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      The Star Killers


    




     




    

      By Neil R Jones




       




      A war older than Man, fought among ageless stars. . . Long after Man's day was done his last strange son answered its dread challenge on an invisible world of flaming terror!


    


  




  

     




    


  




   




   




   




  




  Chapter 1




   




  

    Revelation of the Comet




     




    Professor Jameson looked out through the observation port of the spaceship to where the great band of color trailed across the sky in sapphire glory. The head of the comet, a nuclear a scintillating blue, seemed almost to radiate a lifelike quality all its own, or so it seemed to the machine men of Zor, while the great long tail, through which the far off stars shone pale and subdued, spread thin and nebulous.


  




   




  




   




  

    "We cannot stand much more of this treatment," warned 9V-474. . .




     




    Had anyone told the professor forty million years ago during his normal lifetime on earth that at this far flung era he would find himself an undying brain in a metal body, he would have pronounced the idea even madder than his own inspiration of indefinite preservation of his own body by having it shot off into space in a funeral rocket to become a satellite of the earth. Yet, there he stood doing exactly that, watching the comet through a set of mechanical eyes circling the base of his metal-coned head.




     




    He could thank his four-legged mechanical brethren, among whom he was known as 21MM392, for that. They had found his rocket satellite in the shadow of a dead and almost airless earth forty million years after the professor's death, and they had recalled his brain to life, transposing it to the coned head of a metal-cubed body.




     




    Raising one of his six metal tentacles, 6W-438 pointed to the great comet stretching off into space more than a half million miles. "We have been up near the head, and on all sides of it by virtue of our superior speed. Why not fly through it?"




     




    744U-21, who with Professor Jameson, headed this later expedition, expressed negation. "We don't know enough about it. The long tail is of a gaseous nature. That we do know. What we do not exactly know is whether its effects on metal might, or might not, be harmful. 168P-75 reports an element in the comet which he believes would corrode the alloy of which we are made. Its effect on the spaceship would be much the same, even though the metallic composition varies somewhat from that of our own bodies."


  




   




  




   




  

    "There is nothing especially worth learning by passing through the tail of the comet," the professor pointed out. "What interests us is watching the comet pass through the planetary sytem which lies in its path. As 65G-849 has told us, there will be no collision with any of the worlds. They are too few and strung out too far, yet their presence is bound to have an effect on the comet even though it may only result in a change of direction. The green sun itself being the largest body of the system, will probably exert the most change and might even bend the course of the comet a hundred and eighty degrees so that it would eventually return this way."




     




    Already the metal Zoromes who had once been flesh and blood creatures back on their own planet Zor in a far distant corner of the universe, had taken as much scientific data as possible, short of entering the long gaseous tail. The nucleus was solid, like a small world careening through space. That it carried or sustained any life they seriously doubted, even though they had occasionally found strange life under even stranger conditions during their travels from system to system, world to world, on their eternal exploration for the unusual.




     




    Patiently, they followed the comet in among the system of worlds, as the great green star grew brighter and larger, eventually becoming a dazzling emerald sun. It was the scientific instruments of 168P-75 which first recorded the erratic behavior of the sapphire comet before it caught the machine men. 168P-75 was plainly puzzled.




     




    "The comet is deviating from its straight path," he announced.




     




    744U-21 had a suggestion. "One of the planets, or even the sun, may be causing a gravitational attraction."




     




    168P-75 expressed negation. "None of them is close enough."




     




    "The deviation is caused either by an outside attraction or else by an inner force," 65G-849 offered. "Something on the comet may be causing the change of direction."




     




    "There is no planet or cosmic body close enough to the comet's nucleus to bend its course," said 168P-75 simply. "In fact, the comet's position at the present is close to the center of a gulf lying between the orbits of the two outer worlds. Our observation has proved that the green sun has only three planets, and the comet will pass so for from any of them that their effects will be negligible. On the other hand, we expect the comet will come close enough to the green star be influenced by its attraction, and we shall see the comet change its course."




     




    "Just as it is doing now," said Professor Jameson.




     




    The speed of their spaceship became multiplied as they raced toward the head of the comet to discover, if they could, the reason for its strange antics.




     




    "Slow down!" 168P-75 warned 20R-654, the pilot. "There's something out there—something big we can't see, except on the proximity detectors! Its bulk and gravitational attraction is like that of a world—but it can't be!"




     




    They slowed down, eventually to a standstill. 168P-75 was all excitement "We have never come across an invisible world in our travels, have we?" he asked the professor and 744U-21. "Look at the instruments ! It is the only answer!"


  




   




  




   




  

    "How close are we to it?" 744U-21 asked. He stared ahead at the inky blackness of space studded with star points where such a world would be if 168P-75 was right. Yet the brilliant scattering of stars belied such a statement.


  




   




  




   




  

    "I'm not too sure," was 168P-75's surprising answer. "I think I know, but this is entirely too new to me. If I am right, we are no more than a few thousand of 21M-M392's miles from it, and are well inside its strongest field of attraction. 20R-654 is already estimating the drift, or fall, of the spaceship."


  




   




  




   




  

    Once 20R-654 had gained this knowledge, their fall was stopped and a counter-push of rocket exhaust maintained.


  




   




  




   




  

    "How large is the planet?" the professor asked.


  




   




  




   




  

    168P-75 admitted he could only guess. "I can come very close in telling you the approximate weight and amount of gravitational attraction," he said, "but I can't measure anything I can't see. If the planetary density should be light, then we might have a gigantic world in our path. On the other hand, if the density is great the planet might be of lesser proportions.
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