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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.


      




INTRODUCTION
from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction


Edward Elmer ‘Doc’ Smith (1890–1965) was a US food chemist (he specialised in doughnut mixes), and author, often called the ‘Father of Space Opera’; because Hugo Gernsback had appended ‘PhD’ to Smith’s name for his contributions to Amazing from 1928, he also became known as ‘Doc’ Smith. Greatly influential in US pulp-magazine sf between 1928 and about 1945, he found his reputation fading somewhat after the end of World War Two, when it seemed that the dream-like simplicities of his world-view could no longer attract the modern reader of Genre SF. But more than one of the speciality houses that became active after 1945 were founded in the awareness that his vast pre-War space-opera sagas, published only in magazines, had never achieved book publications; and his central corpus was soon made available to new readers. Towards the end of his life, after he retired around 1960, he began producing space operas again, and the work of his prime began to appear in mass-market paperbacks; his popularity soared, and though his reputation has faded to a degree in recent decades, he is by no means forgotten.


Smith’s work is strongly identified with the beginnings of US pulp sf as a separate marketing genre, and did much to define its essential territory: galactic space dominated by Galactic Empires, these usually being run by humans, though Aliens appear frequently, not only as villains; Space Opera plots, featuring heroes and their inventions, are the norm; wars rage across the parsecs. But although Smith’s protagonists fit comfortably into this universe, it is the case that his most developed (and numerous) protagonists, the Lensmen at the heart of the Lensmen epic, are also soldiers: willing employees in a higher cause. his later heroes – like Kim Kinnison himself – advance through promotion, and rule their universes as dictators in all but name, for the cause of Good.


When in 1915 Smith began to write the first novel of his Skylark series with Mrs Lee Hawkins Garby (1892–1953), a neighbour seconded to help with feminine matters such as dialogue, no prior models existed in popular fiction to source the combined exuberance and scale that The Skylark of Space (see below) demonstrated when the magazine version finally began to appear in Amazing Stories in 1928 (the book form only appeared in 1946); its two immediate sequels – Skylark Three, Skylark of Valeron (see below for both) – add to the exuberance. (Skylark DuQuesne was published posthumously in 1966.)


But it was not until he began to unveil the architectural structure of his second and career-climaxing series that Smith was able to demonstrate the thoroughness of his thinking about Space Opera, though perhaps losing some of the spontaneity of Skylark. It is with the Lensman series – or The History of Civilization, the over-title for the 1953–1955 limited-edition boxed reprint of the original books – that his name is most strongly associated. In order of internal chronology, the sequence comprises Triplanetary, First Lensman, Galactic Patrol, Gray Lensman, Second-Stage Lensmen and Children of the Lens. The Vortex Blaster, assembling stories published during World War Two, and only put in book form after Smith’s death, is also set in the Lensman Universe, probably some time before Children of the Lens; but does not deal with the central progress of the main series, the working out of which was Smith’s most brilliant auctorial coup. As resorted and augmented in book form, the first two novels, one of them written much later, likewise stand outside the main action; it is the central four volumes that constitute the heart of Smith’s accomplishment. Conceived as one 400,000-word novel, and divided into separate titles for publication between 1937 and 1948 in Astounding, this central Lensman tale is constructed around the gradual revelation, paced by moments that for many readers caught the essence of the Sense Of Wonder, of the hierarchical nature of the Universe: a sense that the universe was both infinitely surprising but, in the end, controlled by Arisians.


That gradual revelation is eschewed in the full series as published in book form. Here, we learn immediately that two vastly advanced and radically opposed Forerunner races, the good Arisians and the evil Eddorians, each dominating a separate galaxy, have been in essential opposition for billions of years. The Arisians understand that the only hope of defeating the absolute Evil represented by the Eddorians is to nurture the growth over aeons of a countervailing Civilization developed from their own ‘spores’ via special breeding lines on selected planets, of which Earth (Tellus) is one. Guided by their Arisian Secret Masters, these breeding lines develop heroes capable of enduring the enormous stress of inevitable conflict with the escalating galactic conspiracy of evil known collectively as Boskone, a force inimical to Civilization and secretly commanded through a nest of hierarchies by the invisible Eddorians.


As the conflict deepens, the Arisians (always in disguise) make available to their unknowing scions a Psionic pseudo-gem known as the Lens which – when attached physically to advanced specimens of the breeding programme, who have already formed a Galactic Patrol responsible for defending Civilization – awards them certain telepathic and other Psi Powers, operating both as a weapon and a communication device. The central figure of the series is the human Kim Kinnison, who with his wife represents the penultimate stage in the Arisian breeding programme, and whose children will finally defeat the Eddorians. As the central sequence progresses, we climb with Kinnison, link by link, through a vast chain of command, evil empire after evil empire, until he defeats Boskone and becomes, in essence, the ruler of the civilized universe. But Kinnison is destined only slowly to understand that the empire of Boskone, which he has destroyed through the use of weapons of unparalleled immensity, is not the final enemy, whose name he never learns, no more than he ever discovers the full truth about his own Arisian mentors, whose civilized precepts he enacts. Though his powers are vast, he remains ignorant of the true scale and nature of the Universe, which is greater, and requires greater powers to comprehend and confront, than even a hero with superpowers is capable of grasping. Perhaps the deepest attraction of the Lensman series lies in the fact that Kinnison, as ultimate commander of the organization of Lensmen (itself hierarchical), is licensed; but that only we (and his children) know who issued the licence.


After completing his central series, Smith wrote some rather less popular out-of-series books, none having anything like the force of his major effort. A decade after his death, books he had begun or completed in manuscript, or had merely inspired or authorized, began to appear in response to his great posthumous popularity. The best known of these is the Family d’Alembert series, published as by Smith ‘with Stephen Goldin’, derived some material from posthumous manuscripts; the first volume, The Imperial Stars (1976), was based on published material, but subsequent volumes were essentially the work of Goldin.


Smith was posthumously inducted into the Science Fiction Hall Of Fame in 2004.Today, while he must be read by anyone interested in understanding the deep appeal of American Genre SF in the days before World War Two, any revisit to his work should be made in the loving awareness that he is a creature of the dawn.


The novels of the Skylark of Space sequence – The Skylark of Space, Skylark Three, Skylark of Valeron and Skylark DuQuesne – are here reprinted in one volume. The magazine publication of the first volume – which appeared in the same issue of Amazing that also featured Philip Nowlan’s ‘Armageddon – 2419 AD’, the story which introduced Buck Rogers to the world – marked the coming of age of early American sf. Even then, Smith was more fun. Elements of his dawn-age exuberance may have been discernible in some of the Edisonades which proliferated in America from about 1890; and a certain cosmogonic high-handedness can be traced to the works of H. G. Wells and his UK contemporaries. But it was Smith who combined the two.


The Skylark of Space brings the Edisonade to its first full maturity, creating a proper galactic forum for the exploits of the inventor/scientist/action-hero who keeps the world (or the Universe) safe for American values, despite the efforts of a foreign-hued villain (Marc ‘Blackie’ DuQuesne) to subvert those values. At the heart of the action lies a highly personalized conflict between hero-inventor Richard Seaton, who always triumphs through luck, gumption, vast intellect, and athletic prowess, and villain-inventor DuQuesne, who develops from the stage histrionics of the first novel into a dominating antihero, and who is perhaps Smith’s most vivid creation. As their conflict escalates, the scale of everything – the potency of the weapons, the power, size and speed of the spaceships, the number of planets overawed or annihilated – also escalates by leaps and bounds. Earth is soon left behind. The galaxy beckons! The galaxy is ours! We read the Skylark of Space in a kind of exhilarated daze. When we finish, we awaken from a marvellous dream.


For a more detailed version of the above, see E.E. ‘Doc’ Smith’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/smith_e_e


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.




The Skylark of Space


Brilliant scientist Richard Seaton discovers a remarkable faster-than-light fuel that will power his interstellar spaceship, the Skylark. His ruthless rival, Marc DuQuesne, and the sinister World Steel Corporation will do anything to get their hands on the fuel. When they kidnap Seaton’s fiancée and friends, they unleash a furious pursuit that will propel the Skylark across the galaxy and back.


Skylark Three


Genius inventor Richard Seaton has developed a ‘Zone of Force’ to protect his ship, the Skylark – but with the Zone up and running, he can no longer control his vessel. Can this new invention help them prevail against the Fenachronians, with their advanced technology and their determination to conquer the galaxy … and destroy the Earth?


Skylark of Valeron


As the mighty spaceship Skylark roamed the intergalactic spaceways, Richard Seaton and his companions found a world of disembodied intelligences. A world of four dimensions where time was insanely distorted and matter obeyed no Terrestrial laws – where three-dimensional human intellects had to fight hard to thwart malevolent invisible mentalities …


Skylark DuQuesne


Richard Seaton and Marc DuQuesne were the deadliest enemies in the galaxy. Their feud had blazed among the stars and challenged the history of a thousand planets. But now a threat from outside the galaxy drives them into a desperate alliance. Seaton and DuQuesne must fight side by side to fend off the invasion – as Seaton keeps constant, perilous watch for DuQuesne’s inevitable double-cross.




THE SKYLARK OF SPACE




I


Petrified with astonishment, Richard Seaton stared after the copper steam-bath upon which, a moment before, he had been electrolyzing his solution of ‘X,’ the unknown metal. As soon as he had removed the beaker with its precious contents the heavy bath had jumped endwise from under his hand as though it were alive. It had flown with terrific speed over the table, smashing a dozen reagent-bottles on its way, and straight on out through the open window. Hastily setting the beaker down, he seized his binoculars and focused them upon the flying bath, which now, to the unaided vision, was merely a speck in the distance. Through the glass he saw that it did not fall to the ground, but continued on in a straight line, its rapidly diminishing size alone showing the enormous velocity at which it was moving. It grew smaller and smaller. In a few seconds it disappeared.


Slowly lowering the binoculars to his side, Seaton turned like a man in a trance. He stared dazedly, first at the litter of broken bottles covering the table, and then at the empty space under the hood where the bath had stood for so many years.


Aroused by the entrance of his laboratory helper, he silently motioned him to clean up the wreckage.


‘What happened, doctor?’


‘Search me, Dan … wish I knew, myself,’ Seaton replied, absently, lost in wonder at what he had just seen.


Ferdinand Scott, a chemist from an adjoining laboratory, entered breezily.


‘Hello, Dicky, thought I heard a rack— Good Lord! What you been celebrating? Had an explosion?’


‘Uh-uh.’ Seaton shook his head. ‘Something funny – darned funny. I can tell you what happened, but that’s all.’


He did so, and while he talked he prowled about the big room, examining minutely every instrument, dial, meter, gauge, and indicator in the place.


Scott’s face showed in turn interest, surprise, and pitying alarm. ‘Dick, boy, I don’t know why you wrecked the joint, and I don’t know whether that yarn came out of a bottle or a needle, but believe me, it stinks. It’s an honest-to-God, bottled-in-bond stinkeroo if I ever heard one. You’d better lay off the stuff, whatever it is.’


Seeing that Seaton was paying no attention to him, Scott left the room, shaking his head.


Seaton walked slowly to his desk, picked up his blackened and battered briar pipe, and sat down. What could possibly have happened, to result in such shattering of all the natural laws he knew? An inert mass of metal couldn’t fly off into space without the application of a force – in this case an enormous, a really tremendous force – a force probably of the order of magnitude of atomic energy. But it hadn’t been atomic energy. That was out. Definitely. No hard radiation … His instruments would have indicated and recorded a hundredth of a millimicrocurie, and every one of them had sat placidly on dead-center zero through the whole show. What was that force?


And where? In the cell? The solution? The bath? Those three places were … all the places there were.


Concentrating all the power of his mind – deaf, dumb, and blind to every external thing – he sat motionless, with his forgotten pipe clenched between his teeth.


He sat there while most of his fellow chemists finished the day’s work and went home; sat there while the room slowly darkened with the coming of night.


Finally he stood up and turned on the lights. Tapping the stem of his pipe against his palm, he spoke aloud. ‘Absolutely the only unusual incidents in this whole job were a slight slopping over of the solution onto the copper and the short-circuiting of the wires when I grabbed the beaker … wonder if it will repeat …’


He took a piece of copper wire and dipped it into the solution of the mysterious metal. Upon withdrawing it he saw that the wire had changed its appearance, the X having apparently replaced a layer of the original metal. Standing well clear of the table, he touched the wire with the conductors. There was a slight spark, a snap, and it disappeared. Simultaneously there was a sharp sound, like that made by the impact of a rifle bullet, and Seaton saw with amazement a small round hole where the wire had gone completely through the heavy brick wall. There was power – and how! – but whatever it was, it was a fact. A demonstrable fact.


Suddenly he realized that he was hungry; and, glancing at his watch, saw that it was ten o’clock. And he had had a date for dinner at seven with his fiancée at her home, their first dinner since their engagement! Cursing himself for an idiot, he hastily left the laboratory. Going down the corridor, he saw that Marc DuQuesne, a fellow research man, was also working late. He left the building, mounted his motor-cycle, and was soon tearing up Connecticut Avenue toward his sweetheart’s home.


On the way, an idea struck him like a blow of a fist. He forgot even his motorcycle, and only the instinct of the trained rider saved him from disaster during the next few blocks. As he drew near his destination, however, he made a determined effort to pull himself together. ‘What a stunt!’ he muttered ruefully to himself as he considered what he had done.


‘What a stupid jerk! If she doesn’t give me the bum’s rush for this I’ll never do it again if I live to be a million years old!’




II


As evening came on and the fireflies began flashing over the grounds of her luxurious Chevy Chase home, Dorothy Vaneman went upstairs to dress. Mrs Vaneman’s eyes followed her daughter’s tall, trim figure more than a little apprehensively. She was wondering about this engagement. True, Richard was a fine chap and might make a name for himself, but at present he was a nobody and, socially, he would always be a nobody … and men of wealth, of distinction, of impeccable social status, had paid court … but Dorothy – no, ‘stubborn’ was not too strong a term – when Dorothy made up her mind …


Unaware of her mother’s look, Dorothy went happily up the stairs. She glanced at the clock, saw that it was only a little after six, and sat down at her dressing table, upon which there stood a picture of Richard. A strong, not unhandsome face, with keen, wide-set gray eyes; the wide brow of the thinker, surmounted by thick, unruly, dark hair; the firm, square jaw of the born fighter – such was the man whose vivid personality, fierce impetuosity, and indomitable perseverance had set him apart from all other men ever since their first meeting, and who had rapidly cleared the field of all other aspirants for her favor. Her breath came faster and her cheeks showed a lovelier color as she sat there, the lights playing in her heavy auburn hair and a tender smile upon her lips.


Dorothy dressed with unusual care, the last touches deftly made, went downstairs and out upon the porch to wait for her guest.


Half an hour passed. Mrs Vaneman came to the door and said anxiously, ‘I wonder if anything could have happened to him?’


‘Of course there hasn’t,’ Dorothy tried to keep all concern out of her voice. ‘Traffic jams – or perhaps he has been picked up again for speeding. Can Alice keep dinner a little longer?’


‘To be sure,’ her mother answered, and disappeared.


But when another half hour had passed Dorothy went in, holding her head somewhat higher than usual and wearing a say-something-if-you-dare expression.


The meal was eaten in polite disregard of the unused plate. The family left the table. For Dorothy the evening was endless; but at the usual time it was ten o’clock, and then ten-thirty, and then Seaton appeared.


Dorothy opened the door, but Seaton did not come in. He stood close to her, but did not touch her. His eyes searched her face anxiously. Upon his face was a look of indecision, almost of fright – a look so foreign to his usual expression that the girl smiled in spite of herself.


‘I’m awfully sorry, sweetheart, but I couldn’t help it. You’ve got a right to be sore and I ought to be kicked from here to there, but are you too sore to let me talk to you for a couple of minutes?’


‘I was never so mad at anybody in my life, until I started getting scared witless. I simply couldn’t and can’t believe you’d do anything like that on purpose. Come in.’


He came. She closed the door. He half-extended his arms, then paused, irresolute, like a puppy hoping for a pat but expecting a kick. She grinned then, and came into his arms.


‘But what happened, Dick?’ she asked later. ‘Something terrible, to make you act like this. I’ve never seen you act so – so funny.’


‘Not terrible, Dotty, just extraordinary. So outrageously extraordinary that before I begin I wish you’d look me in the eye and tell me if you have any doubts about my sanity.’ She led him into the living room, held his face up to the light, and made a pretense of studying his eyes.


‘Richard Ballinger Seaton, I certify that you are entirely sane – quite the sanest man I ever knew. Now tell me the worst. Did you blow up the Bureau with a C-bomb?’


‘Nothing like that,’ he laughed. ‘Just a thing I can’t understand. You know I’ve been reworking the platinum wastes that have been accumulating for the last ten or fifteen years.’


‘Yes, you told me you’d recovered a small fortune in platinum and some of those other metals. You thought you’d found a brand-new one. Did you?’


‘I sure did. After I’d separated out everything I could identify, there was quite a lot of something left – something that didn’t respond to any tests I knew or could find in the literature.


‘That brings us up to today. As a last resort, because there wasn’t anything else left, I started testing for trans-uranics, and there it was. A stable – almost stable, I mean – isotope; up where no almost-stable isotopes are supposed to exist. Up where I would’ve bet my last shirt no such isotope could possibly exist.


‘Well, I was trying to electrolyze it out when the fireworks started. The solution started to fizz over, so I grabbed the beaker – fast. The wires dropped onto the steam-bath and the whole outfit, except the beaker, took off out of the window at six or eight times the speed of sound and in a straight line, without dropping a foot in as far as I could keep it in sight with a pair of good binoculars. And my hunch is that it’s still going. That’s what happened. It’s enough to knock any physicist into an outside loop, and with my one-cylinder brain I got to thinking about it and simply didn’t come to until after ten o’clock. All I can say is, I’m sorry and I love you. As much as I ever did or could. More, if possible. And I always will. Can you let it go – this time?’


‘Dick … oh, Dick!’


There was more – much more – but eventually Seaton mounted his motorcycle and Dorothy walked beside him down to the street. A final kiss and the man drove away.


After the last faint glimmer of red tail-light had disappeared in the darkness Dorothy made her way to her room, breathing a long and slightly tremulous, but supremely happy sigh.




III


Seaton’s childhood had been spent in the mountains of northern Idaho, a region not much out of the pioneer stage and offering few inducements to intellectual effort. He could only dimly remember his mother, a sweet, gentle woman with a great love for books; but his father, ‘Big Fred’ Seaton, a man of but one love, almost filled the vacant place. Fred owned a quarter-section of virgin white-pine timber, and in that splendid grove he established a home for himself and his motherless boy.


In front of the cabin lay a level strip of meadow, beyond which rose a magnificent, snow-covered peak that caught the earliest rays of the sun.


This mountain, dominating the entire countryside, was to the boy a challenge, a question, and a secret. He accepted the challenge, scaling its steep sides, hunting its forests, and fishing its streams. He toughened his sturdy young body by days and nights upon its slopes. He puzzled over the question of its origin as he lay upon the needles under some monster pine. He put staggering questions to his father; and when in books he found some partial answers his joy was complete. He discovered some of the mountain’s secrets then – some of the laws that govern the world of matter, some of the beginnings man’s mind has made toward understanding the hidden mechanism of Nature’s great simplicity.


