tion on a Caribbean island. How they
eventually meet and how the future of hu-
manity resolves itself is best left to Best.
—DoNALD A. WoOLLHEIM

UTOPIA, INC. by Herman Everett
Gieske. Fortuny’s, New York. $2.00.-

The jacket-blurb describes the author as
“actor, newspaperman, editor, adventur-
er.” This is supposed to give the impres-
sion that Mr. Gieske knows what he is
talking about. The impression is errone-
ous.

The plot has been done often before,
but never with such utter disregard for the
simplest facts of human affairs.

The writing style is unintentionally rem-

iniscent of the deliberate naivete of Na-
thanael West’s “A Cool Million.” “Uto-

pia, Inc.” will make a nice addition to your

library. Just the thing for balancing a
table-leg.
—JorN B. MicHEL

Fantasy Music

ROBOT A swing-poem written by Mor-
ton Gould.

Morton Gould’s “Robot” is by no means
whatsoever a classical work. It is a high-
ly modern instrumental piece descriptive
of a heavy metal man, working fixedly at
a task, gradually speeding up to a metallic
frenzy. (There’s no resemblance, how-
ever, to the music in Charlie Chaplin’s
movie about a factory hand, which might
be described similarly. That music was
clearly about human beings ; it doesn’t take
a highly-developed musical ear to tell that
this one is actually about a machine-man.)

To offset the main theme of the robot,
played mostly by the brasses, a wistful
and romantic melody weaves through the
composition as though the metal man had
dreams and something of a soul. It is
in direct contrast to the jerky and precise
rhythms of the robot. His movements are
stiff and he seems a little pathetic, so en-
tirely dependent upon the electricity that
moves his artificial limbs. The end is as
abrupt as a thrown switch.

—LESLIE PERRI
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types of reducible rup-
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(In our files at Marshall, Michigan, we have
over 33,000 grateful letters which have come
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of payment.
““Doctor Says Cured”

““My son, Ivan, wore your Appliance until three
years ago. The doctor pronounced him cured a year
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—Wm. H. Robertson, 1329 17th St., Detroit, Mich.
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ago, having no further need for it. By that I mean
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whatever after lif tingbpianaa ete., at my work.”’
-, Swindells, Long Beach, Miss.
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They were doomed to slow
starvation, until they found

the weird, transparent cone imbed-
ded in the nitrogen-ice of Pluto’s
surface. And then they thought they were
saved, for it showed the way to a warm,
fertile world—but were they?

DAY OF THE

CHAPTER ONE
The Cone

HE great Plutonian plain stretched
bleak and desolate off into the dim
star-lit gloom . . . a nightmarish
wasteland, grim, terrible. Solid banks of
nitrogen, like snow, icy stretches of froz-

6
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en neon, sluggish pools of oxygen . . . all
the atmosphere of the outermost planet,
condensed by the staggering cold to form
a deep blanket over the soil below. Here
and there peaks of grey granite thrust
upward from the solidified atmosphere,
vaguely resembling the tops of man-made
towers. About one of these towers, a
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group of bulky, space-suited figures toiled,
digging, clearing away the ice, their
shadows sprawling vast, monstrous, in
the white light of a big radite arc.

Some distance to the right of this
group, the burnished hull of a spaceship

was visible, half-buried in snow. The
Lodestar, base of the First Plutonian Ar-
chaeological Expedition, had lain im-
mobile for over seven months, while her
crew probed the secrets of the lost civil-
1zation of the planet.

By FREDERIC ARNOLD KUMMER, Jr.



4 'SUPER SCIENCE STORIES

Within the ship Mark Vallard stood
before the homemade oxygen vaporizer,
idly watching the rows of dials. In the
early days of the expedition they had dis-
covered the pond of viscous gasses . .
oxygen, mainly, though mixed with me-
thane . . . and decided to utilize 1t, thus
saving the fuel required to run their
air-purifier. Led into the ship by pipes,
the mixture was collected in tanks, sepa-
rated, the oxygen retained, the methane
released. Vallard stared at the vaporizer
absently, his thoughts turning to the past.

Seven months on this bitter, gloomy
world! But what secrets they had
brought to light! The great Plutonian
city, incredibly old, preserved by the
cold, the lack of wind, rain, or sun. Their
shafts sunk into the ice had revealed
evidences of a mighty civilization, a race
of powerful, highly intelligent beings,
similar to the people of earth. Bits of
wood, pictures of flowers and trees, indi-
cated that Pluto had been warm in those
days, capable of supporting life. It was
hard to believe, Vallard reflected, glancing
through a porthole at the weird, star-
lit terrain outside.

As he stared through the observation
port, Vallard suddenly stiffened to atten-
tion. A sleek rocket-sled, exhausts flar-
ing, was racing toward the ship. Brakes
sending up a spray of ice, it ground to a
stop before the Lodestar’s airlock. A mo-
ment later a huge figure encased in an
electrically-heated space-suit entered the
cabin, threw back his transparent plas-

tic_ helmet.
“What’s up, Doag?” Vallard demand-

ed, studying the big man’s broad, alien._

face. Doag was a native of Jupiter, but
had studied archaeology on Earth. More,
he was a genius in his line, and was sub-
ordinate on this expedition only to the
peppery little Doctor Fowler.

“I'm not sure myself.” The Jovian
orinned, flexing his huge muscles. “I was
working in shaft twelve, clearing off

braking her!

some inscriptions on a stone wall, when
I heard Fowler’'s voice in my micro-
wave earphones. He was hopping around
like a Martian sand-flea, and told me
to go get you quick. Maybe he wants a
chemical analysis of something he’s found.
You’d better come along before he pops -
an artery.”

“Oke.” Vallard slipped into his space-
suit, followed Doag from the ship. A
moment later they had boarded the rock-
et-sled, were racing across the ice to-
ward the excavations.

Vallard propped his feet up on the
control-panel, leaned back in his seat.
The sled was doing a mild seventy or
eighty, since the distance was short, but
with no wind to press against their suits,
there was no illusion of speed. Overhead,
the stars shone in dazzling brilliance,
with no atmosphere to cloud them. One,
slightly brighter than the others, was, he
knew, the sun. They cast weird, hazily
multiple shadows over the stretches of
solidified nitrogen. In seven months Val-
lard had not been able to shake off the
queer feeling of unreality the place gave
him. The eternal wan starlight . . . the
peaks of the ancient buildings thrusting
above the thick ice like warning fingers
pointed at the blue-black sky . . . the
utter and terrible silence. . . .

“Hang on.” Doag’s voice rattled the
earphones of his micro-wave set. “I'm
'!!‘

White clouds showered them as the
steel brakes bit into the frozen plain.
The sled shuddered, stopped, her rockets
died away. Vallard wiped the front of his
helmet clear, climbed out.

THEY were on the edge of the exca-

vations. A shaft was sunk several
hundred feet down to a stone-paved
street below. From the shaft galleries ran
off, through the ice, leading into the mass-
ive buildings, along the ancient streets. At
the head of the shaft were searchlights,
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a dozen space-suited members of the
expedition whose task was to operate the
windlass, drawing up the specimens of
the long-dead civilization to take back
to the Lodestar for classification.

“Down,” Doag said, following Val-
lard into the car. “Step on it. Fowler’s
in a lather!”

The man at the windlass-control
grinned behind his helmet, tugged a lev-
er, and the car shot swiftly down. '

“Come on.” Doag led the way along
a gallery hacked from the solid nitrogen
—a gallery that followed one of the cor-
ridors of an ancient building.

Vallard studied the exposed walls, with
their faded murals, their bas-reliefs. A
oreat civilization this had been, in a semi-
tropical paradise. More, its science had
been tremendous. Here were paintings
of strange rocket-planes, of' queer weap-
ons, of mines, oil-wells, of unknown ma-
chines. They had come across some of
these engines in the course of the exca-
vations, but the delicate tubes were
crushed, the fragile wires had long since
rusted away.

A mighty civilization—what had de-
stroyed it? Not the cold, surely, for
that must have come slowly, as the planet
cooled. Nor was there any mention of
cold in the inscriptions on the walls.
Something, apparently, had struck down
this people in the height of their glory,
long before the terrible sub-zero temper-
atures had solidified its atmosphere. What
was this doom? Fowler and Doag had
advanced scores of theories . . . and
discarded them as implausible.

Now, as he hurried along the icy gal-
lery, Vallard was thinking of the past
. . . the great glory and power that had
been Pluto’s. A sharp irate voice in his

earphones, however, brought him back

to the present with a jerk.

“Vallard! Doag! Hurry up! The
biggest discovery of the expedition and
you mope along day-dreaming!”

Vallard glanced up, grinning. Fowler
stood arms akimbo, his wizened face a
choleric purple behind his helmet. Near
him, at the end of the gallery, halt a
dozen men were hacking away at the
wall of 1ce.

“Calm down!” Doag chuckled, glanc-
ing down at the sputtering little men.
“Remember your blood-pressure. What's
the excitement!”

“Excitement 7 Fowler literally danced
with it. “Look!” <

Vallard glanced past the men hacking
away the 1ce. In the light of the big
arcs, half-buried in a bank of solidi-
fied gas, was a.strange transparent cone,
perhaps fifteen feet high with a base of
the same diameter. At its top was a
tangle of strange machinery, while a queer
array of levers, a control-board of some
sort, stood in the center of the cone.

Upon the floor lay two figures . . .
two bizarre, fantastic figures. Of slight-
ly less than human height, they were
clad in short white tunics, legs bare, with
loose sandals on their feet. Strangely
terrestial in appearance, the two men,
though shorter and more frail than most
earth-dwellers. Their skin was very fair,

~ of an almost albino hue, their hair a pale

flame color. In dress and appearance
they were exactly like the figures painted
upon the walls of these ancient buildings.
The two dead men were Plutonians of the
race that had been extinct for millions
of years!

“Jiminy!” Vallard stared. “Preserved
by the cold! But why haven’t we found
others?” |

Fowler drew a long sarcastic breath.

“Very brilliant, my boy,” he said dry-
ly. “If you had a spark of logic you
wouldn't ask me such a question! Con-
sider. This cold could not have come sud-
denly. It must have taken centuries, mil-
lentums. Yet in these ruins we find no
trace of heating units, the inscriptions
mention only warmth, flowers, joy. Since
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there is every sign of an abrupt end to
life 1n this city, we must assume that
this race died out before Pluto had cooled,
when 1t was at the peak of its glory.
Therefore, all bodies decayed, machines
rusted away, cloth rotted, leaving only
the buildings. Ergo, since these two men
are perfectly preserved by cold, they
must have come after the planet had
cooled!”

“Meaning visitors from another world,
like ourselves?”” Vallard shook his head.
“Won’t do, Doc. For one thing, the
cone-device is too big to fit through the
door of this room. Must have been built
inside it. For another, the inscription
“on the cone’s base are Plutonian.” He
bent, brushed flakes of nitrogen from the
twisty characters. ““ “The Future.”,” Val-
lard translated slowly. “Now just what
in hell that means. . . .”

“Means? Why ... why....” Fow-
ler’s face, behind the helmet, took on
an awed expression. “Good God! Fugi-
tives . . . from the cataclysm, whatever
it was . .-. arriving here . . . frozen be-
fore they had a chance. . . .”

A SHARP, excited cry drowned Fow-

ler’s mumbling from their earphones.
“Hey, you down there! Come up!
Quick! A ship!”
“A ship?” Doag exclalmed “Must be
the relief party! 'Bout time, too! Let’s

'.‘I!

go up!

The Jovian, followed by Vallard, Fow-
ler, and the others, raced along the ice-
lined gallery toward the foot of the shaft.
Thought of the supply-ship, already a

. month overdue, banished even the dis-

covery of the two strange bodies from
their minds. A ship . . . that meant news
of home, and tea, coffee, the little luxuries
they had long since run out of, and, best
of all, letters from those who awaited
their return. The men scrambled into the
car, glancing upward impatiently as it
drew them to the surface.

The other members of the Lodestar’s
crew were assembled on the plain, star-
ing up at the two red spears that stabbed
through the darkness. The exhausts of a
ship, unmistakably.

Yet they seemed somehow far too small
for the big transport job they had so long
expected.

Minutes passed, and the twin rockets
burned like two baleful red eyes through
the darkness. The ship itself was visible,
now, in the glare, hurtling in to land.
All at once Vallard swore, fiercely.

“A life-rocket! By God, Doag, a life-
rocket !’

The great Jovian wiped frost from
his helmet, glanced up. Vallard, he saw,
was right. No supply ship, this, nor,
indeed a ship at all. It was only a slender
twenty-foot life-rocket, such as are used
to escape wrecked vessels. And since a
life-rocket’s air-supply was limited, it
meant that some larger craft had been
wrecked only a day or so from Pluto.
Doag’s big shoulders sagged, he emitted
a stream of highly-colored Jovian exple-
tives.

The lLife-rocket was dashing toward the
ground, now, controlled apparently by an
inexpert hand. Wabbling, swaying un-
certainly, her flaring exhausts swept the
icy plain. Fowler, somewhat in advance
of the rest of the party, leaped back as
the little craft’s rockets tore up the ice
not twenty yards from him. |

“Damn fool!” he roared. “He’s either
drunk or nearly out of oxygen! We'll
scrape him up if he doesn’t. . . .”

The pilot of the life-rocket had seen
that his speed was too great, had swung
skyward again for another attempt. As
he shot down for the second time, Val-
lard gave a cry of horror. The ship’s
rockets were pointed straight at the pool
of viscous oxygen and methane . . . the
pool which they had tapped, piped into
the Lodestar to insure a constant supply
of oxygen!
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Even as Vallard shouted, it happened.
The liquid oxygen and the liquid methane,
ignited by the rocket’s exhausts, united
in a burst of searing, staggering flame!
Like broken robots the group of men
about the excavation stared at the racing
flame as it swept along the pipe toward
the Lodestar. Fowler’s face went grey.
When the flame hit the vaporizer tanks
inside the ship. . ..

