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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Captain Future and the Space Emperor


President Carthew was in his office when the monster appeared – a giant, hunched creature, bizarrely hideous … The President gaped as a guard appeared in the doorway and pointed his weapon at the fanged being.


‘Don’t shoot!’ Carthew cried, but too late. The beast lay dead on the floor.


Carthew signed deeply as he confirmed his fears. The corpse on the floor was Sperling, his best secret agent, transformed into this hairy brute by the dread peril that threatened to destroy them all.


Only one man left alive might be able to ward off total doom. The President flashed an emergency call for Captain Future …


The Star Kings


Flung across space and time by the sorcery of super-science, John Gordon exchanges bodies with Zarth Arn, Prince of the Mid-Galactic Empire 2000 centuries in the future!


Suddenly John is trust into a last-ditch battle between the democratic Empire World and the tyranny of the Black Cloud regime. Only one weapon – the terrifying Disruptor – can win the struggle for the Empire Forces. But it is so powerful that unless John uses it correctly it could destroy not only the enemy but the cosmos.


Could his 20th Century mind cope with the technology of 200,000 years from now?


The Weapon from Beyond


Morgan Chane was an Earthman by parentage, but he had been born on the pirate-world Varna, whose heavy gravity had developed strength and incredibly quick reflexes in him. When he was old enough, he joined the raider-ships that looted the starworlds, and fought side by side with the dreaded Starwolves of Varna. But then there was a fight among them. Chane killed their leader, and the other Starwolves turned on him. He barely got away alive – wounded near death, his Starwolf pursuers following him across the galaxy. And there was nowhere he could seek refuge, for no world would lift a hand to save one of the hated Starwolves.




INTRODUCTION
from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction


Edmond Moore Hamilton (1904–1977) was a US author, married to fellow author Leigh Brackett from 1946 until his death, thirty mutually productive years later. With E. E. ‘Doc’ Smith and Jack Williamson, he was one of the prime movers in the development of American SF before World War Two, sharing with those writers in the creation and popularization of classic Space Opera as it first appeared in Pulp magazines from the mid-1920s. His first story, ‘The Monster-God of Mamurth’ for Weird Tales in August 1926, which vulgarized the florid weird-science world of Abraham Merritt, only hinted at the exploits to come, even though Hamilton found Science Fantasy a fertile vein, collecting this story and others in his first book, The Horror on the Asteroid & Other Tales of Planetary Horror (1936). His early work is also assembled, more comprehensively, in The Collected Edmond Hamilton, Volume One: The Metal Giants and Others (2009).


Hamilton’s importance to SF was only properly signalled two years later, with the publication of ‘Crashing Suns’ (1928), one of the founding texts of the kind of Space Opera with which he soon became identified: a Universe-spanning tale, often featuring in early years an Earthman and his comrades (not necessarily human) who discover a cosmic threat to the home Galaxy and successfully – either alone, or with the aid of a space armada, or both – combat the Aliens responsible for the threat; it would be left to E. E. Smith a few years later to transform adventures of this sort into larger-scale narratives involving Galactic Empires and their seemingly inevitable concomitant: structures based on (and presuming to comment upon) human history. Though he never created a full-blown sequence of this sort, ‘Crashing Suns’ is closely linked to the six Tales of the Interstellar Patrol stories, which followed over the next two years, and which are comfortably set within a vast inhabited universe. The 1960s partial book publication of the sequence – comprising Outside the Universe (1964) and Crashing Suns (1965), was useful; these two volumes have recently been superseded by The Collected Edmond Hamilton, Volume Two: The Star-Stealers: The Complete Tales of the Interstellar Patrol (2009), which also includes two similar but unrelated book-length tales, ‘The Hidden World’ (1929) and ‘The Other Side of the Moon’ (1929). In Hamilton’s early work, science or pseudoscience served as a magically enabling doubletalk for the easier presentation of interstellar action, and the scope, colour and dynamic clarity of this liberated action did much to define the Sense of Wonder for a generation of readers, who rewarded Hamilton with several nicknames in recognition of his gift: ‘World-Destroyer’, ‘The World Wrecker’, ‘World-Saver Hamilton’.


Much of this material remained in magazines, or was erratically put into book form; but from the 1990s a revival of interest in Hamilton has inspired more sustained efforts to make this early era available to a larger audience. An ongoing project, The Collected Edmond Hamilton, the first two volumes of which are cited variously above, is projected to contain all his short work. Earlier volumes designed to recapture his early career – including Kaldar: World of Antares (1998), which assembles the three Kaldar tales from 1933–5; Invisible Master (2000), which assembles two 1930 stories; and The Vampire Master and Other Stories (2000), which mostly includes 1930s SF with a Horror cast – have already assembled sizeable samples from these prolific years, when his exuberance was untrammelled but occasionally lacking argument.


Riskily for his career, Hamilton also occupied much of his time in the early 1940s with the smoother but significantly less over-the-top Captain Future series, published 1940–50 by Standard Magazines in Captain Future (1940– 4) and afterwards in Startling Stories (1945–1946 and 1950–1). Each tale was written to a rigorous formula in which the super-Scientist protagonist, backed by three aides (one Robot, one Android and one brain in a box), brings an interstellar villain to justice; it is worth noting that Captain Future himself is not a Superhero in the Pulp tradition, though he is a man with abnormal powers of cognition. Hamilton eventually wrote twenty-seven Captain Future titles released in book form; with copious introductions and notes, the publication has begun of the entire series in collected form, beginning with The Collected Captain Future Wizard of Science: Volume One (2009) and The Collected Captain Future Man of Tomorrow: Volume Two (2011). The first tale of all, Captain Future and the Space Emperor (1969), which first published in Captain Future in January 1940, is typical of the series as a whole (see below).


The original idea for Captain Future had come from Mort Weisinger, a senior editor with the Standard Magazines group. Later, in 1941, Weisinger shifted over to DC Comics, and took many of his top writers with him, including Hamilton, who worked for some time in the mid-1940s as a staff writer on Superman, along with Henry Kuttner and others; a job role he could have embraced permanently. But Hamilton seems to have been acutely aware that his early 1940s absence from the mainstream of SF, through his work in comics and his involvement with Captain Future, might make it initially somewhat difficult for him to be accepted after World War Two as the competent and versatile professional he had in fact been for years, for he was a writer with a much wider range than was generally realized, one who had already produced several stories whose comparatively sober verisimilitude prefigured post-World War Two requirements.


After his marriage to Brackett in 1946, it may be no coincidence that his very sizeable output began to diminish, and its quality increased, a fact obscured by the publication in book form over the next years of material from his pre-War career – like Tharkol, Lord of the Unknown (1950), in which Martians invade Earth for its water – and by his habitual rehashing of older space-opera conventions in archaic epics like The Sun Smasher (1959), Battle for the Stars (1961) and Fugitive of the Stars (1965). At the same time, though, he was writing novels which, though in the space-opera tradition, were more carefully composed and darker in texture. It is for these novels that he is now mainly remembered. They include The Monsters of Juntonheim: A Complete Book-Length Novel of Amazing Adventure (1950); City at World’s End (1951), in which a super-Weapon temporally dislocates a contemporary small city à la Clifford D. Simak into a far future Dying Earth (the term is specifically used) where the survivors must cope with Alien Invasions and a demanding Galactic Empire; The Star of Life (1959); and The Valley of Creation (1964), a strongly written Sword-and-Sorcery tale with an SF denouement.


The best of them are probably The Haunted Stars (1960), in which well-characterized humans face a shattering mystery on the Moon, the secret of star travel left by long-dead Aliens, along with dark warnings; and The Star Kings (1949) (see below), which forms the beginning of the Star Kings sequence. Along with its sequel, Return to the Stars (1970), it was assembled as Chronicles of the Star Kings (1986); both novels were also included in Stark and the Star Kings (2005) with Leigh Brackett, along with unrelated material by Brackett, plus the only known collaboration between the two, the previously unpublished ‘Stark and the Star Kings’, which attempts to conflate Hamilton’s Space Opera with his wife’s Planetary Romance tales featuring Eric John Stark. The Star Kings (1949) stands best alone.


Hamilton wrote one final Space Opera series, the Starwolf tales about tough interstellar adventurer Morgan Chane, which may be antiquated in premise, and told in a clean-cut trimmed-down language which has won supporters for its returning to old ways without succumbing to them. The sequence comprises The Weapon from Beyond (1967), The Closed Worlds (1968) and World of the Starwolves (1968), all three being assembled as Starwolf (1982). Hamilton shared with his long-time colleague Jack Williamson a capable and flexible attitude towards the post-World War Two genre and its markets, in contrast to the third great originator of US space opera, E. E. Smith (see comments above), who was a generation older, and who never adjusted. Through his ability to evolve a cleaner and more literate style to meet these new demands, and to apply this style to his old generic loves, Hamilton published novels at the end of his long career that read perfectly idiomatically as tales of the 1960s, and also wrote his best stories during these years, as demonstrated in two compendiums of his shorter work: What’s It Like Out There? and Other Stories (1974) and the posthumous The Best of Edmond Hamilton (1977), the latter edited by his wife just before her own death. In the end, it can be said of Hamilton that he took Space Opera seriously enough to make it good. He was a writer of honour.