Each taste of knowledge whetted his appetite for more. Books! Books! More and more he devoured them; finding in them meat for the hunger that filled him, answers to the questions that haunted him.


After Big Fred lost his life in the forest fire that destroyed his property, Seaton turned his back upon the woods forever. He worked his way through high school and won a scholarship at college. Study was a pleasure to his keen mind; and he had ample time for athletics, for which his backwoods life had fitted him outstandingly. He went out for everything, and excelled in football and tennis.


In spite of the fact that he had to work his way he was popular with his college mates, and his popularity was not lessened by an almost professional knowledge of sleight-of-hand.


His long, strong fingers could move faster than the eye could follow, and many a lively college party watched in vain to see how he did what he did.


After graduating with highest honors as a physical chemist, he was appointed research fellow in a great university, where he won his Ph.D. by brilliant research upon rare metals – his dissertation having the lively title of ‘Some Observations upon Certain Properties of Certain Metals, Including Certain Trans-Uranic Elements.’ Soon afterward he had his own room in the Rare Metals Laboratory, in Washington, D.C.


He was a striking figure – well over six feet in height, broad-shouldered, narrow-waisted, a man of tremendous physical strength. He did not let himself grow soft in his laboratory job, but kept in hard, fine condition. He spent most of his spare time playing tennis, swimming and motor-cycling.


As a tennis-player he quickly became well known in Washington sporting and social circles. During the District Tournament he met M. Reynolds Crane – known to only a very few intimates as ‘Martin’ – the multi-millionaire explorer-archaeologist-sportsman who was then District singles champion. Seaton had cleared the lower half of the list and played Crane in the final round. Crane succeeded in retaining his title, but only after five of the most grueling, most bitterly contested sets ever seen in Washington.


Impressed by Seaton’s powerful, slashing game, Crane suggested that they train together as a doubles team. Seaton accepted instantly, and the combination was highly effective.


Practicing together almost daily, each came to know the other as a man of his own kind, and a real friendship grew up between them. When the Crane–Seaton team had won the District Championship and had gone to the semi-finals of the National before losing, the two were upon a footing which most brothers could have envied. Their friendship was such that neither Crane’s immense wealth and high social standing nor Seaton’s comparative poverty and lack of standing offered any obstacle whatever. Their comradeship was the same, whether they were in Seaton’s modest room or in Crane’s palatial yacht.


Crane had never known the lack of anything that money could buy. He had inherited his fortune and had little or nothing to do with its management, preferring to delegate that job to financial specialists. However, he was in no sense an idle rich man with no purpose in life. As well as being an explorer and an archaeologist and a sportsman, he was also an engineer – a good one – and a rocket-instrument man second to none in the world.


The old Crane estate in Chevy Chase was now, of course, Martin’s, and he had left it pretty much as it was. He had, however, altered one room, the library, and it was now peculiarly typical of the man. It was a large room, very long, with many windows. At one end was a huge fireplace, before which Crane often sat with his long legs outstretched, studying one or several books from the cases close at hand. The essential furnishings were of a rigid simplicity, but the treasures he had gathered transformed the room into a veritable museum.


He played no instrument, but in a corner stood a magnificent piano, bare of any ornament; and a Stradivarius reposed in a special cabinet. Few people were asked to play either of those instruments; but to those few Crane listened in silence, and his brief words of thanks showed his real appreciation of music.


He made few friends, not because he hoarded his friendship, but because, even more than most rich men, he had been forced to erect around his real self an almost impenetrable screen.


As for women, Crane frankly avoided them, partly because his greatest interests in life were things in which women had neither interest nor place, but mostly because he had for years been the prime target of the man-hunting debutantes and the matchmaking mothers of three continents.


Dorothy Vaneman, with whom he had become acquainted through his friendship with Seaton, had been admitted to his friendship. Her frank comradeship was a continuing revelation, and it was she who had last played for him.


She and Seaton had been caught near his home by a sudden shower and had dashed in for shelter. While the rain beat outside, Crane had suggested that she pass the time by playing his ‘fiddle.’ Dorothy, a doctor of music and an accomplished violinist, realized with the first sweep of the bow that she was playing an instrument such as she had known only in her dreams, and promptly forgot everything else. She forgot the rain, the listeners, the time and the place; she simply poured into that wonderful violin everything she had of beauty, of tenderness, of artistry.


Sure, true, and full, the tones filled the big room, and in Crane’s vision there rose a home filled with happy work, with laughter and comradeship. Sensing the girl’s dreams as the music filled his ears, he realized as never before in his busy and purposeful life what a home with the right woman could be like. No thought of love for Dorothy entered his mind – he knew that the love existing between her and Dick was of the sort that only death could alter – but he knew that she had unwittingly given him a great gift. Often thereafter in his lonely hours he saw that dream home, and knew that nothing less than its realization would ever satisfy him.




IV


Returning to his boarding house, Seaton undressed and went to bed, but not to sleep. He knew that he had seen what could very well become a workable space-drive that afternoon … After an hour of trying to force himself to Sleep he gave up, went to his desk, and started to study. The more he studied, the more strongly convinced he became that his first thought was right – the thing could become a space-drive.


By breakfast time he had the beginnings of a tentative theory roughed out, and also had gained some idea of the nature and magnitude of the obstacles to overcome.


Arriving at the Laboratory, he found that Scott had spread the news of his adventure, and his room was soon the center of interest. He described what he had seen and done to the impromptu assembly of scientists, and was starting in on the explanation he had deduced when he was interrupted by Ferdinand Scott.


‘Quick, Dr Watson, the needle!’ he exclaimed. Seizing a huge pipette from a rack, he went through the motions of injecting its contents into Seaton’s arm.


‘It does sound like a combination of science-fiction and Sherlock Holmes,’ one of the visitors remarked.


‘“Nobody Holme,” you mean,’ Scott said, and a general chorus of friendly but skeptical jibes followed.


‘Wait a minute, you hidebound dopes, and I’ll show you!’ Seaton snapped. He dipped a short piece of copper wire into his solution.


It did not turn brown; and when he touched it with his conductors, nothing happened. The group melted away. As they left, some of the men maintained a pitying silence, but Seaton heard one half-smothered chuckle and several remarks about ‘cracking under the strain.’


Bitterly humiliated at the failure of his demonstration, Seaton scowled morosely at the offending wire. Why should the thing work twice yesterday and not even once today? He reviewed his theory and could find no flaw in it. There must have been something going last night that wasn’t going now … something capable of affecting ultra-fine structure … It had to be either in the room or very close by … and no ordinary generator or X-ray machine could possibly have had any effect …


There was one possibility – only one. The machine in DuQuesne’s room next to his own, the machine he himself had, every once in a while, helped rebuild.


It was not a cyclotron, not a betatron. In fact, it had as yet no official name. Unofficially, it was the ‘whatsitron,’ or the ‘maybetron,’ or the ‘itaintsotron’ or any one of many less descriptive and more profane titles which he, DuQuesne, and the other researchers used among themselves. It did not take up much room. It did not weigh ten thousand tons. It did not require a million kilowatts of power. Nevertheless it was – theoretically– capable of affecting super-fine structure.


But in the next room? Seaton doubted it.


However, there was nothing else, and it had been running the night before – its glare was unique and unmistakable. Knowing that DuQuesne would turn his machine on very shortly, Seaton sat in suspense, staring at the wire. Suddenly the subdued reflection of the familiar glare appeared on the wall outside his door – and simultaneously the treated wire turned brown.


Heaving a profound sigh of relief, Seaton again touched the bit of metal with the wires from the Redeker cell. It disappeared simultaneously with a high whining sound.


Seaton started for the door, to call his neighbors in for another demonstration, but in mid-stride changed his mind. He wouldn’t tell anybody anything until he knew something about the thing himself. He had to find out what it was, what it did, how and why it did it, and how – or if – it could be controlled. That meant time, apparatus and, above all, money. Money meant Crane; and Mart would be interested, anyway.


Seaton made out a leave slip for the rest of the day, and was soon piloting his motorcycle out Connecticut Avenue and into Crane’s private drive. Swinging under the imposing porte-cochère he jammed on his brakes and stopped in a shower of gravel, a perilous two inches from granite. He dashed up the steps and held his finger firmly against the bell button. The door was opened hastily by Crane’s Japanese servant, whose face lit up on seeing the visitor.


‘Hello, Shiro. Is the honorable son of Heaven up yet?’ ‘Yes, sir, but he is at present in his bath.’


‘Tell him to snap it up, please. Tell him I’ve got a thing on the fire that’ll break him right off at the ankles.’


Bowing the guest to a chair in the library, Shiro hurried away. Returning shortly, he placed before Seaton the Post, the Herald, and a jar of Seaton’s favorite brand of tobacco, and said, with his unfailing bow, ‘Mr Crane will appear in less than one moment, sir.’


Seaton filled and lit his briar and paced up and down the room, smoking furiously. In a short time Crane came in.


‘Good morning, Dick.’ The men shook hands cordially. ‘Your message was slightly garbled in transmission. Something about a fire and ankles is all that came through. What fire? And whose ankles were – or are about to be – broken?’


Seaton repeated.


‘Ah, yes, I thought it must have been something like that. While I have breakfast, will you have lunch?’


‘Thanks, Mart, guess I will. I was too excited to eat much of anything this morning.’ A table appeared and the two men sat down at it. ‘I’ll just spring it on you cold, I guess. Just what would you think of working with me on a widget to liberate and control the entire constituent energy of metallic copper? Not in little dribbles and drabbles, like fission or fusion, but one hundred point zero zero zero zero per cent conversion? No radiation, no residue, no by-products – which means no shielding or protection would be necessary – just pure and total conversion of matter to controllable energy?’


Crane, who had a cup of coffee halfway to his mouth, stopped it in mid-air, and stared at Seaton eye to eye. This, in Crane the Imperturbable, betrayed more excitement than Seaton had ever seen him show. He finished lifting the cup, sipped, and replaced the cup studiously, meticulously, in the exact center of its saucer.


‘That would undoubtedly constitute the greatest technological advance the world has ever seen,’ he said, finally. ‘But, if you will excuse the question, how much of that is fact, and how much fancy? That is, what portion have you actually done, and what portion is more or less justified projection into the future?’


‘About one to ninety-nine – maybe less,’ Seaton admitted. ‘I’ve hardly started. I don’t blame you for gagging on it a bit – everybody down at the lab thinks I’m nuttier than a fruitcake. Here’s what actually happened,’ and he described the accident in full detail. ‘And here’s the theory I’ve worked out, so far, to cover it.’ He went on to explain.


‘That’s the works,’ Seaton concluded, tensely, ‘as clearly as I can put it. What do you think of it?’


‘An extraordinary story, Dick … really extraordinary. I understand why the men at the Laboratory thought as they did, especially after your demonstration failed. I would like to see it work, myself, before discussing further actions or procedures.’


‘Fine! That suits me down to the ground – get into your clothes and I’ll take you down to the lab on my bike. If I don’t show you enough to make your eyes stick out a foot I’ll eat that motorsickle, clear down to the tires!’


As soon as they arrived at the Laboratory, Seaton assured himself that the ‘whatsitron’ was still running, and arranged his demonstration. Crane remained silent, but watched closely every movement Seaton made.


‘I take a piece of ordinary copper wire, so,’ Seaton began. ‘I dip it into this beaker of solution, thus. Note the marked change in its appearance. I place the wire upon this bench – so – with the treated end pointed out of the window …’


‘No. Toward the wall. I want to see the hole made.’


‘Very well – with the treated end pointing toward that brick wall. This is an ordinary eight-watt Redeker cell. When I touch these lead-wires to the treated wire, watch closely. The speed is supersonic, but you’ll hear it, whether you see what happens or not. Ready?’


‘Ready.’ Crane riveted his gaze upon the wire.


Seaton touched the wire with the Redeker leads, and it promptly and enthusiastically disappeared. Turning to Crane, who was staring alternately at the new hole in the wall and at the spot where the wire had been, he cried exultantly, ‘Well, Doubting Thomas, how do you like them potatoes? Did that wire travel, or did it not? Was there some kick to it, or was there not?’


Crane walked to the wall and examined the hole minutely. He explored it with his forefinger; then, bending over, looked through it.


‘Hm-m-m … well …’ he said, straightening up. ‘That hole is as real as the bricks of the wall … and you certainly did not make it by sleight-of-hand … if you can control that power … put it into a hull … harness it to the wheels of industry … You are offering me a partnership?’


‘Yes. I can’t even afford to quit the Service, to say nothing of setting up what we’ll have to have for this job. Besides, working this out is going to be a lot more than a one-man job. It’ll take all the brains both of us have got, and probably a nickel’s worth beside, to lick it.’


‘Check. I accept – and thanks a lot for letting me in.’ The two shook hands vigorously. Crane said, ‘The first thing to do, and it must be done with all possible speed, is to get unassailably clear title to that solution, which is, of course, government property. How do you propose going about that?’


‘It’s government property – technically– yes; but it was worthless after I had recovered the values and ordinarily it would have been poured down the sink. I saved it just to satisfy my own curiosity as to what was in it. I’ll just stick it in a paper bag and walk out with it, and if anybody asks any questions later, it simply went down the drain, as it was supposed to:


‘Not good enough. We must have clear title, signed, sealed, and delivered. Can it be done?’


‘I think so … pretty sure of it. There’ll be an auction in about an hour – they have one every Friday – and I can get this bottle of waste condemned easy enough. I can’t imagine anybody bidding on it but us. I’ll fly at it.’


‘One other thing first. Will there be any difficulty about your resignation?’


‘Not a chance.’ Seaton grinned mirthlessly. ‘They all think I’m screwy – they’ll be glad to get rid of me so easy.’


‘All right. Go ahead – the solution first.’


‘Check,’ Seaton said; and very shortly the bottle, sealed by the chief clerk and labeled Item QX47R769BC: one bottle containing waste solution, was on its way to the auction room.


Nor was there any more difficulty about his resignation from the Rare Metals Laboratory. Gossip spreads rapidly.


When the auctioneer reached the one-bottle lot, he looked at it in disgust. Why auction one bottle, when he had been selling barrels of them? But it had an official number; auctioned it must be.


‘One bottle full of waste,’ he droned, tonelessly. ‘Any bidders? If not, I’ll throw it—’


Seaton jumped forward and opened his mouth to yell, but was quelled by a sharp dig in the ribs.


‘Five cents.’ He heard Crane’s calm voice.


‘Five cents bid. Any more? Going – going –’


Seaton gulped to steady his voice. ‘Ten cents.’


‘Ten cents. Any more? Going – going– gone,’ and Item QX47R769BC became the officially-recorded personal property of Richard B. Seaton.


Just as the transfer was completed Scott caught sight of Seaton.


‘Hello, Nobody Holme!’ he called gaily. ‘Was that the famous solution of zero? Wish we’d known it – we’d’ve had fun bidding you up.’


‘Not too much, Ferdy.’ Seaton was calm enough, now that the precious solution was definitely his own. ‘This is a cash sale, you know, so it wouldn’t have cost us much, anyway.’


‘That’s true, too,’ Scott admitted, nonchalantly enough. ‘This poor government clerk is broke, as usual. But who’s the “we”?’


‘Mr Scott, meet my friend M. Reynolds Crane,’ and, as Scott’s eyes opened in astonishment, he added, ‘He doesn’t think I’m ready for St. Elizabeth’s yet.’


‘It’s the bunk, Mr Crane,’ Scott said, twirling his right forefinger near his right ear. ‘Dick used to be a good old wagon, but he done broke down.’


‘That’s what you think!’ Seaton took a half step forward, but checked himself even before Crane touched his elbow. ‘Wait a few weeks, Scotty, and see.’


The two took a cab back to Crane’s house – the bottle being far too valuable to risk on any motorcycle – where Crane poured out a little of the solution into a small vial, which he placed in his safe. He then put the large bottle, carefully packed, into his massive underground vault, remarking, ‘We’ll take no chances at all with that.’


‘Right,’ Seaton agreed. ‘Well, let’s get busy. The first thing to do is to hunt up a small laboratory that’s for rent.’


‘Wrong. The organization of our company comes first – suppose I should die before we solve the problem? I suggest something like this. Neither of us want to handle the company as such, so it will be a stock company, capitalized at one million dollars, with ten thousand shares of stock. McQueen, who is handling my affairs at the bank, can be president; Winters, his attorney, and Robinson, his C.P.A., secretary and treasurer; you and I will be superintendent and general manager. To make up seven directors, we could elect Mr Vaneman and Shiro. As for the capital, I will put in half a million; you will put in your idea and your solution, at a preliminary, tentative valuation of half a million—’


‘But, Mart—’


‘Hold on, Dick. Let me finish. They are worth much more than that, of course, and will be revalued later, but that will do for a start …’


‘Hold on yourself for a minute. Why tie up all that cash when a few thousand bucks is all we’ll need?’


‘A few thousand? Think a minute, Dick. How much testing equipment will you need? How about salaries and wages? How much of a spaceship can you build for a million dollars? And power plants run from a hundred million up. Convinced?’


‘Well, maybe … except, right at first, I thought …’


‘You will see that this is a very small start, the way it is. Now to call the meeting.’


He called McQueen, the president of the great trust company in whose care the bulk of his fortune was. Seaton, listening to the brief conversation, realized as never before what power was wielded by his friend.


In a surprisingly short time the men were assembled in Crane’s library. Crane called the meeting to order; outlined the nature and scope of the proposed corporation; and The Seaton-Crane Company, Engineers, began to come into being.


After the visitors had gone, Seaton asked, ‘Do you know what kind of a rental agent to call to get hold of a laboratory?’


‘For a while at least, the best place for you to work is right here.’


‘Here! You don’t want stuff like that loose around here, do you?’


‘Yes. The reasons are: first, privacy; second, convenience. We have much of the material and equipment you will need already on hand, out in the hangar and the shops, and plenty of room to install anything new you may need. Third, no curiosity. The Cranes have been inventors, tinkerers, and mechanics so long, that no planning board has ever been able to zone our shops out; and our nearest neighbors – and none are very near, as you know, since I own over forty acres here – are so used to peculiar happenings that they no longer pay any attention to anything that goes on here.’


‘Fine! If that’s the way you want it, it suits me down to the ground. Let’s get busy!’




V


Dr Marc C. DuQuesne was a tall, powerful man, built very much like Richard Seaton. His thick, slightly wavy hair was intensely black. His eyes, only a trifle lighter in shade, were surmounted by thick black eyebrows, which grew together above his aquiline, finely-chiseled nose. His face, although not pale, appeared so because of the heavy black beard always showing through, even after the closest possible shave. In his early thirties, he was widely known as one of the best men in his field.


Scott came into his laboratory immediately after the auction, finding him leaning over the console of the whatsitron, his forbidding but handsome face strangely illuminated by the greenish-yellowish-blue glare of the machine.


‘Hello, Blackie,’ Scott said. ‘What d’you think of Seaton? Think he’s quite right in the head?’


‘Speaking off-hand,’ DuQuesne replied, without looking up, ‘I’d say he’s been putting in too many hours working and not enough sleeping. I don’t think he’s insane – I’d swear in court that he’s the sanest crazy man I ever heard of.’


