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THE Dutch rocket Aardkin—out of Middleburg,
  passengers and freight—dropped gingerly toward the mist and cloud-girt
  Earth some twelve thousand miles below, underjets cushioning the fall. This
  last leg of the journey from Venus was the ticklish part of the trip; for the
  great cigar-shaped rockets, beautifully swift in space, were anything but
  maneuverable in a strong gravitational field; and Captain Peter Ten Eyck had
  no particular desire to descend in either central Europe or mid-Atlantic, to
  the resultant disgust of the home office. He wanted to hit Middleburg in
  Zeeland.

Off to the right appeared a very curious shape, visible no more than a
  quarter of a mile away through the bridge room port. "Donder !" said Captain
  Ten Eyck feelingly.

At the same moment the annunciator beside him remarked, "Cut your
  jets!"

"Aasvogel!" rejoined the captain. "Vaarken!" His other
  epithets were somewhat too expressive for permanent record.

The apparition against the black sky was swiftly drifting closer. It was
  distinguishable now as a glittering, metal rocket, but in no way like the
  tapering, cylindrical Aardkin, nor like any other rocket—save
  one.

It was a tubular triangle, from each corner of which rose a strong girder
  to meet an apex above. In effect, its sides and girders outlined a skeleton
  tetrahedron, and from the apex of the girders, the blue atomic blast flared
  down to spread fanlike into the space below. As it approached, the strange
  vessel was dwarfed by the giant freighter; it was no more than a hundred feet
  on a side, not an eighth the length of the Aardkin .

Again the annunciator uttered its metallic tones. It was responding,
  apparently, to a beam from the stranger. "Cut your jets!" it repeated. "Cut
  your jets, or we'll top you!"

Captain Ten Eyck ended his mutterings in a heavy sigh. He had no wish to
  have his vessel exposed to the withering blast of the pirate. He grumbled an
  order into the box beside him, and the roar of the jets ceased. Whatever
  maneuverability the lumbering freighter possessed was gone now; there was no
  longer any chance of ramming the agile attacker.

With the cessation of the jets came also complete weightlessness, since
  they were in a free fall; but a twelve-thousand-mile fall takes considerable
  time to become serious. Ten Eyck sighed again, ordered the floor magnets on,
  and waited phlegmatically for further directions. After all, he reflected,
  his cargo was insured, and Boyd's Marine could afford the indemnity. Besides,
  Boyd's was an English concern, and he had no mind to risk a good Netherlands
  ship and—if he did say it himself—a good Netherlands captain to
  save an English insurance company from loss.

The door to the bridge room opened. Hawkins, the first officer, clattered
  in. "What's here?" he shrilled. "The jets are off—" He caught sight of
  the glistening shape beyond the port. "The Red Peri! The blasted
  pirate!"

Captain Ten Eyck said nothing, but his pale blue eyes stared moodily at
  the painted figure plainly visible on the attacker's bull—the figure of
  a crimson winged imp. He needed no sign to identify the pirate; the queer
  construction of the vessel was proof enough, for there wasn't another such
  ship in the sky.

The voice sounded again. "Open your air lock." Ten Eyck gave the order and
  stalked grimly out to receive the boarding party. He heard the thud of the
  extending gangway as it struck, and the faint grind as the magnet bit to the
  freighter's hull. There came a brisk pounding on the inner door of the lock.
  The captain gave the order to open, his voice curiously equable. He was
  thinking again of the insurance company.

Most of the Aardkin 's score of passengers were crowded along the
  passage. The cutting of the jets, and perhaps the sound of Hawkins' voice
  from the beam room as he called hopefully for assistance, had apprised all of
  them of the events, and the glittering triangle of the Red Peri
  indicated their nature.

The lock swung inward, opening upon the steel-ribbed, rubber-sheathed
  tunnel of the gangway.

Figures in space suits, worn either for disguise or simply as precaution
  against the possible need of cutting their way in, filed through the circular
  doorway, automatics and gas guns menacingly visible.

There were no words spoken; a dozen buccaneers clanked methodically away
  toward the aft bold, and one, a slighter figure, stood grimly guarding the
  lock. In five minutes they were filing back, dragging whatever loot they had
  found, with the queer movement of inertia without weight—much as if
  they floated the objects through water.

Ten Eyck saw the cases of xixtchil pods, valuable as so many
  diamonds, disappear into the lock; and the seventeen crated ingots of
  Venusian silver followed. He swore under his breath as he recognized the
  casket of emeralds from the mines in the Dutch Alps of Venus, and wondered
  blasphemously how they had managed to crack the Aardkin's safe with
  neither torch nor explosive.

Glancing into the purser's office, he saw a queer, jagged hole in the big
  steel box, that looked more as if it had rusted or simply broken away than as
  if it had been cut. Then the freebooters were silently passing back to their
  vessel, having neither addressed nor molested officers, crew, or
  passengers.