Noiselessly, for there was no air to
carry the sound waves, the Lodestar flew
apart in a violent explosion. Methane and
oxygen, confined in the vaporizer tanks,
ignited! Fragments of metal rained down
upon the plain, the ground rocked.

Nor was this all. The little life-rocket,
caught in the eruption of flying debris,
staggered, crashed to the ground, a mass
of twisted, shattered steel!

Vallard saw Doag race toward the
wreckage of the life-rocket. Great muscles
creaking, the Jovian tore aside the beams,
bent plates. Too late. The man inside
was only a bundle of red rags. Suddenly
Doag straightened up, clutching a blood-
stained bit of paper. Vallard, peering over
his shoulder, was able to make out
scrawled characters.

“Supply ship Valerian, bound for First
Plutonian Archaeological Expedition,
wrecked by meteors three days from des-
tination. I managed to get aboard this
life-rocket, and will try to reach the Plu-
tovian base, the nearest point from here,
if my air-supply holds out. If I don’t
make it and this rocket is found drifting
in the void, notify. . . .” Blood smears
obliterated the remainder of the note.

Silence fell over the group of men as
Doag read the hastily-scrawled words.
Fowler’s gaze travelled from the shat-
tered life-rocket to the blackened twisted
girders of the Lodestar. Only her for-
ward compartment, the control room,
seemed 1ntact, and the chances were
against that being air-tight. The rest of
the men, Adams, Kimsey, Bell, perhaps

a score of others, seemed stunned. The
cold bleak Plutonian darkness hung upon
them like a pall. One thought hammered
through their brains. Their supplies
aboard the Lodestar, already beginning
to run low, must have been destroyed by
the explosion. And with the supply ship
wrecked, all contact with the rest of the
solar system was cut off ! No radio could
reach far-flung Pluto ; it would be months
before the failure of the Valerian to re-
turn would arouse fear, cause another
ship to be sent out. Months . . . per-
haps a year . . . and no food on this bar-
ren bitter world! They were marooned
. « . doomed!

CHAPTER TWO

Hunger

THE explosion that had torn the Lode-

star apart had, by some miracle, left
her control-room airtight, even though the
after end of the space-ship was a mass
of wreckage. The twenty-five members
of the expedition lay stretched out upon
the floor, asleep. Only Vallard and Doag
were awake, the former bent over the
navigator’s table immersed in calculations,
the latter gazing forlornly at a small stack
of food-tins. '
“Twelve cans of Concentrate,” the Jo-
vian announced morosely. “I've eaten as
much in a single day.”

“For once I thank God I'm not your
size,”” Vallard grinned, “and have an
appetite of terrestial proportions. With
luck those twelve cans will keep us going
a week.”

- “And then?” Doag said, cracking his
knuckles.

““That’s what I'm trying to figure out.
Water is no problem, with all the ice
about. Nor power. As we know.” He
nodded grimly. “Plenty more pools of
liquified methane and oxygen on the plain
outside. That covers power and, with the
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addition of some of that solidified nitro-
gen, we'll have no worries about air,
Which means we could stay here indefi-
nitely if it weren’t for the question of
food.” |

“Why not jump into a pool of liquid
oxygen,”’ Doag suggested softly, “and go
into suspended animation until a rescue
party arrives?”

“Skip the cracks,” Vallard growled.
“Now I've been down looking over our
synthesizing outfit. Right badly banged
up, but not hopeless. Could be repaired.
Given carbon we could turn out fats, car-
bohydrates, maybe even a few lower
proteins with the addition of nitrogen.
It'd be one unpalatable mess, with prac-
tically no vitamins, but it’d keep body
and soul together until a ship arrives, I
think.” | '

“If we had some bread, we’d have a
ham sandwich, 1f we had some ham,”
Doag remarked to the ceiling. “How about
the methane? That’s carboniferous.”

“No thanks.” Vallard shook his head.
“I want a nice solid carbon like coal or
wod or even oil. No good blowing up
what’s left of the synthesizer with that
stuff. Besides, there’re no fats in it, and
we need them most of all in this tempera-
ture.”” He stood up, peered through the
big observation port at the shadowy,
ghostly plain outside. “That’s what
makes me so damn sore. We know this
crazy ice-berg was once warm, fertile,
Somewhere under this ice and solidi-
fied atmosphere there must be great de-
posits of oil, coal, wood. All the carbon
we could ever use. But where? No good
tunnneling through 200 feet of ice in
the hopes of striking a coal mine. If we
only knew. . . .”” He broke off, staring.
A figure in a familiar patched and worn
space-suit was approaching the ship.
“Here comes Fowler. Where’s he been ?”

“Over to the diggings. Examining his
two precious stiffs. Says that work takes
his mind off his appetite.”

There was a clang of the double door,
and Fowler entered, picked his way
through the sleeping men. Several of
them stirred at the sound of his foot-
steps, but, worn out™y the events of the
day, did not awaken. Fowler pushed back
his helmet, glanced briefly at Vallard and
Doag.

“Thought I'd find you awake,” he
grunted. “Get your space-suits and come
on over to the excavations.”

“If you're thinking of carving up your
two stiffs,” Vallard grinned, ‘““anthrop-
ophagy isn’t in my line. Or have you dis-
covered a prehistoric beanery?”

Fowler wiped drops of moisture from
his dour chin,

“lI suppose you think those poor at-
tempts at humor in this crisis are a mark
of bravery,” he scowled. “Personally I
don’t. We're in a mess and we've got
to get out of it. I think I may have a
way. Come along.”

OAG and Vallard struggled into
space-suits, followed Fowler across

the plain to the shaft. The little archae-
ologist had a wire attached to the lever
of the windlass machine, enabling him to
send the car up or down unassisted. A
tug at this wire, after they had climbed
into the car, dropped them to the bot-
tom of the shaft. Fowler led them along
the gallery to the strange transparent
cone they had been examining when the .
life-rocket arrived. A door in the side
of the cone had been opened anid the two
dead men removed. Beyond that it was
unchanged.

Fowler faced his companions, drew a
portentous breath. _

“Gentlemen,” he said pompously, “we
are now gazing at the greatest invention
of all time. Not only will it save the en-
tire expedition from death, but 1t will also
reveal to us the secrets of a mighty and
super-intelligent civilization. . . .”

“If we don’t starve to death before
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you come to the point,” Vallard grunted.
“What’s the story?”

“Cease that alleged humor,” the little
archaeologist said stiffly, “and I'll try
to explain. I've been examining this cone
for the past few hours, and doing some
thinking. Consider these facts. Some
doom overtook Pluto long before it be-
came an icy waste. We know that be-
cause there 1s no mention of cold, because
cloth, wood, animal matter in this city
decayed, rotted away. Had cold de-
stroyed the city, these objects would have
been preserved. Yet those two bodies we
found within this cone were Plutonians.
Dressed for semi-tropical heat. The in-
scription on the cone is the writing of
Pluto at the period of the destruction
of the race. And because those two bodies
were preserved, they must have come here
unsuspectingly, and been {frozen. But
how? How did they get here?”

“God God!” Doag’s heavy face fell
into deep lines. “You ... you mean. ...”

“The light begins to dawn, then.” Fow-
ler smiled complacently. “The thing’s un-
believable but true. We know their sci-
ence was great. We know that some doom
threatened their planet. Suppose those
two men saw it coming. Suppose they
unearthed secrets of mighty forces, con-
structed this cone as a means of escape

. escape wmto the future? They didn’t
dream that their world would become
a frozen waste. They hoped to learn
if any of their race would escape the
cataclysm that impended. So they came
into the future, found their cone imbed-
ded in a bank of solid nitrogen. Before
they could swing back into another time-
cycle they were frozen, died. Their es-
cape into the future brought them only
death!”

“But . . . but it’s impossible!” Val-
lard roared. “Time-travel’s a dream!
Ll Rt |

“Wait a minute!” Doag’s big glove-
encased hands gripped the belt of his

space-suit. “I'm not so sure Fowler hasn't
hit on the correct explanation. A man
mentioning a space-ship five hundred
yvears ago would have been ‘considered
mad. We of Jupiter say, ‘What man
imagines, man can do’. Time is a dimen-
sion. Why cannot it be travelled? The
inscription on the ship reads, The Fu-
ture.”

“All right.” Vallard set his jaw chal-
lengingly. “Suppose this thing is a time-
machine? So what? Can you run it?”

e/ YOME here.” Fowler led them into

the cone, pointed to the tangle of
apparatus in its apex.

“Machinery. Don’t ask me how it
worked. Vibrations of some sort, I'd
say. But the machinery seems to be
okay.”

His gaze shifted to a lever projecting
from the control board.

“According to the writing on these
gadgets, this lever is the time control, the
main switch. The notches are, I be-
lieve, milleniums. This notch, as near
as I can make out, is the point where they
started.”” Fowler straightened up, eyes
aglow. “You see what all this means?
Think! The three of us could go back
to the days when Pluto was warm. Two
of us can remain there while one: comes
back to the present, gets two more mem-
bers of the crew. A few trips and the
whole party is back in the past! Plenty of
food, and a chance to study archaeology as
no other men have studied it . . . first
hand! We've learned to speak Plutonian
from the inscriptions we deciphered! A
perfect set-up! Every morning one of
us could leave the past time-cycle, come
back here to the present to have a look
out for a supply ship. When it finally
arrives, we leave the past, return to the
present, and take off for earth! But mean-
while, we’ll be well fed, able to learn
priceless secrets of the solar system's
past!”’
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“Sounds rosy,” Vallard admitted
grudgingly. “If this thing really is a
time-travelling device and 1if it works.
But suppose it’s some sort of lethal-ray
chamber? Suppose it killed those two
Plutonians! We. ... Good Lord!” He
leaped forward as Fowler’s gloved hand
clutched the lever.

Too late. The little man had thrown
the switch back to what he believed was
the past!

As to what happened next, Vallard was
not quite sure. He remembered Doag’s
face falling into strained, intent lines,
he remembered Fowler saying something
about there being more food for the others
if they died.

Vaguely he was conscious of a high-
pitched drone at the apex of the cone,
and an eerie bluish light beating down
upon them. Through the transparent
walls of the machine an opaque greyness
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was visible, a greyness that seemed as in-
finite as the void, yet alive with queer
flickering lights. Like a window into
eternity, Vallard thought, watching . . .
a glimpse into the seething cauldron of
cosmic forces that men call time.

A feeling of terrible solemn vastness
seemed to fill the cone . . . a vastness
~of time and space, intangible, awe-in-
spiring . . . the vastness of the creation
and death of worlds, of universes in which
other universes were only atoms, of end-
less reaches of greatness and smallness,
of past and future without end.

Then abruptly the strange frightening
elation died away, and the grey infinity
with its weird shadows faded from view.

CHAPTER THREE

The Plutonians

HE three men moved uneasily, with

the queer spiritual feeling that follows
delirium . . . the feeling of being far re-
moved from things of the everyday world,
of bemg hali-material, half-intangible.
Doag shook himself like a dog coming out
of water, glanced through the transparent
walls of the cone. The scene that met their
eyes was disappointing. The room had
changed but little, except for the removal
of the last of the frozen nitrogen. Appa-
ratus, machines of every sort . . . re-
duced to dust in the time-cycle from
which they had come . . . littered the room,
revealing it as a workshop. The very
workshop, no doubt, in which the ma-
chine had been built. Vallard shook
a dazed head.
“Works, all right,”
“What next, Doc?”

Fowler pushed open the door of the
cone, glanced at the air-gauge strapped
on his wrist. The sensitive little instru-
ment indicated atmosphere, rather high
in nitrogen content, but satisfactory for
humans. He threw back his helmet,

he muttered.

snapped off the coils that heated his heavy
asbestoid suit.

“Air and warmth,” Doag grunted,
stretching his huge limbs. “Feels good.
Now if we can only get some food.”
He turned toward the door. “This leads,
as I recall, to the outer rooms. We may
s Wl ot

“Listen!” Vallard held up his hand.

His companions paused, tense. A wom-
an’s voice was echoi® along the corridor
outside. She was singing . . . and the
words of her song were in the long-
dead language of Pluto! During their
painstaking months of research, they had
deciphered the inscriptions on the walls
of the buildings, learned from certain
phonetic writing, half-destroyed record-
ing reels, the sounds that accompanied
the word-forms. True, this singing voice
placed accents differently, used queer idi-
oms . . . yet the gist of her song was
understandable. Vallard found himself
mentally translating fragments of it. “Lost
1s the glory . . . the rulers dwindle . .
who will rule when they are gone. . ..”

Nearer and nearer came the voice. The
three men waited, uncertain. Suddenly
there was a flash of blue in the doorway
. . . the blue of a short, strictly utilitarian
tunic. Young, the girl was, with the
same unnaturally pale skin, the flame-
colored hair of the two bodies they had
found in the cone. Shorter and more
frail than an earthwoman, she was never-
theless quite feminine, very lovely in a
bizarre, unearthly manner. As she passed
the doorway, oblivious to the three men
who stood before the cone, Doag gave an
involuntary gasp. The girl broke off in
the middle of her song, whirled about,
eyes widening.

“The . . . the cone!” she whispered.
“Jarth . . . Sela . .; gonel-"Who... .

“We're from the third planet,” Fowler
began in halting Plutonian. “We
fowt.

“The third planet!” The girl laughed
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ironically. “Very likely. A mass of molten
rock and steam! What have you out-
landers done to Jarth and Seki?” Then,
as if expecting no answer, she threw back
her head, frowning deeply in concentra-
tion.