‘I think he’s a plain nut, myself – that was a lulu he pulled yesterday. He seems to believe it himself, though. He got them to put that junk solution into the auction this noon and he and M. Reynolds Crane bid it in for ten cents.’


‘M. Reynolds Crane?’ DuQuesne managed to conceal his start of surprise. ‘Where does he come in on this?’


‘Oh, he and Seaton have been buddy-buddy for a long time, you know. Probably humoring him. After they got the solution they called a cab and somebody said the address they gave the hackie was Crane’s, the other side of Chevy Chase, but … oh, that’s my call – so long.’


As Scott left, DuQuesne strode over to his desk, a new expression, half of chagrin, half of admiration, on his face. He picked up his telephone and dialed a number.


‘Brookings? DuQuesne speaking. I’ve got to see you as fast as I can get there. Can’t talk on the phone … Yes, I’ll be right out.’


He left the Laboratory building and was soon in the private office of the head of the Washington, or ‘diplomatic,’ branch of the immense World Steel Corporation.


‘How do you do, Dr DuQuesne,’ Brookings said, as he seated his visitor. ‘You seem excited.’


‘Not excited, but in a hurry. The biggest thing in history is just breaking and we’ve got to work fast if we want to land it. But before I start – have you any sneaking doubts that I know what I’m talking about?’


‘Why, no, doctor, not the slightest. You are widely known; you have helped us in various de— in various matters.’


‘Say it, Brookings, “Deals” is right. This is going to be the biggest ever. It should be easy – one simple killing and an equally simple burglary – and won’t mean wholesale murder, like that tungsten job.’


‘Oh, no, doctor, not murder. Accidents.’


‘I call things by their right names. I’m not squeamish. But what I’m here about is that Seaton, of our division, has discovered, more or less accidentally, total conversion atomic energy.’


‘And that means?’


‘To break it down to where you can understand it, it means a billion kilowatts per plant at a total amortized cost of approximately one one-hundredth of a mil per KW hour.’


‘Huh?’ A look of scornful disbelief settled on Brookings’ face.


‘Sneer if you like. Your ignorance doesn’t change the facts and doesn’t hurt my feelings a bit. Call Chambers in and ask him what would happen if a man should liberate the total energy of a hundred pounds of copper in, say, ten microseconds.’


‘Pardon me, doctor. I didn’t mean to insult you. I’ll call him in.’


Brookings called, and a man in white appeared. In response to the question he thought for a moment, then smiled.


‘At a rough guess, it would blow the whole world into vapor and might blow it clear out of its orbit. However, you needn’t worry about anything like that happening, Mr Brookings. It won’t. It can’t.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because only two nuclear reactions yield energy – fission and fusion. Very heavy elements fission; very light elements fuse; intermediate ones, such as copper, do neither. Any possible operation on the copper atom, such as splitting, must necessarily absorb vastly more energy than it produces. Is that all?’


‘That’s all. Thanks.


‘You see?’ Brookings said, when they were again alone. ‘Chambers is a good man, too, and he says it’s impossible.’


‘As far as he knows, he’s right. I’d have said the same thing this morning. However, it has just been done.’


‘How?’


DuQuesne repeated certain parts of Seaton’s story.


‘But suppose the man is crazy? He could be, couldn’t he?’


‘Yeah, he’s crazy – like a fox. If it were only Seaton, I might buy that; but nobody ever thought M. Reynolds Crane had any loose screws. With him backing Seaton you can bet your last dollar that Seaton showed him plenty of real stuff.’ As a look of conviction appeared upon Brookings’ face DuQuesne went on. ‘Don’t you understand? The solution was government property and he had to do something to make everybody think it was worthless, so he could get title to it. It was a bold move – it would have been foolhardy in anyone else. The reason he got away with it is that he’s always been an open-faced talker, always telling everything he knows. He fooled me completely, and I’m not usually asleep out of bed.’


‘What is your idea? Where do we come in?’


‘You come in by getting that solution away from Seaton and Crane, and furnishing the money to develop the stuff and to build, under my direction, such a power plant as the world never saw before.’


‘Why is it necessary to get that particular solution? Why not refine some more platinum wastes?’


‘Not a chance. Chemists have been recovering platinum for a hundred years, and nothing like that was ever found before. The stuff, whatever it is, must have been present in some particular lot of platinum. They haven’t got all of it there is in the world, of course, but the chance of finding any without knowing exactly what to look for is extremely slight. Besides, we must have a monopoly on it – Crane would be satisfied with ten per cent net profit. No, we’ve got to get every milliliter of that solution and we’ve got to kill Seaton – he knows too much. I want to take a couple of your goons and attend to it tonight.’


Brookings thought for a moment, his face blandly empty of expression. Then he spoke.


‘I’m sorry, doctor, but we can’t do it. It’s too flagrant, too risky. Besides, we can afford to buy it from Seaton if, as, and when he proves it is worth anything.’


‘Bah!’ DuQuesne snorted. ‘Who do you think you’re kidding? Do you think I told you enough so that you can sidetrack me out of the deal? Get that idea out of your head – fast. There are only two men in the world who can handle it – R. B. Seaton and M. C. DuQuesne. Take your pick. Put anybody else on it – anybody else – and he’ll blow himself and his whole neighborhood out beyond the orbit of Mars.’


Brookings, caught flat-footed and half convinced of the truth of DuQuesne’s statements, still temporized.


‘You’re very modest, DuQuesne.’


‘Modesty gets a man praise, but I prefer cash. However, you ought to know by this time that what I say is true. And I’m in a hurry. The difficulty of getting hold of that solution is growing greater every minute and my price is rising every minute.’


‘What is your price at the present minute?’


‘Ten thousand dollars a month during development, five million cash when the first plant goes onto the line, and ten per cent of the net – on all plants – thereafter.’


‘Oh, come, doctor, let’s be sensible. You don’t mean that.’


‘I don’t say anything I don’t mean. I’ve done a lot of dirty work for you people and never got much of anything out of it – I couldn’t force you without exposing myself. But this time I’ve got you where the hair’s short and I’m going to collect. And you still can’t kill me – I’m not Ainsworth. Not only because you’ll have to have me, but because it’d still send all you big shots clear down to Perkins, to the chair, or up the river for life.’


‘Please, DuQuesne, please don’t use such language!’


‘Why not?’ DuQuesne’s voice was cold and level. ‘What do a few lives amount to, as long as they’re not yours or mine? I can trust you, more or less, and you can trust me the same, because you know I can’t send you up without going with you. If that’s the way you want it, I’ll let you try it without me – you won’t get far. So decide, right now, whether you want me now, or later. If it’s later, the first two of those figures I gave you will be doubled.’


‘We can’t do business on any such terms.’ Brookings shook his head. ‘We can buy the power rights from Seaton for less.’


‘You want it the hard way, eh?’ DuQuesne sneered as he came to his feet. ‘Go ahead. Steal the solution. But don’t give your man much of it, not more than half a teaspoonful – I want as much as possible of it left. Set up the laboratory a hundred miles from anywhere – not that I give a damn how many people you kill, but I don’t want to go along – and caution whoever does the work to use very small quantities of copper. Goodbye.’


As the door closed behind the cynical scientist, Brookings took a small instrument, very like a watch, from his pocket, touched a button, raised it to his lips, and spoke. ‘Perkins.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘M. Reynolds Crane has in or around his house somewhere a small bottle of solution.’


‘Yes, sir. Can you describe it?’


‘Not exactly.’ Brookings went on to tell his minion all he knew about the matter. ‘If the bottle were only partly emptied and filled up with water, I don’t believe anybody would notice the difference’


‘Probably not, sir. Goodbye.’


Brookings then took his personal typewriter out of a drawer and typed busily for a few minutes. Among other things, he wrote:


‘… and do not work on too much copper at once. I gather that an ounce or two should be enough …’




VI


From daylight until late in the evening Seaton worked in the shop, sometimes supervising expert mechanics, sometimes working alone. Every night when Crane went to bed he saw Seaton in his room in a cloud of smoke, poring over blueprints or seated at the computer, making interminable calculations. Deaf to Crane’s remonstrances, he was driving himself at an inhuman rate, completely absorbed in his project. While he did not forget Dorothy, he had a terrific lot to do and none of it was getting done. He was going to see her just as soon as he was over this hump, he insisted; but every hump was followed by another, higher and worse. And day after day went by.


Meanwhile, Dorothy was feeling considerably glum. Here was her engagement only a week old – and what an engagement! Before that enchanted evening he had been an almost daily visitor. They had ridden and talked and played together, and he had forced his impetuous way into all her plans. Now, after she had promised to marry him, he had called once – at eleven o’clock – with his mind completely out of this world, and she hadn’t even heard from him for six long days. A queer happening at the laboratory seemed scant excuse for such long-continued neglect, and she knew no other.


Puzzled and hurt, her mother’s solicitous looks unbearable, she left the house for a long, aimless walk. She paid no attention to the spring beauty around her. She did not even notice footsteps following her, and was too deeply engrossed in her own somber thoughts to be more than mildly surprised when Martin Crane spoke to her. For a while she tried to rouse herself into animation, but her usual ease had deserted her and her false gaiety did not deceive the keen-minded Crane. Soon they were walking along together in silence, a silence finally broken by the man.


‘I have just left Seaton,’ he said. Paying no attention to her startled glance, he went on, ‘Did you ever see anyone else with his singleness of purpose? Of course, though, that is one of the traits that make him what he is … He is working himself into a breakdown. Has he told you about leaving the Rare Metals Laboratory?’


‘No, I haven’t seen him since the night the accident, or discovery, or whatever it was, happened. He tried to explain it to me then, but what little I could understand of what he said sounded simply preposterous.’


‘I can’t explain the thing to you – Dick himself can’t explain it to me – but I can give you an idea of what we both think it may come to.’


‘I wish you would. I’ll be mighty glad to hear it.’


‘Dick discovered something that converts copper into pure energy. That water-bath took off in a straight line—’


‘That still sounds preposterous, Martin,’ the girl interrupted, ‘even when you say it.’


‘Careful, Dorothy,’ he cautioned her. ‘Nothing that actually happens is or can be preposterous. But as I said, this copper bath left Washington in a straight line for scenes unknown. We intend to follow it in a suitable vehicle.’


He paused, looking at his companion’s face. She did not speak, and he went on in his matter-of-fact tone.


‘Building the spaceship is where I come in. As you know, I have almost as much money as Dick has brains; and some day, before the summer is over, we expect to go somewhere … some place a considerable distance from this earth.’


Then, after enjoining strict secrecy, he told her what he had seen in the laboratory and described the present state of affairs.


‘But if he thought of all that … was brilliant enough to work out such a theory and to actually plan such an unheard-of thing as space-travel … all on such a slight foundation of fact … why couldn’t he have told me?’


‘He fully intended to. He still intends to. Don’t believe for a moment that his absorption implies any lack of love for you. I was coming to visit you about that when I saw you out here. He’s driving himself unmercifully. He eats hardly anything and doesn’t seem to sleep at all. He has to take it easy or break down, but nothing I can say has had any effect. Can you think of anything you, or you and I together, can do?’


Dorothy still walked along, but it was a different Dorothy. She was erect and springy, her eyes sparkled, all her charm and vitality were back in force.


‘I’ll say I can!’ she breathed. ‘I’ll stuff him to the ears and put him to sleep right after dinner, the big dope!’


This time it was Crane who was surprised, so surprised that he stopped, practically in mid-stride. ‘How?’ he demanded. ‘You talk about something being preposterous – how?’


‘Maybe you hadn’t better know the gory details.’ She grinned impishly. ‘You lack quite a bit, Marty, of being the world’s best actor, and Dick mustn’t be warned. Just run along home, and be sure you’re there when I get there. I’ve got to do some phoning … I’ll be there at six o’clock, and tell Shiro not to make you two any dinner.’


She was there at six o’clock.


‘Where is he, Marty? Out in the shop?’


‘Yes.’


In the shop, she strode purposefully toward Seaton’s oblivious back. ‘Hi, Dick. How’s it coming?’


‘Huh?’ He started violently, almost jumping off his stool – then did jump off it as the knowledge filtered through that it was really Dorothy who was standing at his back. He swept her off her feet in the intensity of his embrace; she pressed her every inch tighter and tighter against his rock-hard body. Their lips met and clung.


Dorothy finally released herself enough to look into his eyes. ‘I was so mad, Dick. I simply didn’t know whether to kiss you or kill you, but I decided to kiss you – this time.’


‘I know, sweetheart. I’ve been trying my level best to get a couple of hours to come over and see you, but everything’s been going so slow – my head’s so thick it takes a thousand years for an idea to percolate—’


‘Hush! I’ve been doing a lot of thinking this last week, especially today. I love you as you are. I can either do that or give you up. I can’t even imagine giving you up, because I know I’d cold-bloodedly strangle with her own hair any woman who ever cocked an eye at you … Come on, Dick, no more work tonight. I’m taking you and Martin home for dinner.’ Then, as his eyes strayed involuntarily back toward the computer, she said, more forcefully, ‘I – said– no – more – work – tonight. Do you want to fight about it?’


‘Uh-uh! I’ll say I don’t – I wasn’t even thinking of working!’ Seaton was panic-stricken. ‘No fights, Dottie. Not with you. Ever. About anything. Believe me.’


‘I do, lover,’ and, arms around each other, they strolled unhurriedly up to and into the house.


Crane accepted enthusiastically – for him – the invitation to dinner, and was going to dress, but Dorothy would not have it. ‘Strictly informal,’ she insisted. ‘Just as you are.’ ‘I’ll wash up, then, and be with you in a sec,’ Seaton said, and left the room. Dorothy turned to Crane.


‘I’ve got a tremendous favor to ask of you, Martin. I drove the Cad – it’s air-conditioned, you know – could you possibly bring your Stradivarius along? My best violin would do, I’m sure, but I’d rather have the heaviest artillery I can get.’


‘I see – at last.’ Crane’s face lit up. ‘Certainly. Play it outdoors in the rain, if necessary. Masterful strategy, Dorothy – masterful.’


‘Well, one does what one can,’ Dorothy murmured in mock modesty. Then, as Seaton appeared, she said, ‘Let’s go, boys. Dinner is served at seven-thirty sharp, and we’re going to be there right on the chime.’


As they sat down at the table Dorothy studied again the changes that six days had made in Seaton. His face was pale and thin, almost haggard. Lines had appeared at the corners of his eyes and around his mouth, and faint but unmistakable blue rings encircled his eyes.


‘You’ve been going altogether too hard, Dick. You’ve got to cut down.’


‘Oh no, I’m all right. I never felt better. I could whip a rattlesnake and give him the first bite!’


She laughed, but the look of concern did not leave her face.


During the meal no mention was made of the project, the conversation being deftly held to tennis, swimming, and other sports; and Seaton, whose plate was unobtrusively kept full, ate such a dinner as he had not eaten for weeks. After dessert they all went into the living room and ensconced themselves in comfortable chairs. The men smoked; all five continued their conversation.


After a time three left the room, Vaneman took Crane into his study to show him a rare folio; Mrs Vaneman went upstairs, remarking plaintively that she had to finish writing that article, and if she put it off much longer she’d never get it done.


Dorothy said, ‘I skipped practice today, Dick, on account of traipsing out there after you two geniuses. Could you stand it to have me play at you for half an hour?’


‘Don’t fish, Dottie Dimple. You know there’s nothing I’d like better. But if you want me to beg you I’d be glad to. Please – PUH-LEEZE – oh fair and musicianly damsel, fill ye circumambient atmosphere with thy tuneful notes.’


‘Wilco. Roger,’ she snickered. ‘Over and out.’


She took up a violin – Crane’s violin – and played. First his favorites; crashing selections from operas and solos by the great masters, abounding in harmonies on two strings. Then she slowly changed her playing to softer, simpler melodies, then to old, old songs. Seaton, listening with profound enjoyment, relaxed more and more. Pipe finished and hands at rest, his eyes closed of themselves and he lay back at ease. The music changed again, gradually, to reveries; each one softer, slower, dreamier than the last. Then to sheer, crooning lullabies; and it was in these that magnificent instrument and consummate artist combined to show their true qualities at their very best.


Dorothy diminuendoed the final note into silence and stood there, bow poised, ready to resume; but there was no need. Freed from the tyranny of the brain that had been driving it so unmercifully, Seaton’s body had begun to make up for many hours of lost sleep.


Assured that he was really asleep, Dorothy tiptoed to the door of the study and whispered, ‘He’s asleep in his chair.’


‘I believe that,’ her father smiled. ‘That last one was like a bottle of veronal – it was all Crane and I could do to keep each other awake. You’re a smart girl.’


‘She is a musician,’ Crane said. ‘What a musician!’


‘Partly me, of course, but – what a violin! But what’ll we do with him? Let him sleep there?’


‘No, he’d be more comfortable on the couch. I’ll get a couple of blankets,’ Vaneman said.


He did so and the three went into the living room together. Seaton lay motionless, only the lifting and falling of his powerful chest showing that he was alive.


‘You take his …’


‘Sh … Sh!’ Dorothy whispered, intensely. ‘You’ll wake him up, dad.’


‘Bosh! You couldn’t wake him up now with a club. You take his head and shoulders, Crane – heave-ho!’


With Dorothy anxiously watching the proceedings and trying to help, the two men picked Seaton up out of the chair and carried him across the room to the couch. They removed his outer clothing; the girl arranged pillows and tucked blankets around him; then touched her lips lightly to his. ‘Goodnight, sweetheart,’ she whispered.


His lips responded faintly to her caress, and, ‘… dnigh …’ he murmured in his sleep.


It was three o’clock in the afternoon when Seaton, looking vastly better, came into the shop. When Crane saw him and called out a greeting, he returned it with a sheepish grin.


‘Don’t say a word, Martin; I’m thinking it all, and then some. I never felt so cheap in my life as when I woke up on the Vanemans’ couch this noon – where you helped put me, no doubt.’


‘No doubt at all,’ Crane agreed, cheerfully, ‘and listen to this. More of the same, or worse, if you keep on going as you were.’


‘Don’t rub it in – can’t you see I’m flat on my back with all four paws in the air? I’ll be good. I’m going to bed at eleven every night and I’m going to see Dottie every other evening and all day Sunday.’


‘Very fine, if true – and it had better be true.’


‘It will, so help me. Well, while I was eating breakfast this morning – this afternoon, rather – I saw that missing factor in the theory. And don’t tell me it was because I was rested up and fresh, either – I know it.’


‘I was refraining heroically from mentioning the fact.’


‘Thanks so much. Well, the knotty point, you remember, was what could be the possible effect of a small electric current in liberating the power. I think I’ve got it. It must shift the epsilon-gamma-zeta plane – and if it does, the rate of liberation must be zero when the angle theta is zero, and approach infinity as theta approaches pi over two.’


‘It does not,’ Crane contradicted, flatly. ‘It can’t. The orientation of that plane is fixed by temperature – by nothing except temperature.’


‘That’s so, usually, but that’s where the X comes in. Here’s the proof …’


On and on the argument raged. Reference works littered the table and overflowed onto the floor, scratch-paper grew into piles, both computers ran almost continuously.


Since the mathematical details of the Seaton-Crane Effect are of little or no interest here, it will suffice to mention a few of the conclusions at which the two men arrived. The power could be controlled. It could drive – or pull – a spaceship. It could be used as an explosive, in violences ranging from that of a twenty-millimeter shell up to any upper limit desired, however fantastic when expressed in megatons of T.N.T. There were many other possibilities inherent in their final equations, possibilities which the men did not at that time explore.