Except, perhaps, for one: among the group of watchers was young Frank
  Keene, American radiologist and physicist returning from the solar-analysis
  stations of Patrick's Peak in the Mountains of Eternity. He had edged close
  to the air lock, and now, as the departing marauders passed through, he
  suddenly leaned forward with narrowed eyes, and peered boldly into the cloudy
  visor of the guard.

"Huh!" he mid. "A redhead, eh?"

The guard said nothing, but raised a steel-guantleted hand. The metal
  thumb and forefinger bit viciously into Keene's suntanned nose, and he was
  thrust violently back into the crowd, with two spots of blood welling from
  the abused organ.

Keen grunted in pain. "O.K., fellow," he said stolidly. "I'll see you
  again some day."

The guard spoke at last in a voice that clinked out metallically from the
  helmet's diaphragm. "When you do, there'd better be two of you." Then this
  figure followed the rest; the outer lock clanged shut; the magnets released
  the gangway's grip; and the Red Peri , agile as a swallow and swift as
  a comet at perihelion, flared into the black void.

Beside Keene sounded the voice of Captain Ten Eyck. "What a ship! Mynheer
  Keene, is that not a ship—that Red Peri?"

He was still exclaiming over it at intervals during the laborious task of
  laying a new landing course; and when, an hour later, a blunt little League
  rocket appeared in answer to Hawkin's call, he informed its officers flatly
  that the pirate was hopelessly beyond reach. "Even if your fat beeste
  of a boat could match its acceleration, which it couldn't."

A year later Frank Keene had almost completely forgotten the Red
  Peri and the red-headed pirate, though occasionally, during the interval,
  mention of the famous marauder had brought his experience to mind. After all,
  when a freebooter has scoured the skyways for nearly fifteen years without
  capture, he becomes something of a legend, a figure of heroic proportions.
  Papers and broadcasts give daily references to him, and he is blamed for, or
  perhaps credited with, many a feat performed by some less-celebrated
  desperado.

The lair of the Red Peri remained a mystery, though League ships
  scoured asteroids, the far side of the desolate Moon, and even the diminutive
  satellites of Mars. The swift pirate, striking invariably as his victim
  inched gingerly through some planet's gravitational field, came and went
  untouched.

But Frank Keene had little time at the moment for consideration of the
  famous freebooter. He and his companion, fifty-five year old Solomon Nestor
  of the Smithsonian, were out where few men had ever been, and in a
  predicament that was perhaps unique. They were dropping their rocket
  Limbo toward the rugged, black disc of Puto, two billion miles from
  home, and they were not happy about it.

"I tell you," growled Keene, "we're got to land. Do you think I'm settling
  on this chunk of coal from choice? We've got to make repairs. We can't
  navigate with one stern jet gone, unless you have a notion to fly in
  circles."

Old Solomon was a marvel on hard radiations, stellar chemistry, and astro-
  physics, but hardly an engineer. He said plaintively, "I don't see why we
  can't zigzag."

"Bah! I told you why. Didn't I spend five hours figuring out the time it'd
  take to reach the nearest inhabited place? That's Titan near Saturn, just one
  billion—one billion, I said—miles from here. And at the speed we
  could make zigzagging, because we couldn't keep a constant acceleration, it
  would take us just exactly four years and three months. We've got food enough
  for three months, but what would we live on during the four years? Atomic
  energy?"

"But what can we do on Pluto?" queried old Nestor. "And why didn't we
  carry a spare jet?"

"Jets aren't supposed to melt off," muttered Keene disgustedly. "As for
  what we can do, maybe we can find a virgin deposit of some refractory
  metal—platinum or iridium or tungsten, or any other with a high melting
  point—and build up a jet long enough to keep the blast from melting our
  stern away. Because that's what it'll do if we try running it this way."

"There's tungsten here," observed the older man hopefully, gazing down at
  the black expanse. "Hervey reported it, and so did Caspari. But there isn't
  any atmosphere, or rather, what there is, is liquid or solid, except about
  half a centimeter's pressure of helium. Pluto has a diameter of about ten
  thousand miles, a surface gravity of about 1.2, and an albedo—"

"Not interested," grunted Keene, and then, relenting, "Listen, Solomon,
  I'm sorry. I guess I'm taking it out on you because we had a defective jet.
  But it's a hell of a mess all the same, and somebody's going to suffer for it
  when we get back. With all the money the institute has, you'd think they'd be
  able to afford respectable equipment." He glared down through the floor port.
  "There she comes!"

With a rasp and a jar, the Limbo came to rest. Outside, a mixed
  column of dirt and smoke billowed around the glasses, rose and then settled
  as quickly as a burst of sand, in the near vacuum that surrounded the
  ship.
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