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ABOUT THISAUTHOR AND BOOK

Jules Verne Award winner Edmond Hamilton (1904-1977) was one of the three formative pioneers of
what some dismissively refer to as* space opera’ and others as*“the novd of intra- and interstellar
adventure.” His earliest works, like the Federation of Suns or Interstellar Patrol series (1928-30), or
Comet Doom (1927), The Three Planeteers (1940), and The Sar Kings (1949), available from
Renaissance E Books), are colorful, pell-mell adventure stories as befits Hamilton's youth. Later, inthe
1960s, he would return to hisroots for a series of novels and stories that combined the vivid interstellar
settings early work with the more thoughtful perceptions and the moody, poetic style he had devel oped
as hematured. Theseinclude The City at World's End (1957, available from Renaissance E Book), The
Sar of Life (1959), and The Haunted Sars (1961). What Hamilton did best, according to Donad
Tuck's Encyclopedia of Science Fiction and Fantasy, “involved the creetion and popularization of the
classic early space operas [presenting] gdaxy-spanning conflicts between humans and other races,
piratica or merely monstrous, [which in turn] did much to define the field's sense of wonder...” That
Hamilton did dl thiswithout ever losing the human scale, indeed, the human touch, isatributeto his
genius and evident in such athundering adventure as The Three Planeteers (which, asthetitleimplies, is
his homage to one of hisfavorite childhood novels, as The Star Kings pays homage to The Prisoner of
Zenda, only in Hamilton'sverson of The Three Musketeers, his D'Artagnan, fittingly for aman married
to atomboy who grew up to be a celebrated writer of tough-guy fiction, isawomant).



AUTHOR'S PREFACE
TOMORROW'SWORLD'SWORLDS

Instead of talking about myself, I'd liketo talk alittle about The Three Planeteers. A very common
suppostion in sciencefiction seemsto be that when interplanetary travel isfindly achieved, and there are
populations of colonizing Earthmen on the other worlds, they will al be ruled by the same government
and law, and that war and strife will be forgotten. Now, | never could seethat asinevitable. In fact, it
always seemed more reasonabl e to me to suppose that every world would have its own government.
And heréswhy:

Just think of what an effect distance hasright here on Earth. Englishmen migrateto America, and a
century or so later they find they just can't get dong with the parent country any more, and declare their
independence. The same thing happens to the Spaniards who colonized South and Central America. It's
happening right now to South Africaand Audirdia

Now, if that istrueright now on Earth, surdly it will be even moretruein thefuturein the Solar System!
Think of yoursdlf, afew hundred years from now, on Mars. Y our father was born on Mars, and your
grandfather. Y ou know that severa generations back one of your ancestors came here from Earth, but
you don't fed any loydty to Earth. Marsisyour world. And yet here you are, with agovernment on
Earth making the laws by which you live. Those Earth people don't know Martian conditions, and don't
know what isor isnot practical out here on your world. What would you do, in asituation like that? If
precedent or history mean anything, ten to one you'd shine up your trusty atom-gun and go out with alot
of your felow Martiansto win your independence from Earth. And the chances are that you'd win it.

And in the centuries that followed, your descendants would be more and more true Martians, wouldn't
they? They'd be modified by generations of lifein anew environment. Free people of the different
worlds, dl of the same Earth stock, would grow more and more unlike each other. If they couldn't settle
their differencesthey'd go to war. That's the specul ative background of The Three Planeteers. But it
isn't any history of thefuture. It'sastory. | hopeit'sagood story.

Edmond Hamilton
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THE THREE PLANETEERS
From Earth, Venus and Mercury, three Musketeers of Space, accompanied by afemale D'Artagnan,
rocket out in agrim battle againgt the League of the Cold Worlds!



CHAPTERI
Comradesof Peril

THEY sauntered through the crowded, krypton lit street bordering the great New Y ork spaceport,
casudly, asthough there was not areward on their heads. An Earthman, aVVenusian, and ahuge
Mercurian, looking merely like three ordinary space-sailorsin their soiled, drab jackets and trousers.

But inwardly John Thorn, the lean, dark-headed Earthman of the trio, was queerly tense. Hefdt the
warning of that sixth sense which tells of being watched. His brown, hard-chinned face showed nothing of
what he felt, and he was smiling as though telling some joke as he spoke to histwo companions.

"We're being followed,” he said. “I'vefdt it, snce weleft the spaceport. | don't know who it is.”