Captain Future and the Space Emperor (1969), the first of the Hamilton Space Operas to be presented here, may be the only work of science fiction to have received a review by the great American humourist S. J. Perelman, whose ‘Captain Future, Block that Kick!’(15 January 1940 The New Yorker) made fun, but not mercilessly, of the kind of story Hamilton had begun to master. Nowadays, we can laugh with Perelman, and thrill with Hamilton. The tale of young Curtis Newton, whose brilliant parents have been murdered on the Moon, pulls all the stops: fast sentiments, high purpose (under the assumed name Captain Future he defends the solar system from various enemies), and propaganda: at a time of war, Americans (and the rest of us) were happy to be assured that the future would be grander than seems likely in 1940. We remain happy to share that dream.


The Star Kings (1949) is the second novel selected here, and shows Hamilton’s increasing range. The plot of the tale reflects that of The Prisoner of Zenda (1894) by Anthony Hope: the protagonist (in Hamilton’s case via a combination of mind transfer and time travel) must take the place of a missing or dead ruler of a Ruritanian kingdom (in Hamilton’s case a galactic empire) and defend it against merciless foes. It is, perhaps, a day dream, but a potent one; and it ends in an awakening back on Earth. But there is hope of a sequel.


The Weapon from Beyond (1967) closes this volume with neatness and panache. All of Hamilton’s old skills, here honed and tightened, are on display. The young protagonist is brought up orphaned on a heavy-gravity planet, is exiled, hunted through the galaxy, finds companions, becomes a mercenary in the star wars. Not a word is wasted. Once again, in Hamilton’s trained and honest hands, Space Opera is given its due, and honoured.


For a more detailed version of the above, see Edmond Hamilton’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/hamilton_edmond


Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.




CAPTAIN FUTURE AND THE SPACE EMPEROR




CHAPTER I


Doom on Jupiter


The chill, uncanny breath of a dark menace millions of miles away pervaded the spacious, softly-lit office high in the greatest of New York’s mighty towers.


The man who sat there at an ebonite desk was worried. Facing a broad window which framed the stupendous pinnacles of the moonlit city, he could feel that cold, malign aura. He shuddered at the thought of what he knew was happening even at this moment.


‘It can’t go on,’ he muttered sickly to himself. ‘That horror must be stopped, somehow. Or else—’


James Carthew, President of the Earth Government which had ruled all humanity since the last World War, was not an old man. Fifty was considered the prime of life, in these days. But the appalling responsibilities of guiding the destinies of all mankind had aged this man before his time.


His gray-shot hair was thinning around his high forehead. There were deep lines of strain in his keen, powerful face, and his dark eyes were haunted by haggard weariness and lurking fear.


As the door of his office opened his thin hands gripped the edges of his desk convulsively.


North Bonnel, his slender, dark young secretary, entered.


‘The liner from Jupiter just landed, sir,’ he reported. ‘I had a flash from the spaceport.’


‘Thank heavens!’ Carthew muttered. ‘Sperling should be here in five minutes. He knows I’m waiting for his report.’


Bonnel hesitated.


‘I hope he’s reached the bottom of that mystery out there. The special committee of Jupiter citizens called by televisor again this evening.’


‘I know – calling to protest again about conditions on Jupiter,’ Carthew said bitterly. ‘Each one of them trying to voice a louder complaint than the others.’


‘You can hardly blame them, sir,’ the young secretary ventured to say. ‘Things must be pretty horrible out there on Jupiter, with that hideous thing spreading as it is.’


‘Sperling will have found out what’s causing it,’ the President asserted confidently. He looked at the perpetual uranium clock on his desk. ‘He ought to be arriving any second—’


A scream from somewhere in the lower levels of the great Government Tower cut him off. It was a woman’s scream.


There were many girl clerks employed here in the huge Government Headquarters for Earth and its planet colonies. Even at night, some of them were always in the building. But what had frightened one of them into uttering that agonized scream?


James Carthew had risen to his feet behind his desk, his aging face paling with sudden apprehension. The secretary started violently.


‘Something wrong, sir! I’d better see—’


He started toward the door. It was suddenly flung open from outside.


Young Bonnel recoiled wildly.


‘My God!’ he cried.


In the open door stood a hideous and incredible figure, a monstrosity out of nightmare.


It was a giant, hunched ape, hairy and abhorrent. Its squat figure wore a man’s zipper-suit of white synthesilk. In the too-tight garment, the creature looked like a gruesome travesty on humanity, its brutish, hairy face a bestial mask, jaws parted to reveal great fangs. Its eyes blazed with a cold glitter as it started into the room. ‘Look out!’ Bonnel yelled frantically.


A white-faced guard in the dark uniform of the Planet Police appeared in the door. He leveled his flare-gun swiftly at the monstrous ape.


‘Wait – don’t shoot!’ James Carthew cried suddenly, as he looked into the monster’s hairy face.


His warning was too late. The guard had seen nothing but an incredible, menacing creature advancing toward the President. He had squeezed the trigger.


The little flare from the pistol struck the ape’s broad back. The creature’s bestial face contorted in sudden agony. With a deep, almost human groan, it collapsed.


James Carthew, with a cry of horror, jumped forward. His face was paper-white as he bent over the creature.


The ape’s eyes, strange blue eyes, had a dying light in them as they looked up at the President. The creature strove to speak.


From the hairy throat came a hoarse, gurgling rattle – dying words, thickened to a brutish growl, but dimly recognizable.


‘Jupiter – the Space Emperor – causing atavism –’ the thing gasped hoarsely in dying accents.


It sought to raise its head, its fading blue eyes weirdly human in agonized apprehension and appeal as they looked up at the President.


‘Danger from—’


And then, as it sought to form another word, life ebbed swiftly, and the creature sank back, its eyes glazing.


‘Dead!’ Carthew exclaimed, trembling violently.


‘My God, it talked!’ cried the white-faced guard. ‘That ape – talked!’


‘It’s not an ape. It’s a man!’ said James Carthew hoarsely.


He got to his feet. Guards and officials were running alarmedly into the office.


‘Get out – all of you,’ Carthew whispered, making a gesture with his trembling hand.


Horrified, still staring at the monstrous, hairy corpse on the floor, they withdrew and left the President and his secretary alone with the macabre corpse.


‘Good God – those blue eyes – it couldn’t be Sperling!’ cried the shuddering young secretary.


‘Yes, it’s Sperling all right,’ James Carthew said softly. ‘I recognized him, by his eyes, a moment too late. John Sperling, our best secret agent – transformed into that dead brute on the floor!’


‘You sent him to investigate the horror on Jupiter, and he fell prey to it!’ Bonnel exclaimed hoarsely. ‘He changed, like those others out there, from man to brute. Yet he was still man enough to try to get here and make his report!’


The pale young secretary looked beseechingly at his chief.


‘What is it that’s causing that horrible wave of monstrosities out on Jupiter? Hundreds of cases in the last month – hundreds of men changing into apish brutes!’


‘Whatever it is, it’s something bigger than just Jupiter,’ Carthew whispered haggardly. ‘Suppose this strange plague spreads to the other planets – to Earth?’


Bonnel blanched at the hideousness of the suggestion.


‘Good God, that must not happen!’


The President looked down at the hairy body that a few weeks before had been the keenest, most stalwart man in the whole force of the Planet Police secret agents.


‘Sperling may have written out a report,’ Carthew muttered. ‘Secret agents are not supposed to do so, but—’


Hastily, the young secretary searched the clothing of the hairy creature. He uttered a little exclamation as he drew forth a paper.


It was covered with crude, almost illegible writing, like the scrawl of a child. It was headed, ‘To the President.’ Carthew read it aloud:


Ship only one day from Earth, but feel myself changing so fast, I fear I won’t be able to talk or think clearly by then. Was stricken by the atavism on Jupiter, days ago. Tried to get back to Earth to report what I learned, before I became completely unhuman.


I’ve learned that the blight on Jupiter is being caused by a mysterious being called the Space Emperor. Don’t know whether he’s Earthman or a Jovian. How he causes this doom, I don’t know, but it is some power he uses secretly on Earthmen there. I felt nothing of it, until I noticed myself changing, becoming foggy-minded, brutish.


Can’t write much more now – getting hard to hold pen – haven’t dared to leave my cabin on this ship, I’ve changed so badly – mind getting foggier – wish I could have learned more—


The young secretary’s eyes had horror and pity in them as James Carthew read the last words.


‘So Sperling failed to learn anything except that this horrible flight was being deliberately caused by some human agency!’ he exclaimed. ‘Think of him huddling in his cabin all the way back to Earth, becoming more brutish each day, hoping to reach Earth while he was still human—’


‘We’ve no time to think of Sperling now!’ Carthew explained, his voice high and raw. ‘It’s the people out there on Jupiter, and on the other planets, we must think of now – the arresting of this terror!’


James Carthew was feeling the awful weight of his responsibility, in this moment. The nine planets from Mercury to Pluto had entrusted their welfare to his care. And now he felt the approach of a mysterious, dreadful peril, a dark and unguessable horror spreading like subtle poison.


The first reports of the blight had come from Jupiter, weeks before. Out on that mightiest of planets, whose vast jungles and great oceans were still largely unexplored, there flourished a sizeable Earth colony. Centering around the capital of Jovopolis were dozens of smaller towns of Earthmen, engaged in working mines, and timbering, and in great grain-growing projects.