Uneasily, Fowler attempted to explain,
but his stumbling Plutonian only confused
matters. Then suddenly there came the
patter of running feet, and several men,
with pale skins and flame-hued hair ap-
peared in the doorway, clutching queer
tubes that appeared to be weapons of
some sort. Like the girl, their bodies
were frail, but their high foreheads, their
keen eyes, gave an impression of tremen-
dous knowledge. At sight of them, Doag’s
hand shot to his waist, then he swore,
remembering that he was, for once in his
life, unarmed.

“Tayleh!” One of the men cried. “Who
are these strangers? And the cone... !”

He broke offt.

The girl spoke swiftly in an under-
tone, and the men nodded. With motions
of their tubes, they waved the three
strangers toward the door. As they
strode through it, Vallard cast a sardonic
glance at little Fowler.

“This was your inspiration, remems-
ber,” he observed. “Well, here’s hoping
the condemned men get a hearty break-
fast, eh, Doag?”

Doag did not answer.

Through interminable passages, a
labyrinth of rooms and galleries, the
captives were led. Some of the rooms

they recognized from the inscriptions on

the walls as those they had excavated
from the ice of the future. But great
changes had come over them. Rich fur-
nishings, soft carpets, every conceivable
sort of luxury, made the vaulted halls
and passages places of beauty, while some,
apparently workshops like the one in
which the cone stood, were filled with
queer apparatus, huge machines. All
part of one vast building, these countless

rooms; outside, Vallard could hear the
crash and thunder of a violent storm, but
most of the tall windows were blocked off,
permitting no view of what went on be-
yond them. Warm lights of every hue
flooded the huge rooms, casting weird
shadows.

It was an odd place.

The girl Iayleh, and the pale men were
talking as they led their captives through
the building. Vallard could catch an oc-
casional word. “Tarn . . . escape . . .
Amnor . . the Zacites. ...” He glanced
at his companions. Iowler was gazing
eagerly about, with an archaeologist’s
fervor, making notes on a small pad;
five minutes’ walk through these corri-
dors had taught him more than seven
months’ work in the ice-encased ruins.
Doag was silent, stolid, his huge figure
towering above their relatively insignifi-
cant captors.

The corridor was widening, now. Sud-
denly it ended in a column of white light
which poured upward from the floor and
disappeared through a circular opening
in the ceiling. With a wave of their
weapons the Plutonians ordered the three
men toward the pillar of light, motioned

for them to jump.

SOMEWI—IAT hesitantly Fowler

stepped 1nto it, leaped upward. Gasp-
ing with surprise, he found himself float-
ing gently through the aperture in the .
ceiling. -

“Rings of Saturn!” Doag muttered.
““An anti-gravity beam! Sort of elevator,
I guess! Come on, Vallard!”

They followed Fowler into the beam,
jumped, and felt themselves float, weight-
less, upward. Past floor after floor, they
soared, until at the top they found them-
selves on a level with the upmost floor
of the great building. Their captors ap-.
peared beside them, motioned them to
step from the beam onto the solid floor-
ing about the circular opening. As they
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did so, Fowler drew a sharp breath.

They were in a large hall atop the
building . . . a hall whose walls were of
dark glass-like substance and whose floor-
space was almost entirely taken up by
rows of glass jars and retorts, shining
apparatus of every sort, queer little en-
gines, models of various sorts. Upon
tables were spread great charts of the
heavens, complicated calculations cover-
ing masses of paper, and well-worn books.

In the center of this strange laboratory
sat a man . . . incredibly old, wrinkled,
his hair and beard white. Solemn, majes-
tic, there was something almost god-like
about him, for all his alien Plutonian
aspect._

“Most revered Tarn” . . . the girl
inclined her head . . . “the time-cone has
returned, bearing these three strangers
who claim to come from the third planet.
There is no word of Jarth and Seki.”

“Jarth and Seki must be the two we
found frozen to death in the cone,” Val-
lard muttered. ““Better explain, Fowler.
You're good at it.”

The wizened little archaeologist shook
himself as though awakening from a
dream, launched into the story of the
expedition, the discovery of the cone,
the journey into the past. As he spoke,
the ancient Plutonian nodded somberly,
stroking his beard.

“Jarth and Seki . . . gone” he mur-
mured. “Yet we have proof that the cone
works.”’

“But of what use is it?”’ Iayleh shook
her head. “If the future we hoped to
escape to is only a frozen waste. . . .”

“There remains the past.” Old Tarn’s
eyes turned to the three time-travellers.
“You have come at an unhappy time,
men of the future. We, the Scientists,
the brain-force of Pluto, are driven to
refuge into this one building by the stu-
pid, war-like Zacites. Nor is this all.
Doom . . . terrible doom from outer
space . . . threatens Pluto.”

“Zacites? Doom?” Doag shook his
heavy head. “I ... we don’t understand.”

“Listen then.” Tarn spoke gravely,
sadly. “Our planet, the outermost, was
the first to cool sufficiently to support
human life, and our evolution has reached
a point which that of your earth had
not reached at the time you left it. Cen-
turies ago a split in our race was ob-
served. One group . . . our group, the
Scientists . . . began to draw apart from
the Zacites, or everyday people who
reaped the benefit of our inventive skill.
We kept to ourselves, forming an aris-
tocracy of brains, breeding for brains.
An aristocracy whose labors were solely
for the people. And they, since we did
all the thinking, ceased to use their brains,
degenerated into strong, primitive emo-
tional beings.” He sighed mournfully.

“But slowly our numbers began to de-
crease. Inbreeding, perhaps, or the fact
that high mental types are less virile.
Yet to have mated with lower mental
types, like the Zacites, was repulsive to
us since we look upon them as you might
upon your ape-man ancestors. As a re-
sult of this declining birth-rate, soon only
a few hundred were left and we realized
that after our race was extinct, the Za-
cites would be helpless.

“So, since these primitive, physically-
evolved beings were dependent upon us,
our leaders set about great works that
would remain after we had gone. Oil pools
of unbelievable size were tapped by wells,
their flow directed into great engines.
So vast were the oil deposits, so strong
the machines that we knew they would
run, without ceasing, for millenniums.
About them we built factories, all auto-
matic, which, at a touch of a lever, would
be meshed into the great engines and
would turn out clothes, weapons, syn-
thetic food, articles of every sort. So we
believed that when our race was extinct,
the Zacites would have only to connect
one of the many factories to the eternally-



18 SUPER SCIENCE STORIES

running engines to obtain any necessity
desired. And this we did because we
pitied their ignorance, realized that with-
out us they would lapse into barbarism.™

HIS eyes began to snap. “Judge, then,
. how we were repaid ! No sooner were
they assured all the comforts of life with-
out our aid than they declared we were
useless, decided to strip us of our power!
Fifty years ago those superstitious, blood-
thirsty, brainless beasts arose, killed
many of us, drove the rest into this build-
ing. Here we and our children have re-
mained, protected by a dome of force,
while our automatic engines provide for
the Zacites. They keep close watch about
the energy dome, hoping some day to
force entrance, learn the secrets of science
we have here. Without our guidance they
have degenerated even further and, under
Amnor their mad leader, have set up a
strange religion, worshipping the engines
we made as gods. Here behind our dome
of force we have lived in peace, though
captives, probing the great secrets of
nature. Within a few years our race,
only a hundred souls now, would have
become extinct. So, shut off from the cru-
elty of the Zacites, we dwelt in peace.”

~ The old man paused, seemingly lost in
thought. Slowly he resumed speaking.

“Yet while we knew our race was dying
off, life was as dear to us as to all living
things. We wished to discover more of
the secrets of life before we died. Per-
haps even a way to prevent our extinc-
tion. And now there comes doom from
the skies. Doom not only for us, but for
all Pluto! The Day of the Comet ap-
proaches !” |

“Day of the Comet?” Fowler repeat-
ed, frowning. “I don’t. .. .”

“Look!” Tarn arose, pressed a lever
on his desk. “Look, and understand!”

As he pressed the lever, blocks of
polarized glass turned, and one wall be-
came suddenly transparent. The three

of doom . .

time-travellers, staring, went rigid.
Through the wall of the building a scene
of weird, satanic beauty met their eyes.

Like some great bubble about the build-
ing rose the dome of force, pale blue,
transparent, shimmering. Beyond that,
other great buildings of the city towered,
while encamped in the streets about the
dome of electrical energy were the armies
of Zacites, evolved physically to the per-
fection of Greek gods, yet with coarse,
stupid faces, vacant eyes, and expressions
that were brutish, bestial, mad.

This scene in the streets, bizarre as it
was, drew only a passing glance from Val-
lard and his companions. A terrible, awe-
inspiring spectacle sent their gaze to the
sky. One entire corner of the heavens
was blotted out by a gigantic ball of flame,
like some immense sun, casting a cruel
white-hot glare over the city, sending
shafts of dazzling supernal brilliance
through the banks of lowering ominous
black clouds. Mighty bolts of lightning
ripped and tore across the sky, frenzied
gusts of wind bent the strange greyish
trees, the mass of weird Plutonian vege-
tation.

A scene of fearful cosmic wrath, the
great comet coming nearer and nearer,
the alternate gloomy shadow and daz-
zling light, the low-hanging sable clouds,
the incessant lashing of lightning. A day
. a picture of some new and
mephetic inferno . . . a spectacle of sheer
stark horror, yet fascinating in its terrible

beauty.
“Good God!” Fowler shook a dazed

head. “And this 1s what we've landed
in!” .

“The comet will not strike,” old Tarn
said gravely, “if my calculations are cor-

- rect. Yet withm another twenty-four hours

it will be sufficiently close to wipe all
life from the surface of Pluto, by heat
and the gasses in its wake. More, it may
pull our planet from its orbit far out into
the reaches of the solar system. It was
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to escape this doom of the Comet that
we built the time-cone, hoping to escape
into the future, found a new civilization
there. Now, since we know the future
to be a world of desolation, we have no
recourse but to flee to the past!”

“But—"" Doag leaned forward, his
broad face tense, “—what about us? Our
companions aboard the Lodestar, starv-
A

“You will come with us, into the past,”
Tarn said, stroking his beard. “A score
or so trips of the time-cone will take us
back. The era of the ancient mound-
builders will be the most pleasant, and
with our knowledge we will rule as gods.
Once there, we can fill the cone with
food, send a load of provisions every day
to your comrades. When your rescue
ship arrives you will return to your own
era, one of our people going with you to
bring the time-cone back. Thus all will
be saved and only ‘the cruel, savage
Zacites will meet the doom of the Comet.”

Tarn turned to the girl who, along with
the men, had stood at respectiul atten-
tion as he spoke. “Summon the others,
child. We must tell them that the cone
has returned and our way of escape to
the past is open.”

Again the girl threw back her head,
frowned in concentration. Telepathy, Val-
lard thought, watching. Her silent mes-
sage was answered by the appearance of
other men and women with the same pale

skin and reddish-yellow hair. Their heads
were large in proportion to their bodies
and their expressions spoke of great in-
telligence, deep knowledge. Young and
old, male and female, there were less
than a hundred of these Scientists on
Pluto. Their type was passing, and with
it the brains of the planet. Many of them
carried tools, papers covered with dia-
grams and calculations, showing that they
had been at work devising some means
of escape when Tarn summoned them.

Vallard’s gaze swept the weak pale fig-
ures. Evolved for brains, bred for brains,
they were puny physically, just as the
Zacites outside had developed physically
with no need of brains, education, knowl-
edge, during the centuries that their think-
ing had been done for them by the Sci-
entists. |

Vallard glanced outside. Beyond the
dome of shining force, the brutish figures
were glancing uneasily at the sky where
the dazzling light from the glowing comet
pierced the dark banks of cloud. The
tongued forks of lightning had increased
in violence, were smashing ‘earthward in
a deadly blue hail, yet without apparent
sound, since the energy dome shut off
all vibrations of the air.

The crowds of Zacites were thickening
about the dome; they seemed to sense
that the Scientists had some means of
escape, and were eager to force entrance,
take advantage of it to flee the doomed
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planet. Several, hurling themselves fren-
ziedly against the dome, were instantly
burned to a terrible blackened crisp by
the pulsating bluish wall of force. Val-
lard turned away, sickened by the sight.

Tarn rose to his feet, faced the little
band of his people.

'!!

““The time-cone has returned!” he ex-
claimed. “Jarth and Seki have died and
these, who are explorers from the third
planet, returned in it. The {future of
Pluto is as terrible as its present. Our
escape must be into the past. Nor 1is
there a moment to lose, for the comet
draws near. We will leave at once to

'!."!

seek refuge in the long-dead past!

CHAPTER FOUR

Revolt of the Zacites

SHOUT of approval answered him

A and the pallid people of the dying
race turned toward the aperture in the
floor through which the anti-gravity beam
poured. Two of them had stepped into
it, were floating gently downward, when
the girl Iayleh, glancing through the
transparent glass wall, gave a cry of
horror. Three immense bolts of lighting,
crashing downward, had struck the dome
of force . . . and the protecting screen
was fading from view! As it disappeared,
a horde of furious Zacites, howling, wav-
ing their weapons, rushed toward the
building !

“Gods of Pluto!” Tarn whispered.
“The added electric energy given by the
lightning has burnt out the generators!”
He snatched a ray-tube from his desk.
“Arm! Arm! Fight your way to the
time-cone! Some of us may yet escape!”

The pale little Scientists were descend-
ing by the anti-gravity beam, now, leap-
ing one after another into it, tubes in
hand, floating to the floor far below where
~ the time-cone was located. Fowler, Val-
lard, and Doag stood for a moment, dazed,

then the girl layleh and old Tarn were
urging them forward.

“Hurry” Iayleh whispered. “If we can
reach the cone. . ..”