Sud Av, the bad, bow-legged Venusian, laughed merrily asthough a ajest. His bright green eyes
glistened, and there was awide grin on hisugly, froglike face.

"The police? he chuckled.

Gunner Welk, the huge Mercurian, growled in histhroat. His shock of yellow hair seemed to bristle on
his head, his massve face and cold blue eyes hardening belligerently.

"How in hell's name would the Earth police spot us so quickly after our arriva?’ he muttered.

"I don't think it'sthe police,” John Thorn said, hisblack eyes ill smiling casudly. “ Stop at the next
corner, and well see who passes us.”

At the corner gleamed aluminousred sgn, “THE CLUB OF WEARY SPACEMEN.” In and out of the
vibration-joint, thus benevolently named, were streaming dozens of the motley throng that jammed the
blue-lit street. Reedy-looking red Martians, squat and surly Jovians, hard-bitten Earthmen-sailorsfrom al
the eight inhabited worlds, spewed up by the great spaceport nearby. There were many nava officers
and men, too—afew in the crimson of Mars, the green of Venus and blue of Mercury, but most of them
inthe gray uniform of the Earth Navy.

John Thorn and his two comrades paused on the corner as though debating whether or not to enter the
vibration-joint. Inwardly, Thorn wastautly aert to everyone who passed in the shuffling throngs. Every
moment, his sense of peril grew greater. He was now certain that they were being watched from close at
hand.

Sua Av suddenly grinned. “Look at that, John. It'sanew one."

The Venusian nodded his bald head toward the corner of the chroma oy building, which was plastered
with advertisements and officia notices. Among them was abright new poster.

"WANTED—THE THREE PLANETEERS

"Reward of one million dollars offered by the Earth Police for any information leading to the
arrest of the outlaws known as the Three Planeteers.'

Sud Av's green eyes gleamed with droll humor in hisfroglike face.
"They've raised the price on us, John. We ought to fed flattered."

Gunner Welk was reading the rest of the notice in alow, rumbling voice.



"Theidentities and descriptions of the Three Planeteersfollow: John Thorn, Earthman, twenty-eight years
old, deserter from the Earth Navy—"

"That'senough,” Sud Av chuckled. “Therestisjust along list of our heinous exploits.”

John Thorn took along, green cigarette of Martian rail leaf from his pocket and scratched itstip against
thewadll, thusigniting it. As he puffed on it, Thorn spoke under hisbreeth.

"Get ready, boys—here comes our shadow, if my guessisright.”

Neither the grinning, bald Venusian nor the big Mercurian changed expression. But their hands casualy
dropped to the Sde of their jackets, where atom-pistols bulged their pockets.

A maninthe gray uniform of anoncom of the Earth Navy was shouldering toward them out of the
passing throng. He was amiddle-aged man with aflat, grizzled face.

"Can you spare asmoke, sailor?” he asked Thorn.

"Of course,” John Thorn answered camly, and fished one of the green cigarettes from his pocket. He
kept hisface bent as he handed it over.

"Thanks,” muttered the man, and was gone in the throng.
"A fdsedarm, after dl,” grunted Gunner Welk.

"No,” clipped Thorn. “I know that man. He was one of my non-coms before | deserted the Navy. He
knows I'm John Thorn, which means that he knows we're the Planeteers. He's gone for the police.

Thorn's gaze swiveled rapidly. Then he pushed his companions toward the swinging door of the
vibraion-joint.
"In herel” he exclaimed. “We can go out another door."

Thrumming music hit John Thorn and his comradesin the faces asthey entered the place. It wasaroom
clogged with greenish smoke. Men at tablesin the center were arguing in bull voices asthey drank black
Venusian wine or brown Earth whisky. In the booths around the walls, many more men sprawled,
somnolent, deepy faces relaxed under the pale violet rays of the brain-soothing happiness vibrations.”

Thorn'slean figure shouldered through the noisy, crowded tables, the bald-pated Venusian and the
towering Mercurian following closdly. They were half-way across the crowded place toward the back
door, when there was arush of feet through the front entrance.

Thorn twisted his head. Two men in the white uniform of the Earth Police had just burst in. With them
wasthe grizzled non-com. The latter ingtantly pointed at Thorn and histwo companions.

"Therethey are!” heydlled. “The Three Planeteers!”

For amoment, the noisy throng in the place was petrified. Even that motley, hard-bitten crowd was
frozen by the sudden declaration that there in their midst stood the three half-legendary interplanetary
outlaws.