From one of those colonial towns near Jovopolis had come the first incredible reports. Earthmen – changing into beasts! Earthmen inexplicably being transformed into ape-like animals, their bodies and minds becoming more brutish each day. A horrible retracing of the road of human evolution! The victims had become atavisms – biological throwbacks hurled down the ladder of evolution.


Carthew had hardly believed those first reports. But soon had come ample corroboration. Already hundreds of Earthmen had been stricken by the dreadful change. The colonists out there were becoming panicky.


Carthew had sent scientists, men skilled in planetary medicine, to fight the horrid plague. But they had been unable to stop the cases of atavism, or even learn their cause. And neither had the secret agents of the Planet Police been able to learn much. Sperling, ace agent of them all, had learned but little, despite his sacrifice.


‘We’ve got to do something at once, to check this blight,’ Carthew declared shakenly. ‘We know now, at least, that these atavism cases are being caused deliberately, by this being Sperling called the Space Emperor.’


‘But if Sperling, our best agent, couldn’t succeed, who in the world can?’ Bonnel cried.


James Carthew went to the window and stepped out onto the little balcony. He looked up at the full moon that sailed in queenly splendor high above the soaring towers of nighted New York.


There was a look of desperation in the President’s aging, haunted face as he gazed up at the shining white face of the lonely satellite.


‘There’s only one thing left to do,’ he said purposefully. ‘I’m going to call Captain Future.’


The secretary stiffened.


‘Captain Future? But the whole world will know this is a perilous emergency, if you call him!’


‘This is a perilous emergency!’ exclaimed his superior. ‘We’ve got to call him. Televise the meteorological rocket-patrol base at Spitzbergen. Order them to flash the magnesium flare signal from the North Pole.’


‘Very well, sir,’ acceded the secretary, and went to the televisor.


He came back a little later to the balcony, where James Carthew was gazing in anxiety toward the moon.


‘The flare is being set off at the North Pole,’ he reported.


They waited, then, in tense silence. An hour passed – and another. The uranium clock showed it was past midnight.


Far out beyond New York’s towers, the moon was declining from the zenith. They could see the distant rocket-flash of liners taking off from the spaceport for far Venus or Saturn or Pluto.


‘Why doesn’t Captain Future come?’ North Bonnel burst out, unable to keep silent longer. ‘That ship of his can get from the moon to Earth in a few hours – he should be here by now.’


James Carthew’s gray head lifted.


‘He will be here. He’s never yet failed to answer our call.’


‘As a matter of fact, I’m here now, sir,’ said a deep, laughing voice.


It came from the balcony outside the window. A big, red-headed young man had miraculously appeared there, as though by magic.


‘Curt Newton – Captain Future!’ cried the President eagerly.


Curt Newton was a tall, well-built young man. His unruly shock of red hair towered six feet four above the floor, and his wide lithe shoulders threatened to burst the jacket of his gray synthesilk zipper-suit. He wore a flat tungstite belt in which was holstered a queer-looking pistol, and on his left hand was a large, odd ring.


This big young man’s tanned, handsome face had lines of humor around the mouth, crinkles of laughter around the eyes. Yet behind the bantering humor in those gray eyes there lurked something deep and purposeful, some hidden, overpowering determination.


‘Captain Future!’ repeated James Carthew to this big young man. ‘But where’s your ship, the Comet?’


‘Hanging onto the wall outside by its magnetic anchor,’ answered Curt Newton cheerfully. ‘Here come my comrades now.’


A weird shape had just leaped onto the balcony. It was a manlike figure, but one whose body was rubbery, boneless-looking, blank-white in color. He wore a metal harness, and his long, slitted green unhuman eyes peered brightly out of an alien white face.


Following this rubbery android, or synthetic man, came another figure, equally as strange – a great metal robot who strode across the balcony on padded feet. He towered seven feet high. In his bulbous metal head gleamed a pair of photoelectric eyes.


The robot’s left hand carried the handle of a square transparent box. Inside it a living brain was housed. In the front of the case were the Brain’s two glittering glass lens-eyes. Even now they were moving on their flexible metal stalks to look at the President.


‘You know my assistants,’ Curt Newton said shortly. ‘Grag the robot, Otho the android, and Simon Wright, the living Brain. We came from the moon full speed when I saw your signal. What’s wrong?’


‘We’ve need of you, Captain Future – dire need.’ James Carthew said haggardly. ‘You’ll have to leave for Jupiter, at once.’


‘Jupiter?’ The handsome young man’s brows drew together. ‘Has something popped out there?’


‘A terror is growing out there!’ the President cried. ‘A black horror that you must stop, immediately. Listen—’




CHAPTER II


Out of the Past


The name of Captain Future, the supreme foe of all evil and evildoers, was known to every inhabitant of the Solar System.


That tall, cheerful, red-haired young adventurer of the ready laugh and flying fists was the implacable Nemesis of all oppressors and exploiters of the System’s human and planetary races. Combining a gay audacity with an unswervable purposefulness and an unparalleled mastery of science, he had blazed a brilliant trail across the nine worlds in defense of the right.


He and his three unhuman comrades, the living Brain, the metal robot and the synthetic man, were the talk of the System. Everyone knew that the scientific wizards’ home was in some obscure crater on the desolate moon. People looked up at the lunar orb at night and felt safer because they knew that Captain Future was there, watching and ready. They knew that should any sinister catastrophe threaten the System, he would come forth to combat it.


But who was Captain Future? What had been the origin of his trio of unhuman comrades? And how had he come to achieve his super-scientific powers?


That was a story that only the President knew. And it was perhaps the strangest story in the history of the Solar System.


Twenty-five years before, a young Earth biologist named Roger Newton had dreamed a great dream. His dream was to create life – artificial, intelligent living creatures who would be able to think and work to serve humanity. He had already made great strides toward that goal, and felt on the verge of success.


But a certain unscrupulous politician with sinister ambitions had heard of Roger Newton’s potent discoveries. He had made several daring attempts to steal them. There was danger to humanity if those discoveries passed into such hands. So Newton decided to seek a safe refuge in which he could work secretly.


On a night in that June of 1990, the young biologist communicated his decision to his only intimates, his young wife Elaine, and his loyal co-worker, Simon Wright.


Restlessly pacing the big, crowded laboratory of their secluded Adirondack farm, his red hair disordered and his lean, sensitive young face and blue eyes worried, Roger Newton addressed them.


‘Victor Corvo’s agents will find us here sooner or later,’ he asserted. ‘Think of my discoveries in Corvo’s hands! We must leave Earth – go to a place where he’ll never find us.’


‘But where can we go, Roger?’ appealed Elaine Newton anxiously, her soft gray eyes fretful, her small hand grasping his sleeve.


‘Yes, where can we go?’ echoed Simon Wright in his metallic, unhuman voice. ‘To one of the colonized planets?’


‘No, Corvo’s agents would be sure to find us in any of the planetary colonies, sooner or later,’ Newton replied.


‘Then where is this refuge you speak of, if it’s not on Earth or any of the planets?’ demanded Simon Wright, his lenslike artificial eyes boring questionably into Newton’s face.


Simon Wright was not a man. He had once been a man. He had once been a famous, aging scientist whose body was racked by an incurable disease. To save his brilliant brain from death, Newton had acceded to the old man’s plea and had removed Wright’s living brain from his body and had encased it in a serum-case in which it could live indefinitely.


The case stood now on a table beside Newton and his wife. It was a transparent metal box a foot square. Made of a secret alloy, it was insulated against shock, heat and cold, and contained a tiny battery that could operate its compact perfusion pump and serum purifier for a year.


Set in its sides were the microphones that were Simon Wright’s ears. In front was the resonator by which he spoke, and his artificial lens-eyes, mounted on little flexible metal stalks he could turn at will. In that box lived the greatest brain in scientific history.


‘Where can we find refuge, if not on Earth or any of the planets?’ Wright repeated in his rasping, metallic voice.


Newton went to a window and drew aside the curtain. Outside lay the peaceful, nighted hills, washed with silver by the effulgent rays of the full moon that was rising in glorious majesty.


The white disc of the great satellite, mottled by its dark mountain ranges and plains, shone starkly clear in the heavens. Newton pointed up to it, as girl and brain watched wondering.


‘There is our refuge,’ Roger Newton said. ‘Up there, on the moon.’


‘On the moon?’ cried Elaine Newton, her hand going to her throat. ‘Oh, no, Roger – it’s impossible!’


‘Why impossible?’ he countered. ‘A good interplanetary rocket can make the trip easily. We have enough money from my father’s estate to buy such a rocket.’


‘But the moon!’ Elaine exclaimed, deep repulsion shadowing her eyes. ‘That barren, airless globe that no one ever visits! How could anyone live there?’


‘We can live there quite easily, dear,’ her young husband replied earnestly. ‘We shall take with us tools and equipment capable of excavating an underground home, with a glassite ceiling open to the sun and stars. Atomic energy will enable us to heat or cool it as we need, and to transmute rock into hydrogen and oxygen and nitrogen for air and water. We can take sufficient concentrated food with us to last us for a lifetime.’