Quickly Vallard leaped into the beam,
followed by his companions. Below them
they could hear hoarse shouts, the hiss
of ray guns, the cries of the wounded.
Then they had landed at the base of the
beam, Iayleh and Tarn beside them.

The corridor ahead was a hell of lurid
red rays. The Zacites had burst open the
main door of the building, were pouring,
ray guns in hand, along the passageways.
Ray guns, Vallard reflected, that had been
made by the great automatic machines the
Scientists had built to provide for the
physically-evolved, stupid brutes after
they, the Scientists, had become extinct.
And this was the Zacites’ gratitude !

Of the hundred Scientists, only a few
were armed. These returned the deadly
fire of their opponents, their ray tubes
spitting red death . . . but their com-
rades, racing desperately toward the room
in which the time-cone was located, were
swept away by the overwhelming num-
bers of the enemy.

Crouching helplessly at the foot of the
anti-gravity beam, Vallard watched a
frenzied mass of Zacites, brutish, ape-

faced men, dressed in glittering finery of

the wildest colors, rush around a bend
in the corridor toward the defenders, their
weapons spouting death, saw the charge
break before the cool, deadly fire of the
Scientists. A huge black-bearded man,
whose beaked nose and thick lips made
him seem a savage bird of prey, was
urging them on with fierce shouts.

“Here there must be some means of
escape!” he roared. “Conquer them and
it shall be ours to flee the doom of the
comet!”

Again the Zacites charged around the
bend in the corridor, and again the attack
broke as a score of them slumped to the
ground, torn to heaps of bloody rags by
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the red rays of the force-guns. Yet for
every charge that failed, one or two of the
Scientists fell. Outnumbered a hundred
to one, it became apparent that they could
not hold out long. '

Doag, Fowler, and Vallard lay hud-
dled against the wall of the passage, un-
armed, helpless, as a red fury of rays
swept over them. A mad nightmare it
seemed. The few white-clad Scientists
firing from behind a barricade of bodies,
the frenzied attackers surging forward
again and again, like waves on a crum-
bling wreck, while outside the ceaseless
thunder rumbled and roared, rising to a
furious crescendo as the great comet
swept nearer to the doomed planet.

of the corridor now; scarcely a
score of the defenders were left. Old
Tarn, his snowy hair flying, a grim and
terrible figure as he swept the ranks of
the enemy with his ray-tube, shot a glance
at Iayleh.

“No hope here, child!” he muttered.
“Amnor and his men are too many! You,
Tzil, Rannu, and Onra, and these three
strangers, seek an upper level, reach
the room in which the cone stands by
another passage! We will keep them busy
while you escape!” |

“But you . ..” the girl began.

“It is an order,” Tarn cried. “Hurry!”

Two men and a woman had detached
themselves from the group of defenders.
These, Vallard decided, were Tzil, Rannu
and Onra. As the maddened Zacites
rounded the bend in the corridor for an-
other assault, they sprang into the anti-
oravity beam, followed by Iayleh.

“Come, men of the future!” she cried.
“You are no help here, unarmed! Quick,
while there is time!” Her eyes, bright
with emotion, swept old Tarn, the de-
fenders crouched in the corridor. “Their
fate 1s more glorious than ours, whatever
happens!”

HITE-CLAD bodies littered the end

Blindly little Fowler leaped into the
beam, sprang upwards, Doag and Val-
lard at his heels. This time, instead of
rising to the topmost level, Iayleh and the
three Plutonians checked themselves at
the floor above.

“Here!” the girl exclaimed. “This
way !”

Then they were running along a cor-
ridor, the four frail Scientists gasping for
breath, fighting to keep up with the three
time-travellers. Vallard and Fowler were
forced to cut their speed to enable these
weak people of the past to maintain step,
while the huge Doag merely loped along.

Through room after room they ran,
Tayleh directing them. The sounds of
the hissing rays died away in the distance,
but the ceaseless crash of thunder con-
tinued. Suddenly, as they rounded a cor-
ner of the passageway, Iayleh gave a
sharp cry. Twa of the fierce, brutish
Zacites, ray tubes in their hands, faced
them !

As the two savage-faced warriors
raised their weapons, Doag and Vallard
leaped. A red lance of flame tore at the
wall over the latter’s head, showering him
with splinters of stone, but he plunged
on. His fist crashed into the Zacite’s
chin, sent him reeling to the floor, where,
aided by Fowler and one of the Scien-
tists, the man was disarmed, bound. Doag,
meanwhile, had come to close grips with
his opponent; powerful though the big
Zacite was, he could not match the Jo-
vian’'s tremendous muscles. In one swift
surge of strength Doag lifted the man
high above his head, slammed him against
the wall. There was a sharp, sickening
crack and the Zacite lay still.

“By the Ultimate Knowledge!” one of
the frail Scientists exclaimed. “You have
strength, men of the future! We may
need it if we hope to reach the time-
cone!”

They were running again, then,
through rooms filled with elaborate and
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curious machinery, through -laboratories
cluttered with apparatus. At length, in
a large hall lined with great engines of
an unknown type, layleh halted.

“The room in which the time-cone rests
i1s below us!” she exclaimed. “If we can
penetrate the floor. . . .”

The pallid Tzil drew a force-ray from
his belt. Its crimson beam struck the
stone floor, tearing like a giant drill,
reducing the grey granite to powder. In
an incredibly short time an opening
yawned in the floor. Vallard, peering
through, could see the time-cone, intact.

“I'll jump down, help you others
through,” he cried, swinging into the
aperture. When he felt his feet strike
stone, he straightened up, arms raised.

Iayleh, her flame-hued hair awry, her
pale cheeks flaming with excitement,
gripped the edge of the hole, swung down
into Vallard’s arms. Setting her lightly
upon the floor, he aided the other three
Plutonians to the ground. Next httle
Fowler, muttering softly to himself, un-
til only Doag remained. Vallard moved
toward the cone; the Jovian needed no
help to make such a comparatively short
drop.

Hardly had Vallard taken one step,
however, when Doag’s voice reached him,
shouting a deep, excited warning.

“The Zacites!” he roared. “Go on!
Now, while youcan! I....”

TALLARD’S eyes turned upward 1in

time to see-the big Jovian totter on
the edge of the opening, then fall through.
Crashing against the floor, he lay still,
the wind knocked out of him.

“Into the cone!” Vallard exclaimed.
“Quick !” _

Too late. A storm of red rays burst
from above, Tzil and Rannu toppled to
the floor, leaving only the two women,
the three outlanders. The hawkfaced Am-
nor, followed by a dozen of his men,
leaped through into the room.

“Take them alive!” Amnor shouted.
“We must learn their secret!”

Vallard and Fowler struck out desper-
ately but were quickly subdued by the
muscular Zacites. Amnor raised his voice
to make i1t heard above the increased
rumble of thunder outside.

“Who are these strange creatures?”
He waved toward the earthmen.

“Men from another world,” the girl
Onra rephed. “They. . . .7 She broke
off as Iayleh motioned her to silence.

“Another world!” Amnor’s dark coun-
tenance lit up. “Then the Scientists have
found a way to escape the doom of the
Comet!” He glanced at the time-cone.
“Perhaps even this device. . ., .”

layleh.smiled mockingly.

“That weak machine reach another
world!” she laughed. “In this building
are rooms full of machines. Guess, Am-
nor, which is our means of escape! And
guess, when you find it, how it is con-
trolled !” |

The brutish Zacites gazed stupidly
about. Bred for strength, leaving all
mental work to the Scientists for cen-
turies past, they knew nothing of the
intricate equipment within the building.
Amnor stamped impatiently; the raging
of the elements outside told of the comet’s
approach ; already terrible heat from it
had penetrated even the massive walls of
the building. |

“You will be made to tell!” he mut-
tered. “Unless we learn the plans of your
people for escape, we are doomed! Take
them out!™

Doag, Fowler, and Vallard, with the
two Plutonmian girls, were dragged from
the room. The big Jovian was still
stunned by his fall, but Fowler was ve-
hemently conscious.

“Whatever happens, don’t mention the
time cone!” he whispered in English.
“Once Amnor learns of it, how it’s oper-
ated, he’ll head for the past, taking with
him a few choice friends! And you can
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bet he won’t be back for us or anyone
else! With the time-cone gone, we’d
be doomed, like the rest of Pluto. But
as long as it’s here, there’s a chance of
escape!”’

Vallard nodded, stumbled, secure in
the grip of his captors, from the build-
ing. Outside, a scene of stark horror
ogreeted them. The streets around the
Science building were crowded with fren-
zied, panic-stricken Zacites, men, wom-
en, and children, milling about the great
squares and highways. The comet seemed
to fill half the sky; its brilliance was
blinding, its heat was like the breath
from a furnace.

The banks of sable clouds were thick-
ening, mist rose to temper in some meas-
ure the white, dazzling radiance of the
comet. Lightning continued to dance in
a blue frenzy about the tops of the tall
buildings and the roar of thunder was
ceaseless. Queer hot gusts of wind, like

the fetid breath of some monstrous beast,
screamed through the streets; ominous
rumblings sounded deep within the
planet.

Vallard gazed about, gripped by a
feeling of awe. The comet would not
strike, Tarn had said, and their exca-
vations of the future had proven that
the buildings would remain standing. Yet
each second the heat grew worse and
traces of the deadly gasses Tarn had
predicted could be sensed in the atmos-
phere. Vallard, sweat running down his
face, tugged at the fastenings of his space-
sutt, but Fowler, snifhng the gasses, mo-
tioned for him to keep it on. Thus, should
the atmosphere grow worse, they had
only to snap shut their helmets to pro-
tect themselves.

As Amnor and his captives issued from
the Science building, a shout arose from
the frightened crowds 1n the streets.

“Save us, Amnor! Save us! Make
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offering to the machine-god before Pluto
falls!”

CHAPTER FIVE

Flight Through Time

THEIR leader glanced at the five pris-

oners, a dark smile on his saturnine
countenance.
“The people have spoken!” he cried.
“Reveal to us the means of escape or die
in the maw of the machine-god!”

Little Fowler laughed dryly.

“Very transpontine,” he chuckled.
“Sounds like the villain of a third-rate
melodrama. If those gasses grow strong
enough to bowl them over, we can close
our helmets and make a break for the
cone. And 1f we ever get out of this
mess, to say nothing of the mess we left
back in the future, I'll write a book on
early Plutonian civilization that’ll make
me the top archaeologist of the solar sys-
tem!”

Doag grinned, the two girls remained
silent, heads high. In spite of Fowler’s
dry humor, the terror of the scene pressed
down like a great dark hand upon them.
Amnor and his men led them through
the city toward a low mound on its out-
skirts.

As they drew closer, Vallard could
make out huge wheels, great masses of
machinery, grinding slowly, inexorably,
- endlessly. About the base of the mound
were a series of low buildings. Sudden
realization swept over the earthmen. This
must be the great work the Scientists
had built to provide for the Zacites when
their race was extinct. Engines, fed by
vast subterranean oil deposits, built to run
for centuries, scores of centuries, without
stopping. And the low buildings at its
base were factories, factories that could
turn out all the necessities of life at a
touch of a lever, powered by the eter-
nally turning cogs of the great engines.

It was this mighty work which had
made the Zacites independent of their
Scientist leaders and had, ircnically, has-
tened the end of the super-intellects
through the revolt of the rising Zacites.
Built to last for millentums . . . and 1n
a few hours the doom from the skies would
bring gasses which, supplanting the nec-
essary oxygen, would choke the huge
engines, prevent combustion, bring them
to a stop.

Slowly the captives climbed the steps
cut into the side of the mound. Behind
the thickening banks of clouds the white-
hot fury of the great comet burned. The
searing hot wind howled like a banshee,
whipping the robes of the two frail Plu-
tonian girls, tearing at their hair. The
choking noxious odor increased and the
lightning raged against the background
of the ‘towering city. Masses of pallid
weird vegetation had wilted with the heat,
the queer trees were bowed by the hot
wind, stripped of leaves, their bare limbs
fluttering helplessly as though pleading
for mercy. Doom . .. doom over Pluto!

Upward the captives toiled, hands
bound, Amnor and two of his men beside
them. The multitude of Zacites, assem-

‘bled below, shouted in frenzy.

“A sacrifice! A sacrifice to -the ma-
chine-god! Amnor, save us!”

The machine-god, Vallard reflected. So
they worshipped this mighty mass of
grinding cogs because it gave them the
necessities of life!
sacrificed to a machine? He glanced
at his companions. Doag was tugging at
his bonds, muttering in sibilant Jovian.
Fowler was studying his surroundings as
though at an exhibition, making mental
notes of the ancient Plutonian customs for
a monograph he could never hope to write.
Of the two girls, Onra was silent, stunned
with horror, but layleh held her head
high. She smiled as Vallard glanced at
her.

“Gaze upon me, outlander,” she cried.

But how could one be -
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“I like to know that your eyes, at least,
are mine. I have dreamed of men like
you, stronger, bigger than our frail men,
yet not cruel like these brainless beasts.
Had fate been otherwise, I, the past, and
you, the future, might have been joined
by deeper bonds than death.”

VHEY were at the summit of the mound

now. The massive wheels, sunk into
a pit hollowed from the top of the mound,
were grinding as inexorably as the mills
of the gods. Amnor shot a glance at the
sky. The great comet was rushing down
upon them, its blazing brilliance burning
through the clouds. The crowds of Za-
cites were wailing, screaming with hor-
ror. Death from the cosmos shrieked
down upon them!

Amnor motioned to the two guards to
seize the girl, Onra.

“The secret of escape!” he snapped.
“Quick! Time is short! How did these
earth-dwellers reach Pluto?”

Stunned with horror, the girl made no
reply. A bolt of lightning flashed from
the hanging clouds, illuminating Amnor’s
furious face.

“A sacrifice!” he cried. “God of the
machine, save us!”’

