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    CHAPTER I

~

    “What do you make of it?” Commander Jed Hargraves asked huskily.

    Ron Val, busy at the telescope, was too excited to look up from the eye-piece. “There are at least two planets circling Vega!” he said quickly. “There may be other planets farther out, but I can see two plainly. And Jed, the nearest planet, the one we are approaching, has an atmosphere. The telescope reveals a blur that could only be caused by an atmosphere. And—Jed, this may seem so impossible you won’t believe it—but I can see several large spots on the surface that are almost certainly lakes. They are not big enough to be called oceans or seas. But I am almost positive they are lakes!”

    According to the preconceptions of astronomers, formed before they had a chance to go see for themselves, solar systems were supposed to be rare birds. Not every sun had a chance to give birth to planets. Not one sun in a thousand, maybe not one in a million; maybe, with the exception of Sol, not another one in the whole universe.

    And here the first sun approached by the Third Interstellar Expedition was circled by planets!

    The sight was enough to drive an astronomer insane.

    Ron Val tore his eyes away from the telescope long enough to stare at Captain Hargraves. “Air and water on this planet!” he gasped. “Jed, do you realize what this may mean?”

    Jed Hargraves grinned. His face was lean and brown, and the grin, spreading over it, relaxed a little from the tension that had been present for months.

    “Easy, old man,” he said, clapping Ron Val on the shoulder. “There is nothing to get so excited about.”

    “But a solar system—”

    “We came from one.”

    “I know we did. But just the same, finding another will put our names in all the books on astronomy. They aren’t the commonest things in the universe, you know. And to find one of the planets of this new system with air and water—Jed, where there is air and water there may be life!”

    “There probably is. Life, in some form, seems to be everywhere. Remember we found spores being kicked around by light waves in the deepest depths of space. And Pluto, in our own system, has mosses and lichens that the biologists insist are alive. It won’t be surprising if we find life out there.” He gestured through the port at the world swimming through space toward them.

    “I mean intelligent life,” Ron Val corrected.

    “Don’t bet on it. The old boys had the idea they would find intelligent life on Mars, until they got there. Then they discovered that intelligent creatures had once lived on the Red Planet. Cities, canals, and stuff. But the people who had built the cities and canals had died of starvation long before humans got to Mars. So it isn’t a good bet that we shall find intelligence here.”

    
    

    The astronomer’s face drooped a little. But not for long. “That was true of Mars,” he said. “But it isn’t necessarily true here. And even if Mars was dead, Venus wasn’t. Nor is Earth. If there is life on two of the planets of our own solar system, there may be life on one of the planets of Vega. Why not?” he challenged.

    “Hey, wait a minute,” Hargraves answered. “I’m not trying to start an argument.”

    “Why not?”

    “If you mean why not an argument—”

    “I mean, why not life here?”

    “I don’t know why not,” Hargraves shrugged. “For that matter, I don’t know why, either.” He looked closely at Ron Val. “You ape! I believe you’re hoping we will find life here.”

    “Of course that’s what I’m hoping,” Ron Val answered quickly. “It would mean a lot to find people here. We could exchange experiences, learn a lot. I know it’s probably too much to hope for.” He broke off. “Jed, are we going to land here?”

    “Certainly we’re going to land here!” Jed Hargraves said emphatically. “Why in the hell do you think we’ve crossed thirty light years if we don’t land on a world when we find one? This is an exploring expedition—”

    Hargraves saw that he had no listener. Ron Val had listened only long enough to learn what he wanted to know, then had dived back to his beloved telescope to watch the world spiraling up through space toward them. That world meant a lot to Ron Val, the thrill of discovery, of exploring where a human foot had never trod in all the history of the universe.

    New lands in the sky! The Third Interstellar Expedition—third because two others were winging out across space, one toward Sirius, the other toward Cygnus—was approaching land! The fact also meant something to Jed Hargraves, possibly a little less than it did to Ron Val because Hargraves had more responsibilities. He was captain of the ship, commander of the expedition. It was his duty to take the ship to Vega, and to bring it safely home.

    Half of his task was done. Vega was bright in the sky ahead and the tough bubble of steel and quartz that was the ship was dropping down to rest on one of Vega’s planets. Hargraves started to leave the nook that housed Ron Val and his telescope.

    The ship’s loudspeaker system shouted with sudden sound.

    “Jed! Jed Hargraves! Come to the bridge at once.”

    That was Red Nielson’s voice. He was speaking from the control room in the nose of the ship. Nielson sounded excited.

    Hargraves pushed a button under the loudspeaker. The system was two-way, allowing for intercommunication.

    “Hargraves speaking. What’s wrong?”

    “A ship is approaching. It is coming straight toward us.”

    “A ship! Are you out of your head? This is Vega.”

    “I don’t give a damn if it’s Brooklyn! I know a space ship when I see one. And this is one. Either get up here and take command or tell me what you want done.”

    Discipline among the personnel of this expedition was so nearly perfect there was no need for it. Consequently there was none. Before leaving earth, skilled mental analysts had aided in the selection of this crew, and had welded it together so artfully that it thought, acted, and functioned as a unit. Jed Hargraves was captain, but he had never heard the word spoken, and never wanted to hear it. No one had ever put “sir” after his name. Nor had anyone ever questioned an order, after it was given. Violent argument there might be, before an order was given, with Hargraves filtering the pros and cons through his rigidly logical mind, but the instant he reached a decision the argument stopped. He was one of the crew, and the crew knew it. The crew was one with him, and he knew it.

    He might question Nielson’s facts, once, in surprise. But not twice. If Nielson said a ship was approaching, a ship was approaching.

    
    

    “I’m coming,” Hargraves rapped into the mike. “Turn full power into the defense screen. Warn the engine room to be ready for an emergency. Sound the call to stations. And Red, hold us away from this planet.”

    Almost before he had finished speaking, a siren was wailing through the ship. Although he had used the microphone in the nook that housed the telescope, Ron Val had been so interested in the world they were approaching that he had not heard the captain’s orders. He heard the siren.

    “What is it, Jed?”

    Hargraves didn’t have time to explain. He was diving out the door and racing toward the bridge in the nose of the ship. “Come on,” he flung back over his shoulder at Ron Val. “Your post is at the fore negatron.”
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