‘I believe your plan is good, Roger,’ said Simon Wright’s metallic voice slowly. ‘Corvo is not likely to think of looking for us on the moon. We will be able to work in peace, and I feel sure we’ll succeed there in creating a living being. Then we can return and give humanity a new race of artificial servants.’


Elaine smiled bravely.


‘Very well, Roger,’ she told her husband. ‘We’ll go there, and maybe we’ll be as happy on the moon as we have been here on Earth.’


‘We?’ echoed the young biologist astoundedly. ‘But you can’t go, Elaine. When I said “we” I meant Simon and myself. You could not possibly live on that wild, lonely world.’


‘Do you think I would let you go there without me?’ she cried. ‘No, if you go, I’m going with you.’


‘But our child—’ he objected, a frown on his face.


‘Our child can be born on the moon as well as on the Earth,’ she declared. And as he hesitated, she added, ‘If you left me here, Victor Corvo would find me and force me to tell where you had gone.’


‘That is true, Roger,’ interjected the Brain’s cold, incisive voice. ‘We must take Elaine with us.’


‘If we must, we must,’ Newton said resignedly, his face deeply troubled. ‘But it’s a terrible place to take anyone you love – a terrible place for our baby to be born—’


Ten weeks later, Newton, Elaine and Simon Wright – man, woman and Brain – sailed secretly for the moon in a big rocket crammed with scientific equipment and supplies.


Upon the moon, beneath the surface of Tycho crater, they built their underground home. There a son was soon born to the man and woman – a red-haired baby boy they named Curtis.


And there in the laboratory of the lonely moon home, a little later, Newton and Simon Wright created their first artificial living creature – a great metal robot.


Grag, as they named the robot, stood seven feet high, a massive, man-shaped metal figure with limbs of incredible strength. He had supersensitive photoelectric eyes and hearing, and a brain of metal neurones which gave him sufficient intelligence to speak and work, to think and to feel primitive emotions.


But though Grag the robot proved an utterly loyal, faithful servant, he was not of high enough mentality to satisfy Newton. The biologist saw that to create more manlike life he must create it of flesh, not of metal. After more weeks of work, they produced a second artificial creature, an android of synthetic flesh.


This synthetic man they named Otho. He was a rubbery, manlike creature whose dead-white synthetic flesh had been molded into human resemblance, but whose hairless white head and face, long, slitted green eyes, and wonderful quickness of physical and mental reactions, were quite unhuman. They soon found that Otho, the synthetic man, learned more quickly than had Grag, the robot.


‘Otho’s training is complete,’ Newton declared finally. His eyes shone with triumph as he continued, ‘Now we’ll go back to Earth and show what we’ve done. Otho will be the first of a whole race of androids that soon will be serving mankind.’


Elaine’s face lit with pure happiness.


‘Back to Earth! But dare we go back, when Victor Corvo is there?’


‘Corvo won’t dare bother us, when we return as supreme benefactors of humanity,’ her husband said confidently.


He turned to the two unhuman beings.


‘Grag,’ he ordered, ‘you and Otho go out and remove the rock camouflage from the rocket, so that we can begin to make it ready for the return trip.’


When the huge metal robot and the rubbery android had gone out through the airlock chamber to the lunar surface, Elaine Newton brought her infant son into the big laboratory.


She pointed up through the glassite ceiling which framed a great circle of starry space. There amid the stars bulked the huge, cloudy blue sphere of Earth, half in shadow.


‘See, Curtis,’ she told the baby happily. ‘That is where we’re going – back to the Earth you’ve never seen.’


Little Curtis Newton looked up with wise gray baby eyes at the great sphere and stretched his chubby arms.


Newton heard the airlock door slam. He turned surprisedly. ‘Grag and Otho – are you back so soon?’


The voice of Simon Wright rasped with sudden alarm.


‘That’s not Grag and Otho – I know their steps,’ the living Brain cried. ‘It’s men!’


Elaine uttered a cry, and Newton paled. Four men in space suits, carrying long flare-pistols, stood in the doorway.


The face of their leader was revealed as they took off their helmets. It was a hawklike face, darkly handsome.


‘Victor Corvo!’ Newton cried appalledly, recognizing the ruthless man who had coveted his scientific discoveries.


‘Yes, Newton, we meet again,’ said Corvo exultantly. ‘You thought I’d never find you here, but I finally tracked you down!’


Newton read death in the man’s triumphant black eyes. And the sight of his wife’s bloodless face and horrified eyes galvanized the young biologist into desperate action.


He sprang toward a locker in the corner in which his own flare-guns were stored. But he never reached it. Jets of fire from the pistols of Corvo’s men hit him in mid-air and tumbled him into a scorched, lifeless heap.


Elaine Newton screamed, and thrust her baby onto a table, out of range of the guns. Then she leaped to the side of her husband.


‘Elaine, look out!’ cried the Brain.


She did not turn. The flare from Corvo’s pistol struck her side, and she toppled to the floor beside her husband.


Little Curtis Newton, upon the table, began to whimper. Corvo ignored him and strode past the two still forms toward the square metal serum-case that held Simon Wright’s living brain. He looked triumphantly into the glittering lens-eyes.


‘Now to finish you, Wright,’ he laughed, ‘and then all the powers gathered in this laboratory belong to me.’


‘Corvo, you are a dead man now,’ answered the Brain in cold, metallic accents. ‘Vengeance is coming – I hear it entering now – terrible vengeance—’


‘Don’t try to threaten me, you miserable bodiless brain!’ Corvo jeered. ‘I’ll soon silence you—’


Two figures burst into the laboratory at that moment. Corvo and his men spun, appalled, unable to believe their eyes as they stared at the two incredible shapes who had entered.


The huge metal robot and the rubbery android! They stood, their unhuman eyes surveying the scene of death.


‘Grag! Otho! Kill!’ screamed the Brain’s metallic voice. ‘They have slain your master. Kill them! Kill them!’


With a booming roar of rage from the robot, a fierce, hissing cry from the synthetic man, the two leaped forward.


In less than a minute, Corvo and his three men lay horribly dead, their skulls smashed to pulp by the robot’s metal fists, their necks broken by the android’s rubbery arms. Then Grag and Otho stood still, gazing around with blazing eyes.


‘Set me down by your master and mistress!’ ordered Simon Wright urgently. ‘They may still live!’


The robot put the Brain down by the two scorched forms. Wright’s lens-eyes rapidly surveyed the bodies.


‘Newton is dead, but Elaine is not dead yet,’ the Brain declared. ‘Lift her, Grag!’


With ponderous metal arms, the huge robot raised the dying girl to a sitting position. In a moment she opened her eyes. Wide, dark and filled with shadows, they looked at the Brain and robot and android.


‘My – baby,’ she whispered. ‘Bring me Curtis.’


It was Otho who sprang to obey. The android gently set the whimpering infant down beside her. The dying girl looked down at it tenderly, heartbreaking emotion in her fading eyes.


‘I leave him to the care of you three, Simon,’ she choked. ‘You are the only ones I can trust to rear him safely.’


‘We’ll watch over little Curtis and protect him!’ cried the Brain.


‘Do not take him to Earth,’ she whispered. ‘People there would take him away from you. They would say it is wrong to let a human child be reared by a brain and robot and android. Keep him here upon the moon, until he grows to manhood.’


‘We will,’ promised the Brain. ‘Grag and Otho and I will rear him here safely.’


‘And when he is a man,’ whispered Elaine, ‘tell him of his father and mother and how they died – how his parents were killed by those who wished to use the gifts of science for evil ends. Tell him to war always against those who would pervert science to sinister ambition.’


‘I will tell him,’ promised the Brain, and in its toneless metallic voice was a queer catch.


The girl’s hand moved feebly and touched the whimpering infant’s cheek. Into her dying eyes came a strange, far-seeing expression.


‘I seem to see little Curtis a man,’ she whispered, her eyes raptly brilliant. ‘A man such as the System has never known before – fighting against all enemies of humanity—’


So Elaine Newton died. And so her infant son was left in the lonely laboratory on the moon, with the Brain and the robot and the synthetic man.


Simon Wright and Grag and Otho kept their promise, in the years that followed. They reared little Curtis Newton to manhood, and the three unhuman tutors and guardians gave the growing boy such an education as no human had ever received before.


The Brain, with its unparalleled store of scientific knowledge, supervised the boy’s education. It was the Brain who instructed Curtis Newton in every branch of science, making him in a short period of years into a complete master of all technical knowledge. And together the bodiless Brain and the brilliant, growing youth delved far beyond the known limits of science and devised instruments of unprecedented nature.


The robot instilled some of his own incredible strength and stamina into the boy, by a system of super exercises rigidly maintained. In mock struggle, the red-haired youth would pit himself against the great metal creature who could have crushed him in a second had he wished. Gradually, thus, Curt’s strength became immense.


The android endowed the growing lad with his own unbelievable swiftness of physical and mental reactions. The two spent many hours on the barren lunar surface, engaged in strange games in which the lad would try to match the android’s wonderful agility.


And as he grew older, Curt Newton started secret voyages through the Solar System, in the little super-ship Simon Wright and he had devised and built. The four secretly visited every world from scorched Mercury to Arctic Pluto, and so he came to know not only the Earthman colonies of each world, but much of the unexplored planetary wildernesses also. And he visited moons and asteroids that no other man had ever landed upon.