VII


‘Say, Blackie,’ Scott called from the door of DuQuesne’s laboratory, ‘did you get the news flash that just came over on KSKM-TV? It was right down your alley.’


‘No. What about it?’


‘Somebody piled up a million tons of tetryl, T.N.T., picric acid, nitroglycerine, and so forth up in the hills and touched it off. Blooie! Whole town of Bankerville, West Virginia – population two hundred – gone. No survivors. No debris, even, the man said. Just a hole in the ground a couple of miles in diameter and God only knows how deep.’


‘Baloney!’ DuQuesne snapped. ‘What would anybody be doing with an atomic bomb up there?’


‘That’s the funny part of it – it wasn’t an atomic bomb No radioactivity anywhere, not even a trace. Just skillions and whillions of tons of high explosive and nobody can figure it. “All scientists baffled,” the flash said. How about you Blackie? You baffled, too?’


‘I would be, if I believed any part of it.’ DuQuesne turned back to his work.


‘Well, don’t blame me for it, I’m just telling you what Fritz Habelmann just said.’


Since DuQuesne showed no interest at all in his news, Scott wandered away.


‘The fool did it. That will cure him of sucking eggs – I hope,’ he muttered, and picked up his telephone.


‘Operator? DuQuesne speaking. I am expecting a call here this afternoon. Please have the party call me at my home, Lincoln six four six two oh … Thank you.’


He left the building and got his car out of the parking lot. In less than half an hour he reached his house on Park Road, overlooking beautiful Rock Creek Park, in which he lived alone save for an elderly colored couple who were his servants.


In the busiest part of the afternoon Chambers rushed unannounced into Brookings’ private office, his face white, a newspaper in his hand.


‘Read that, Mr Brookings!’ he gasped.


Brookings read, his face turning gray. ‘Ours, of course.’


‘Ours,’ Chambers agreed, dully.


‘The fool! Didn’t you tell him to work with very small quantities?’


‘I did. He said not to worry, he was taking no chances he wouldn’t have more than one gram of copper on hand at once in the whole laboratory.’


‘Well … I’ll … be … jiggered!’ Turning slowly to the telephone, Brookings called a number and asked for Dr DuQuesne, then he called another.


‘Brookings. I would like to see you as soon as possible … I’ll be there in about an hour … Goodbye.’


Brookings arrived and was shown into DuQuesne’s study. The two shook hands perfunctorily and sat down. The scientist waited for the other to speak.


‘You were right, doctor,’ Brookings said. ‘Our man couldn’t handle it. I have contracts here …’


‘At twenty and ten?’ DuQuesne’s lips smiled, a cold, hard smile.


‘Twenty and ten. The Company expects to pay for its mistakes. Here they are.’


DuQuesne glanced over the documents and thrust them into a pocket. ‘I’ll go over them with my attorney tonight and mail one copy back to you if he says to. In the meantime we may as well get started.’


‘What do you suggest?’


‘First, the solution. You stole it, I—’


‘Don’t use such language, doctor!’


‘Why not? I’m for direct action, first, last, and all the time. This thing is too important to mince words. Have you got it with you?’


‘Yes. Here it is.’


‘Where’s the rest of it?’


‘All that we found is here, except for half a teaspoonful our expert had in his laboratory. We didn’t get it all; only half of it. The rest was diluted with water, so it wouldn’t be missed. We can get the rest of it later. That will cause a disturbance, but it may become …


‘Half of it! You haven’t a twentieth of it here. Seaton had about four hundred milliliters – almost a pint – of it. I wonder … who’s holding out on – or double-crossing – whom?


‘No, not you,’ he went on, as Brookings protested innocence. ‘That wouldn’t make sense. Your thief turned in only this much. Could he be holding out on us … no, that doesn’t make sense, either.’


‘No. You know Perkins.’


‘His crook missed the main bottle, then. That’s where your methods give me an acute bellyache. When I want anything done I do it myself. But it isn’t too late yet. I’ll take a couple of your goons tonight and go out there.’


‘And do exactly what?’


‘Shoot Seaton, open the safe, take their solution, plans, and notes. Loose cash, too, of course – I’ll give that to the goons.’


‘No, no, doctor. That’s too crude altogether. I could permit that only as the last possible resort.’


‘I say do it first. I’m afraid of pussyfooting and gumshoeing around Seaton and Crane. Seaton has developed a lot of late, and Crane never was anybody’s fool. They’re a hard combination to beat, and we’ve done plenty worse and got away with it.’


‘Why not work it out from the solution we have, and then get the rest of it? Then, if Seaton had an accident, we could prove that we discovered the stuff long ago.’


‘Because development work on that stuff is risky, as you found out. Also, it’d take too much time. Why should we go to all that trouble and expense when they’ve got the worst of it done? The police may stir around for a few days, but they won’t know anything or find out anything. Nobody will suspect anything except Crane – if he is still alive – and he won’t be able to do anything.’


So the argument raged. Brookings agreed with DuQuesne in aim, but would not sanction his means, holding out for quieter, more devious, less actionable methods. Finally he ended the discussion with a flat refusal and called Perkins. He told him of the larger bottle of solution; instructing him to secure it and bring back all plans, notes, and other material pertaining to the matter in hand. Then, after giving DuQuesne an instrument like the one he himself carried, Brookings took his leave.


Late in the afternoon of the day of the explosion, Seaton came up to Crane with a mass of notes in his hand.


‘I’ve got some of it, Mart. The power is what we figured – anything you want short of infinity. I’ve got the three answers you wanted most. First, the transformation is complete. No loss, no residue, no radiation or other waste. Thus, no danger and no shielding or other protection is necessary. Second, X acts only as a catalyst and is not itself consumed. Hence, an infinitesimally thin coating is all that’s necessary. Third, the power is exerted as a pull along the axis of the X figure, whatever that figure is, focused at infinity.


‘I also investigated those two border-line conditions. In one it generates an attractive force focused on the nearest object in line with its axis of X. In the second it’s an all-out repulsion.’


‘Splendid, Dick.’ Crane thought for a minute or two. ‘Data enough, I think, to go ahead on. I particularly like that first border-line case. You could call it an object-compass. Focus one on the Earth and we could always find our way back here, no matter how far away we get.’


‘Say, that’s right – I never thought of anything like that. But what I came over here for was to tell you that I’ve got a model built that will handle me like small change. It’s got more oof than a ramjet, small as it is – ten G’s at least. Want to see it in action?’


‘I certainly do.’


As they were walking out toward the field Shiro called to them and they turned back toward the house, learning that Dorothy and her father had just arrived.


‘Hello, boys.’ Dorothy smiled radiantly, her dimples very much in evidence. ‘Dad and I came out to see how – and what – you’re doing.’


‘You came at exactly the right time,’ Crane said. ‘Dick has built a model and was just going to demonstrate it. Come and watch.’


On the field, Seaton buckled on a heavy harness, which carried numerous handles, switches, boxes, and other pieces of apparatus. He snapped the switch of the whatsitron. He then moved a slider on a flashlight-like tube which was attached to the harness by an adjustable steel cable and which he was gripping with both hands.


There was a creak of straining leather and he shot into the air for a couple of hundred feet, where he stopped and remained motionless for several seconds. Then he darted off; going forward and backward, up and down, describing zigzags and loops and circles and figures-of-eight. After a few minutes of this display he came down in a power dive, slowing up spectacularly to a perfect landing.


‘There, O beauteous damsel and esteemed sirs –’ he began, with a low bow and a sweeping flourish, then there was a sharp snap and he was jerked sideways off his feet. In the flourish his thumb had moved the slider a fraction of an inch and the power-tube had torn itself out of his grasp. It was now out at the full length of the cable, dragging him helplessly after it, straight toward a high stone wall.


But Seaton was helpless only for a second. Throwing his body sideways and reaching out along the taut cable, he succeeded in swinging the thing around so that he was galloping back toward the party and the field. Dorothy and her father were standing motionless, staring; Crane was running toward the shop.


‘Don’t touch that switch?’ Seaton yelled. ‘I’ll handle the bloody thing myself!’


At this evidence that Seaton thought himself master of the situation Crane began to laugh, but held one finger lightly on the whatsitron switch; and Dorothy, relieved of her fear, burst into a fit of the giggles. The bar was straight out in front of him, going somewhat faster than a man could normally run, swinging now right, now left as his weight was thrown from one side to the other. Seaton, dragged along like a boy holding a runaway calf by the tail, was covering the ground in prodigious leaps, at the same time pulling himself up hand over hand toward the tube. He reached it, grabbed it in both hands, again darted into the air, and came down lightly near the others, who were rocking with laughter.


‘I said it would be undignified,’ said Seaton, somewhat short of breath, but laughing, too, ‘but I didn’t think it would end up like this.’


Dorothy seized his hand. ‘Are you hurt anywhere, Dick?’


‘Uh-uh. Not a bit.’


‘I was scared green until you told Martin to lay off, but it was funny then. How about doing it again and I’ll shoot it in full color?’


‘Dorothy!’ her father chided. ‘Next time it might not be funny at all.’


‘There’ll be no next time for this rig,’ Seaton declared. ‘From here we ought to be able to go to a full-scale ship.’


Dorothy and Seaton set out toward the house and Vaneman turned to Crane.


‘What are you going to do with it commercially? Dick, of course, hasn’t thought of anything except his spaceship. Equally of course, you have.’


Crane frowned. ‘Yes. I’ve had a crew of designers working for weeks. In units of half-million to a million kilowatts we could sell power for a small fraction of a mil. However, the deeper we go into it the more likely it appears that it will make all big central power plants obsolete.’


‘How could that be?’


‘Individual units on individual spots – but it will be some time yet before we have enough data for the machines to work on.’


The evening passed rapidly. As the guests were getting ready to leave, Dorothy asked, ‘What are you going to call it? You both have called it forty different things this evening, and none of them were right.’


‘Why, “spaceship,” of course,’ Seaton said.


‘Oh, I didn’t mean the class, I meant this particular one. There’s only one possible name for her: the Skylark.’


‘Exactly right, Dorothy,’ Crane said.


‘Perfect!’ Seaton applauded. ‘And you’ll christen it, Dottie, with a fifty-liter flask full of hard vacuum. “I christen thee the Skylark – bang!”’


As an afterthought, Vaneman pulled a newspaper out of his pocket.


‘Oh yes, I bought a Clarion on our way out here. It tells about an extraordinary explosion – at least, the story is extraordinary. It may not be true, but it may make interesting reading for you two scientific sharps. Goodnight.’


Seaton walked Dorothy to the car. When he came back Crane handed him the paper without a word. Seaton read.


‘It’s X, all right. Not even a Clarion reporter could dream that up. Some poor devil tried it without my rabbit’s foot in his pocket.’


‘But think, Dick! Something is very seriously wrong. Two people did not discover X at the same time. Someone stole your idea, but the idea is worthless without the metal. Where did he get it?’


‘That’s right. The stuff is extremely rare. In fact, it isn’t supposed even to exist. I’d bet my case buck that we had every microgram of it known to science.’


‘Well, then,’ said the practical Crane, ‘We’d better find out if we have all we started with.’


The storage bottle was still almost full, its seal unbroken; the vial was apparently exactly as Seaton had left it. ‘It seems to be all here,’ Crane said.


‘It can’t be,’ Seaton declared. It’s too rare – coincidence can’t go that far … I can tell by taking the densities.’


He did so, finding that the solution in the vial was only half as strong as that in the reserve bottle.


‘That’s it, Mart. Somebody stole half of this vial. But he’s gone where the … say, do you suppose …?’


‘I do indeed. Just that.’


‘And the difficulty will lie in finding out which one, among the dozens of outfits who would want the stuff, is the one that actually got it?’


‘Check. The idea was – must have been – taken from your demonstration. Or, rather, one man knew, from the wreckage of your laboratory, that your demonstration would not have failed had all the factors then operative been present. Who was there?’


‘Oh, a lot of people came around at one time or another, but your specifications narrow the field to five men – Scott, Smith, Penfield, DuQuesne, and Roberts. Hmmm, let’s see – if Scott’s brain was solid cyclonite, the detonation wouldn’t crack his skull; Smith is a pure theoretician; Penfield wouldn’t dare quote an authority without asking permission; DuQuesne is … umm … that is, DuQuesne isn’t … I mean, Du—’


‘DuQuesne, then, is suspect number one.’


‘But wait a minute! I didn’t say …’


‘Exactly. That makes him suspect number one. How about the fifth man, Roberts?’


‘Not the type – definitely. He’s a career man. If he got blasted out of the Civil Service all the clocks in the city would stop.


Crane picked up his telephone and dialed.


‘This is Crane. Please give me a complete report on Dr Marc C. DuQuesne of the Rare Metals Laboratory as soon as possible … Yes, full coverage … no limit … and please send two or three guards out here right now, men you can trust … Thanks.’




VIII


Seaton and Crane spent some time in developing the ‘object-compass.’ They made several of them, mounted in gymbals on super-shock-proof jeweled bearings. Strictly according to Seaton’s Theory, the instruments were of extreme sensitivity; the one set on the smallest object at the greatest distance – a tiny glass bead at three thousand miles – registering a true line in less than one second.


Having solved the problem of navigation, they made up graduated series of ‘X-plosive’ bullets, each one matching perfectly its standard .45-caliber counterpart. They placed their blueprints and working notes in the safe as usual, taking with them only those dealing with the object-compass and the X-plosive bullet, on which they were still working. They cautioned Shiro and the three guards to watch everything closely until they got back. Then they set out in the helicopter, to try out the new weapon in a place where the explosions could do no damage.


It came fully up to expectations. A Mark One charge, fired by Crane at a stump over a hundred yards from the flat-topped knoll that had afforded them a landing-place, tore it bodily from the ground and reduced it to splinters. The force of the explosion made the two men stagger.


‘Wow!’ Seaton exclaimed. ‘Wonder what a Mark Five will do?’


‘Careful, Dick. What are you going to shoot at?’


‘That rock across the valley. Range-finder says nine hundred yards. Bet me a buck I can’t hit it?’


‘The pistol champion of the District? Hardly!’


The pistol cracked, and when the bullet reached its destination the boulder was obliterated in a vast ball of … of something. It was not exactly – nor all – flame. It had none of the searing, killing, unbearable radiance of an atomic bomb. It did not look much, if any, hotter than the sphere of primary action of a massive charge of high explosive. It did not look, even remotely, like anything either man had ever seen before.


Their observations were interrupted by the arrival of the shock wave. They were hurled violently backward, stumbling and falling flat. When they could again keep their feet, both stared silently at the tremendous mushroom-shaped cloud which was hurling itself upward at an appalling pace and spreading itself outward almost as fast.


Crane examined Geiger and scintillometer, reporting that both had continued to register only background radiation throughout the test. Seaton made observations and used his slide rule.


‘Can’t do much from here, right under it, but the probable minimum is ninety-seven thousand feet and it’s still boiling upward. I … will … be … tee … totally … jiggered.’


Both men stood for minutes awed into silence by the incredible forces they had loosed. Then Seaton made the understatement of his long life.


‘I don’t think I’ll shoot a Mark Ten around here.’


‘Haven’t you done anything yet?’ Brookings demanded.


‘I can’t help it, Mr Brookings,’ Perkins replied. ‘Prescott’s men are hard to do business with.’


‘I know that, but surely one of them can be reached.’


‘Not at ten, and that was your limit. Twenty-five or no dice.’


Brookings drummed fingers on desk. ‘Well … if we have to …’ and wrote out an order on the cashier for twenty-five thousand dollars in small-to-medium bills. ‘I’ll see you at the cafe, tomorrow at four o’clock.’


The place referred to was the Perkins Café, a restaurant on Pennsylvania Avenue. It was the favorite eating-place of the diplomatic, political, financial, and social élite of Washington, none of whom even suspected that it had been designed and was being maintained by the world-girdling World Steel Corporation as the hub and center of its world-girdling nefarious activities.


At four o’clock on the following day Brookings was ushered into Perkins’ private office.


‘Blast it, Perkins, can’t you do anything?’ he demanded.


‘It just couldn’t be helped,’ Perkins replied doggedly. ‘Everything was figured to the second, but the Jap smelled a rat or something and jumped us. I managed to get away, but he laid Tony out cold. But don’t worry – I sent Silk Humphrey and a couple of the boys out to get him. Told him to report at four oh eight. Any second now.’


In less than a minute Perkins’ communicator buzzed.


‘This is the dick, not Silk,’ it said, in its tiny, tinny voice. ‘He’s dead. So are the two goons. That Jap, he’s chain lightning on greased wheels, got all three of them. Anything else I can do for you?’


‘No. Your job’s done.’ Perkins closed the switch, fusing the spy’s communicator into a blob of metal; and Brookings called DuQuesne.


‘Can you come to my office, or are you bugged?’


‘Yes, to both. Bugged from stem to gudgeon, Prescott men in front, back, on the sides, and up in the trees. I’ll be right over.’


‘But wait …!’


‘Relax. D’you think they can outsmart me? I know more about bugging – and de-bugging – than Prescott and his dicks ever will learn.’


In Brookings’ office DuQuesne told, with saturnine amusement, of the devices he had rigged to misinform the private eyes. He listened to Brookings’ recital of failure.


Then he said, ‘I knew you’d louse it up, so I’ve been making some plans of my own. One thing, though, I want limpidly clear. From now on I give the orders. Right?


‘Get me a helicopter just like Crane’s. Get a hophead six feet tall that weighs about a hundred and sixty pounds. Give him a three-hour jolt. Have them at the field two hours from now.’


‘Can do.’


DuQuesne was at the field on time. So were the flying machine and the unconscious man. Both were exactly what he had ordered. He took off, climbed swiftly, made a wide circle to the west and north.


Shiro and the two guards, hearing the roar of engines, looked up and saw what they supposed to be Crane’s helicopter coming down in a vertical drop. Slowing at the last possible second, it taxied up the field toward them. A man, recognizable as Seaton by his suit and physique, stood up, shouted hoarsely, pointed to the lean, still form beside him, beckoned frantically with both arms, then slumped down, completely inert.


All three rushed up to help.


There were three silenced reports and three men dropped.


DuQuesne leaped lightly out of the ’copter and scanned the three bodies. The two guards were dead, but Shiro, to his chagrin, showed faint signs of life. But very faint – he wouldn’t live long.


He put on gloves, went into the house, blew the safe and rifled it. He found the vial of solution, but could find neither the larger bottle nor any reference to it. He then searched the house, from attic to basement. He found the vault, carefully concealed though its steel door was; but even he could do nothing about that. Nor was there any need, he decided, as he stood staring at it, the only change in his expression being a slight narrowing of the eyes in concentrated thought. The bulk of that solution was probably in the heaviest, deepest, safest vault in the country.


He returned to the helicopter. In a short time he was back in his own room, poring over blueprints and notebooks.


Coming in in the dusk, Crane and Seaton both began to worry when they saw that their landing lights were not burning. They made a bumpy landing and hurried toward the house. They heard a faint moan and turned, Seaton whipping out his flashlight with one hand his automatic with the other. He hastily replaced the weapon and bent over Shiro, a touch having assured him that the other two were beyond help. They picked Shiro up and carried him into his own room. While Seaton applied first-aid treatment to the ghastly wound in Shiro’s head, Crane called a surgeon, the coroner, the police, and finally Prescott, with whom he held a long conversation.