A roar went up from the assembled
multitude as the two guards lifted the girl.
Once, twice, they swung her, then hurled
her slim body forward. The three time-
travellers froze with horror. The girl’s
pale figure had landed in the very heart
of the immense grinding cogs!

The huge wheels did not for an instant
slacken their relentless turning . . . but
the cogs coming up into view were a
bright and terrible red!

“You see your fate!” Amnor’s eyes
olittered with insensate fury. “Will you
tell the secret plans of the Scientists for
escape !’

Iayleh squared her slim shoulders, a
fair clean figure in that scene of macabre
frightfulness.

“What difference if we die by the ma-
chine or by the comet?”” she said steadily.
“This way I know that you, the murderer
of my people, will die also! This is the
end, Amnor! The end of all life on Plu-
to!” She threw a glance over her shoul-
der at the three space-suited figures be-
hind her. “Escape back to your own time,
men of the future! I, last of my race,
give you your chance!”

Vallard saw her slender form hurtle
forward and leaped to stop her. It was
too late. Full tilt into the two guards
she plunged, and, frail as she was, the
desperate charge caught them by surprise.
For just a moment the three struggling
figures tottered on the brink of the plat-
form, then whirled down into the mass
of cyclopean machinery! A terrible cry
floated upwards toward them. Inexorably
the reddened cogs turned on.

AS IAYLEH leaped, Doag sprang to-

ward Amnor. The Jovian’s hands
were still bound, but his head was low-
ered to point at the dark leader’s chest.
Frantically Amnor drew his force-gun,
but Doag’s head, striking him, sent him
to the floor of the platform. And the red
ray of force, spouting from his gun, struck
the huge whirling cogs!

Strong the mighty machines were . . .
but the force ray was stronger. Its blast
shattered one of the giant wheels like
crystal. Grinding, smashing, tearing, the
great engines began to break up. Chunks
of metal were thrown into the air, the
mound shook as the wheels crumbled.
Suddenly, with a splintering roar, the im-
mense machines collapsed; oil from sev-
ered pipes gushed into the cup-shaped
hollow, covering the shattered remains
of the last great work of the race of the
Scientists. The finishing touch, this crum-
bling work, to the scene of unutterable
desolation.

As the gargantuan engines broke up,
a wail of terror rose from the crowds of
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Zacites. “The machine-god has fallen!
The god of the machine 1s dead! Doom,
doom, to Pluto!” A sudden panic seized
them ; they scattered, fleeing through the
streets of the city, racing in senseless hor-
ror from the fate they could not hope to
escape.

The three earthmen, momentarily
stunned by the sudden turn of events,
suddenly sprang into action. A sharp-
edged piece of steel from the broken en-
gine lay on the edge of the platiorm.
Fowler backed up to it, sawed his bonds
through, then released the others. Doag
glanced at the sky. The heavens seemed
ablaze. The chokingly mephitic gasses
were thickening, the heat was unbearable.
A half-hour, an hour, at most, and the
fiery tail of the comet would wipe Pluto
clean of life.

“Come on!” the Jovian rumbled. “Hur-

2

ry! If we can reach the time-cone. . .

Then they were pelting down the steps,
at top speed, without a glance at the fallen
Amnor. Had they looked back, they
might have seen him sway to his feet,
gun in hand, set out in pursuit. But
bent only on escape, they kept their gaze
fastened on the building of the Scien-
tists.

Curiously enough, none of the three
retained any clear remembrance of that
flight through the ancient city. Certain
kaleidoscopic pictures clung in their mem-
ory . . . the flaming brand in the sky
. . . the raging elements . . . the fright-
ened crowds of primitive Zacites fleeing
helter-skelter from the doomed city . . .
the great buildings in all their stark
majestic beauty. . . Seared by the
terrible heat, Vallard fought against a
desire to tear off his heavy space-suit.
The swirling gasses had him groggy, reel-
ing. =

“Shut . . . helmet. . . .” Fowler gasped,
snapping the transparent headpiece of
his own suit closed.

The others obeyed, blindly. Doag, in

the lead, fought his way through the panic-
stricken mob. Great clouds of dust were
falling from the sky, plunging everything
in ghostly gloom. A smell of ozone was
noticeable. Terror ... darkness ... chaos.
Overhead was a screaming, roaring
sound, as the cataclysm approached.

Then suddenly thew were entering the
tall building of the Scientists. Vallard,
glancing over his shoulder, saw a gro-
tesque figure staggering in pursuit.

“Amnor!” he gasped into the speaker
of his micro-wave communications set.

Seal L T 4 b

The others redoubled their efforts,
wondering as they ran why Amnor did
not shoot. One blast from his force-ray
would blow them into oblivion. Unless
he was determined to escape wtih them. ..

Through rooms littered with dead . . .
Scientists and Zacites . . . they ran. On-
ward, while the building rocked and blue
lightning danced before the windows. At
last the small chamber in which the time-
cone lay!

In one bound Fowler leaped through
the door 1n the side of the cone, stationed
himself at the controls as Doag and Val-
lard sprang to join him. Amnor, face
twisted with bestial fury, gun clutched in
his hairy fingers, hurtled toward the cone.
Just as Fowler threw the switch, he
sprang.

As to what happened next Vallard was
never quite sure. He remembered falling
to the bottom of the cone in a confused
tangle of arms and legs, along with
Doag and the halfmad Amnor. As they
struggled, the grey mists of time en-
veloped the cone, the terrifying knowledge
of the cosmos beat in upon them. Then,
after an instant that seemed an eternity,
the swirling mists rose, the familiar scene
of ice, solid nitrogen, crumbling ruins,
was visible through the walls of the cone.

Amnor, wrenching himself free of the
two men, backed against the wall, gun
pointing toward Fowler. The leader of
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the Zacites was blue from cold, gasping
frantically as the air, condensed, drifted
like snow to the bottom of the cone.

“Back!” he gasped. “Back to the past!
Quick!” But the others, encased in their
suits, could not hear him. Fowler, how-
ever, needed no words to understand the
threat of the ray gun; as the vulpine Am-
nor fired, he sprang to one side.

The scarlet spear of force missed Fow-
ler, but the controls at which he had been
standing a moment before were blasted
into a twisted heap of scrap metal. Nor
was this all. The red ray tore a hole in
the side of the cone, wrecking the strange
apparatus, the queer machinery. At once
the remaining air escaped through the
opening and Amnor, his lungs collapsing,
toppled in a heap on the floor.

CHAPTER SIX

Maroom_:d on Pluto

¢ YEAD,” Doag said solemnly, pocket-

ing the force gun. “And” . . . his
© gaze turned to the ruined mechanism of
the time-cone . . . “so are our hopes of
bringing food from the past!”

Frantically little Fowler pawed at the
smashed and twisted metal. His voice
in their earphones was almost tearful.

“Ruined!” he cried. “Beyond hope of
repair ! And no one left who understands
the forces it employed! The greatest

dream of archaeology! No more poking
about crumbling’ ruins, but actually see-
ing, hearing, living the past! All my
dreams of taking it to other planets, of
discovering the truth of the Atlantis leg-
end, finding out how the Martian canals
were built, . . .”

Vallard laughed, bitterly.

“Better, perhaps, if we’d remained in
the past,” he said. “Death from the com-
et's blazing tail would be quicker than
starving to death!” He turned, set out
along the i1ce-lined gallery. “Might as
well go back to the Lodestar.”

Silently the three men returned to the
shaft, rose, by the car, to the surface.
Eternal bleak and desolate night hung
over Pluto; no light issued from the con-
trol room of the wrecked spaceship. Doag
frowned.

“Hurry!” he muttered. “No lights. I
don’t like 1t!”

They hastened to the ship, strode
through the air-lock. A terrible scene
greeted them. The twenty-odd members
of the expedition lay upon the floor, gaunt
skeletons,f their faces hollow, wasted, the
skin drawn tight over protruding cheek-
bones, eyes sunken pits.

“Good God!” Fowler fell to his knees
beside Bell, the geologist, felt his pulse.
The man stirred, muttered deliriously.

“But . ... but. . ; .” Vallard glanced
dazedly about. “Starving . . . and we've
only been gone a few hours! How. .. ."
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“The time-cone!” Fowler muttered.
“My fault! I ... instead of returning
to the time we left, we've arrived a couple
of weeks in the future! You see? If I'd
only known how to handle those controls
more exactly. ...”

Vallard was examining a tangle of ap-
paratus near the observation port.

““The synthesizer,” he said slowly.
“They repaired 1t. Used it, too, I think.
Getting carbon from what little paper
and wood they had aboard.” He pointed
to a knife-blade from which the wooden
handle had been removed, a book, its
pages gutted. “No wood or paper left.
Hopeless. And we're bound to share the
same fate.”

“Carbon!” Doag suddenly sprang to
his feet. “By all that’s holy, I think. .
Come with me!”

The big Jovian snapped shut his hel-
met, leaped through the airlock. By the
time Vallard and Fowler had emerged
from the ship, Doag was well on his way
to the excavations, racing across the icy
plain with all the power of his great
muscles. At the top of the shaft he paused,
gazed about as if trying to orient him-
self, then struck out across the barren
stretch of ice. When Fowler and Val-
lard at last rejoined him, he was standing
atop a slight mound of solid nitrogen per-
haps a mile from the ship, Amnor’s force-
gun in his hand.

“Stand back,” he warned.
ing her on!”

As he spoke, he pressed the trigger.
The red ray shot out, tearing up the ice
as an auger bites through white pine.
Down, down, the red ray bored, cutting
a slanting shaft in the solidified gas. Va-
porized under the blasting beam of ener-
gy, the nitrogen arose in clouds, fell like
snow about the pit. Doag, cutting steps
in the shaft, followed it down. '

At a hundred feet, Doag gave a sudden
cry. In the lurid light of the red beam,
earth was visible. Great streaks of red

“I’'m turn-

rust, green bits of bronze that vaguely
resembled parts of a mighty machine. And
all about the metal was a black, coal-like
substance, glistening in the crimson glare.
Fowler gasped.

“The machine of the Scientists!” he
cried. “The machine that Amnor de-
stroyed! And that black stuff is. . .. ”

e YIL!” Doug said triumphantly. “Oil

frozen solid! The comet’s gaseous
tail may have wiped out all life on Pluto,
but it didn’t stop the oil from gushing
from that well! I suspect that the comet,
in addition to wiping out all life, drew
Pluto from its orbit, far out to its pres-
ent position on the very edge of the solar
system. The terrible cold followed a few
hundred years later and the oil, con-
tinuing to pour out of the well over the
remains of the machine, was frozen! Car-

bon! Pure carbon!”

Vallard stared at the streaks of rust
that meant life.

“We've got to get back!”” he exclaimed.
“While there’s a chance of saving them !”
Staggering under the load of frozen oil,
he led the way up the shatft.

Within a few minutes they were back
aboard the wrecked space-ship. Vollard
shoved a large piece of the oil into the
synthesizer, started the motors. Burning
methane and oxygen powered the gener-
ators, the machine hummed into life.
Within twenty-five minutes the carbonif-
erous matter had been broken down, its
atoms rearranged to form carbohydrates,
fats, while the introduction of nitrogen
enabled them to produce certain lower
proteins. The result was a pasty brown
mess, lacking vitamins, calcium, iodine,
salt, other important minerals, and about
as appetizing in appearance as a bar of
laundry soap.

“They say you get used to anything in
time,” Doag muttered doubtfully. “And
I guess our ultra-violet set will supply
vitamin D, if we don’t get any others. But
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the thought of living on this stuff ’til a
rescue ship arrives. . . .”

But as Doag stared at the brown paste,
Bell, the geologist, swayed to his knees.

“Food!” he croaked. “Food!” Plung-
ing both hands into the sticky mess he
began to cram it into his mouth.

“Easy! Easy!” The Jovian held him
back. “You'll kill yourselfi if you eat
too much! Guess the stuff’s edible, then.”

“Edible!” Bell licked his fingers. “It’s
all we’'ve had for the past two weeks.
Until the wood and paper ran out, and
we had no more carbon. And this is better
because it’s got grease in it.”

“Then . . . then we’re okay!” Vallard
watched Doag feed the other members of
the crew and his spirits began to rise.
“Enough oil there to last us until a rescue
party arrives! More than enough! And
what a story we’ll have! A story that no

BhRe: ot

“Will believe,” Fowler finished ironi-
cally. He drew a sheaf of notes from his
pocket, tossed them into the synthesizer.
“Just . . . more carbon!”

“What?” Vallard exploded. “You
mean you’re not going to write that mono-
oraph? The most remarkable treatise on
early Plutonian culture ever to be writ-
ten ? Why, you'd be hailed as the greatest
archaeologist. . . .”

- “The greatest liar, you mean!” Fowler
stared bitterly out at the bleak plain.
“This is the hard, matter-of-fact 26th
century, Vallard! People know that such
things as time-cones, anti-gravity beams,
and force shields are impossible. If the
time-cone hadn’t been wrecked, then . . .
ah, then. . . .” he paused, eyes barren.

“What proof have we? A shattered
transparent cone of some sort . . . a
curious memento of a lost civilization.
Some brilliant professor will write a
treatise to prove it was a prehistoric gas-
range, I'm sure! Then we have a couple
of bodies, preserved by some strange em-

balming process, or maybe the cold. A
force-ray gun, probably found in the
ruins. Do they prove we travelled time?
These men here in the ship believed that
we went out in search of carbon. A heroic
attempt. After days of wandering about
the icy plain we found an old oil deposit
not far from the ship. Pure bull luck.
Maybe we’ll get medals for it. . . .”