Finally, when Curtis Newton had grown to full manhood, Simon Wright told him how his father and mother had died, and of his mother’s dying wish that he war always against those who would use the powers of science for evil ends.


‘You must choose now, Curtis,’ the Brain concluded solemnly. ‘You must decide whether you will make your purpose in life the championing of mankind against its exploiters and oppressors, or whether you will seek happiness for yourself in normal, comfortable life.


‘We three have given you the education and training you would need for such a life-long crusade. And we three will stand by you and fight at your side, if you take up that cause. But we cannot decide for you. You must do that for yourself.’


Curt Newton looked up through the glassite ceiling at the starry vault of space in which bulked Earth’s cloudy sphere. And the big, red-haired young man’s cheerful face grew sober.


‘I believe it’s my duty to take up the cause you speak of, Simon,’ he said slowly. ‘Men such as killed my parents must be crushed, or they’ll destroy the nine worlds’ civilization.’


Curtis Newton drew a long breath.


‘It’s a mighty big job, and I may go down to defeat. But while I live, I’ll stick to it.’


‘I knew you’d decide so, lad!’ exclaimed the Brain. ‘You will be fighting for the future of the whole Solar System!’


‘For the future?’ repeated Curt. The humor came back into his gray eyes. ‘Then I’ll call myself – Captain Future!’


That very night, Curt had flown from the moon to Earth and had secretly visited the President, offering the service of his abilities in the war against interplanetary crime.


‘I know you’ve no faith in me now,’ he had told the President, ‘but a time may come when you’ll need me. When that time comes, flash a signal flare from the North Pole. I’ll see it, and come.’


Months later, when a mysterious criminal was terrorizing the inner planets and the Planet Police were helpless, the President had remembered the red-haired young man who had called himself Captain Future, and as a desperate last hope had summoned him.


Captain Future and his three unhuman comrades had smashed the menace in a few weeks. And since then, time after time the signal flare had blazed from the North Pole – and each time Curt Newton and his comrades had answered. Each time, the fame of the mysterious foe of evil had become greater throughout the Solar System, as he destroyed one supercriminal after another.


But now, Captain Future had been called to face the greatest and deadliest antagonist he had ever confronted. The mysterious being who was striking down the Earthmen of Jupiter with a fearful horror that changed men into primeval beasts!




CHAPTER III


Ambush in Space


Out beyond the orbit of Mars, out past the whirling wilderness of the asteroidal belt, flew a queer little ship. Shaped oddly like an elongated teardrop, and driven by muffled rocket-tubes whose secret design gave it a power and speed far beyond those of any other craft, it was traveling now at a velocity that lived up to its name of Comet.


Inside the Comet, in the transparent-walled room at the nose where its controls were centered, Grag the robot sat on watch. The great robot sat utterly rigid and unmoving, his metal fingers resting upon the throttles that controlled the flow of atomic energy to the rocket-tubes, his gleaming photoelectric eyes staring unswervingly ahead.


Curt Newton stood beside the robot, his hand resting familiarly on Grag’s metal shoulder as he too peered ahead, toward the largening white sphere of Jupiter.


‘Twenty more hours at this speed will bring us there, Grag,’ the big young man said thoughtfully.


‘Yes, master,’ answered the robot simply in his booming mechanical voice. ‘And then what?’


Curt’s eyes twinkled.


‘Why, then we’ll find this Space Emperor who’s behind the terror out here, and take him back to Earth. That’s all.’


‘Do you think it will be so easy, master?’ asked the robot naively.


Captain Future laughed aloud.


‘Grag, irony is wasted on you. The truth is that it’s going to be a pretty tough job – the toughest we ever faced, maybe. But we’ll win out. We’ve got to.’


His face sobered a little. ‘This thing is big – big enough to wreck the Solar System if it isn’t stopped at once.’


He was remembering James Carthew’s haggard face, the desperate appeal in his trembling voice.


‘You’ll do your best out there on Jupiter, Captain Future?’ the President had pleaded. ‘That horror – men retracking the path of evolution to brutehood – it mustn’t go on!’


‘It won’t go on if I can stop it,’ Curt had promised, his voice like level steel. ‘Whoever or whatever this Space Emperor is, we’ll track him down or we won’t come back.’


Curt was thinking of that promise now. He knew well how difficult it was going to be to fulfill it. Yet the prospect of the perilous struggle ahead exhilarated him strangely.


Peril was like a heady wine to Curt’s adventure-loving soul. He had met it in the poisonous swamps of Venus, in the black and sunless caverns of Uranus, in the icy snow-hell of Pluto. And always, when the danger was greatest, he had felt that he was living the most.


Grag broke the silence, the robot still looking ahead with his strange photoelectric eyes toward Jupiter.


‘Jupiter is a big world, master,’ he boomed thoughtfully. ‘It took us long to catch the Lords of Power when they fled there.’


Curt nodded, remembering that relentless hunt for the outer-planet criminals who had sought to hide on the giant planet. That had been the end of a blazing battle and chase that he and his three comrades had taken part in and that had reached from far Pluto to this mighty world ahead.


‘It may take us even longer to find this Space Emperor, but we’ll do it,’ he said resolutely.


There was silence, except for the droning of the cyclotrons in the Comet’s stern, and the muffled purring of the atomic energy they produced, as it was released by the rocket-tubes. Then into the control-room came the synthetic man.


‘You are late, Otho,’ boomed the robot, turning severely toward the android. ‘It was your turn to take over a half hour ago.’


Otho’s lipless mouth opened to give vent to a hissing chuckle. His green eyes gleamed mockingly.


‘What difference can it make to you, Grag?’ he inquired mockingly. ‘You are not a man, and so you do not need rest as we men do.’


Grag’s voice boomed angrily. ‘I am as much like a man as you are!’ he declared.


‘You, a metal machine?’ taunted Otho. ‘Why, men are not of metal. They are of flesh, like myself.’


The gibing, hissing voice of the android awakened all Grag’s rudimentary capacity for indignation. He turned his unhuman metal face appealingly toward Captain Future.


‘Am I not as near human as Otho, master?’ he appealed.


‘Otho, quit teasing Grag and take over,’ Curt Newton ordered sternly.


Yet there was a merry spark in Captain Future’s gray eyes as the android hastily obeyed.


Curt loved these three unhuman companions of his, the great, simple robot, the fierce, eager android and the dour, austere Brain. He knew they were more loyal and single-hearted than any human comrades could have been.


Yet he derived a secret amusement from these ceaseless quarrels between Otho and Grag. Both the robot and the android liked to be thought of as human or nearly human. And the fact that Otho was more manlike was a continual irritation to big Grag.


‘I can do almost everything that Otho can do,’ Grag was saying to him anxiously. ‘And I am far stronger than he is.’


‘A machine is strong,’ sneered Otho, ‘but it is still only a machine.’


‘Come along with me, Grag,’ Curt told the robot hastily as he saw that the big metal creature was really angry.


The robot followed him back into the main-cabin that occupied the middle section of the Comet.


Simon Wright’s lens-eyes looked up inquiringly at them. The Brain’s transparent square case rested on a special stand, which embodied an ingenious spoolholder that automatically unreeled the long micro-film scientific work the Brain was consulting.


‘What is wrong?’ rasped Wright.


‘Otho was just deviling Grag again,’ Curt told him. ‘Nothing serious.’


‘He is not really more human than I am, is he, master?’ appealed the big robot anxiously.


‘Of course not, Grag,’ answered Captain Future, his eyes twinkling as he laid his hand affectionately on the metal shoulder. ‘You should know enough by now to ignore Otho’s taunts.’


‘Aye,’ rasped Simon Wright to the robot. ‘It is nothing to be proud of to be human, Grag. I was human, once, and I was not as happy as I am now.’


‘Go back and check the cyclotrons, Grag,’ Curt told the robot, and the great metal creature stalked obediently through the cabin into the power-room at the stern.


Captain Future’s gray eyes looked inquiringly into the glittering glass ones of the Brain.


‘Have you found any clue yet, Simon?’


‘No,’ the Brain answered somberly. ‘Not in all the records of human science can I find any hint of how that ghastly method of causing this strange doom – this atavism – could be achieved.’


‘Yet it has been done – it is being done now,’ Curt muttered. ‘And that means that this time we are up against an antagonist who somehow has gone far beyond known science – further than we ourselves have gone!’


With brooding, unseeing eyes, the red-haired adventurer stared around the cabin, his mind far away.


The cabin was a marvel of compactness, with facilities for research in all fields of science. There was a chemistry alcove, with containers of every element known to science; an astronomical outfit, including an electro-telescope, electro-spectroscope, and a file of spectra of all planets, satellites, and stars above the fifth magnitude.


There were samples of the atmosphere of every planet, satellite and asteroid. And a botanical division contained specimen plants and vegetable drugs from various worlds.


Besides this equipment, there were many instruments which Captain Future and Simon Wright had devised, unknown to conventional science. A small locker contained every valuable scientific book or monograph ever published, reduced to micro-film. It was one of these micro-film spools the Brain had been consulting.


‘I know of every biologist of note in the System today,’ the Brain was saying. ‘Not one of them could have discovered the secret of reversing evolution.’