Having done all they could for the injured man, they stood by his bedside, their anger all the more deadly for being silent. Seaton stood with every muscle tense. His right hand, white-knuckled, gripped the butt of his pistol, while under his left the heavy brass rail of the bed began slowly to bend. Crane stood impassive, but his face white and every feature hard as marble. Seaton was the first to speak.


‘Mart,’ he gritted, husky with fury, ‘a man who could leave another man dying like that ain’t a man at all – he’s a thing. I’ll shoot him with the biggest charge we’ve got … No, I won’t, either, I’ll take him apart with my bare hands.’


‘We’ll find him, Dick.’ Crane’s voice was low, level, deadly. ‘That is one thing money can do.’


The tension was relieved by the arrival of the surgeon and nurses, who set to work with the deftness and precision of their highly-specialized crafts. After a time the doctor turned to Crane.


‘Merely a scalp wound, Mr Crane. He should be up in a few days.’


The police, Prescott, and the coroner arrived in that order. There was a great deal of bustling, stirring about, and investigating, some of which was profitable. There were many guesses and a few sound deductions.


And Crane offered a reward of one million tax-paid dollars for information leading to the arrest and conviction of the murderer.




IX


Prescott, after a sleepless night, joined Crane and Seaton at breakfast.


‘What do you make of it?’ Crane asked.


‘Very little, at present. Whoever did it had exactly detailed knowledge of your movements.’


‘Check. And you know what that means. The third guard, the one that escaped.’


‘Yes.’ The great detective’s face grew grim. ‘The trouble will be proving it on him.’


‘Second, he was your size and build, Seaton; close enough to fool Shiro, and that would have to be ungodly close.’


‘DuQuesne. For all the tea in China, it was DuQuesne.’


‘Third, he was an expert safecracker, and that alone lets DuQuesne out. That’s just as much of a specialty as yours is, and he did a beautiful job on that safe – really beautiful.’


‘I still won’t buy it,’ Seaton insisted. ‘Don’t forget that DuQuesne’s a living encyclopedia and as much smarter than any yegg as I am than that tomcat over there. He could study safe-blowing fifteen minutes and be top man in the field; and he’s got guts enough to supply a regiment.’


‘Fourth, it couldn’t have been DuQuesne. Everything out there is bugged and we’ve had him under continuous observation. I know exactly where he has been, every minute.’


‘You think you do,’ Seaton corrected. ‘He knows more about electricity than the guy who invented it. I’m going to ask you a question. Have you ever got a man into his house?’


‘Well … no, not exactly … but that isn’t necessary, these days.’


‘It might be, in this case. But don’t try it. Unless I’m wronger than wrong, you won’t.’


‘I’m afraid so,’ Prescott agreed. ‘But you’re softening me up for something, Seaton. What is it?’


‘This.’ Seaton placed an object-compass on the table. ‘I set this on him late last night, and he didn’t leave his house all night – which may or may not mean a thing. That end of that needle will point at him from now on, wherever he goes and whatever comes between, and as far as I know – and I bashfully admit that I know all that’s known about the thing – it can’t be de-bugged. If you want to really know where DuQuesne is, take this and watch it. Top secret, of course.’


‘Of course. I’ll be glad to … but how on Earth can a thing like that work?’


After an explanation that left the common-sense-minded detective as much in the dark as before, Prescott left.


Late that evening, he joined his men at DuQuesne’s house. Everything was quiet. The scientist was in his study; the speakers registered the usual faint sounds of a man absorbed in work. But after a time, and while a speaker emitted the noise of rustling papers, the needle began to move slowly – downward. Simultaneously, the shadow of his unmistakable profile was thrown upon the window shade as he apparently crossed the room.


‘Can’t you hear him walk?’ Prescott demanded.


‘No. Heavy rugs – and for such a big man, he walks very lightly.’


Prescott watched the needle in amazement as it dipped deeper and deeper; straight down and then behind him; as though DuQuesne had actually walked right under him! He did not quite know whether to believe it or not, nevertheless, he followed the pointing needle. It led him beside Park Road, down the hill, straight toward the long bridge which forms one entrance to Rock Creek Park. Prescott left the road and hid behind a clump of shrubbery.


The bridge trembled under the passage of a high-speed automobile, which slowed down abruptly. DuQuesne, carrying a roll of papers, scrambled up from beneath the bridge and boarded it, whereupon it resumed speed. It was of a popular make and color; and its license plates were so smeared with dirt that not even their color could be seen. The needle now pointed steadily at the distant car.


Prescott ran back to his men.


‘Get your car,’ he told one of them. ‘I’ll tell you where to drive as we go.’


In the automobile, Prescott issued instructions by means of surreptitious glances at the compass concealed in his hand. The destination proved to be the residence of Brookings, the general manager of World Steel. Prescott told his operative to park the car somewhere and stand by; he himself settled down on watch.


After four hours a small car bearing a license number of a distant state – which was found later to be unknown to the authorities of that state – drove up; and the hidden watchers saw DuQuesne, without the papers, step into it. Knowing now what to expect, the detectives drove at high speed to the Park Road bridge and concealed themselves.


The car came up to the bridge and stopped. DuQuesne got out of it – it was too dark to recognize him by eye, but the needle pointed straight at him – and half-walked, half-slid down the embankment. He stood, a dark outline against the gray abutment. He lifted one hand above his head; a black rectangle engulfed his outline; the abutment became again a solid gray.


With his flashlight Prescott traced the almost imperceptible crack of the hidden door, and found the concealed button which DuQuesne had pressed. He did not press the button, but, deep in thought, went home to get a few hours of sleep before reporting to Crane next morning.


Both men were waiting when he appeared. Shiro, with a heavily-bandaged head, had insisted that he was perfectly able to work, and was ceremoniously ordering out of the kitchen the man who had been hired to take his place.


‘Well, gentlemen, your compass did the trick,’ and Prescott reported in full.


‘I’d like to beat him to death with a club,’ Seaton said, savagely. ‘The chair’s too good for him.’


‘Not that he is in much danger of the chair.’ Crane’s expression was wry.


‘Why, we know he did it! Surely we can prove it?’


‘Knowing a thing and proving it to a jury are two entirely different breeds of cats. We haven’t a shred of evidence. If we asked for an indictment we’d be laughed out of court. Check, Mr Crane?’


‘Check.’


‘I’ve bucked Steel before. They account for half my business, and for ninety-nine percent of my failures. The same thing goes for all the other agencies in town. The cops have hit them time after time with everything they’ve got, and simply bounced. So has the F.B.I. All any of us has been able to get is an occasional small fish.’


‘You think it’s hopeless, then?’


‘Not exactly. I’ll keep on working, on my own. I owe them something for killing my men, as well as for other favors they’ve done me in the past. But I don’t believe in holding out false hopes.’


‘Optimistic cuss, ain’t he?’ Seaton remarked as Prescott went out.


‘He has cause to be, Dick. Report has it that they use murder, arson, and anything else useful in getting what they want; but they have not been caught yet.’


‘Well, now that we know, we’re in the clear. They can’t possibly get a monopoly—’


‘No? You aren’t getting the point. If we should both happen to die – accidentally, of course – then what?’


‘They couldn’t get away with it, Mart; you’re too big. I’m small fry, but you are M. Reynolds Crane.’


‘No good, Dick; no good at all. Jets still crash; and so, occasionally, do egg-beaters. Worse – it does not seem to have occurred to you that World Steel is making the heavy forgings and plates for the Skylark.’


‘Hades’– brazen – bells!’ Seaton was dumbfounded. ‘And what – if anything – can we do about that?’


‘Very little, until after the parts get here, beyond investigating independent sources of supply.’


DuQuesne and Brookings met in the Perkins Café.


‘How did your independent engineers like the power plant?’


‘The report was very favorable, doctor. The stuff is all you said it was. But until we get the rest of the solution – by the way, how is the search for more X progressing?’


‘Just as I told you it would – flat zero. X can’t exist naturally on any planet having any significant amount of copper. Either the copper will go or the planet will, or both. Seaton’s X was meteoric. It was all in one lot of platinum; and probably that one X meteor was all there ever was. However, the boys are still looking, just in case.’


‘Well, we’d have to get Seaton’s, some day, anyway. Have you decided how to get it?’


‘No. That solution is in the safest safe-deposit vault in the world, probably in Crane’s name, and both keys to that box are in another one, and so on, ad infinitum. He’s got to get it himself, and willingly. Not that it’d be any easier to force Seaton; but can you imagine anything strong enough to make M. Reynolds cave in now?’


‘I can’t say that I can … no. But you remarked once that your forte is direct action. How about talking with Perkins … no, he flopped on three tries.’


‘Yes, call him in. It’s on execution he’s weak, not planning. I’m not.’


Perkins was called in, and studied the problem for many minutes. Finally he said, ‘There’s only one way. We’ll have to get a handle …’


‘Don’t be a fool!’ DuQuesne snapped. ‘You can’t get a thing on either of them – not even a frame!’


‘You misunderstand, doctor. You can get a handle on any man living, if you know enough about him. Not necessarily in his past; present or future is oftentimes better. Money … power … position … fame … women – have you considered women in this case?’


‘Women, bah!’ DuQuesne snorted. ‘Crane’s been chased so long he’s woman-proof, and Seaton is worse. He’s engaged to Dorothy Vaneman, so he’s stone blind.’


‘Better and better. There’s your perfect handle, gentlemen; not only to the solution, but to everything else you want after Seaton and Crane have been taken out of circulation.’


Brookings and DuQuesne looked at each other in perplexity. Then DuQuesne said, ‘All right, Perkins, after the way I popped off I’m perfectly willing to let you have a triumph. Draw us a sketch.’


‘Build a spaceship from Seaton’s own plans and carry her off in it. Take her up out of sight – of course you’ll have to have plenty of witnesses that it was a spaceship and that it did go straight up out of sight – then hide her in one of our places – say with the Spencer girl – then tell Seaton and Crane she’s on Mars and will stay there till she rots if they don’t come across. They’ll wilt – and they wouldn’t dare take a story like that to the cops. Any holes in that?’


‘Not that I can see at the moment …’ Brookings drummed his fingers abstractedly on the desk. ‘Would it make any difference if they chased us in their ship – in the condition it will be in?’


‘Not a bit,’ DuQuesne declared. ‘All the better – they’ll be gone, and in a wreck that will be so self-explanatory that nobody would think of making a metallurgical post-mortem.’


‘That’s true. Who’s going to drive the ship?’


‘I am,’ DuQuesne said. ‘I’ll need help, though. One man from the inner circle. You or Perkins. Perkins, I’d say.’


‘Is it safe?’ Perkins asked.


‘Absolutely. It’s worked out to the queen’s taste.’


‘I’ll go along, then. Is that all?’


No,’ Brookings replied. ‘You mentioned Spencer. Haven’t you got that stuff away from her yet?’


‘No, she’s stubborn as a mule.’


‘Time’s running out. Take her along, and don’t bring her back. We’ll get the stuff back some other way.’


Perkins left the room; and after a long discussion of details, DuQuesne and Brookings left the restaurant, each by a different route.




X


The great steel forgings which were to form the framework of the Skylark arrived and were hauled into the testing room, where ralium-capsule X-raying revealed flaws in every member. Seaton, after mapping the imperfections by orthometric projection, spent an hour with calipers and slide rule.


‘Strong enough to stand shipment and fabrication, and maybe a little to spare – perhaps one G of acceleration while we’re in the air. Any real shot of power, though, or any sudden turn, and pop! She collapses like a soap bubble. Want to recheck my figures?’


‘No. I told you not to bother about analysis. We want sound metal, not junk.


‘Ship ’em back, then – with an inspector?’


‘No.’ At Seaton’s look of surprise, Crane went on. ‘I’ve been thinking about this possibility for a long time. If we reject these forgings, they will – immediately – try to kill us some other way; and they may well succeed. On the other hand, if we go ahead all unsuspectingly and use them, they will let us alone until the Skylark is done. That will give us months of free, undisturbed time. Expensive time, I grant; but worth every dollar.’


‘Maybe so. As the money man, you’re the judge of that. But we can’t fly a heap of scrap, Mart!’


‘No, but while we are going ahead with this just as though we meant it, we can build another one, about four times its size, in complete secrecy.’


‘Mart! You’re talking like a man with a paper nose! How d’you figure on keeping stuff that size secret from Steel?’


‘It can be done. I know a chap who owns a steel mill – so insignificant, relatively speaking, that he has not been bought out or frozen out by Steel. I have helped him out from time to time, and he assures me that he will be glad to cooperate. We will not be able to oversee much of the work ourselves, which is a drawback. However, we can get MacDougall to do it for us.’


‘MacDougall? The man who built Intercontinental? He wouldn’t touch a little job like this with a pole!’


‘On the contrary, he is keen on doing it. It means building the first spaceship, you know.’


‘He’s too big to disappear, I’d think. Wouldn’t Steel follow him up?’


‘They never have, a few times when he and I have been out of touch with civilization for three months at a time.’


‘Well, it would cost more than our whole capital.’


‘No more talk of money, Dick. Your contribution to the firm is worth more than everything I have.’


‘Hokay – if that’s the way you want it, it tickles me like I’d swallowed an ostrich feather … and I can’t think of any more objections. Four times the size – wheeeeekity-wheek! A two-hundred-pound bar – k-z-r-e-e-p-t-POWIE!


‘And why don’t we built an attractor – a thing like an object-compass except with a ten-pound bar instead of a needle, so if anything chases us in space we can reach out and shake the whey out of it – or machine guns shooting Mark Ones-to-Tens through pressure gaskets in the walls? I just bodaciously do NOT relish the prospect of fleeing from a gaggle of semi-intelligent alien monstrosities merely because I got nothing bigger than a rifle to fight back with.’


‘All you have to do is design them, Dick; and that shouldn’t be too hard. But, speaking of emergencies, the power plant should really have a very large factor of safety. Four hundred pounds, say, and everything in duplicate, from power-bars to push-buttons?’


‘I’ll buy that.’


Work was soon begun on the huge steel shell in the independent steel plant under the direct supervision of MacDougall by men who had been in his employ for years. While it was being built, Seaton and Crane went ahead with the construction of the original spaceship. Practically all of their time, however, was spent in perfecting the many essential things that were to go into the real Skylark.


Thus they did not know that to the flawed members there were being attached faulty plates by imperfect welding. Nor could they have detected the poor workmanship by any ordinary inspection, for it was being done by a picked crew of experts, picked by Perkins. To make things even, Steel did not know that the many peculiar instruments installed by Seaton and Crane were not exactly what they should have been.


In due course ‘The Cripple’– a name which Seaton soon shortened to ‘Old Crip’– was finished. The foreman overheard a conversation between Crane and Seaton in which it was decided not to start for a couple of weeks, as they had to work out some kind of a book of navigation tables. Prescott reported that Steel was still sitting on its hands, waiting for the first flight. Word came from MacDougall that the Skylark was ready. Crane and Seaton went somewhere in the helicopter ‘to make a few final tests.’


A few nights later a huge ball landed on Crane Field. It moved lightly, easily, betraying its thousands of tons of weight only by the hole it made in the hard-beaten ground. Seaton and Crane sprang out.


Dorothy and her father were waiting. Seaton caught her up and kissed her vigorously. Then, a look of sheerest triumph on his face, he extended a hand to Vaneman.


‘She flies! How she flies! We’ve been around the moon!’


‘What?’ Dorothy was shocked. ‘Without even telling me? Why, I’d’ve been scared pea-green if I’d known!’


‘That was why,’ Seaton assured her. ‘Now you won’t have to worry next time we take off.’


‘I will so,’ she protested; but Seaton was listening to Vaneman.


‘… it take?’


‘Not quite an hour. We could have done it in much less time.’ Crane’s voice was calm, his face quiet; but to those who knew him so well, every feature showed emotion.


Both inventors were at the summit, moved more than either could have told by their achievement, by the success of the flyer upon which they had worked so long.


Shiro broke the tension by bowing until his head almost touched the floor. ‘Sirs and lady, I impel myself to state this to be wonder extreme. If permitting, I shall delightful luxuriate in preparation suitable refreshment.’


Permission granted, he trotted away and the engineers invited the visitors to inspect their new craft.


Although Dorothy knew what to expect, from plans and drawings and from her own knowledge of ‘Old Crip,’ she caught her breath as she looked about the brilliantly lighted interior of the great sky-rover.


It was a spherical shell of hardened steel of great thickness, some forty feet in diameter. Its true shape was not readily apparent from inside, as it was divided into levels and compartments by decks and walls. In its center was a spherical structure of girders and beams. Inside this structure was a similar one which, on smooth but immensely strong universal bearings, was free to revolve in any direction. This inner sphere was filled with machinery surrounding a shining copper cylinder.


Six tremendous fabricated columns radiated outward; branching in maximum-strength design out into the hull. The floor was heavily upholstered and was not solid; the same was true of the dozen or more seats built in various places. There were two instrument boards, upon which tiny lights flashed and plate glass, plastic and metal gleamed.


Both Vanemans began to ask questions and Seaton showed them the principal features of the novel vessel. Crane accompanied them in silence, enjoying their pleasure, glorying in the mighty ship of space.


Seaton called attention to the great size and strength of one of the lateral supporting columns, then led them over to the vertical column that pierced the floor. Enormous as the lateral was, it appeared puny beside this monster of fabricated steel. Seaton explained that the two verticals had to be much stronger than the four laterals, as the center of gravity of the ship had been placed lower than its geometrical center, so that the apparent motion of the vessel would always be upward. Resting one hand caressingly upon the huge member, he explained exultantly that it was the ultimately last word in strength made of the strongest known high-tensile, heat-treated, special-alloy steel.


‘But why go to such an extreme?’ the lawyer asked. ‘It looks as though it could support a bridge.’


‘It could. It’ll have to, if we ever really cut loose with the power. Have you got any idea of how fast this thing can fly?’


‘I have heard you talk of approaching the velocity of light, but that’s a little overdrawn, isn’t it?’


‘Not a bit. If it wasn’t for Einstein and his famous theory we could develop an acceleration twice as great as one light-velocity. As it is, we’re going to see how close we can crowd it – and it’ll be close, believe me. Out in space, that is. In air we’ll be limited to three or four times sound, in spite of all we could do in the line of heat-exchangers and refrigeration.’


‘But, from what I read about jets, ten gravities for ten minutes can be fatal.’


‘That’s right. But these floors are special, and those seats are infinitely more so. That was one of our hardest jobs; designing supporting surfaces to hold a man safe through forces that would ordinarily flatten him out into a thin layer of goo.’


‘I see. How are you going to steer? And how about stable reference planes to steer by? Or are you merely going to head for Mars or Venus or Neptune or Aldebaran as the case may be?’


‘That wouldn’t be so good. We thought for a while we’d have to, but Mart licked it. The power plant is entirely separate from the ship, inside that inner sphere, about which the outer sphere and the ship itself are free to revolve. Even if the ship rolls or pitches, the bar stays right where it is pointed. Those six big jackets cover gyroscopes, which keep the outer sphere in exactly the same position—’


‘Relative to what?’ Vaneman asked. ‘It seems to have moved since we came in … Yes, if you look closely, you can see it move.’