“You're a chemist of some note, Val-
lard. Doag and I have reputations as
archaeologists. How long do you think
we’'d have our reputations if we showed
up with a yarn about time-travel? I can
hear them now. ‘Poor old Doag. Mind
gone. Privations, hunger, did it Or,
‘Fowler always was queer. Shame he’s
gone completely off his rocker.” You see?
If nothing else, they’ll claim it was hallu-
cinations while wandering about the ice
in search of a carbon base. One of the
science-fiction magazines might take the
varn, but as a scientific monograph. . ..”
Fowler laughed harshly. “Forget it, Val-
lard, if you don’t want to wind up in a
nice, quiet room. You too, Doag. That’s
the best way. Just forget it. Hallucina-
tions, that’s all.”

Vallard stared at the little archaeoligst.
Forget it? Forget the great city of the
past, the Scientists, the physically-evolved
Zacites . . . the Day of the Comet? For-
get Tarn, Amnor . . . Iayleh?

Doag, feeding the skeleton figures on
the control-room floor, nodded gravely.

“Fowler is right,” he said. “They
would laugh . . . or call us insane. We on
Jupiter have a saying that, “There 1s no
stupidity like that of a wise man asked
to believe something new.” ”’

“Say, you fellows,” Bell, the geologist
raised himself on one elbow. “What’s all
this talk about the past, and force-shields,
and anti-gravity beams?”

“Nothing.” Fowler’s smile was like
alum. “Just hallucinations we had out

there!”

THE END
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Precisely calculated, the crew of the Fareday had one chance in
thirty-seven of returning safely to Earth. But even that chance
grew smaller when they shipped a new hand, a dead space pioneer,

[ = 5 i
-, 5 [y ] - k.
s e Y P A e e =r R g a2 T T
'j'r"" & ATl a 3 T L e el 1 o y . -
& - ol i ) i i iy el o
- L o - - r ¥ - 3 & - W Faa
ri L*V= i - - & L & e .
Pl 5 el By = - g T i,
o R e S A
. 3 -

bl
R
w f H ."‘1!'.'._ .--‘- =

- g . ] =
il s

- -
Sy
F g il |

-

-
£t

& A
Nt

-
.....

30

whose body was inhabited by—The Timeless One!
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RANT CARSON, his eyes to. the
course 'scope in the navigation
cubby of the Faraday, grunted pes-

simistically as cross hairs centered upon
a tiny globe near the distant sun.
“Ten to one we don’t make it,” he mut-
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tered as though to himself. “Ten to one
we're left drifting in the asteroid belt.”

He shot a glance at the hunched figure
of William Van Lune, bent over his eter-
nal notes, his pencil even now scurrying
among mathematical symbols.
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dour chap, the Geodetic Survey man.
Even the loss of most of their fuel hadn’t
cracked him into the semblance of a plain
human being. _

The loss of that fuel, due to a leaking
tank, was stacking the odds against them
now. Most of what had remained had
gone to push the ship, via the intergalactic
polarizer, back to the fringes of the solar
system. They’d had to depolarize then,
or risk overshooting the system entirely.
And now, depolarized as they were, they
would have to cover the huge planetary
gap between Pluto’s orbit and Earth at
ordinary rocket speed—which meant run-
ning out of fuel by the time they touched
Mars’ orbit. '

Even if Carson could nurse the -ship
along as far as Earth, there was the prob-
lem of braking down for a landing. Al-
- ready the gauge needles stood close to the
red sectors which marked the minimum
fuel reserve needed. With less, you could-
n’'t brake down to a safe speed. Your ship
fell, and air friction turned it into a glow-
ing meteor. He'd seen one come down
that way once, when the ignitors failed.

“Our chances,” announced Van Lune
coldly, “are not ten to one. Far from it.
[f we are lucky enough to require blasts
only for navigation corrections, we have
one chance in thirty-seven of reaching
earth with sufficient braking power. And
that’s only if nothing happens—"

Carson shrugged annoyance. A fine pal
for a Betelguese cruise, for the fix they
were in right now. Worked the thing
out for you, so that you didn’t hope for
too much—the miracle that might, for ex-
ample, land them right side up on the
green earth instead of as a mass of fused
oxides that had long since ceased being
a ship. If nothing happened!

Carson stiffened suddenly to a subtle
change in the tempo of the driving blasts,
every space-attuned faculty alert to dis-
aster. The ship was pounding, labouring
against resistance. He turned and leaped

frantically for the controls—and that in-
stant the Faraday yawed violently, as
though it had grazed a rounded body.
As Carson clutched wildly for support,
a second and more severe lurch threw
him heavily. The Faraday whipped her
tail about and plunged off-course with a
terrific jerk that left her vibrating from
keel to deck plates with a sickening os-
cillation.

Slowly Carson rose above the mists of
insensibility. He had been stunned, rather
than unconscious, and his eyes first met
those of Van Lune, glaring accusingly
from across the cabin. The navigator
stumbled to his feet, surprised to find the
ship apparently motionless now. Incred-
ulously he read the instruments. Meteor
detector and gravity indicator showed
nothing. According to dials, the Faraday
hung free and alone in space—motionless,
if the space-inductor speedometer was to
be believed. But those instruments were
notoriously fragile and undependable. Car-
son peered through the course ’scope for
a check reading, and, staring, swung the
focus of the instrument in a quick, all-
embracing arc,

“Blotto!” he muttered unbelievingly.
“We're blotto!”

The word—long since devoid of any
humorous implication, brought Van Lune
into the control cubby. But the dour sur-
veyor stepped forward, to the quartzite
visi-port set in the nose of the ship. Car-
son joined him there. Van Lune said
nothing, and thus gave tacit consent to
Carson’s muttered statement. For to be
blotto means, in space parlance, to be ut-

terly lost without the means of taking
bearings. |

TI—IE Faraday hung in a featureless

void, a nebulous, sullen violet twilight,
a substanceless haze terrifyingly unlike
the familiar star-dotted heavens that were
the ship’s element. Space itself seemed
shrunken, collapsed into this purple lu-
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minescence that was not space, but a shriv-
eled sphere of nothingness, without cir-
cumference, without content, whose extent
might be a hundred yards—or a hundred
parsecs.

Were they moving, or motionless?
Were they rushing toward finite bound-
aries, or swinging in an invisible orbit
about an unseen body ? The questions were
unanswerable, meaningless here where the
familiar stellar field had ceased to exist.

It was Van Lune who first broke that
silence. His eyes were bright—and not
with fear, Carson suddenly knew. Van
- Lune was strangely aroused.

“You'll try power, of courser”

Carson nodded. What man, faced with
that nothingness outside the port, wouldn’t
try to jerk his ship out of it? Almost un-
consciously his hands had gripped the con-
trols. Overload relays had cut off the
driving blasts when the Faraday first

swerved. Now he cut in again, the thrum:

of them earthy, confident. Orange flame,
invisible from here, must be flaring from
the stern. The faint roar of blazing gas
traveled from the combustion tubes
through the structure of the ship and
trembled on the air in the control cubby.
From force of habit both men grasped
handrails to brace themselves against ac-
celeration.

But the expected forward thrust of the
ship failed to come. Slowly Carson fed
the blasts more gas, until the roar of
automically-fired fuel reverberated full and
deep as the tone of an enormous organ.
The Faraday quivered under forces suf-
ficient to lift her even against the tremen-
dous gravitation of Jupiter—and still in-
ertia needles remained motionless, and the
void outside unaltered. He flung the con-
trols back. All vibration, all sound, came
to an end.

“The only time I ever used full blast
before,” he said, “we were strapped in
- —and the straps broke. Now it’s as
though we’re in a gravity trap. But if so,

why don’t the instruments show it?”

Van Lune turned upon him, his dour
face curiously altered. For the first time
Carson realized that theesurveyor was a
comparatively young man, little older than
he. Van Lune’s eyes were sparkling;
they were fires of astonishing energy in-
stead of the almost expressionless orbs
Carson had known.

“There’s one possible explanation.
We've slipped into a space groove.”

“Space groove!” snorted Carson.

“An unscientific name, but descriptive.
They have accounted for many missing
ships. Vornhall was swept away in one
a couple of centuries ago. His log ob-
servations agree with this.” Van Lune
jerked- a thumb toward the visi-port.

“But Vornhall’s ship was found, un-
damaged.”

“And empty,” added Van Lune. “Vorn-
hall wasn’t aboard. His pet Tcizur was,
but the bird was dead and queerly so. It’s
internal organs had been transposed to
the outside of its body, its external ones
presumably inside. It had been literally
turned inside out. Vornhall himself must
have left the ship; his space suit was miss-
ing. His last log entry stated that the
controls were useless, instruments out of
order, and all signs of the solar system
wiped out by a luminous purple fog.”

Carson whistled softly. “Okay—what
1§ a space groove?”’

“Half myth, half hypothesis—based on
the assumption that there is no absolute
time flow, that time may appear to be
moving forward from our standpoint, yet
may seem to be moving backward when
viewed from another co-ordinate system,
just as a ship may seem to one observer
on earth to be flying at high speed, where-
as to a second observer in a faster ship
it might appear to be drifting backward.

“But time forms part of the frame of
space-time in which events take place. The
gravitational field or track of a sun or
planet, for instance, is impressed upon
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three space-dimensions and a time-vector
at right angles thereto. When the body
is gone the impressed portions of these
‘vectors separate and the field disappears.
Actually it’s torn into two parts, and the

chance that these will ever again coincide
1s remote.

“NIEVERTHELESS the chance exists,

and when such impressed regions
coincide the result 1s a synthetic field mov-
ing tangent to space-time and having only
a momentary existence at any given point
in normal space. It’s gravitation self-ex-
istent, a self-enclosed force. The indicator
can’'t show it because it’s equal all about
us. We're not dragged along by gravity;
we're imprisoned i it and must move
with it.”

“Double stars of Hesperides!” gasped
Carson. “You're telling me we're caught
by a—a gravity-ghost ?”’

“By the attraction of a body which may
no longer even exist, and is certainly no-
where near us. The rocket engines can
have no effect. In this artificial, abnormal
region action and reaction are no longer
equal and opposite. Power means nothing.
Physical energy is futile against the very
flow of time itself.”

For a time both men were silent, staring
wordlessly from the visi-port.

“The intergalactic polarizer!” suggested
Van Lune suddenly. “Its field polarizes
matter—perhaps it can rotate the ship
back into normal space-time.”

“Daren’t try it,” grunted Carson. “Po-
larize us in a gravitational field and there
won’t be enough ship left to bounce an
electron on. No good—"

Van Lune’s fingers clawed at his sleeve,
The surveyor was staring ahead with a
terrible intensity. Carson, following that
glance, shuddered as he saw—

Something in the infinite depths of the
void at last. Something growing in size,
expanding from a pinpoint to a dot, from
a dot to a globe, swelling with incredible

swiftness into a flaming white sphere dead
ahead on their unalterable course..

“A star!” groaned Carson. “We have
to try the intergalactic.”

Van Lune nodded. Carson’s fingers
tightened upon the polarization controls.
Only too well he knew the certain effects
of polarization in a powerful gravitational
field—a shattering of the very atoms com-
posing the ship and their own bodies.
Death—but swift and merciful compared
to the living cremation ahead. What little
choice there was lay this way.

Yet his hands hesitated upon the levers.
A warning hope, first dimly compre-
hended, grew clearer as he waited. Slender
it was, yet irresistible. Deliberately he
relocked the controls.

“Suppose,” he said slowly, “that what
we see is only a re-creation of light, pro-
duced in the same way as the space-groove,
W hat if there is nothing there?”

Startled, Van Lune nodded after a mo-
ment, and Carson knew that he had
accepted hope and hazard alike. Both
turned back to the port, fascinated in the
very face of death.

AMAZINGLY huge the great sphere

grew, hot violet-white, its corona a
wreath of clear lightnings against the pur-
ple murk. Carson swung sun filters before
the wvisi-port, dimming the brilliance of
the sight but not its splendor. The glory
of this stellar giant—perhaps long since
cold and dead—was an incredibly soul-
stirring thing. It overspread all space; its
immense presence thrust back the void.
In its blinding heart writhed serpents of
living flame, restless, terrifyingly beauti-
ful. For an instant, it seemed to Carson,
he and Van Lune looked into the very
womb of light.

The Faraday sped on, was engulfed in
all-pervading brilliance. The walls of the
control cubby glowed eerily with it. And
suddenly, with a soundless rush, that ra-
diant effulgence vanished.
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Half blinded, they were minutes recov-
ering their sight, ordering their thoughts
after the expectancy of death that had been
upon them.

“A chance in a million,” breathed Van
Lune. “A slight shift in the vectors and
it would have been the infra-red that was
reproduced, instead of the visible and high
frequency range. We could have been
burned to a cinder by radiation that wasn’t
even visible! We—"

He broke off abruptly. Carson felt his
skin crawl, saw the hairs on Van Lune’s
fist stir, rise, and lie flat back as in a high
wind. A whisper seemed to start about
them, thin and faint, but increasing in
volume. It grew to a squeal, to a shriek.
The hull vibrated with it. Their bodies
shook agonizingly to it. It was part of
them, part of the ship. It echoed from
every strut and rivet, and strummed upon
every single bone and nerve in their
aching bodies. It grew to a shrill, piercing
scream, amplified a thousand fold by the
narrow confines of the ship. Vibration
flayed them.

The Faraday shuddered to resistance,
seemed to plough with slackening speed
into an elastic substance that absorbed
its motion like an infinitely long steel
spring. (Carson, standing free, did not
éeven teeter on his feet. He had the sen-
sation of stumbling across a threshold,
and being unable to fall because the room
beyond was filled with a yielding yet re-
silient substance.