‘Could such an epochal discovery have been made by a wholly unknown scientist?’ Curt demanded.


‘That seems unlikely,’ the Brain replied slowly. ‘There is some great mystery about this which I cannot understand, lad.’


Curt’s tanned face hardened.


‘We’re going to understand soon,’ he affirmed. ‘We’ve got to, to stop this thing.’


Thoughtfully, he reached into a locker for a little hemispherical musical instrument. Absently, he touched its strings, bringing forth queer, shivering, haunting tones.


The instrument was a twenty-string Venusian guitar, two sets of ten strings each strung across each other on a metal hemisphere. Few Earthmen could play the complicated thing, but Captain Future had a habit of plucking haunting tones from it when he was lost in thought.


Wright’s eye-stalks twitched annoyedly.


‘I wish you’d never picked up that thing,’ the Brain complained. ‘How can I concentrate on reading when you’re making that dismal whining?’


Curt grinned at the Brain.


‘I’ll take it into the control-room, since you don’t appreciate good music,’ he said jestingly.


Twenty hours later saw the little teardrop ship decelerating in velocity as it hurtled toward the world now close ahead.


Jupiter now loomed gigantic before them. It was a huge, spinning white sphere, attended by its eleven circling moons, belted with the clouds of its deep atmosphere, and wearing like an ominous badge the glowing crimson patch of the Fire Sea which men had once called the Great Red Spot. A world that was hundreds of times larger than Earth, a world whose fifty great jungle-clad continents and thirty vast oceans were still almost wholly unexplored.


Only on the continent of South Equatoria, Curt knew, had Earthmen settled. There they had cleared the steaming, unearthly jungles enough to build towns and operate plantations and mines, using the Jovian inhabitants for labor. But only a small part of even South Equatoria was known to them. The rest was unexplored, brooding jungle, stretching northward to the Fire Sea.


Curt Newton held the controls, and his three unhuman comrades were in the control-room with him as he expertly fingered the throttles. They flashed close past the gray sphere of Callisto, outermost of Jupiter’s four biggest moons, and plunged on toward the giant planet.


‘You’re going to land at Jovopolis?’ rasped Simon Wright inquiringly.


Captain Future nodded.


‘That’s the capital of the Earth colony, and there, I think, must be the heart of this menace.’


Suddenly a bell rang sharply from the panel of complicated gauges and scientific tell-tales.


‘The ship-alarm!’ Curt exclaimed. ‘There’s some other craft near us in space!’


‘There it is behind us!’ Otho cried out. ‘It’s an ambush!’


Curt glanced back through the rear curve of the control-room’s transparent wall. A dark little space-cruiser had just darted out from behind Callisto, and from its bows a big flare-gun was loosing a flare of atomic energy that sped toward the Comet.


No other space-pilot in the System could have moved quickly enough to escape that leaping flare. But Captain Future had reflexes trained since boyhood to superhuman speed.


The Comet lurched sideward from a blast of its starboard tubes, just enough to let the flare shoot past it. Before the attacker on their tail could fire again, Curt Newton had acted.


His tanned hand slammed down a burnished red lever beside the throttles. Instantly an astounding thing happened.


From the Comet’s tubes shot a tremendous discharge of tiny, glowing particles. Almost instantly they formed a huge, glowing cloud around the little teardrop ship, hiding it from view and streaming back in a vast, shining tail.


The Comet had become, to all appearances, what it was named after – a comet! This was Curt Newton’s method of camouflaging his ship when he wished to avoid discovery in space, or when he wished to confuse an enemy craft. It was operated by a powerful discharge of electrified atoms, or ions, produced in a special generator and released through the regular rocket-tubes.


‘I’m banking around on them!’ Curt called to the android. ‘Stand by to use our proton beams on them, Otho!’


‘I’ll blast them out of space!’ exclaimed the android fiercely as he leaped to the breech of the proton guns.


‘No, I want those men alive if we can get them!’ Captain Future snapped. ‘Try to cripple them by blasting their tail – that will force them down on Callisto.’


As Curt swung the Comet sharply around, the black attacking ship rose viciously to meet it, letting go another burst of atomic energy from its flare-guns.


‘So you still want to play, do you?’ grinned Curt. ‘That’s fine!’


Captain Future had avoided the leaping flares by a lightning roll of the Comet that did not change its direction of flight for more than a moment.


Now he sent the little ship, still wrapped in its glowing cloud, swooping down upon the enemy, before it could turn.


‘Now – let go our beams, Otho!’ Captain Future cried.


The android obeyed. The pale proton beams lanced from the Comet, grazed past the tail of the black enemy.


‘Missed them!’ hissed Otho in bitter disappointment.


‘They’re trying to escape, master!’ boomed Grag, pointing a metal arm.


The black enemy craft, its occupants apparently unnerved by the closeness of the proton beams, was diving sharply to flee away through space.


‘It’s easier to start a fight than to quit it, my friends,’ muttered Curt, jerking open two of his throttles. ‘Here’s where you find that out.’


Like a streak of glowing light, the Comet dived after the fleeing enemy. Pursued and pursuer rushed down through the dizzy depths of space at nightmare velocity.


Curt felt his pulse pounding with excitement as he guided his craft in that terrific swoop. To Captain Future, this was living – this wild whirl and flash of battle out here in the awesome solar spaces where he felt most at home.


‘Try again now, Otho!’ he cried a moment later.


The Comet had pulled almost abreast of the other swooping ship. The android now loosed their proton beams again.


The beams sliced away a third of the black ship’s tail. Crippled, its rocket-tubes blasted and useless, it slowed in its wild rush until it was merely floating. Then it began to drift with ever increasing speed toward nearby Callisto.


‘That got them!’ Captain Future exclaimed, his gray eyes snapping with excitement. ‘They’ll drift in to Callisto and we’ll land there with them, and capture whoever’s in that ship.’


‘You think they were sent by the Space Emperor – the mysterious figure behind the Jupiter horror – to ambush us?’ rasped Simon Wright inquiringly.


‘They must have been!’ Otho declared. ‘The Space Emperor, whoever he is, didn’t want Captain Future coming to Jupiter to investigate him.’


Curt Newton interrupted, his gray eyes lit.


‘But this may give us a lead right to the Space Emperor! If we can capture the men in that ship and make them talk—’


The black enemy craft was now drifting in a spiral around Callisto, ever approaching nearer to that barren-looking gray moon. Curt kept the Comet trailing the other ship, but far enough away to be out of range of its flare-guns, and with the ion-discharge apparatus now cut off.


‘But lad,’ said Simon Wright’s harsh voice, ‘how could the Space Emperor know that Captain Future was coming to Jupiter? The only person there whom the President would notify of our coming would be the Planetary Governor.’


‘Yes,’ said Curt meaningly, ‘and that may give us another lead to him. But right now our best chance is to wring information out of the men in that ship.’


Curt’s mind was vibrant with eager hope. His mysterious foe had struck at him already, even before he reached Juipiter. But it might be that the attack of the unknown plotter was going to recoil on his own head.


‘We near Callisto’s surface, master!’ came the booming voice of Grag.


Captain Future’s gray eyes lit with a reckless gleam. ‘Get ready for a scrap then, Grag!’


Down through the thin atmosphere of Callisto the black ship was sinking, falling faster and faster. Still the Comet clung to its trail, grimly following it down toward the barren surface of the big moon …




CHAPTER IV


World of Creeping Crystals


At ever increasing speed the small black space-cruiser and its grim pursuer sped down toward the surface of Callisto. This was the sunward side of the big moon, and in the pale sunlight it presented a drear and desolate landscape.


A forbidding desert of drab gray rock, rising into low stony hills, it was infinitely repellent. The air here was barely breathable, as on all the larger moons, but because of its barrenness and also because of the grotesque, dangerous forms of life known to exist on its surface, few Earthmen had ever visited this world.


Now the black ship was only a mile from the glaring gray rock surface. It hurtled downward at slowly increasing speed.


‘They won’t crash with much force,’ Curt observed. ‘Callisto’s gravitation is not strong. It’ll be enough to shake them up and stun them for a moment, though, and we’ll jump them before they make trouble.’


‘I’d enjoy seeing their ship hit hard enough to splash them all over Callisto,’ hissed the emotional android.


Captain Future grinned.


‘You’re too bloodthirsty, Otho.’


Otho stared at him puzzledly. ‘I can’t understand you humans some times,’ he complained.


Curt chuckled. Then he turned his attention below, ready for action.


The black ship was falling toward the rocky plain. A moment later it struck the stony desert, bounced violently, then hit the ground again with a sharp impact and lay still.


Instantly Captain Future sent the Comet speeding downward in a gliding swoop that brought it to a jarring landing close to the other ship. He jumped up from the controls.


‘Come on, Grag!’ he shouted. ‘Otho, you stay here at our proton beams, just in case.’


‘Be careful, lad,’ cautioned the Brain.


Curt paused to adjust the gravity equalizer he wore on his belt. Every interplanetary traveler owned one of these clever devices. Its ‘gravity charge’ of magnetic force of selected polarity and strength made its wearer feel exactly as light or heavy as he was on Earth.