Then the foremost of the two policemen, drawing hisatom pistol, yelled to Thorn.

"Stand whereyou are!™



Thorn's pistol was dready in his hand, aswasthe big Mercurian's.
"Thelights, Gunner!” Thorn cried.
At the same moment, Thorn shot up toward the celling with the quickness of awolf's snap.

The pdletsfrom hisand the Mercurian's pistols hit the big cluster of krypton lightsin the ceiling. Theflare
of white proton fire from the exploding pellets was followed by an aorupt extinguishing of thelights. The
place was plunged into darkness, except for the faint blue glow of the “happiness vibration” booths.

Scores of voices yelled in the darkness, and shadowy figures surged forward in amelee of redling,
clutching shapes. Some shouted for lights, othersto guard the door. Everyone in the room had suddenly
remembered the big reward for the capture of the Planeteers.

"Thisway,” chuckled Sua Av'sthroaty voicein the darkness. The Venusian was Solidly clearing apath
through the crowd.

Men sought to hold the three in the darkness, cried out that they were escaping. Gunner Welk's huge fists
thudded down in resounding blows, while Thorn struck with the heavy barrdl of hisatom-pistol.

Suddenly Sua Av was pulling them out of ashadowy riot, through a door. They stumbled out into an
unlighted dley. Asthey did so, they heard the whiz and roar of rocketcars racing up to the front entrance

of the Club of Weary Spacemen.
"Police” grunted Gunner Welk. “They'll be around herein aminute.”

"Comeon!” cried Thorn, starting down the dark dley in arun. “Wereal right now if we keep clear of
Spy-plates.”

"Yes” camethe Venusian's chuckle as he ran beside them. “The last place they'll 1ook for the Planeteers
isthemansion of the Chairman!”

* k% k %

A half-hour later, the three comrades were two miles across the city from the spaceport, having threaded
devious ways to avoid the omnipresent spy-plates of the police.

"Spy-plates’ were tdevisor eyes mounted throughout the city, some openly but many more cunningly
concealed, by which police headquarters could keep watch on al parts of the metropolis.

The Planeteers entered the deep shadow of tal trees that bordered extensive grounds. Through the trees
glimmered the lighted windows of amagnificent metal mansion. The three comrades moved soundlesdy
as phantoms toward it.

The mansion wasthe officid residence of the Chairman of the Earth Government. It wason ascade
commensurate with the dignity of the elected executive of the planet. The huge tower that housed the
Earth Government itself soared into the starlight from agreat park nearby.

The Planeteers met no guards as they dipped cautioudy toward the rear of the impressive mansion.
There was a broad terrace here, splashed with blue-white light from asingle window. John Thorn and his
comrades stole up onto the terrace toward that window.

Thorn peered tautly into the lighted room. It was asmall, paneled study. The only furniturewasabig
desk which lay in the blue-white pool of akrypton lamp. A gray-haired man sat at this desk, writing.



"It'sthe Chairman,” Thorn whispered. “And hesaone.”

"Good,” muttered Gunner Welk. “That makesit essier!”

Thorn gently reached and pushed on the window. It was unlocked, and swung inward on soundless
hinges. He stepped silently in upon the soft rug, and Sud Av and Gunner Welk followed as noisdlesdy.

The man at the desk suddenly looked up. His haggard, aging face stiffened as he beheld, ten feet from
him, the three silent men—the lean, browned young Earthman, the bald, bow-legged Venusian, and the
towering, hard-faced Mercurian.

"The Planeteers” exclamed the Chairman, risng to hisfeet. “Thank God, you're herel™



CHAPTER I
Cold-World M enace

THE career of the Three Planeteers had begun four years previoudy, in 2952.

That year had seen the splitting of the eight independent inhabited worlds of the Solar Systeminto two
hostile aliances. The great and powerful League of Cold Worlds had been formed by Jupiter, Saturn,
Uranus and Neptune, under aruthless, ambitious dictator. Feeling themsalves menaced, Mercury, Venus,
Earth and Mars had formed the Inner Alliance. The Alliance had sent out many spiesto gain information
of the League'sthreatening plans, but nearly al of them had rapidly been detected and executed.

Then John Thorn, captain in the Earth Navy, had conceived his patriotic plan. He and two friends, Sudl

Av, Venusian engineer, and Gunner Welk, Mercurian adventurer, would go forth into the underworld of
the system as outlaws. And as fugitives from the law, they would never be suspected of being agents of

the Alliance.

