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    The flame beast seemed to hesitate in midair; then suddenly it swooped toward Ur-Gluk. The Saturian didn't stop to open the door--he took it along with him!
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    The flame beast brought sure death to its enemies-- and little better to its friends!
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    CHAPTER I


  




  

    "Asteroid at three o'clock high!"




    The voice of the technician manning the forward radar look-out position came into the control room of the cruiser, arousing there a frenzy of activity. Anywhere in space an asteroid was dangerous business. Here, inside the rings of Saturn, they were fairly common and all the more dangerous because they were frequent. In the big, easy chair from which all activities of the ship were controlled, fat Captain Adams hastily punched the button which would connect the big view screen directly in front of him with the radar scanning station in the nose of the ship.




    In his agitation, he hit the wrong button. Instead of the bow radar, he got the set in the stern of the cruiser. There flashed on the screen in front of him, a view of the rings of Saturn--rings composed of millions of tiny particles of rock that were the remnants of a moon which once had circled Saturn until smashed in some cosmic collision in the far distant past.




    At the captain's mistake, a little prickle of nervousness passed through the men in the control room. There was not a man in the ship who did not know that Captain Adams was over-due for retirement, that he made mistakes.




    Vaston, the ship's executive officer and second in command, glanced at the fat captain. The sudden lines of worry were etched on the executive officer's face.




    Realizing he had made a mistake, Captain Adams hastily punched another button. This time he got the right one. There flashed on the view screen in front of him a reproduction of a jagged chunk of rock floating serenely through space--the asteroid.




    At the same instant the voice of the forward lookout came again.




    "Asteroid not on collision course with us."




    The report, plus the vision on the screen, brought instant relief to Captain Adams and to every other man in the control room, except possibly one man at the radio panels. This man was Johnson Crane. Technically, his rating on this cruiser was that of space radioman, first class. If he was anything more than that, no person on the ship had had any intimation of it. A big man, quiet, unobtrusive, there was a hint somewhere about him of hidden strength.




    Listening to the report from the forward radar lookout, Crane wondered vaguely if there was anything wrong with it. There was plenty wrong on this ship, he knew. There was also something wrong here in space near the rings of Saturn. He, and some highly place people in Planetary Government, had been aware of this fact for more than two years. The question was--what? There had been wild reports from freighter captains of something seen here, there had been rumors--




    Crane felt a tingle of electricity pass along his skin. It was a mild thing, something like the charge of static electricity a person picked up from walking across a rug on a chilly winter's day. Crane hardly noticed it. What he did notice was the sudden fixed stare that appeared in the eyes of a technician at the plotting table near him.




    The man was looking at something. His face was frozen with fear.




    Other men in the control room were also looking at something. On their faces was the same frantic look of cold fear.




    Crane turned so quickly in his chair, he hardly seemed to move at all. Turned, then instantly stopped turning. Paralysis settled over him. During the space of seconds, he could not move a muscle.




    He saw what the other men were seeing.




    He saw IT.




    A huge hour-glass of living flame half as tall as a man hung un-supported in the air of the control room. Alive with glowing colors in the red end of a spectrum, it seemed to have a flaming red core as big as a man's fist, a heart of some kind. Out from this heart of flame, shifting and changing almost too fast for the eye to follow, flowed lines of living flame. Giving no indication whatsoever that it was coming, it had appeared miraculously here in the control room of the ship. How it had gotten here, Crane had no idea.




    The sound that came from it was a soft burr.




    There was pandemonium in the control room.




    "Where did that thing come from?" a dazed radio man whispered.


  




  

    "What is it?" a second yelled.


  




  

    "What does it want?" a third said.


  




  

    "Get the hell out of here!" a fourth screamed. The fourth man was talking to the flame beast itself, as if he expected it to obey him.




    Instead of obeying, it moved toward the man who had screamed the order. The man dived under the table, clawed his way furiously across the room on all fours, like a terror-stricken animal trying to escape, shoved open the door of the control room, bolted through it.




    Fat Captain Adams stared from bulging eyes at the flame beast. His mouth hung open. He did not move a muscle.




    In his chair at the radio panel, Johnson Crane also sat without moving. Deep down inside of him, he knew one thing, this creature of glowing flame--this was it. This cruiser, wandering on lonely patrol near Saturn on orders from Planetary Government, had been sent here to find this one thing, though no other man on the cruiser knew this except Crane. Crane had also been sent here to find this thing or to determine if such a thing existed, to check on the wild tales that were being passed by word of mouth through the lanes of space. Probably many men on the ship had heard parts of those tales and had ignored them, not believing that such fantasies could be true.




    They would ignore them no longer.




    Nor would Johnson Crane. The thing he had been sent here to find-- had found him.