The shrieking, incredibly shrill, passed
away. Agonizing vibrafion ceased. Car-
son felt utterly exhausted. His feet, when
he first tried to move, were numb, nerve-
less clumps. Slowly strength flowed back
to him, yet when he moved to swing back
the sun filters from the port, no amount
of effort would propel his aching body at
more than a sluggish crawl. The very
air felt heavy, viscid as cold oil. It plucked
“at his clothing, dragged at his heels.
Beyond the port, when the sun screens

were shifted, appeared the same featureless
purple vacuity. - The Faraday's lights,
hastily switched on, bored a short tunnel
of foggy light into the nothingness beyond,
revealing nothing.

“Something stopped us,” said Carson
slowly. Words were difficult; it was
drudgery to speak. “We hit something.”

He clumsily dragged forth two vacuum
suits. They had to help each other into
them, soon learning that a deliberate slow-
ness made movement easier. By silent
consent they entered the air lock, and after
it had been emptied of air crawled like
sleepy flies out upon the silvery skin of
the Faraday. |

Here was only the same void they had
seen through the port. They clambered
over the hull and peered vainly through
the purple mist. Their radio communi-
cators proved useless. Carson connected
their suits with a telephone line.

“We're still—blotto.” He flung an arm
out in a strained gesture. “What is this?
And where—?"

“THIS purple tinge—it 1sn’t real, ac-

tual,” responded Van Lune slowly.
“Light isn’t normal to this region. The
sensation may be produced by some other
property, or by sheer eye-fatigue, by try-

ing to see where there is nothing—ab-

solutely nothing—to excite the retina. As
for where we are, remember the old poser
—‘1f space-time is finite, what's beyond
it ’— and remember that the vector of-a
space groove must be tangent to space-
time.”

“Then we re———beyond space-time ?”’

“In timeless, absolute space—the uni-

versal continuum in which space-time 1s

a finite bubble, a rarefaction of absolute
space, which must be far denser. We felt
its resistance inside the ship as well as
upon the ship itself. The sound was a
by-product of that resistance. And some-
where that dead Tcizur fits m———lf we only
knew how.” 7 40 ‘
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Carson stifled a mirthless laugh. There
was something in this unending vista of
purple, blind non-darkness to grate on a
man’s nerves beyond endurance.

W hat was moving out there?

His eyes groped for light, thwarted by
a mockery of purple shadows commingling
in absurd shapes, flowing, melting and
reforming.

The thing was approaching, a moving
patch of purple-grey solidifying in outline
as it came mnearer the Faraday. Behind
it lanced a thin yellow flame.

“Shades of Pluto!” gasped Carson.
“It’s somebody in a space suit, with an
old fashioned repulsion gun.”

The man floated up to them, braking
himself expertly to a halt with his out-
moded repulsion pistol. An ancient space
suit bulked awkwardly about him. The
tiny face-glass hid most of his face, but
the eyes, magnified to unusual prominence
by the glass, were courageous yet eloquent
of suffering. His suit had no communi-
cation sockets, and the three stood awk-
wardly silent until Carson led the way to
the air lock. Once inside the ship, all re-
moved their helmets. The stranger stared
wonderingly about him at the livable, com.
pact cabin.

“It is—so confusing,” he murmured
apologetically. “I owe you my life—but
first let me state my name.” I am
Randolph Vornhall, citizen first rank, of
the Germanic State.”

“What?”’ exploded Carson, and sub-

sided under a glance from Van Lune.
Vornhall looked from one to the other,
obviously 1ill at ease.

“You are earthmen, surely? This ship
—is strange.”

“We are earthmen,” said Van Lune,
“who have heard of you and are glad to

be of service. May we ask how long you
~ have been marooned here?”

Vornhall frowned. “I can only guess.
My oxygen tank is almost empty, and its
full capacity is twelve hours. Let us say

I have been here ten hours.” His speech
was the precise, hesitant English in inter-
national use two centuries before.

“But you have guessed the nature of
this region?” asked Van Lune. “You
realize this 1s absolute space—timeless
space?”

Vornhall sprang to his feet, eyes blaz-
ing, his figure tense and threatening as a
taut bow. Carson’s hand went to his beam
pistol, but Van Lune stepped in front of
him, his hands at his side, speaking calmly.
- Vornhall sank down on a chair, his face
buried in his hands. Carson went to the
ship’s galley and returned with a cup of
steaming broth. Vornhall looked up grate-
fully as the rich aroma roused him. Al-
most greedily he drank the scalding stuff.

“Forgive me. They taunted me with
that—the Timeless Ones. I have been
close to madness. But how long—?”

“LONGER than you think,” responded

Van Lune gently. “Remember that
the time dimension does not exist here
except as the product of your own infin-
itesimal mass. The Germanic State was
dissolved almost two hundred years ago.”

“Two hundred years,” whispered Vorn-
hall.

“In reality, so far as you are concerned,
ten hours only,” corrected Van Lune
softly. “But, tell me, who are the Timeless
Ones ?” |

“Intelligent inhabitants of this region.
They are utterly unlike us, bodiless, phys-
ical only as light is physical.”

“Intelligent? Then you can communi-

_ cate with them?”

“By thought only, and then only as they
will. Mostly they seek knowledge of our
universe, which they know of mathemat-
ically, in the abstract, but dare not pene-
trate in their own form. They also have
an abstract conception of time. Perhaps
because I come from a time-world they
chose to call themselves, in answer to my
questions, the Timeless Ones.”
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“How did you lose your ship?” Carson
asked.

“When I felt it brought to a stop, I
went outside. Two of these creatures
appeared and forced me away from the

ship. A third settled upon it and moved
tooil.

“But how did you find us?” asked Van
LLune sharply. “What told you there was
a ship here?”

Vornhall paled. “I was impelled to
move in this direction—perhaps by the
Timeless Ones themselves. They would
sense your presence immediately by the
disturbance your ship caused. 1f they
know of it, we are in danger.”

“Only one thing to do,’ snapped Car-
son. “We’ll' try the polarizer. 1f that
doesn’t work, we’re done.”

Vornhall rose nervously, the ridiculous
old space suit creaking with every move.
The others doffed theirs, for 1t was now
plain that only within the ship were they

sate—it there.

“They will come,”
“They are tremendously curious.
will surely come.”

Van Lune, in the course of stowing the
suits away, paused in mid-stride to stare
curiously at a ceiling corner of the cabin.

“Carson!” he roared suddenly.

The navigator followed Van Lune’s
oglance. A scarcely visible aura, like the
charge on the plate of a vacuum tube,
shimmered over the burnished metal of
the ceiling plates.

“The Timeless Ones!” shouted Vorn-
hall.

murmured Vornhall,
They

A FORMLESS, swirling mist, sapphire

blue and bristling with myriad brush-
hike sparks, detached itselt from the hull
plates. An electrical phantom, it moved
majestically through space. There was
no suggestion of a body or form, no sense
organs. Yet the thing was not blind.
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Rather, Carson felt, it was all eyes—the
living shapelessness of its ears and nerves
and brain, of an alchemy alien to man.
For a few seconds it drifted, then with
disconcerting suddenness dropped.

At once Carson felt a mental probing,
a driving and wilful curiosity. With all
the strength of his own will he resisted
it, and triumphantly felt it retreat, baffled.
Super-being though it might be, it could
not enter his consciousness while he re-
mained on guard. Van Lune, he saw,
also resisted that mental attack. But Vorn-
hall was already staring at the thing with
a cringing hopelessness. Plainly fear and
the mental stress he had undergone, as
well as his former subjection to the Time-
less Ones, had rendered him helpless.

Carson moved toward him, although
with no idea how he might aid him. But
the thing bristled at that. A tendril of
prickling, cold-blue flame lashed out, ca-
ressed the sleeve of Carson’s shirt, sting-
ing the flesh beneath with a thousand fiery
darts. Muscles bunched in agony, he
jerked away. The flaming lash followed,
deliberately licked his throat and chest.
Pain lanced through and focussed like a
burning spark within. He felt it move,
knew then that it could touch his heart
and still its beat as one stills a vibrating
reed. The thing could kill!

Another flame lashed out toward Van
Lune, and under threat of those electric
whips both men retreated to the control
compartment. When they had entered it
flame licked the door, which closed of
itself.

“Vornhall—in there alone with it!”
grated Carson. “The devilish thing will—"

From the main cabin came a soft, dull
thud—the sound of a man’s body falling
under the ship’s slight artificial gravity.
Carson ripped the door open and rushed
out, Van Lune close behind him. Vornhall
lay prone. The navigator ripped open the
space suit and listened for a heartbeat.
There was none.

“Dead!” His voice choked with help-
less rage. “Dead—not ten minutes after
he reached us.”

He and Van Lune lifted the body into
a bunk and removed the cumbersome space
suit. There was a slim chance that artificial
respiration might renew the heart action,
since Vornhall had, so far as could be
ascertained, suffered no external injury.
But as Carson set about the task the
Timeless One, hovering near, darted
threateningly forward. Its meaning would
have been plain even without the wordless,
imperative command that beat in upon
his consciousness.

They were not to revive Vornhall! In-
stead, Carson understood, they were to
start the ship moving. Again and again
the order was given, at last with a threat-
ening overtone. And, Carson knew, the
creature had the power to enforce its
commands.

To disobey now would gain them noth-
ing but a relentless punishment. He nod-
ded to Van Lune, and they returned to
the control cubby. Carson started the
engines. The ship edged forward. Im-
mediately began that plucking, nerve-shat-
tering vibration which accompanied their
plunge into absolute space.

Where were they going? To some
gathering place of the Timeless Ones’
Could there be Such a thing as a city,
a governing center, in this region?’

He watched the useless instruments
critically. Better that way—better not to
think. Thinking was making him dizzy.
Dials and needles blurred ridiculously be-
fore his eyes. His hands on the instru-
ment panel shimmered with a strange
semi-transparency that was vaguely fa-
miliar. But the forturing vibration which
had been part of their motion was com-
pletely gone. -.

“Polarization!” he shouted. “The thing
has polarized us.”

Without waiting for Van Lune’s answer
he tore the cubby door open and rushed
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into the cabin. The Timeless One was
nowhere to be seen. But Vornhall’s body,
erect, alight with the weird aura of polar-
1zation, walked awkwardly toward him.

ORNHALL'’S body! For this was not

Vornhall, this blazing-eyed autom-
aton, this ghoulishly resurrected corpse!
In a flash of comprehension Carson knew
why Vornhall had been killed, not by a
fatal wound, but by a delicate stoppage
of the heart—in order to leave his body
intact for the creature which now tenanted
it—the Timeless One.

A gout of fury, hot and heedless, seemed
to burst in Carson’s skull. He flung him-
self forward, obsessed with the desire
to choke the breath from this thing of
living death, to cast out the light of unholy
life that blazed in its eyes.

The thing raised its hand—Vornhall's
hand. From outstretched finger tips a
blue-white trident of flame leaped hun-
grily at Carson, drawing red welts where
it struck. He shrieked with the pain of it,
but with the agony came also a return of
sanity, He retreated again to the control
cubby, almost colliding with Van Lune,
who led him forcibly to the visi-port.

“This isn’t ordinary polarization!” the
surveyor shouted. “It’s three-dimensional,
rotating the entire atomic field. Look!”

The quartz bullseye of the port, blur-
ring vision with the haze of polarization,
was no longer a dead violet, but dark with
a soft, deep blackness in which swam
hazy pinpoints of light. Carson’s pulse
leaped. There was something blessedly
familiar about that constellation.

“Ursa Major!” he muttered. “It s
Ursa Major—back in space time.” He
swung the ship through an angle. The
earth, large, blue-green, hung suspended
before them. Sunlight glinted obliquely
from the bullseye. “We can land now.
We've fuel enough to make it, since we
didn’t have to use any coming in from
Pluto’s orbit—"" - s

As though in confirmation came a com-
mand from the thing in the cabin, word-
less, significant. They were to proceed
to their own world, to land as usual. With
the order came a sharp decrease in polar-
1zation, until the Faraday was normal.
Quickly Carson told Van Lune of what
had happened in the cabin, of the ghastly
resurrection of Vornhall’s body.

“And you want to land,” interjected

Van Lune cuttingly, “with that on

board ?” _

“My God!” whispered Carson. “That’s
what it wants! Vornhall said they were
curious, that they had a conception of
space-time. Their capturing him, sending
his ship back, and now us—with one of
them on board—are all part of the same
plan. But why—7?”

“Why ?” said Van Lune harshly. “Be-
cause this 1s a scout for the rest. Can
you imagine it on earth, in Vornhall's
body—manlike but inhuman, merciless,
master of our kind? It could commandeer
ships, men, equipment to carry it back
—and to return with others of its damn-
able breed. The solar empire would be’
their laboratory—if we land.”

Carson stared at him, wondering at the
grim, cold courage of the man—and
offered his hand. Van Lune tock it
firmly, sealing a compact of death—that
the Faraday would never land on earth
while the Timeless One was aboard.

And Carson, setting the course, aimed
the nose of the ship apparently for the
blue-green planet—but with a slight de-
viation that would carry it past and into
the yellow-white maw of the sun.

“If we weren't so helpless—" mut-
tered Van Lune. “If there were some
weapon to use against it. But we don't
even know the physical nature of the
thing—only that, according to Vornhall,
it cannot enter space-time in its normal
state. That state certainly is not atomic.
Electronic? Even electrons—even posi-
trons, for a limited time—can exist in
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space-time disassociated from matter.”

“But not together!” Carson whirled
excitedly. “It may consist of both—elec-
trons and positrons, which can’t exist
side-by-side in space-time because they
cancel each other electrically, but can 1n
‘absolute space—"

“—because of its non-curvature,” inter-
jected Van Lune. “It’s possible! Then
to enter space-time they’'d have to super-
impose themselves upon normal atoms.
The Timeless One has done that—with
Vornhall’s body, which must carry a
tremendous surplus of positrons and elec-
trons. Let those destroy each other, and
the Timeless One i1s—killed.”