‘Naturally. Um … m. Never thought of it from that angle – just that its orientation isn’t affected by either the ship or the power plant. If you want to pin me down, though, it’s oriented solidly to the three dimensions of the steel plant at the time MacDougall got the gyroscopes up to holding speed. Since that doesn’t mean much here and now, I’d say, as an approximation, that it is locked to the fixed stars. Or, rather, to the effective mass of the galaxy as a whole …’


‘Please, Dick,’ Dorothy interrupted. ‘Enough of the jargon. Show us the important things – kitchen, bedrooms, bath.’


Seaton did so, explaining in detail some of the many differences between living on Earth and in a small, necessarily self-sufficient worldlet out in airless, lightless, heatless space.


‘Oh, I’m just wild to go out with you, Dick. When will you take me?’


‘Very soon, Dottie. Just as soon as we’re sure we’ve got all the bugs ironed out. You’ll be our first passenger, so help me.’


‘How do you see out? How about air and water? How do you keep warm, or cool, as the case may be?’ Vaneman fired the questions as though he were cross-examining a witness. ‘No, excuse me; you’ve already mentioned the heaters and refrigerators.’


‘The pilots see outside, the whole sphere of vision, by means of special instruments, something like periscopes but vastly different – electronic. Passengers can see out by uncovering windows – they’re made of fused quartz. We carry air – oxygen, nitrogen, helium and argon – in tanks, although we won’t need much new air because of our purifiers and recovery units. We also have oxygen-generating apparatus aboard, for emergencies.


‘We carry water enough to last us three months – or indefinitely if necessary, as we can recover all waste water as chemically pure H2O. Anything else?’


‘You’d better give up, dad,’ Dorothy advised, laughing. ‘It’s perfectly safe for me to go along!’


‘It seems to be. But it’s getting pretty well along toward morning, Dorothy, and if any of us are to get any sleep at all tonight you and I should go home.’


‘That’s so, and I’m the one who has been screaming at Dick about going to bed every night at eleven. I’ll go powder my nose – I’ll be right back.’


Vaneman said, after Dorothy had gone. ‘You mentioned “bugs” only in a very light and passing way.’


‘And you didn’t mention them at all,’ Seaton countered.


‘Naturally not,’ with a jerk of his head in the direction his daughter had taken. ‘How did it really go, boys?’


‘Wonderful, really—’ Dick began to enthuse.


‘You tell me, Martin.’


‘In the main, very well. Of course this was a very short flight, but we found nothing wrong with the engines or their controls; we are fairly certain that no major alterations will be necessary. The optical system needs some more work; the attractors and repellors are not at all what they should be in either accuracy or delicacy. The rifles work perfectly. The air-purifiers do not remove all odors, but the air after purification is safe to breathe and physiologically adequate. The water-recovery system does not work at all – it delivers sewage.’


‘Well, that’s not too serious, with all the water you carry.’


‘No, but it malfunctions so grossly that some mistake was made – obviously. It should be easy to find and to fix. For a thing so new, we both are very well satisfied with its performance.’


‘You’re ready for Steel, then? I don’t know what they’ll do when they find out that you don’t intend to do anything with “Old Crip,” but they’ll do something.’


‘I hope they blow their stacks,’ Seaton said, grimly. ‘We’re ready for ’em, with a lot of stuff they never heard of and won’t like a little bit. Give us four or five days to straighten out the bugs Mart told you about – then let ’em do anything they want to.’




XI


The afternoon following the home-coming of the Skylark, Seaton and Dorothy returned from a long horseback ride in the park. After Seaton had mounted his motorcycle, Dorothy turned toward a bench in the shade of an old elm to watch a game of tennis on the court next door. Scarcely had she seated herself when a great copper-plated ball landed directly in front of her. A heavy steel door snapped open and a powerful figure clad in leather leapt out. The man’s face and eyes were covered by his helmet flaps and amber goggles.


Dorothy leaped to her feet with a shriek – Seaton had just left her and this spaceship was far too small to be the Skylark – it was the counterpart of ‘Old Crip,’ which, she knew, could never fly. As these thoughts raced through her she screamed again and turned in flight; but the stranger caught her in three strides and she found herself helpless in a pair of arms as strong as Seaton’s.


Picking her up lightly, DuQuesne carried her over the lawn to his spaceship. Dorothy screamed wildly as she found that her fiercest struggles made no impression on her captor. Her clawing nails glanced harmlessly off the glass and leather of his helmet; her teeth were equally ineffective against his leather coat.


With the girl in his arms, DuQuesne stepped into the vessel. The door clanged shut behind them. Dorothy caught a glimpse of another woman, tied tightly into one of the side seats.


‘Tie her feet, Perkins,’ DuQuesne ordered, holding her around the body so that her feet extended straight out in front of him. ‘She’s a fighting wildcat.’


As Perkins threw one end of a small rope around her ankles Dorothy doubled up her knees, drawing her feet as far away from him as she could. He stepped up carelessly and reached out to grasp her ankles. She straightened out, viciously driving her riding-boots into the pit of his stomach with all her strength.


It was a true solar-plexus blow; and, completely knocked out, Perkins staggered backward against the instrument board. His outflung arm pushed the power lever out to its last notch, throwing full current through the bar, which was pointed straight up as it had been when they made their landing.


There was the creak of fabricated steel stressed almost to its limit as the vessel shot upward with a tremendous velocity, and only the ultra-protective and super-resilient properties of the floor saved their lives as they were thrown flat upon it by the awful force of their acceleration.


The maddened space-ship tore through the thin layer of the Earth’s atmosphere in instants – it was through it and into the almost-perfect vacuum of interplanetary space before the thick steel hull was even warmed through.


Dorothy lay flat upon her back, just as she had fallen, unable even to move her arms, gaining each breath by a terrible effort. Perkins was a huddled heap under the instrument board. The other captive, Brookings’ ex-secretary, was in somewhat better case, as her bonds had snapped and she was lying in optimum position in one of the seats – forced into that position and held there, as the designer of those seats had intended. She, like Dorothy, was gasping for breath, her straining muscles barely able to force air into her lungs because of the paralyzing weight of her chest.


DuQuesne alone was able to move, and it required all of his Herculean strength to creep and crawl, snakelike, toward the instrument board. Finally, attaining his goal, he summoned all his strength to grasp, not the controlling lever, which he knew was beyond his reach, but a cutout switch only a couple of feet above his head. With a series of convulsive movements he fought his way up, first until he was crouching on elbows and knees, then into a squatting position. Then, placing his left hand under his right, he made a last supreme effort. Perspiration streamed from his face; his muscles stood out in ridges visible even under the heavy leather of his coat; his lips parted in a snarl over his locked teeth as he threw every ounce of his powerful body into an effort to force his right hand up to that switch. His hand approached it slowly – closed over it – pulled it out.


The result was startling. With the terrific power instantly cut off, and with not even the ordinary force of gravity to counteract the force DuQuesne was exerting, his own muscular effort hurled him upward, toward the center of the ship and against the instrument board. The switch, still in his grasp, was again closed. His shoulder crashed against the knobs which controlled the direction of the power-bar, swinging it through a wide arc. As the ship darted off in a new direction with all its former acceleration he was hurled back against the board, tearing one end loose from its supports, and falling unconscious to the floor on the other side. After what seemed like an eternity, Dorothy and the other girl felt their senses slowly leave them.


With its four unconscious passengers the ship hurtled through empty space, its already inconceivable velocity being augmented every second by a quantity almost equal to the velocity of light – driven furiously onward by the prodigious power of the disintegrating copper bar.


Seaton had gone only a short distance from his sweetheart’s home when, over the purring of his engine, he thought he heard Dorothy scream. He did not wait to make sure, but whirled his machine around and its purring changed to a bellowing roar as he opened the throttle. Gravel flew under skidding wheels as he made the turn into the Vaneman grounds at suicidal speed. He arrived at the scene just in time to see the door of the spaceship close. Before he could reach it the vessel disappeared, with nothing to mark its departure except a violent whirl of grass and sod, uprooted and carried high into the air by the vacuum of its wake. To the excited tennis players and the screaming mother of the abducted girl it seemed as though the great metal ball had vanished utterly. Only Seaton traced the line of debris in the air and saw, for a fraction of an instant, an infinitesimal black dot in the sky before it disappeared.


Interrupting the clamor of the young people, each of whom was trying to tell him what had happened, he spoke to Mrs Vaneman rapidly but gently. ‘Mother, Dottie’s all right. Steel’s got her, but they won’t keep her long. Don’t worry, we’ll get her. It may be a week or it may take a year; but we’ll bring her back!’


He leaped upon his motorcycle and shattered all speed laws on the way to Crane’s house.


‘Mart!’ he yelled. ‘They’ve got Dottie, in a ship made from our plans. Let’s go!’


‘Slow down – don’t go off half-cocked. What do you plan?’


‘Plan! Just chase ’em and kill ’em!’


‘Which way did they go, and when?’


‘Straight up. Full power. Twenty minutes ago.’


‘Too long ago. Straight up has moved five degrees. They may have covered a million miles, or they may have come down only a few miles away. Sit down and think – use your brain.’


Seaton sat down and pulled out his pipe, fighting for self-possession. Then he jumped up and ran into his room, coming back with an object compass whose needle pointed upward.


‘DuQuesne did it!’ he cried, exultantly. ‘This is still looking right at him. Now let’s go, and snap it up!’


‘Not yet. How far away are they?’


Seaton touched the stud that set the needle swinging and snapped on the millisecond timer. Both men watched in strained attention as second after second went by and the needle continued to oscillate. It finally came to rest and Crane punched keys on the computer.


‘Three hundred and fifty million miles. Halfway out of the solar system. That means a constant acceleration of about one light.’


‘Nothing can go that fast, Mart. E equals M C square.’


‘Einstein’s Theory is still a theory. This distance is an observed fact.’


‘And theories are modified to fit facts. Hokay. He’s out of control – something went haywire.’


‘Undoubtedly.’


‘We don’t know how big a bar he’s got, so we can’t figure how long it’ll take us to catch him. For Pete’s sake, Mart, let’s get at it!’


They hurried out to the Skylark and made a quick check. Seaton was closing the lock when Crane stopped him with a gesture toward the power plant.


‘We have only four bars, Dick – two for each engine. It will take at least one to overtake them, and at least one to stop. If we expect to get back within our lifetime it will take the other two to get us back. Even with no allowance at all for the unexpected, we are short on power.’


Seaton, though furiously eager to be off, was stopped cold. ‘Check. We’d better get a couple more – maybe four. We’d better load up on grub and X-plosive ammunition, too.’


‘And water,’ Crane added. ‘Especially water.’


Seaton called the brass foundry. The manager took his order, but blandly informed him that there was not that much copper in the city, that it would be ten days or two weeks before such an order could be filled. Seaton suggested that they melt up some finished goods – bus bars and the like – price no object; but the manager was obdurate. He could not violate the priority rule.


Seaton then called other places, every place he could think of or find in the yellow pages, trying to buy anything made of copper. Bar – sheet – shapes – trolley wire – cable – house wire – anything. There was nothing available in any quantity large enough to be of any use.


After an hour of fruitless telephoning he reported, in fulminating language, to Crane.


‘I’m not too surprised. Steel might not want us to have too much copper.’


Sparks almost shot from Seaton’s eyes. ‘I’m going to see Brookings. He’ll give me some copper or a few of the atoms of his carcass will land in Andromeda.’ He started for the door.


‘No, Dick, no!’ Crane seized Seaton by the arm. ‘That wouldn’t – couldn’t – get us anything except indefinite delay.’


‘What else, then? How?’


‘We can be at Wilson’s in five minutes. He has some copper on hand, and can get more. The Skylark is ready to travel.’


In a few minutes they were in the office of the plant in which their vessel had been built. When they had made their wants known the ironmaster shook his head.


‘I’m sorry, but I don’t think I’ve got over a hundred pounds of copper in the place, and no non-ferrous equipment …


Seaton started to explode, but Crane silenced him and told Wilson the whole story.


Wilson slammed his fist down onto his desk and roared, ‘I’ll get copper if I have to tear the roof off the church!’ Then, more quietly, ‘We’ll have to cobble up a furnace and crucible … and hand-make patterns and molds … and borrow a big lathe … but you’ll get your bars just as fast as I can possibly get them out.’


Two days passed before the gleaming copper cylinders were ready. During this time Crane added to their equipment every article for which he could conceive any possible use, while Seaton raged up and down in a black fury of impatience. While the bars were being loaded they made another reading on the object compass. Their faces grew tense and their hearts turned sick as minute followed minute and the needle still would not settle down. Finally, however, it came to rest. Seaton’s voice almost failed him as he said, ‘About two hundred and thirty-five light-years. Couldn’t nail the exact end-point, but that’s fairly close. They’re lost like nobody was ever lost before. So long, guy.’ He held out his hand. ‘It’s been mighty nice knowing you. Tell Vaneman if I come back I’ll bring her with me.’


Crane refused the hand. ‘Since when am I not going along, Dick?’


‘As of just now. No sense in it. If Dottie’s gone I’m going too; but M. Reynolds Crane very positively is not.’


‘Nonsense. This is somewhat further than we had planned for the first trip, but there is no real difference. It is just as safe to go a thousand light-years as one, and we have ample supplies. In any event, I am going.’


‘Who do you think you’re kidding? … Thanks, ace.’ This time, hands met in a crushing grip. ‘You’re worth three of me.’


‘I’ll call Vaneman,’ Crane said, hastily.


He did not tell the lawyer the truth, or any close approximation of it – merely that the chase would probably be longer than had been supposed, that communication could very well be impossible, that they would in all probability be gone a long time, and that he could not even guess at how long that time would be.


They closed the locks and took off. Seaton crowded on power until Crane, reading the prometers, warned him to cut back – the skin was getting too hot.


Free of atmosphere, Seaton again advanced the lever, notch by notch, until he could no longer support the weight of his hand, but had to resort to the arm-support designed for that emergency. He pushed the lever a few notches farther, and was forced violently down into his seat, which had automatically moved upward so that his hand still controlled the ratchet handle. Still he kept the ratchet clicking, until he knew that he could not endure much more.


‘How … you … coming?’ he wheezed into his microphone. He could not really talk.


‘Paas … s … sing … ou … u … t.’ Crane’s reply was barely audible. ‘If … f … y … y … o … uu … c … c … ss … t … a … n … g … g … o … a … h … e … d … d …


Seaton cut back a few notches. ‘How about this?’


‘I can take this much, I think. I was right on the edge.’


‘I’ll let her ride here, then. How long?’


‘Four or five hours. Then we had better eat and take another reading.’


‘All right. Talking’s too much work, so if it gets too much for you, yell while you still can. I’m sure glad we’re on our way at last.’




XII


For forty-eight hours the uncontrolled engine dragged DuQuesne’s vessel through the empty reaches of space with an awful and constantly-increasing velocity. Then, when only a few traces of copper remained, the acceleration began to decrease. Floor and seats began to return to their normal positions. When the last particle of copper was gone, the ship’s speed became constant. Apparently motionless to those inside her, she was in reality moving with a velocity thousands of times greater than that of light.


DuQuesne was the first to gain control of himself. His first effort to get up lifted him from the floor and he floated lightly upward to the ceiling, striking it with a gentle bump and remaining, motionless and unsupported, in the air. The others, none of whom had attempted to move, stared at him in amazement.


DuQuesne reached out, clutched a hand-grip, and drew himself down to the floor. With great caution he removed his suit, transferring two automatic pistols as he did so. By feeling gingerly of his body he found that no bones were broken. Only then did he look around to see how his companions were faring.


They were all sitting up and holding onto something. The girls were resting quietly; Perkins was removing his leather costume.


‘Good morning, Dr DuQuesne. Something must have happened when I kicked your friend.’


‘Good morning, Miss Vaneman.’ DuQuesne smiled, more than half in relief. ‘Several things happened. He fell into the controls, turning on all the juice, and we left considerably faster than I intended to. I tried to get control, but couldn’t. Then we all went to sleep and just woke up.’


‘Have you any idea where we are?’


No … but I can make a fair estimate.’ He glanced at the empty chamber where the copper cylinder had been; took out notebook, pencil, and slide rule; and figured for minutes.


He then drew himself to one of the windows and stared out, then went to another window, and another. He seated himself at the crazily-tilted control board and studied it. He worked the computer for a few moments.


‘I don’t know exactly what to make of this,’ he told Dorothy, quietly. ‘Since the power was on exactly forty-eight hours, we should not be more than two light-days away from our sun. However, we certainly are. I could recognize at least some of the fixed stars and constellations from anywhere within a light-year or so of Sol, and I can’t find even one familiar thing. Therefore we must have been accelerating all the time. We must be somewhere in the neighborhood of two hundred thirty-seven light-years away from home. For you two who don’t know what a light-year is, about six quadrillion – six thousand million million – miles.’


Dorothy’s face turned white; Margaret Spencer fainted; Perkins merely goggled, his face working convulsively. ‘Then we’ll never get back?’ Dorothy asked.


‘I wouldn’t say that—’


‘You got us into this!’ Perkins screamed, and leaped at Dorothy, murderous fury in his glare, his fingers curved into talons. Instead of reaching her, however, he merely sprawled grotesquely in the air. DuQuesne, bracing one foot against the wall and seizing a hand-grip with his left hand, knocked Perkins clear across the room with one blow of his right.


‘None of that, louse,’ DuQuesne said, evenly. ‘One more wrong move out of you and I’ll throw you out. It isn’t her fault we’re here, it’s our own. And mostly yours – if you’d had three brain cells working she couldn’t have kicked you. But that’s past. The only thing of interest now is getting back.’


‘But we can’t get back.’ Perkins whimpered. ‘The power’s gone, the controls are wrecked, and you just said you’re lost.’


‘I did not.’ DuQuesne’s voice was icy. ‘What I said was that I don’t know where we are – a different statement entirely.’


‘Isn’t that a distinction without a difference?’ Dorothy asked acidly.


‘By no means, Miss Vaneman. I can repair the control board. I have two extra power-bars. One of them, with direction exactly reversed, will stop us, relative to the Earth. I’ll burn half of the last one, then coast until, by recognizing fixed stars and triangulating them, I can fix our position. I will then know where our solar system is and will go there. In the meantime, I suggest that we have something to eat.’


‘A beautiful and timely thought!’ Dorothy exclaimed. ‘I’m famished. Where’s your refrigerator? But something else comes first. I’m a mess, and she must be, too. Where’s our room … that is, we have a room?’


‘Yes. That one, and there’s the galley, over there. We’re cramped, but you’ll be able to make out. Let me say, Miss Vaneman, that I really admire your nerve. I didn’t expect that lunk to disintegrate the way he did, but I thought you girls might. Miss Spencer will, yet, unless you …


‘I’ll try to. I’m scared, of course, but falling apart won’t help … and we’ve simply got to get back.’


‘We will. Two of us, at least.’


Dorothy nudged the other girl, who had not paid any attention to anything around her, and led her along a hand-rail. As she went, she could not help but think – with more than a touch of admiration – of the man who had abducted her. Calm, cool, master of himself and the situation, disregarding completely the terrible bruises that disfigured half his face and doubtless half his body as well – she admitted to herself that it was only his example which had enabled her to maintain her self-control.