    Very quietly, he slid a hand under the desk support jutting out from the radio panel, pressed hard against a certain spot. A soft, almost inaudible click sounded. No one noticed the click, no one noticed the change in the set. Behind the panels, a special radio transmitter went quietly into operation.




    This radio transmitter was something very unusual. Only the men who had ordered it built, the technicians who had assembled it, and Crane knew that the transmitter hidden behind the panels would carry every sound spoken in this control room back across space to Earth itself, where a continuous wire recording would be made of the reception.




    When Johnson Crane closed the switch, he was taking action that would automatically inform Planetary Government of every event that happened here.




    And plenty was happening.




    Captain Adams snatched from its holster the heavy pistol that all space ship captains carried. He fired shot after resounding shot at the hour-glass of flame floating in the air.




    The thud of the gun rolled through the room.




    The heavy lead slugs, designed to knock down a man, seemed to pass through the flame beast without harming it.




    It showed no indication whatsoever that it was even in danger.




    Adams threw the gun at it, watched without comprehension as the weapon passed straight through the flame creature.




    Adams, gasping, fumbled for one of the buttons in front of him. Nobody knew what he had intended to do but there instantly flared over the loudspeaker system of the ship the call to Battle Stations.




    Perhaps this was the last sound the crew of this ship was expecting to hear. There had been no war in the Solar System since Saturn had been conquered. No one was expecting war. The effect on the ship was electric. All over the cruiser, furious activity began. Men, awakening in the bunks, snatched frantically for clothes, failed to find them, and ran half-naked to the blunt-snouted cannons that would hurl explosive atomic charges out through space at any desired target.




    Radar scanning stations in nose and stern began searching space for a sight of the enemy. The reports of the operators came back into the control room in the heart of the ship.




    "Scanning! No target in sight. Scanning--"




    There was no target outside the ship. The object which had aroused this furious activity was in the control room itself, in the form of an hour-glass of shifting, flaming colors. The creature swung around the control room.




    Without moving a muscle, Crane sat in his chair. "It's making an inspection," was the dazed thought in his mind. He had no idea of the nature of that inspection, of what the creature was looking for or what it wanted.




    The freighter captains who had sworn they had seen hour-glasses of shining flame appear in their ships had claimed that these visits left dead men behind them.




    Dead men Crane's flesh crawled at the thought. He knew he was probably powerless to prevent the sudden swift appearance of death in this control room unless he could think of something to do. What could he do? He didn't know. Sometimes all you could do was pray and hope. And keep your eyes open and your wits about you. In this moment, Crane found himself praying.




    An inch at a time the flame beast was sliding toward the fat captain. Adams saw it coming. His face worked convulsively. Unable to move, he sat rigid and powerless in his chair.




    As the thing approached him, he struck convulsively at it with one hand. The heavy wrist watch that he wore flashed on his arm as he slapped at the creature. The luminous numerals on the dial seemed to glow for an instant.




    As if stung, the hour-glass of glowing flame jerked away from the blow. Now a sound came from it, an angry burring, like the throttled growl deep in the heart of some animal balked of its prey.




    Now it moved with flashing speed straight toward a paralyzed man sitting at the table where the position and course of the ship was being plotted. He struck at it too. Nothing happened. It kept moving toward him.




    It settled over him.




    The angry burring sound changed in tone, became almost a contented purr, like a cat feeding.




    Before the eyes of every person in the room, a man was being destroyed. Everyone knew it. No one knew what to do about it. Vaston was fumbling for something in his pocket.




    Johnson Crane acted. He leaped, impulsively, to prevent this man from dying. His left arm was up, aimed at the flame beast. As he struck he saw the numerals of his watch glow with sudden brilliance.




    Brrrrr!




    The flame beast swirled upward. For an instant, it was a circle of flaming colors in the room. Then the colors vanished. The angry brrrr gave way to silence.




    The hour-glass of flame was gone.




    No one knew how it had come into the room; watching it leave, no one knew how it went. Perhaps it flowed through the interstices of the metal, perhaps it slipped into some other dimension.




    Johnson Crane was aware of a vast feeling of astonished relief. And an equally vast perplexity. He had done nothing, except strike at the creature. It had fled before him. The man it had attacked had also struck at it. It hadn't fled before that blow.




    What had he done to make the flame beast run? Or had it fled from something else, something of which he had no knowledge?




    All he knew was that it was gone. He was damned glad of that.




    His feeling of relief was swallowed up in the thundering roar that came from the stern of the ship. Crane knew the meaning of the sound. A vent tube had blown out under pressure.




    In deep space, this would not be a matter of much consequence. Repairs could be made in a matter of hours.




    But this cruiser was not in deep space. It was in close to Saturn, in so near that the gravity of that huge body would pull the ship straight downward.




    The cruiser tilted, began to make the long gliding plunge that would end up in an explosive crash on Saturn unless some miracle could be worked in the time remaining.
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