Thethree friends had deliberately established crimind records. Thorn had deserted from the Earth Navy.
Sua Av had fled after supposedly embezzling a great sum—a sum which was being secretly held in trust
for itsrightful owners. Gunner Welk had broken jail after abrawl on Mercury.

Thethree fugitive friends had foregathered, and thus had been born the three Planeteers. They had
performed one daring exploit after another. Each time, their exploits seemed mere crimind raids or
robberies. Y et each time, their red purpose had been the securing of information as to the purposes and
plans of the hogtile, threatening League of Cold Worlds.

Now, the Three Planeteers were the most famous outlaws in the system. Three lone wolves of thevoid,
extravagantly admired by dl criminals and pirates, bitterly condemned by al law-abiding men. Only one
man—the Chairman of the Earth Government—knew that the notorious Planeteers were redlly
undercover spies.

Now that man, Richard Hoskins, faced the three comrades with gladnessin his eyes. His powerful face,
deeply lined by strain of respongihility, quivered with emaotion.

"Thank God, you're here!” he repeated. “It's been days since | sent out that call to you on the secret
audio-wave. | was beginning to fear something had happened to you.”

"We were dmost picked up by the Earth Police tonight, sir,” John Thorn said quietly. “I was recognized.”

The Chairman hastily closed the metd shutter of the window. There was alook of degp anxiety in his
haggard eyes.

"Thorn, | knew | was summoning you three into danger when | called you here. But | had to doit, for
I've something to tell you which | dared not trust even to the secret wave. Something upon which the fate
of thewhole Inner Alliance may depend!

"But first, what can you report?’ the Chairman asked tensdly. “ The Leagueis il preparing to attack us?'

Thorn nodded tightly. “Yes, sir. Every dock and arsena from Jupiter to Neptune is humming with
activity. The League will have at least ten thousand cruisers ready in afew weeks, the story goes. They're
working their mining bases out on Pluto at full capacity, digging fud ores. And theré'sarumor that they've
planned some new and terrible agent of destruction with which they will blast our worldsinto submisson,
after they've smashed our fleet!



"Furthermore,” Thorn added, “the League dictator, Haskell Trask, is constantly broadcasting
inflammeatory speechesto hisfour worlds. HEs stirring up their war fever to frenzy, teling them that since
the worlds of the Inner Alliance refuse to cede any territory, it must be taken from them by force."

Chairman Hoskins nodded somberly. “I've heard Trask's broadcast speeches. It'sthat cursed
power-lusting dictator who's driving the system toward war. If we'd only recognized sooner what a
menace heis, we wouldn't have | et the League get so far ahead of usin armaments. Asit is, when their
attack comes, they'll outnumber our combined navies by two to one. They'll overwhelm our flegt,
unless—"

"Unlesswhat, Sr?” Thorn asked tensdly.

"Unless we can use anew wegpon we have,” the Chairman finished. “A wegpon such asthe system
never heard of before.”

He paced thelittle study for afew moments, and then turned back to the rigidly watching Planeteers.
"Y ou've heard of Philip Blaine, our famous Earth physicist?’ he asked.
Sual Av's bald head bobbed. “I have, sir. He disappeared, ayear ago. No one knows where heis now."

"Blaine,” said the Chairman, “isin Earth's moon. For ayear, he's been working in secret |aboratoriesin
the lunar caverns. He's developed aradical, revolutionary new weapon. | dare not tell even you the
nature of that wegpon. But it will enable usto defeat an overpowering attack of the L eague fleet-if we
canuseit!”

"If we canuseit, 9r?’ puzzled Gunner Welk.

"Y es. For Blaine'sweapon is useless, asit stands now. To operate the thing requires concentrated power
of incredible volume. Atomic energy from ordinary fuesisinaufficient. Theonly fue that will furnish
enough atomic energy to operate thisthing isradite, that rare isotope of radium. To make use of Blaine's
great wegpon, we must have aton of pureradite.”

"A ton of pureradite?’ exclamed Thorn increduloudy. “Why, not one of the e ght worlds has more than
afew pounds of the stuff! It takes thousands of tons of oreto yield an ounce!”

"Thereisaton of pureraditein the system,” the Chairman affirmed. “But it's not on any of the eight
inhabited worlds."

"It can't be on Pluto, surely,” protested Sud Av. “ The League mining bases there would have found it
long ago.