As she crawled over Perkins’ suit she remembered that he had not taken any weapons from it, and a glance assured her that Perkins was not watching her. She searched it quickly, finding two automatics. She noted with relief that they were standard .45’s and stuck them into her pockets.


In the room, Dorothy took one look at the other girl, then went to the galley and back.


‘Here, swallow this,’ she ordered.


The girl did so. She shuddered uncontrollably, but did begin to come to life.


‘That’s better. Now, snap out of it,’ Dorothy said, sharply. ‘We aren’t dead and we aren’t going to be.’


‘I am,’ came the wooden reply. ‘You don’t know that beast Perkins.’


‘I do so. And better yet, I know things that neither DuQuesne nor that Perkins even guess. Two of the smartest men that ever lived are on our tail, and when they catch up with us … well, I wouldn’t be in their shoes for anything.’


‘What?’ Dorothy’s confident words and bearing, as much as the potent pill, were taking effect. The strange girl was coming back rapidly to sanity and normality. ‘Not really?’


‘Really. We’ve got a lot to do, and we’ve got to clean up first. And with no weight … does it make you sick?’


‘It did, dreadfully, but I’ve got nothing left to be sick with. Doesn’t it you?’


‘Not very much. I don’t like it, but I’m getting used to it. And I don’t suppose you know anything about it.’


‘No. All I can feel is that I’m falling, and it’s almost unbearable.’


‘It isn’t pleasant. I’ve studied it a lot – in theory – and the boys say all you’ve got to do is forget that falling sensation. Not that I’ve been able to do it but I’m still trying. The first thing’s a bath, and then –’


‘A bath! Here? How?’


‘Sponge-bath. I’ll show you. Then … they brought along quite a lot of clothes to fit me, and you’re just about my size … and you’ll look nice in green …’


After they had put themselves to rights, Dorothy said, ‘That’s a lot better.’ Each girl looked at the other, and each liked what she saw.


The stranger was about twenty-two, with heavy, wavy black hair. Her eyes were a rich, deep brown; her skin clear, smooth ivory. Normally a beautiful girl, thought Dorothy, even though she was now thin, haggard and worn.


‘Let’s get acquainted before we do anything else,’ she said. ‘I’m Margaret Spencer, formerly private secretary to His High Mightiness, Brookings of Steel. They swindled my father out of an invention worth millions and then killed him. I got the job to see if I could prove it, but I didn’t get much evidence before they caught me. So, after two months of things you wouldn’t believe, here I am. Talking never would have done me any good, and I’m certain it won’t now. Perkins will kill me … or maybe, if what you say is true, I should add “if he can.” This is the first time I’ve had that much hope.’


‘But how about Dr DuQuesne? Surely he wouldn’t let him:


‘I’ve never met DuQuesne before, but from what I heard around the office, he’s worse than Perkins – in a different way, of course. He’s absolutely cold and utterly hard – a perfect fiend.’


‘Oh, come, you’re too hard on him. Didn’t you see him knock Perkins down when he came after me?’


‘No – or perhaps I did, in a dim sort of way. But that doesn’t mean anything. He probably wants you left alive – of course that’s it, since he went to all the trouble of kidnapping you. Otherwise he would have let Perkins do anything he wanted to with you, without lifting a finger.’


‘I can’t believe that.’ Nevertheless, a chill struck at Dorothy’s heart as she remembered the inhuman crimes attributed to the man. ‘He has treated us with every consideration so far – let’s hope for the best. Anyway, I’m sure we’ll get back safely.’


‘You keep saying that. What makes you so sure?’


‘Well, I’m Dorothy Vaneman, and I’m engaged to Dick Seaton, the man who invented this spaceship, and I’m as sure as can be that he is chasing us right now.’


‘But that’s just what they want!’ Margaret exclaimed. ‘I heard some Top Secret stuff about that. Your name and Seaton’s brings it back to me. Their ship is rigged, some way or other, so it will blow up or something the first time they go anywhere!’


‘That’s what they think.’ Dorothy’s voice dripped scorn. ‘Dick and his partner – you’ve heard of Martin Crane, of course?’


‘I heard the name mentioned with Seaton’s, but that’s all.’


‘Well, he’s quite a wonderful inventor, and almost as smart as Dick is. Together they found out about that sabotage and built another ship that Steel doesn’t know anything about. Bigger and better and faster than this one.’


‘That makes me feel better,’ Margaret really brightened for the first time. ‘No matter how rough this trip will be, it’ll be a vacation for me now. If I only had a gun …’


‘Here,’ and as Margaret stared at the proffered weapon, ‘I’ve got another. I got them out of Perkins’ suit.’


‘Glory be!’ Margaret fairly beamed. ‘There is balm in Gilead, after all! Just watch, next time Perkins threatens to cut my heart out with his knife … and we’d better go make those sandwiches, don’t you think? And call me Peggy, please.’


‘Will do, Peggy my dear – we’re going to be great friends. And I’m Dot or Dottie to you.’


In the galley the girls set about making dainty sandwiches, but the going was very hard indeed. Margaret was particularly inept. Slices of bread went one way, bits of butter another, ham and sausage in several others. She seized two trays and tried to trap the escaping food between them – but in the attempt she released her hold and floated helplessly into the air.


‘Oh, Dot, what’ll we do, anyway?’ she wailed. ‘Everything wants to fly all over the place!’


‘I don’t quite know – I wish we had a bird-cage, so we could reach in and grab anything before it could escape. We’d better tie everything down, I guess, and let everybody come in and cut off a chunk of anything they want. But what I’m wondering about is drinking. I’m simply dying of thirst and I’m afraid to open this bottle.’ She had a bottle of ginger ale clutched in her left hand, an opener in her right; one leg was hooked around a vertical rail. ‘I’m afraid it’ll go into a million drops and Dick says if you breathe them in you’re apt to choke to death.’


‘Seaton was right – as usual.’ Dorothy whirled around. DuQuesne was surveying the room, a glint of amusement in his one sound eye. ‘I wouldn’t recommend playing with charged drinks while weightless. Just a minute – I’ll get the net.’


He got it; and while he was deftly clearing the air of floating items of food he went on. ‘Charged stuff could be murderous unless you’re wearing a mask. Plain liquids you can drink through a straw, after you learn how. Your swallowing has got to be conscious and all muscular with no gravity. But what I came here for was to tell you I’m ready to put on one G of acceleration so we’ll have normal gravity. I’ll put it on easy, but watch it.’


‘What a heavenly relief!’ Margaret cried, when everything again stayed put. ‘I never thought I’d ever be grateful for just being able to stand still in one place, did you?’


Preparing the meal was now of course simple enough. As the four ate, Dorothy noticed that DuQuesne’s left arm was almost useless and that he ate with difficulty because of his terribly bruised face. After the meal was done she went to the medicine chest and selected containers, swabs, and gauze.


‘Come over here, doctor. First aid is indicated.’


‘I’m all right …’ he began, but at her imperious gesture he got up carefully and came toward her.


‘Your arm is lame. Where’s the damage?’


‘The shoulder is the worst. I rammed it through the board.’


‘Take off your shirt and lie down here.’


He did so and Dorothy gasped at the extent and severity of the man’s injuries.


‘Will you get me some towels and hot water, please, Peggy?’ She worked busily for minutes, bathing away clotted blood, applying antiseptics, and bandaging. ‘Now for those bruises – I never saw anything like them before. I’m not really a nurse. What would you use? Tripidiagen or …


‘Amylophene. Massage it in as I move the arm.’


He did not wince and his expression did not change; but he began to sweat and his face turned white. She paused.


‘Keep it up, nurse,’ he directed, coolly. ‘That stuff’s murder in the first degree, but it does the job and it’s fast.’


When she had finished and he was putting his shirt back on: ‘Thanks, Miss Vaneman – thanks a lot. It feels a hundred per cent better already. But why did you do it? I’d think you’d want to bash me with that basin instead.’


‘Efficiency.’ She smiled. ‘As our chief engineer it won’t do to have you laid up.’


‘Logical enough, in a way … but … I wonder …’


She did not reply, but turned to Perkins.


‘How are you, Mr Perkins? Do you require medical attention?’


‘No,’ Perkins growled. ‘Keep away from me or I’ll cut your heart out.’


‘Shut up!’ DuQuesne snapped.


‘I haven’t done anything!’


‘Maybe it didn’t quite constitute making a break, so I’ll broaden the definition. If you can’t talk like a man, keep still.


‘Lay off Miss Vaneman – thoughts, words, and actions. I’m in charge of her and I will have no interference whatever. This is your last warning.’


‘How about Spencer, then?’


‘She’s your responsibility, not mine.’


An evil light appeared in Perkins’ eyes. He took out a wicked-looking knife and began to strop it carefully on the leather of the seat, glaring at his victim the while.


Dorothy started to protest, but was silenced by a gesture from Margaret, who calmly took the pistol out of her pocket. She jerked the slide and held the weapon up on one finger. ‘Don’t worry about his knife. He’s been sharpening it for my benefit for the last month. It doesn’t mean a thing. But you shouldn’t play with it so much, Perkins, you might be tempted to try to throw it. So drop it on the floor and kick it over here to me. Before I count three. One.’ The heavy pistol steadied into line with his chest and her finger tightened on the trigger. ‘Two.’ Perkins obeyed and Margaret picked up the knife. ‘Doctor!’ Perkins appealed to DuQuesne, who had watched the scene unmoved, a faint smile upon his saturnine face. ‘Why don’t you shoot her? You won’t sit there and see me murdered!’


‘Won’t I? It makes no difference to me which of you kills the other, or if you both do, or neither. You brought this on yourself. Anyone with any fraction of a brain doesn’t leave guns lying around loose. You should have seen Miss Vaneman take them – I did.’


‘You saw her take them and didn’t warn me?’ Perkins croaked.


‘Certainly. If you can’t take care of yourself I’m not going to take care of you. Especially after the way you bungled the job. I could have recovered the stuff she stole from that ass Brookings inside an hour.’


‘How?’ Perkins sneered. ‘If you’re so good, why did you have to come to me about Seaton and Crane?’


‘Because my methods wouldn’t work and yours would. It isn’t on planning that you’re weak, as I told Brookings – it’s on execution.’


‘Well, what are you going to do about her? Are you going to sit there and lecture all day?’


‘I am going to do nothing whatever. Fight your own battles.’


Dorothy broke the silence that followed. ‘You did see me take the guns, doctor?’


‘I did. You have one in your right breeches pocket now.’


‘Then why didn’t you, or don’t you, try to take it away from me?’ she asked, wonderingly.


‘“Try” is the wrong word. If I had not wanted you to take them you wouldn’t have. If I didn’t want you to have a gun now I would take it away from you,’ and his black eyes stared into her violet ones with such calm certainty that she felt her heart sink.


‘Has Perkins got any more knives or guns or things in his room?’ Dorothy demanded.


‘I don’t know,’ indifferently. Then, as both girls started for Perkins’ room DuQuesne rapped out, ‘Sit down, Miss Vaneman. Let them fight it out. Perkins has his orders about you; I’m giving you orders about him. If he oversteps, shoot him. Otherwise, hands off completely – in every respect.’


Dorothy threw up her head in defiance; but, meeting his cold stare, she paused irresolutely and sat down, while the other girl went on.


‘That’s better,’ DuQuesne said. ‘Besides, it would be my guess that she doesn’t need any help.’


Margaret returned from the search and thrust her pistol back into her pocket. ‘That ends that,’ she declared. ‘Are you going to behave yourself or do I chain you by the neck to a post?’


‘I suppose I’ll have to, if the doc’s gone back on me,’ Perkins snarled. ‘But I’ll get you when we get back, you—’


‘Stop it!’ Margaret snapped. ‘Now listen. Call me names any more and I’ll start shooting. One name, one shot; two names, two shots; and so on. Each shot in a carefully selected place. Go ahead.’


DuQuesne broke the silence that followed. ‘Well, now that the battle’s over and we’re fed and rested, I’ll put on some power. Everybody into seats.’


For sixty hours he drove through space, reducing the acceleration only at mealtimes, when they ate and exercised their stiffened, tormented bodies. The power was not cut down for sleep; everyone slept as best he could.


Dorothy and Margaret were together constantly and a real intimacy grew up between them. Perkins was for the most part sullenly quiet. DuQuesne worked steadily during all his waking hours, except at mealtimes when he talked easily and well. There was no animosity in his bearing or in his words; but his discipline was strict and his reproofs merciless.


When the power-bar was exhausted DuQuesne lifted the sole remaining cylinder into the engine, remarking:


‘Well, we should be approximately stationary, relative to Earth. Now we’ll start back.’


He advanced the lever, and for many hours the regular routine of the ship went on. Then DuQuesne, on waking, saw that the engine was no longer perpendicular to the floor, but was inclined slightly. He read the angle of inclination on the great circles, then scanned a sector of space. He reduced the current, whereupon all four felt a lurch as the angle was increased many degrees. He read the new angle hastily and restored touring power. He then sat down at the computer and figured – with that much power on, a tremendous and unnerving job.


‘What’s the matter, doctor?’ Dorothy asked.


‘We’re being deflected a little from our course.’


‘Is that bad?’


‘Ordinarily, no. Every time we pass a star its gravity pulls us a little out of line. But the effects are slight, do not last long, and tend to cancel each other out. This is too big and has lasted altogether too long. If it keeps on, we could miss the solar system altogether; and I can’t find anything to account for it.’


He watched the bar anxiously, expecting to see it swing back into the vertical, but the angle grew steadily larger. He again reduced the current and searched the heavens for the troublesome body.


‘Do you see it yet?’ Dorothy asked, apprehensively.


‘No … but this optical system could be improved. I could do better with night-glasses, I think.’


He brought out a pair of grotesque-looking binoculars and stared through them out of an upper window for perhaps five minutes.


‘Good God!’ he exclaimed. ‘It’s a dead star and we’re almost onto it!’


Springing to the board, he whirled the bar into and through the vertical, then measured the apparent diameter of the strange object. Then, after cautioning the others, he put on more power than he had been using. After exactly fifteen minutes he slackened off and made another reading. Seeing his expression, Dorothy was about to speak, but he forestalled her.


‘We lost more ground. It must be a lot bigger than anything known to our astronomers. And I’m not trying to pull away from it; just to make an orbit around it. We’ll have to put on full power – take seats!’


He left full power on until the bar was nearly gone and made another series of observations. ‘Not enough,’ he said, quietly.


Perkins screamed and flung himself upon the floor; Margaret clutched at her heart with both hands; Dorothy, though her eyes looked like black holes in her white face, looked at him steadily and asked, ‘This is the end, then?’


‘Not yet.’ His voice was calm and level. ‘It’ll take two days, more or less, to fall that far, and we have a little copper left for one last shot. I’m going to figure the angle to make that last shot as effective as possible.’


‘Won’t the repulsive outer coating do any good?’


‘No; it’ll be gone long before we hit. I’d strip it and feed it to the engine if I could think of a way of getting it off.’


He lit a cigarette and sat at ease at the computer. He sat there, smoking and computing, for over an hour. He then changed, very slightly, the angle of the engine.


‘Now we look for copper,’ he said. ‘There isn’t any in the ship itself – everything electrical is silver, down to our flashlights and the bases of the lamps. But examine the furnishings and all your personal stuff – anything with copper or brass in it. That includes metallic money – pennies, nickels, and silver.’


They found a few items, but very few. DuQuesne added his watch, his heavy signet ring, his keys, his tie-clasp, and the cartridges from his pistol. He made sure that Perkins did not hold anything out. The girls gave up not only their money and cartridges but the jewelry, including Dorothy’s engagement ring.


‘I’d like to keep it, but …’ She said, as she added it to the collection.


‘Everything goes that has any copper in it; and I’m glad Seaton’s too much of a scientist to buy platinum jewelry. But, if we get away, I doubt very much if you’ll be able to see any difference in your ring. Very little copper in it – but we need every milligram we can get.’


He threw all the metal into the power chamber and advanced the level. It was soon spent; and after the final observation, while the others waited in suspense, he made his curt announcement.


‘Not quite enough.’


Perkins, his mind already weakened, went completely insane.


With a wild howl he threw himself at the unmoved scientist, who struck him on the head with the butt of his pistol as he leaped. The force of the blow crushed Perkins’ head and drove his body to the other side of the ship. Margaret looked as though she were about to faint. Dorothy and DuQuesne looked at each other. To the girl’s amazement the man was as calm as though he were in his own room at home on Earth. She made an effort to hold her voice steady. ‘What next, doctor?’


‘I don’t exactly know. I still haven’t been able to work out a method of recovering that plating … It’s so thin that there isn’t much copper, even on a sphere as big as this one.’


‘Even if you could get it, and it were enough, we’d starve anyway, wouldn’t we?’ Margaret, holding herself together desperately, tried to speak lightly.


‘Not necessarily. That would give me time to figure out something else to do.’


‘You wouldn’t have to figure anything else,’ Dorothy declared. ‘Maybe you won’t, anyway. You said we have two days?’


‘My observations were crude, but it’s a little over two days – about forty-nine and a half hours now. Why?’


‘Because Dick and Martin Crane will find us before very long. Quite possibly within two days.’


‘Not in this life. If they tried to follow us they’re both dead now.’


‘That’s where even you are wrong!’ she flashed. ‘They knew all the time exactly what you were doing to our old Skylark, so they built another one that you never knew anything about. And they know a lot about this new metal that you never heard of, too, because it wasn’t in those plans you stole!’


DuQuesne went directly to the heart of the matter, paying no attention to her barbs. ‘Can they follow us in space without seeing us?’ he demanded.


‘Yes. At least, I think they can.’


‘How do they do it?’


‘I don’t know. I wouldn’t tell you, if I did!’


‘You think not? I won’t argue the point at the moment. If they can find us – which I doubt – I hope they detect this dead star in time to keep away from it – and us.’


‘But why?’ Dorothy gasped. ‘You’ve been trying to kill both of them – wouldn’t you be glad to take them with us?’


‘Please try to be logical. Far from it. There’s no connection.


‘I tried to kill them, yes, because they stood in the way of my development of this new metal. If, however, I am not going to be the one to do it – I certainly hope Seaton goes ahead with it. It’s the greatest discovery ever made, bar none; and if both Seaton and I, the only two men able to develop it properly, get killed, it will be lost, perhaps for hundreds of years.’


‘If he must go, too, I hope he doesn’t find us … but I don’t believe it. I simply know he could get us away from here.’


She continued more slowly, almost speaking to herself, her heart sinking with her voice, ‘He’s following us and he won’t stop even if he knows he can’t get away.’


‘There’s no denying the fact that our situation is critical; but as long as I’m alive I can think. I’m going to dope out some way of getting that copper.’


‘I hope you do.’ Dorothy kept her voice from breaking only by a tremendous effort. ‘I see Peggy’s fainted. I wish I could. I’m worn out.’


She drew herself down upon one of the seats and stared at the ceiling, fighting an almost overpowering impulse to scream.


Thus time wore on – Perkins dead; Margaret unconscious; Dorothy lying in her seat, her thoughts a formless prayer, buoyed only by her faith in God and in her lover; DuQuesne self-possessed, smoking innumerable cigarettes, his keen mind at grips with its most desperate problem, grimly fighting until the very last instant of life – while the powerless spaceship fell with an appalling velocity, and faster and yet faster, toward that cold and desolate monster of the heavens.