Then Captain Future and the big metal robot emerged from the Comet into pale sunlight and a thin, pungent atmosphere that rasped the lungs. Curt led the way toward the black craft on a run, the barren desert’s sterile surface reminding him strongly of the drab lifelessness of Mercury’s Hot Side.


The black, torpedo-shaped space-cruiser lay a little on its side on the gray rock. There was no sound from inside it, indicating that the men within had been temporarily stunned by the crash. Curt and the robot reached the circular door.


‘You’ll have to open this door, Grag,’ Captain Future said rapidly. ‘Use your drills.’


‘Yes, master,’ boomed the big robot.


Grag’s big metal fingers were removable. The robot rapidly unscrewed two of them and replaced them with small drills which he took from a kit of scalpels, chisels and similar tools carried in a little locker in his metal side.


Then Grag touched a switch on his wrist. The two drills which had replaced two of his fingers whirled hummingly. He quickly used them to drill six holes in the edge of the ship’s door.


Then he replaced the drills with his fingers, hooked six fingers inside the holes he had made. He braced his great metal body, then pulled with all his strength at the door.


They could hear the men inside stirring as they recovered from the shock of crashing. But the colossal strength of the huge robot now ripped the door bodily off its heavy hinges. Instantly Captain Future leaped inside, the robot following.


Two men sprang fiercely to meet them. They were hardbitten, brutal-faced Earthmen, one with a bald head and pale eyes, the other a shock-haired giant. The bald one held a flare-pistol and fired swiftly at Captain Future.


Curt swerved, with a fierce, low laugh, as the man pulled trigger. Before the bald one could fire again, Captain Future had leaped in and seized his gun-hand. They struggled tensely.


In this moment of conflict, Curt’s mind reverted to his super-fast games with Otho on the moon, as a boy. How slow seemed this swearing man beside the blurring speed of the android!


And how puny seemed the man’s strength compared to the giant power of the mighty robot against whom he had pitted himself in boyhood!


The bald man suddenly went limp. Curt Newton, with his unerring knowledge of anatomy, had pressed and paralyzed a vital nerve center at the base of his skull.


‘That will hold you, my friend,’ Captain Future exclaimed. He turned quickly. ‘You have the other one, Grag?’


‘Yes, master,’ boomed the big robot calmly.


Grag had grabbed the other Earthman in his huge metal arms before he could use his gun, and was holding him as helpless as a baby. Captain Future touched the same vital nerve-center of this man, and he too went limp and helpless.


‘Now,’ Curt said grimly to the two, ‘you will tell me just who you are and why the Space Emperor sent you out here to ambush me.’


‘The Space Emperor? I never heard of him,’ answered the bald-headed Earthman loudly. ‘I’m Jon Orris and this is my partner, Martin Skeel. We’re honest traders, going to Saturn.’


‘Traders, in a ship that looks to me like a stolen police-cruiser!’ Curt Newton commented contemptuously. His gray eyes snapped. ‘Silence is better than such a clumsy lie.’


‘Try to make us talk then, Captain Future!’ snarled Orris, defiant.


‘Shall I make them, master?’ asked Grag eagerly, clenching his great metal fist ominously.


‘Not that way, Grag,’ Curt said quickly. He stiffened. ‘Listen! I hear Otho coming.’


He sprang to the open door of the ship. Out in the pale sunlight, Otho was running toward him. The rubbery android carried the handle of Simon Wright’s brain-case.


‘What’s wrong?’ Curt demanded, sensing trouble.


The Brain answered.


‘Crystals coming, lad. Look yonder.’


Curt spun and peered westward, where the Brain’s eyes had turned. His lips tightened at what he saw.


Over the brink of low rock hills there, a slender, shining mass was slowly flowing. It was like a brilliant cataract of diamonds, dazzling in the sun as it flowed slowly down the rock hill toward the two parked ships.


Curt recognized that slowly approaching mass as one of the grotesque, dangerous life-forms that existed on Callisto. This strange, bizarre variety of life had developed in inorganic crystalline forms, as semi-intelligent, mutualistic crystal colonies. These crystal colonies had limited powers of movement, which enveloped and killed any luckless living thing unable to evade their slow approach.


‘The things can always sense any living creature who lands on their world,’ Simon Wright was rasping. ‘They’ll reach us in a quarter hour.’


Curt Newton’s gray eyes lit.


‘That gives me an idea! Grag, drag out our two prisoners.’


The big robot obeyed. He emerged from the black ship in a moment, half-carrying the two paralyzed, helpless men.


Curt pointed out the distant, approaching crystalline cataract to Orris and Skeel.


‘I guess you two know what those Callistan crystals do to anything they catch,’ he said grimly. ‘If we take off and leave you here paralyzed as you are now, they’ll reach you in about fifteen minutes.’


The two men paled with horror.


‘You wouldn’t do that, Captain Future!’ gasped the bald-headed Orris wildly.


‘I would, unless you tell what you know of this horror that’s going on at Jupiter!’ Curt snapped.


His bluff worked. Sight of the crystals approaching had broken the nerve of the two as nothing else could.


‘I’ll tell you – but I don’t really know much!’ Orris stammered. ‘The Space Emperor told us to steal a Planet Police cruiser. We were to wait here in ambush for you and blast you out of space. We had to do what he said.’


‘Why did you? Who is the Space Emperor?’ Curt demanded, feeling a harp-string suspense as he awaited the answer.


Orris shook his bald head shakily.


‘I don’t know who he is. Nobody knows who the Space Emperor is. I don’t even know if he’s human,’ he added fearfully. ‘He’s always concealed in a big, queer black suit, and he speaks out of it in a voice that don’t sound human to me. He does things no human could do!


‘Skeel and I have criminal records,’ he continued hastily. ‘We fled out here to Jupiter after we got into a murder scrape on Mars. Somehow the Space Emperor found out we were wanted by the Planet Police. He threatened to expose us to them unless we obeyed his orders. We had to do it! He’s forced other fugitive criminals like ourselves to do his bidding, by the same threat.’


‘How does he cause that reverse evolution in Earthmen?’ Curt demanded.


‘I don’t know that. I’ve never seen him do it, if it’s he who does it,’ Orris answered, dread in his pale eyes. ‘I do know that the Jovians worship the Space Emperor, and obey his every order. He’s stirred them up to wild unrest to do his bidding.’


‘The Jovians worship the Space Emperor?’ echoed Simon Wright’s metallic voice. ‘That is strange—’


‘There’s the devil of a lot about this story that’s strange!’ Captain Future declared crisply. ‘If you’re lying—’


‘I’m not!’ Orris declared fearfully, glancing nervously toward the approaching cataract of crystals.


‘Where were you to report to the Space Emperor when you’d succeeded in destroying me?’ Captain Future demanded.


‘He was to meet us tonight in our cabin in Jovopolis,’ Orris replied. ‘It’s beyond the Street of Space Sailors, at the edge of the city.’


Skeel, the other man, interrupted.


‘Aren’t you going to let us go now?’ he pleaded hoarsely. ‘Those crystals will be here in a few minutes!’


Curt paid no attention to the approaching stream of dazzling crystals which had awakened panic in the two would-be murderers. A quick plan had been born in the red-haired adventurer’s mind.


‘Otho, I want you to make yourself up as a double of this man Orris,’ he told the synthetic man.


‘What is your plan, lad?’ rasped Simon Wright keenly.


Newton’s gray eyes snapped.


‘The Space Emperor will come to that cabin on the edge of Jovopolis tonight, to receive the report of these two men. Well, one of them is going to report with Captain Future as his prisoner – only it won’t be really Orris who reports, but Otho!’


‘I see!’ muttered the Brain. ‘The Space Emperor will be thrown off guard by Otho’s disguise, and we may be able to capture him.’


‘Hurry, Otho!’ Curt exclaimed. ‘Those crystals are getting close!’


‘I am hurrying, Chief,’ the synthetic man replied.


Otho was clawing in the square make-up pouch that hung at his belt beside his proton pistol. He brought out a small lead flask with a sprayer attachment.


From the flask, the android sprayed a colorless chemical oil onto his own face and head. Then he waited.


In a moment a strange change came over Otho’s face. His rubbery, white synthetic flesh seemed to lose its elastic firmness and to soften like melting wax.


Otho’s synthetic flesh was so constituted that an application of the chemical oil would soften it and make it as plastic as putty. It would harden again in a few minutes, but before it hardened it could be molded into any desired features.


Now that his flesh was softened to plasticity, Otho himself began molding it. With firm, deft fingers the android pressed and touched the softened white flesh of his face. Modeling his features into different ones, as a sculptor might model a new clay mask from an old one!


As he worked, Otho’s green eyes steadily watched the panicky, brutal face of the man Orris. And swiftly, Otho’s face became the face of Orris, in every line and feature. The android, through long practice, could remake his face into an exact replica of any other face in a few minutes.


A minute after he had finished, the flesh of his face began hardening again into elastic firmness.


‘Now for the make-up,’ Otho muttered, clawing in his square pouch again.


‘Hurry!’ urged Captain Future.


With a tiny hypodermic, Otho injected a drop of fluid into each eye which changed their color from green to a pale hue. Thin stain from a tube changed his new face from dead-white to a space-tanned color. A little fringe of artificial brown hair around his new tanned, bald head completed the amazing disguise.