But how, Carson wondered, could the
annihilation of these particles be brought
about? An ionization gun such as earth’s
weather control stations used to dis-
charge dangerous thunder clouds might
do the work—Dbut that was mere fantastic,
wishful thinking.

ONIZATION! Here in space, out

from the sheltering envelope of earth’s
atmosphere, there was a powerful
tonization force always present. The ship
was screened from it now by an electrical
field, so that one forgot the very presence
of those deadly cosmic rays that had once
played havoc with human life in the space
lanes. But the cosmic ray screens could
be cut— '

“It might work!” he breathed. “Lord,
when we open the screens out here the
rays will jack up air conductivity several
thousand times. And i now thinks air
‘non-conductive.,”

He turned to Van Lune, who was
staring uncomprehendingly.

“We cut the screens, and ionization
practically short-circuits the Timeless
One. If we're right—. Of course we’ll
be burned—cosmic rays are worse than
radium, if you're unshielded for long.”

“Try it!” said Van Lune, “It’s worth
any risk—"' -

Carson went to the panelboard. A sud-
den shout from Van Lune swung him
about even as he reached for the switches.
The cubby door flung inward with shat-
tering force. Framed in the opening stood
the thing that had been Vornhall, under-
standing in its fiery eyes—and fear alsp.
It had listened, by what super-senses
could only be guessed.

It knew—

Those blazing eyes sought Carson. A °
hand jerked up, sparks jetting from out-
stretched fingers, blue-white, murderous.
He was trapped between the creature
and the panelboard at his back, unable to
retreat. A slender, crackling arc struck
his shoulder, drew a scream from him
as it seared skin and flesh. It was the
first and weakest. The thing was closer
now—the next would be a bolt of hot
white lightning—of instant death.

Through nightmare mists he saw Van
Lune rip the emergency visi-port cover
from its wall clamps, saw him charge the
Timeless One with gallant, reckless cour-
age, holding the cover before him as a
shield, saw it turn cherry-red in Van
Lune’s hands as snarling arcs splashed
against it, saw Van Lune himself crumple
senseless to the floor before that irre-
sistible electrical barrage.

Carson saw the Timeless One, victor-
1ous, turn to hurl its bolts again at him.
Frozen by what had gone before, he
goaded himself now into desperate action,
knowing that his life—perhaps the life of
all earth—depended upon speed. His
fingers hooked about the screen switches,
jerked them open. He flung himself
headlong the same instant. Where he had
stood flames impinged, melting the panel-
board like so much wax.

Nor had he yet escaped. The thing
had only to direct its bolts downward.
He kicked out backward, smashed his
shoulders against Vornhall’s legs, felt the
jarring shock of a high tension current
as he hurtled past.
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He was free of the trap, but found no
escape from the cubby itself. The thing
held the doorway, Vornhall’s body sway-
ing, blurry before Carson’s pain-dimmed
eyes. Upon it gathered a spinning corus-
cation, a restless mosaic of light flickering
- from spot to spot. And abruptly, amazing-
ly, the body buckled, sprawled inert upon
the floor plates.

HIS wound a spreading agony, Carson

clung to the control housing and
stared at the prostrate body. A strange-
ness there—a difference. About the head
formed a sphere of opaque, softly glow-
ing mist. It swelled, lifted as though
tugging to be away. The luminous
streamer connecting it with the head
thinned, snapped soundlessly asunder.
The sphere floated free, a tenuous, spin-
ning globe of energy. Sluggishly it rose
to the ceiling plates—and there burst into
blinding brilliance that lit the control
cubby with its stark glare.

Carson flung an arm before his eyes to
shield them from that harsh radiance. The
cosmic rays had don:e their work, and
the Timeless One, fighting the destructive
attraction of its component parts, had 1n-
fused electrons and positrons with a tem-
porary energy of motion, creating a curi-
ous, almost massless form of matter. But
the thing’s strength was failing; already
- the novel and abnormal structure was
breaking down. This radiation was the
result of the annihilation of electrons and
positrons—visible light, soft and hard
gamma rays—and what others could only
be guessed.

What others? For with a dread hope-
lessness Carson saw that the ceiling plates
now shared that self-consuming brilliance.
Directly above the globe they were
mottled, pock-marked with a cancer of
disintegration. Even in death the Time-
less One was striking a last fatal blow

rainst the man things that had dehed
it ! ek DEET

In that taut silence arose a faint, omi-
nous hissing of escaping air. It would
become a rushing blast as the gap in the
plates widened under that blasting radia-
tion. Carson shot another glance at the
sphere, smaller, yet more brilliant, more
fiercely effulgent in its death throes.
Would 1t dissipate itself before the
Faraday was emptied of air—and life?
Already he felt a tightening of the ear
drums as the pressure fell.

How could he speed that disintegra-
tion? His eyes fell upon a large wrench
kept here for periodic tightening of cer-
tain parts. Upon a desperate impulse he
ripped 1t from its rack and hurled it full
into the blinding glare of the globe.

It missed by inches. The hiss of air
was louder. He was bleeding from nose
and ears with the drop in pressure, and
his eyeballs were a flaming agony from
staring into that ghastly light. Despair-
ingly he searched for another missile. If
he could hit the thing squarely, it might
vanish in an instant burst of uncontrolled
energy instead of the deadly, calculated
bombardment of disintegration that was
consuming the hull plates. But he found
nothing else. Equipment cannot be left
loose in a space ship, and everything
within reach was literally riveted down.
Given time, he could have ripped some-
thing free. But minutes—even seconds—
were precious as life. |

He bent, jerked a slide fastener, and
frantically worked one foot out of its
clumsy space-boot. Metal sheathed and
built to withstand pressure, it was a
massive thing.,

He threw it, watched 1t hurtle toward
the globe, penetrate it, and for an instant
hang suspended within, veiled by very
brilliance. But an instant only. Then
there burst forth a glare of radiation as
terrible as it was brief—an explosion of
energy almost physical in its impact.

Blinded, lungs bursting for air, Car-
son staggered to the door. The Faraday’s
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atmosphere was escaping at a furious
rate now. His senses were leaving him,
his skull pounding, strange bursts of light
before his sightless eyes. Blindly he
grasped Van Lune’s body and dragged
it into the main cabin. He stumbled over
Vornhall’s in the doorway and unthink-
ingly pulled that also to safety. Then he
closed the connecting door, pulled the
safety dogs pressure-tight, and slipped into
the soft darkness of oblivion.

AN LUNE it was who, when Carson

awoke to consciousness, held a cup of
stimulant to his lips. One of Van Lune’s
hands was heavily bandaged. Carson’s
own skull felt like a bruised eggshell, but
his shoulder wound no longer pained
him, and he saw that it also was dressed.

Gladly he drank, unwilling for the
moment to speak. He was happy to see
Van Lune alive, and realized that the
metal port cover had saved both their
lives, short-circuiting most of those dead-
ly arcs so that the surveyor had been
only stunned. He was glad that the weird
creature from absolute space had been
destroyed—

But had it been? Carson rose on an
elbow and stared bitterly at the far end
of the cabin, at the upright figure of
Vornhall. /They had lost, then! The
Timeless One lived!

“You were out a long time,” said Van
Lune. “We've been waiting for you to
land.”

“Land?” Carson looked significantly
across the cabin, and was astonished to
see the surveyor nod. He was still more
amazed when Vornhall approached, not
jerkily, but with the casual movements
of a normal human being. Vornhall, the
man !

“The Timeless One had to start his
heart beating again to make use of his
body,” Van Lune explained, “and left it
so when your cosmic ray barrage drove it

out. I've repaired the board and set the
screens again, by the way.”

“I am glad to be alive,” said Vornhall
in his precise English. “Today’s world
must be a fascinating one.”

- “Today’s?” blurted Carson. Memory
struck him with bitter force. “We can’t
even know what year this is. You're for-
getting that we were out there—in abso-
lute space, where you, Vornhall, lived two
centuries—at least a half hour by our
chronometer.,”

Vornhall nodded gravely. “It 1s so.
And if the same ratio applies as did in my
case, ten years have meanwhile passed on
earth.” Carson groaned.

“Ten years! There was a girl—"

“There still 1s,” interrupted Van Lune,
with a rare smile. “Vornhall was alone,
but the presence of the ship gave us a
mass field tremendously greater than that
of a single man. That field gave us a
certain small time dimension, but a much
greater one than Vornhall had. Our half
hour was the equivalent of not more than
a few days, Earth time. What I cannot
understand, even now, is how the pet
Tcizur was killed in Vornhill’'s ship,
which the Timeless Ones returned to
space-time.”’

Carson grinned with relief. “I can
clear that up. They polarized the ship,
of course, same as they did ours. But
they couldn’t polarize the Tcizur. It in-
sulated itself.”

“You're crazy!” announced Van Lune.

“But I'm right. Any spaceman knows
that air will polarize, but won’t transmit
polarization. The Tcizur insulated itself
because, being excited, it did what any
bird would do. It flew wildly about in
the air. Which reminds me that I'm
anxious to breathe some real, untinned
ozone myself,” Carson finished, making
for the control cubby, “and I'm going to
land where there’s plenty of it. Right on
the good old green earth—"

THE END



OUTLAWS
ON VENUS

Someone had been smuggling
weapons to the natives, inciting
them to rebellion against the
Earth-government. And it was up
to two weaponless traders to stop
that someone.

OHN STRAND panted to a stop in
J the narrow jungle trail. “Hold on,
Westy,” he growled to his compan-

ion. “Time for a breather.” He dragged
one khaki arm across his dripping fore-
head, and shook a damp lock of hair out of
his eyes. Idly, he turned and sent an in-
quiring glance down the trail they’'d just
traveled. And just then two natives dog-

45




44

SUPER SCIENCE STORIES

trotted into view around the last bend in
the narrow path.

It took Strand only one glance to see
that the pair were on his path, and he
didn’t stop to question his sudden certainty
that they were out for blood. Each of
them carried a cutlass that appeared to
be Earth-made, and the killing lust was
written hot on their faces. With a gasp,
the trader grabbed for his Spre pistol,
swinging at his hip.

The two Venusians saw him nearly as
quickly as he sighted them, and with a
howl from the leader charged down upon
him, their cutlasses swinging high. Strand
swept up his pistol, aimed, and fired 1n
one flash of motion.

Now, a Spre gun works silently, by
means of tightly beamed rays which can
disintegrate solid lead at a distance of as
much as three hundred yards. The second
Venusian, therefore, heard nothing when
Strand cut down the first one. His first
intimation of trouble came when he tripped
headlong over the leader, who sprawled 1n
the path, headless. It took him a second
to get to his feet again, and that second
was his death. Mercilessly, John Strand
beamed him down atop the first corpse.
The trader smiled at him, a tight strained
smile.

He stuck his pistol back in its synthetic
plastic holster—leather was worthless in
the humid Venusian air—and shook his
head wonderingly. What could this attack
mean? No mere attempt to kill him and
Westy for their packs of trade goods, he
was sure.

Westy Peters was staring, big-eyed, at
the two natives and the trader. This was
Westy’s first trip “inside”, and he looked
scared by this sudden death.

“Wh-what were they up to, Jack?”

“Going to jump us, I guess,” Strand
grunted briefly. “Don’t know why. Let's
look them over.”

The Venusians, however, were exactly
like a thousand other such natives Strand

had seen. Web toes, yellow skin, and ab-
normally developed chests. Their heads
were gone, so Strand couldn’t tell if he'd
ever seen them before. Thick, brownish-
red blood oozed from their stumped necks
and dropped to the ground.

Westy Peters lost color. He sat down
on his pack, staring sickly at the dripping
blood.

e ET’S get out of here, Jack,” he

begged urgently, with a frightened
glance at the green face of the jungle
frowning on the narrow path. He clutched
the butt of his Spre pistol with a nervous,
spasmodic gesture. In spite of the mys-
terious menace that seemed to have picked
them out for victims, Strand had to turn
away to hide a grin. The kid probably
wouldn't know how to use the gun if
something did happen.

Strand’s grin vanished, however, as he
glanced back at the two sprawled forms
in the path. He turned one of them over
with the toe of his bush boot. The cutlass
the fellow had been carrying clinked on
a stone. Strand grunted and picked it up.

He weighed it in his palm and then,
stepping to the side of the trail, cut down
smartly on a branch of one of the tough
little trees that stood there.

The branch crashed to the ground, cut
through as easily as though it were made
of cheese.

Strand grunted again. “Japanese made .
cutlass,” he said, significantly turning to
young Westy, who still sat on his pack
eyeing the two native corpses.

Westy glanced up, his sick look chang-
ing to surprise. “I thought weapons
couldn’t be sold to natives,” he said.

“They can’t,” answered Strand lacon-
ically. “Somebody smuggled these in.
Let’s pull out.” There’s something fishy
here.” He stuck the cutlass carelessly un-
der a strap on his pack while Westy stood
up, shouldering his load. Then they were

off.
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Strand took the lead, and set a smart
pace, yet one which they could keep up
all day if necessary. As they trotted on
through the moist, enervating heat of
Venus, he shook his head, puzzled. Why
had those natives been on their trail? It
could hardly be a personal matter. Were
natives killing all traders coming in?
Strand wiped his forehead again, sudden-
ly feeling a bit chally. If this was a general
uprising, natives against Earthmen, he
and Westy didn't have a chance to get
out alive. But i1t might be only local trou-
ble;; Strand hoped so. The two traders,
out after the Venusian herbs, were headed
for the headwaters of the Greater Ogra.
If the natives on the upper part of the
river were quiet, they’d be safe. They'd
slip back to Lebonelle somehow, given half
a chance, once they had their packs full of
valuable native herbs and fruits.

Jogging down the trail, the two traders
made a strange pair. Strand was a veteran
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