XIII


Seaton and Crane drove the Skylark at high acceleration in the direction indicated by the unwavering compass, each man taking a twelve-hour trick at the board. The Skylark justified the faith of her builders, and the two inventors, with an exultant certainty of success, flew out beyond man’s wildest imaginings. Had it not been for the haunting fear for Dorothy’s safety, the journey would have been one of pure triumph, and even that anxiety did not preclude a profound joy in the enterprise.


‘If that misguided ape thinks he can pull a stunt like that and get away with it he’s got another thing coming,’ Seaton declared, after making a reading on the other ship after a few days of flight. ‘He went off half-cocked for sure this time, and we’ve got him right where the hair is short. Only about a hundred light-years now. Better we reverse pretty quick, you think?’


‘It’s hard to say – very hard. By our dead reckoning he seems to have started back; but dead reckoning is notoriously poor reckoning and we have no reference points.’


‘Well, dead reckoning’s the only thing we’ve got, and anyway you can’t be a precisionist out here. A light-year plus or minus won’t make any difference.’


‘No, I suppose not,’ and Crane read off the settings which, had his data been exact, would put the Skylark in exactly the same spot with, and having exactly the same velocity as, the other spaceship at the point of meeting.


The big ship spun, with a sickening lurch, through a half-circle as the bar was reversed. They knew that they were travelling in a direction that seemed ‘down,’ even though they still seemed to be going ‘up.’


‘Mart! C’mere.’


‘Here.’


‘We’re getting a deflection. Too big for a star – unless it’s another S-Doradus – and I can’t see a thing – theoretically, of course, it could be anywhere to starboard. I want a check, fast, on true course and velocity. Is there any way to measure a gravity field you’re falling freely in without knowing any distances? Any kind of an approximation would help.’


Crane observed, computed, and reported that the Skylark was being very strongly attracted by some object almost straight ahead.


‘We’d better break out the big night-glasses and take a good look – as you said, this optical system could have more power. But how far away are they?’


‘A few minutes over ten hours.’


‘Ouch! Not good … veree ungood, in fact. By pouring it on, we could make it three or four hours … but … even so … you …


‘Even so. Me. We’re in this together, Dick; all the way. Just pour it on.’


As the time of meeting drew near they took readings every minute. Seaton juggled the power until they were very close to the other vessel and riding with it, then killed his engine. Both men hurried to the bottom port with their night-glasses and stared into star-studded blackness.


‘Of course,’ Seaton argued as he stared, ‘it is theoretically possible that a body can exist large enough to exert this much force and not show a disk, but I don’t believe it. Give me four or five minutes of visual angle and I’ll buy it, but—’


‘There!’ Crane broke in. ‘At least half a degree of visual angle. Eleven o’clock, fairly high. Not bright, but dark. Almost invisible.’


‘Got it. And that little black spot, just inside the edge at half past four – DuQuesne’s job?’


‘I think so. Nothing else in sight.’


‘Let’s grab it and get out of here while we’re all in one piece!’


In seconds they reduced the distance until they could plainly see the other vessel: a small black circle against the somewhat lighter black of the dead star. Crane turned on the searchlight. Seaton focused their heaviest attractor and gave it everything it would take. Crane loaded a belt of solid ammunition and began to fire peculiarly-spaced bursts.


After an interminable silence DuQuesne drew himself out of his seat. He took a long drag at his cigarette, deposited the butt carefully in an ashtray, and put on his space-suit; leaving the faceplates open.


‘I’m going after that copper, Miss Vaneman. I don’t know exactly how much of it I’ll be able to recover, but I hope …’


Light flooded in through a port. DuQuesne was thrown flat as the ship was jerked out of free fall. They heard an insistent metallic tapping, which DuQuesne recognized instantly.


‘A machine gun!’ he blurted in amazement. ‘What in … wait a minute, that’s Morse! A – R – E – are … Y-O-U – you … A-L-I-V-E – alive …’


‘It’s Dick!’ Dorothy screamed. ‘He’s found us – I knew he would! You couldn’t beat Dick and Martin in a thousand years!’


The two girls locked their arms around each other in a hysterical outburst of relief; Margaret’s incoherent words and Dorothy’s praises of her lover mingled with their racking sobs.


DuQuesne had climbed to the upper port; had unshielded it. ‘S-O-S’ he signaled with his flashlight.


The searchlight died. ‘W-E K-N-O-W. P-A-R-T-Y O-K-?’ It was a light this time, not bullets.


‘O-K.’ DuQuesne knew what ‘Party’ meant – Perkins did not count.


‘S-U-I-T-S-?’


‘Y-E-S.’


‘W-I-L-L T-O-U-C-H T-O L-O-C-K B-R-A-C-E S-E-L-V-E-S.’


‘O-K.’


DuQuesne reported briefly to the two girls. All three put on space-suits and crowded into the tiny airlock. The lock was pumped down. There was a terrific jar as the two ships of space were brought together and held together. Outer valves opened; residual air screamed into the interstellar void. Moisture condensed upon glass, rendering sight useless.


‘Blast!’ Seaton’s voice came tinnily over the helmet radios. ‘I can’t see a foot. Can you, DuQuesne?’


‘No, and these joints don’t move more than a couple of inches.’


‘These suits need a lot more work. We’ll have to go by feel. Pass ’em along.’


DuQuesne grabbed the girl nearest him and shoved her toward the spot where Seaton would have to be. Seaton seized her, straightened her up, and did his heroic best to compress that suit until he could at least feel his sweetheart’s form.


He was very much astonished to feel motions of resistance and to hear a strange voice cry out, ‘Don’t! It’s me! Dottie’s next!’


She was, and she put as much fervor into the reunion as he did. As a lovers’ embrace it was unsatisfactory; but it was an eager, if distant, contact.


DuQuesne dived through the opening; Crane groped for the controls that closed the lock. Pressure and temperature came back up to normal. The clumsy suits were taken off. Seaton and Dorothy went into each other’s arms.


And this time it was a real lovers’ embrace.


‘We’d better start doing something,’ came DuQuesne’s incisive voice. ‘Every minute counts.’


‘One thing first,’ Crane said. ‘Dick, what shall we do with this murderer?’


Seaton, who had temporarily forgotten all about DuQuesne, whirled around.


‘Chuck him back into his own tub and let him go to the devil!’ he said, savagely.


‘Oh, no, Dick!’ Dorothy protested, seizing his arm. ‘He treated us very well, and saved my life once. Besides, you can’t become a cold-blooded murderer just because he is. You know you can’t.’


‘Maybe not … O.K., I won’t kill him – unless he gives me about half an excuse … maybe.’


‘Out of the question, Dick,’ Crane decided. ‘Perhaps he can earn his way?’


‘Could be.’ Seaton thought for a moment, his face still grim and hard. ‘He’s smart as Satan and strong as a bull … and if there’s any possible one thing he is not, it’s a liar.’


He faced DuQuesne squarely, gray eyes boring into eyes of midnight black. ‘Will you give us your word to act as one of the party?’


‘Yes.’ DuQuesne stared back unflinchingly. His expression of cold unconcern had not changed throughout the conversation: it did not change now. ‘With the understanding that I reserve the right to leave you at any time – “escape” is a melodramatic word, but fits the facts closely enough – provided I can do so without affecting unfavorably your ship, your project then in work, or your persons collectively or individually.’


‘You’re the lawyer, Mart. Does that cover it?’


‘Admirably,’ Crane said. ‘Fully yet concisely. Also, the fact of the reservation indicates that he means it.’


‘You’re in, then,’ Seaton said to DuQuesne, but he did not offer to shake hands. ‘You’ve got the dope. What’ll we have to put on to get away?’


‘You can’t pull straight away – and live – but …


‘Sure we can. Our power-plant can be doubled in emergencies.’


‘I said “and live”.’ Seaton, remembering what one full power was like, kept still.


‘The best you can do is a hyperbolic orbit, and my guess is that it’ll take full power to make that. Ten pounds more copper might have given me a graze, but we’re a lot closer now. You’ve got more and larger tools that I had, Crane. Do you want to recompute it now, or give it a good, heavy shot and then figure it?’


‘A shot, I think. What do you suggest?’


‘Set your engine to roll for a hyperbolic and give it full drive for … say an hour.’


‘Full power,’ Crane said, thoughtfully. ‘I can’t take that much. But if –’


‘I can’t, either,’ Dorothy said, foreboding in her eyes. ‘Nor Margaret.’


‘– full power is necessary,’ Crane continued as though the girl had not spoken, ‘full power it shall be. Is it really of the essence, DuQuesne?’


‘Definitely. More than full would be better. And it’s getting worse every minute.’


‘How much power can you take?’ Seaton asked.


‘More than full. Not much more, but a little.’


‘If you can, I can.’ Seaton was not boasting, merely stating a fact. ‘So here’s what let’s do. Double the engines up. DuQuesne and I will notch the power up until one of us has to quit. Run an hour on that, and then read the news. Check?’


‘Check,’ said Crane and DuQuesne simultaneously, and the three men set furiously to work. Crane went to the engines, DuQuesne to the observatory. Seaton rigged helmets to air- and oxygen-tanks through valves on his board.


Seaton placed Margaret upon a seat, fitted a helmet over her head, strapped her in, and turned to Dorothy.


Instantly they were in each other’s arms. He felt her labored breathing and the hard beating of her heart; saw the fear of the unknown in the violet depths of her eyes; but she looked at him steadily as she said: ‘Dick, sweetheart, if this is goodbye …


‘It isn’t, Dottie – yet– but I know …’


Crane and DuQuesne had finished their tasks, so Seaton hastily finished his job on Dorothy. Crane put himself to bed; Seaton and DuQuesne put on their helmets and took their places at the twin boards.


In quick succession twenty notches of power went on. The Skylark leaped away from the other ship, which continued its mad fall – a helpless hulk, manned by a corpse, falling to destruction upon the bleak surface of a dead star.


Notch by notch, slower now, the power went up. Seaton turned the mixing valve, a little with each notch, until the oxygen concentration was as high as they had dared to risk.


As each of the two men was determined that he would make the last advance, the duel continued longer than either would have believed possible. Seaton made what he was sure was his final effort and waited – only to feel, after a minute, the surge of the vessel that told him that DuQuesne was still able to move.


He could not move any part of his body, which was oppressed by a sickening weight. His utmost efforts to breathe forced only a little oxygen into his lungs. He wondered how long he could retain consciousness under such stress. Nevertheless, he put out everything he had and got one more notch. Then he stared at the clock-face above his head, knowing that he was all done and wondering whether DuQuesne could put on one more notch.


Minute after minute went by and the acceleration remained constant. Seaton, knowing that he was now in sole charge of the situation, fought off unconsciousness while the sweep-hand of the clock went around and around.


After an eternity of time sixty minutes had passed and Seaton tried to cut down his power, only to find that the long strain had so weakened him that he could not reverse the ratchet. He was barely able to give the lever the backward jerk which broke contact completely. Safety straps creaked as, half the power shut off, the suddenly released springs tried to hurl five bodies upward.


DuQuesne revived and shut down his engine. ‘You’re a better man than I am, Gunga Din,’ he said, as he began to make observations.


‘Because you were so badly bunged up, is all – one more notch would’ve pulled my cork,’ and Seaton went over to liberate Dorothy and the stranger.


Crane and DuQuesne finished their computations.


‘Did we gain enough?’ Seaton asked.


‘More than enough. One engine will take us past it.’


Then, as Crane still frowned in thought, DuQuesne went on:


‘Don’t you check me, Crane?’


‘Yes and no. Past it, yes, but not safely past. One thing neither of us thought of, apparently – Roche’s Limit.’


‘That wouldn’t apply to this ship,’ Seaton said, positively. ‘High-tensile alloy steel wouldn’t crumble.’


‘It might,’ DuQuesne said. ‘Close enough, it would … What mass would you assume, Crane – the theoretical maximum?’


‘I would. That star may not be that, quite, but it isn’t far from it.’ Both men bent over their computers.


‘I make it thirty-nine point seven notches of power, doubled,’ DuQuesne said, when he had finished. ‘Check?’


‘Closely enough – point six five,’ Crane replied.


‘Forty notches … Ummm … DuQuesne paused. ‘I went out at thirty-two … That means an automatic advance. It’ll take time, but it’s the only …’


‘We’ve got it already – all we have to do is set it. But that’ll take an ungodly lot of copper and what’ll we do to live through it? Plus-pressure on the oxygen? Or what?’


After a short but intense consultation the men took all the steps they could to enable the whole party to live through what was coming. Whether they could do enough no one knew. Where they might lie at the end of this wild dash for safety; how they were to retrace their way with their depleted supply of copper, what other dangers of dead star, sun, or planet lay in their path, were terrifying questions that had to be ignored.


DuQuesne was the only member of the party who actually felt any calmness, the quiet of the others expressing their courage in facing fear.


The men took their places. Seaton started the motor which would automatically advance both power levers exactly forty notches and then stop.


Margaret Spencer was the first to lose consciousness. Soon afterward, Dorothy stifled an impulse to scream as she felt herself going under. A half-minute later and Crane went out, calmly analyzing his sensations to the last. Shortly thereafter DuQuesne also lapsed into unconsciousness, making no effort to avoid it, as he knew that it would make no difference in the end.


Seaton, though he knew it was useless, fought to keep his senses as long as possible, counting the impulses as the levers were advanced.


Thirty-two. He felt the same as when he had advanced his lever for the last time.


Thirty-three. A giant hand shut off his breath, although he was fighting to the utmost for air. An intolerable weight rested upon his eyeballs, forcing them back into his head. The universe whirled about him in dizzy circles; orange and black and green stars flashed before his bursting eyes.


Thirty-four. The stars became more brilliant and of more wildly variegated colors, and a giant pen dipped in fire wrote equations and symbols upon his quivering brain.


Thirty-five. The stars and the fiery pen exploded in pyrotechnic coruscation of searing, blinding light and he plunged into a black abyss.


Faster and faster the Skylark hurtled downward in her not-quite-hyperbolic path. Faster and faster, as minute by minute went by, she came closer and closer to that huge dead star. Eighteen hours from the start of that fantastic drop she swung around it in the tightest, hardest conceivable arc. Beyond Roche’s Limit, it is true, but so very little beyond it that Martin Crane’s hair would have stood on end if he had known.


Then, on the back leg of that incomprehensibly gigantic swing, the forty notches of doubled power began really to take hold. At thirty-six hours her path was no longer even approximately hyperbolic. Instead of slowing down, relative to the dead star that held her in an ever-weakening grip, she was speeding up at a tremendous rate.


At two days, that grip was very weak.


At three days the monster she had left was having no measurable effect.


Hurtled upward, onward, outward by the inconceivable power of the unleashed copper demons in her center, the Skylark tore through the reaches of interstellar space with an unthinkable, almost incalculable velocity, beside which the velocity of light was as that of a snail to that of a rifle bullet.




XIV


Seaton opened his eyes and gazed about him wonderingly. Only half conscious, bruised and sore in every part, he could not remember what had happened. Instinctively drawing a deep breath, he coughed as the plus-pressure gas filled his lungs, bringing with it a complete understanding of the situation. He tore off his helmet and drew himself across to Dorothy’s couch.


She was still alive!


He placed her face downward upon the floor and began artificial respiration. Soon he was rewarded by the coughing he had longed to hear. Snatching off her helmet, he seized her in his arms, while she sobbed convulsively on his shoulder. The first ecstasy of their greeting over, she started guiltily.


‘Oh, Dick! See about Peggy – I wonder if …’


‘Never mind,’ Crane said. ‘She is doing nicely.’


Crane had already revived the stranger. DuQuesne was nowhere in sight. Dorothy blushed vividly and disengaged her arms from around Seaton’s neck. Seaton, also blushing, dropped his arms and Dorothy floated away, clutching frantically at a hand-hold just out of her reach.


‘Pull me down, Dick!’ Dorothy laughed.


Seaton grabbed her ankle unthinkingly, neglecting his own anchorage, and they floated in the air together. Martin and Margaret, each holding a line, laughed heartily.


‘Tweet, tweet – I’m a canary,’ Seaton said, flapping his arms.


‘Toss us a line, Mart.’


‘A Dicky-bird, you mean,’ Dorothy said.


Crane studied the floating pair with mock gravity.


‘That is a peculiar pose, Dick. What is it supposed to represent – Zeus sitting on his throne?’


‘I’ll sit on your neck, you lug, if you don’t get a wiggle on with that rope!’


As he spoke, however, he came within reach of the ceiling, and could push himself and his companion to a line.


Seaton put a bar into one of the engines and, after flashing the warning light, applied a little power. The Skylark seemed to leap under them; then everything had its normal weight once more.


‘Now that things have settled down a little,’ Dorothy said, ‘I’ll introduce you two to Miss Margaret Spencer, a very good friend of mine. These are the boys I told you so much about, Peggy. This is Dr Dick Seaton, my fiancé. He knows everything there is to be known about atoms, electrons, neutrons, and so forth. And this is Mr Martin Crane, who is a simply wonderful inventor. He made all these engines and things.’


‘I may have heard of Mr Crane,’ Margaret said, eagerly. ‘My father was an inventor, too, and he used to talk about a man named Crane who invented a lot of instruments for supersonic planes. He said they revolutionized flying. I wonder if you are that Mr Crane?’


‘That is unjustifiably high praise, Miss Spencer,’ Crane replied, uncomfortable, ‘but as I have done a few things along that line I could be the man he referred to.’


‘If I may change the subject,’ Seaton said, ‘where’s DuQuesne?’


‘He went to clean up. Then he was going to the galley to check damage and see about something to eat.’


‘Stout fella!’ Dorothy applauded. ‘Food! And especially about cleaning up – if you know what I mean and I think you do. Come on, Peggy, I know where our room is.’


‘What a girl!’ Seaton said as the women left, Dorothy half-supporting her companion. ‘She’s bruised and beat up from one end to the other. She’s more than half dead yet – she didn’t have enough life left in her to flag a hand-car. She can’t even walk; she can just barely hobble. And did she let out one single yip? I ask to know. “Business as usual,” all the way, if it kills her. What a girl!’


‘Include Miss Spencer in that, too, Dick. Did she “let out any yips”? And she was not in nearly as good shape as Dorothy was to start with.’


‘That’s right,’ Seaton agreed, wonderingly. ‘She’s got plenty of guts, too. Those two women, Marty my old and stinky chum, are blinding flashes and deafening reports … Well, let’s go get a bath and shave. And shove the air-conditioners up a couple of notches, will you?’


When they came back they found the two girls seated at one of the ports. ‘Did you dope yourself up, Dot?’ Seaton asked.


‘Yes, both of us. With amylophene. I’m getting to be a slave to the stuff.’ She made a wry face.


Seaton grimaced too. ‘So did we. Ouch! Nice stuff that amylophene.’


‘But come over here and look out of this window. Did you ever see anything like it?’


As the four heads bent, so close together, an awed silence fell upon the little group. For the blackness of the black of the interstellar void is not the darkness of an Earthly night, but the absolute absence of light – a black beside which that of platinum dust is merely gray. Upon this indescribably black backdrop there glowed faint patches which were nebulae; there blazed hard, brilliant, multi-colored, dimensionless points of light which were stars.
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