Otho darted into the ship of Orris and Skeel. He returned in a moment clad in a zipper-suit of drab synthesilk like that worn by Orris. Then the android turned to Curt Newton.


‘Is it good enough?’ he asked in a voice that was an uncanny replica of the voice of Orris.


‘It’s perfect!’ Curt declared. Before him were two Orrises – indistinguishable from each other.


‘Good God, that creature’s made himself into me!’ gasped Orris horrifiedly.


‘Lad, it’s time we left,’ rasped Simon Wright’s warning. ‘The crystals are coming too near.’


Curt whirled. The cataract of brilliant crystals was now pouring steadily across the rocky plain toward them. The gleaming, faceted crystalline things advanced inexorably, motivated by an electric force in their strange inorganic bodies that gave them the power of attraction and repulsion to each other.


With a clicking, murmuring, rustling sound, the brilliant flood moved at the rate of a few feet a moment, each separate gleaming crystal jerking a few inches forward by exerting repulsion upon those behind it. They were but a hundred feet away.


‘Grag, wreck the cyclotrons of this ship!’ Captain Future ordered. ‘Then we’ll be off.’


As the big robot sprang into the black craft to obey, Orris and Skeel voiced wild protest.


‘You’re not going to leave us here to be killed by those things!’ they cried.


Curt bent over the two helpless men and touched their nerve-centers, lifting the paralysis that held them. As they staggered up, Grag came out of the ship.


‘It is wrecked, master,’ boomed the robot. ‘That ship will not fly space again.’


‘You two men can run now, and you can easily keep away from the crystals here,’ Curt told Orris and Skeel. ‘I’ll notify the Planet Police at Jovopolis and they’ll send a ship out to pick you up.’


His eyes flamed.


‘If I did what I’d like to, I’d let the crystals have you! You’ve helped to spread a horror that’s blacker than murder!’


The two criminals stared wildly at the clicking, advancing flood of crystals now only fifty feet away, and then broke into a crazy run in an opposite direction, stumbling frantically away across the drab gray desert.


‘Quick, to the Comet before those things cut us off!’ Curt cried.


Grag snatched up the handle of Simon Wright’s square brain-case. He and the disguised Otho and Captain Future ran hastily toward their ship.


The clicking crystals were only yards from them as they passed the head of their cataract. Tumbling inside the Comet, Curt leaped to the control-room, and in a moment had the little teardrop ship zooming upward with a muffled roar of tubes.


He looked back down and saw the baffled crystals flowing over the disabled black ship, smothering it until it seemed encrusted with blazing diamonds, searching its interior for any living thing. The two criminals who had fled were already far away across the rocky surface of Callisto, and would be safe until the Planet Police came for them.


Captain Future had an eager gleam in his gray eyes as he steered upward.


‘Now for Jovopolis,’ he said tautly, ‘and the Space Emperor!’




CHAPTER V


Power of the Space Emperor


Jupiter, like all the other outer planets, had once been considered impossible as a habitation for Earthmen. Before interplanetary exploration actually began, it had been thought that the giant world would be too cold, its atmosphere too poisonous with methane and ammonia, its gravitation too great for human life.


But the first Earthmen who visited Jupiter found that the great planet’s interior radioactive heat kept it at tropical warmth. The methane and ammonia, they discovered, existed only in the upper atmospheric layers. The lower layers were quite breathable. And the invention of the gravity equalizers had solved the problem of the powerful gravitation.


Down through the darkness toward the night side of this great world, splitting the deep atmosphere with a shrill, knife-edged sound, plunged the Comet.


Captain Future held the controls, with Grag and the disguised Otho and Simon Wright beside him. And the red-haired adventurer was tense with fierce hope as he peered downward.


‘Here we are,’ Curt muttered finally, easing back a throttle. ‘We’re west of South Equatoria.’


‘Not far west, I think,’ rasped Simon Wright, from the special pedestal upon which his brain-case rested.


Beneath them lay a vast, heaving sea, bathed in silvery light by the three moons now in the sky. It was one of the thirty tremendous oceans of the monarch planet, and endless watery plain whose moonlit surface heaved in great billows toward the sky.


Curt had leveled off, and now the Comet screamed eastward low above the tossing silver ocean. Under the brilliant rays of Ganymede and Europa and Io, the waste of waters stretched to the far horizons in magnificent splendor.


Moon-bats, those weird Jovian birds that for some mysterious reason never fly except when the moons shine, were circling high above the waters. Their broad wings shone in the silver light with uncanny iridescence, due to some strange photochemical effect.


Schools of flame-fish, small fish that glowed with light because of their habit of feeding on radioactive sea-salts, swam just under the surface. The triple head of hydra, a species of big sea-snake always found twined in curious partnerships of three, reared above the waves. Far northward a ‘stunner,’ like an enormous flat white disc of flesh, shot up out of the moonlit sea and came down with a thunderous shock that would stun all fish immediately beneath and make them easy prey.


The Comet drove on low above the silver-lit ocean teeming with strange life. Under the three big, bright moons, the teardrop ship cleaved the atmosphere like a meteor, hurrying toward the perilous rendezvous with mystery that Curt Newton was determined to keep.


‘Lights ahead, master,’ boomed Grag, the robot’s photoelectric eyes peering keenly.


‘Yes, it’s South Equatoria,’ Curt said. ‘Those are the lights of Jovopolis.’


Far ahead a low black coast rose from the moon-lit ocean. A little inland lay a big bunch of lights, dominated by the red-and-green lamps of the lofty spaceport tower.


Beyond the city lights stretched the black obscurity of the big plantations and the deep jungles beyond. And in the horizon the sky was painted by a dazzling aurora of twitching, quivering red rays – the crimson glare flung up by the distant Fire Sea.


‘Only Saturn has more wonderful nights than this,’ Curt said, feeling even in his tensity the weird beauty of it.


‘You’re not going to land openly in Jovopolis?’ Simon Wright questioned Curt.


Captain Future shook his red head at the question.


‘No, we’ll drop down secretly at the edge of the spaceport.’


The Comet glided with muffled rocket-tubes over the moonlit mud flats along the shore, against which the great lunar tide of the Jovian ocean was hurling itself in mighty combers. Silent as a shadow, the little teardrop ship approached the spaceport, avoiding the docks and sinking down at the unlighted edge of the field.


Curt Newton cut the cyclotrons and stood up. He had already set his gravity equalizer, so that he did not feel the full power of the crushing Jovian gravitation.


‘Otho and I must hurry,’ he said tensely. ‘We must be at Orris’ hut when the Space Emperor comes there.’


‘Can’t I come too, master?’ asked big Grag.


‘You could never pass as a man,’ jeered Otho. ‘One glimpse of your metal face would give us away.’


Grag turned angrily toward the android, but Captain Future intervened hastily between the two.


‘You must stay with Simon and guard the Comet, Grag,’ he said. ‘We’ll be back soon if we catch the one we’re after.’


‘Be careful, lad,’ muttered the Brain. ‘This Space Emperor is the most dangerous antagonist we’re ever encountered.’


Curt smiled pleasantly.


‘A foeman worthy of our steel, eh? Don’t worry, Simon. I’m not underestimating him!’


Curt and Otho emerged from the Comet and started toward the bright-lit Street of Space Sailors that ran eastward from the spaceport. The Jovian night lay soft and heavy upon them, the warm air laden with fetid scents of strange vegetation. The three bright moons cast queer multiple shifting shadows around them.


Curt knew the Street of Space Sailors well. It was usually roaring with lusty life, for in its dubious taverns gathered Earthmen who knew swampy Venus and desert Mars and icy Pluto, men who would be here for only a few days and who made the most of them before they went back.


But now the street was less crowded than usual. A pall seemed to lie over the motley interplanetary throng, and fewer rocket-cars came and went than was usual. There were many space-bronzed Earthmen drinking in the disreputable taverns, but they drank in unnatural silence. It was evident to Curt’s keen eyes that the dark shadow of the plague lay over this city.


In the street were many Jovians, the planetary natives of this world. They were manlike, man-size creatures, but their green-skinned bodies were squatter than the human, their heads were small, round and hairless, with large, circular dark eyes, and their arms and legs ended in queer flippers instead of hands or feet.


Their clothing was a scanty black leather harness. They seemed to watch the passing Earthmen with unfriendliness and distrust.


‘The Jovians don’t seem to care much for Earthmen any more,’ muttered Otho.


Curt’s gray eyes narrowed slightly.


‘According to what Orris told us, it’s the Space Emperor who’s stirred them into unrest.’


‘Look out!’ yelled a wild voice suddenly from somewhere in the throng ahead. ‘He’s got it!’


‘Atavism – get away!’ roared other voices.


Curt saw men darting away from an Earthman who had been wandering dazedly along the street, but who now was beating his breast, frothing at the lips, his glazed eyes glaring bestially around.


All shrank from the man thus suddenly stricken by the dread evolutionary blight. For a moment there was a frozen silence except for his growling cries. Then whistles shrilled and a rocket-car dashed along the street.


Haggard-faced hospital orderlies grabbed the struggling man who had just been stricken, pulled him into the car, and dashed away.


The tense silence lasted for an eternal moment, in which men stared sickly at each other. Then, as though desirous to get away from the spot, the motley throng moved rapidly on.
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