"It'sfarther than Pluto,” the Chairman said.
John Thorn stared. “Y ou mean, it's on Erebus?

The Chairman nodded dowly. “ Y es, it's on Erebus, the tenth and outermost planet, that mysterious,
unexplored world that swings out there in space abillion miles beyond even Pluto's orbit.”

"How can anyone know the radité's there?” Gunner Welk demanded unbelievingly. “Why, no one knows
what's on Erebus! Not one of the expeditions that sailed for that planet ever came back. For centuries,
no one has even tried to explore that mystery world!"

"Yearsago,” the Chairman said “ astronomers detected the presence of amass of pure radite on Erebus,



through their spectroscopes. Supervauable asraditeis, no one hastried to go after it, for al know it's
suicideto try to vigt Erebus.”

The Chairman'slined face quivered.

"But now weve got to have that radite! 1t done will operate Blaine's new secret weapon. It alone will
enable usto resist the League's attack, and preserve the liberty of these four inner worlds.”

Helooked at the three comrades solemnly. “We have sent five big secret expeditions to Erebus during
thelast year, in desperate hope of getting, the radite. Not one ship, not one man, not one message has
ever come back from them. The sinister mystery there swallowed them up, asit has swallowed dl who
tried to visit Erebus.

"Now | am caling on you Planeteers. If anybody in the system can reach Erebus and bring back the
radite, you can. The chances are athousand to one you'll perish there as mysterious air hives—all other
would-be explorers of that world. But that thousandth chance that you might succeed and bring back the
radite, isthelast chance of the Alliance worldsto preserve their liberty—"

"WEell go, gir, of course!” Gunner Welk exclaimed ingtantly. “Hell, whatever's on Erebus, it can't stop
lﬂ"

Sud-Av scratched hisbadhead. “ | wonder what isredly there? Anyway, if human men can bring that
radite back—"

"Wait aminute!” Thorn exclaimed, hislean brown face suddenly eager. He turned to the Chairman. “Y ou
said nobody had ever landed on Erebus and returned, sir. But one man did land there and come back.
Martin Cain, the great space pirate of, a generation ago."

The Chairman nodded. “ Y es, | remember the story now. Cain is supposed to have made for Erebus
aonein alifeboat when his ship was gunned to awreck outside Pluto's orbit. They say he spent two
weeks there and returned safely, the only man ever to do s0.”

"Martin Cain,” Thorn pointed out tensdly, “ must have discovered the secret of how to land safely on
Erebus. If we knew that secret, we could land there safely and lift the radite!”

"But Cain has been dead for years,” the Chairman reminded. “And he never told anyone what was on
Erebus, they say.”

"He told one person the secret of Erebus, if what 1've heard in the underworld istrue,” John Thorn
perssted. “Hisdaughter, LanaCain."

The Chairman stared. “Lana Cain, the girl who'sleader of the space pirates out in the Zone? The girl they
cdl the pirate princess?"

"That'sright.” Thorn said tautly. “ They say that Martin Cain, her father, before he died told her the secret
of how to visit Erebus safely, so she could take refuge there if ever she had to. She's never told anyone
the secret. But she knowsit!"

Sua Av'sgreen eyesglistened. “If we could get that secret from Lana Cain—"

"That'smy ideal” Thorn exclaimed. “If wethree go straight to Erebusto get the radite, the chancesarea
thousand to one as you say that well smply meet the same mysteriousfate as al other explorers, and
never come back. Our lives don't matter, of course, but the Alliance wouldn't get that precious radite.



"Our only redl chance, as| seeit, isto makefirst for the Zone, and get thisgirl Lana Cain's knowledge of
Erebus, by trickery or force. With that knowledge, we can go on to Erebus and have afighting chance of
winning through and bringing back theradite.”

A flame of eager hope legped into the haggard eyes of the Earth Government executive.

"It'sthe best plan yet, Thorn! But dare you enter the Zone and seek out this pirate girl? Those corsairs
areferocioudy hogtile and suspicious of dl strangers.”

"You forget, Sr,” flashed John Thorn, “that we are the Three Planeteers!”

"Yes” rumbled Gunner Welk, cold blue eyes gleaming. “We have areputation of our own among the
outlaws of the system, Sir."

Sud Av grinned.

"| dways did have ahidden longing to be apirate.”

"Thorn, you give me new hope!” declared the Chairman. “If you can do this, in the little time left us—"
"Ligen!” commanded Gunner Welk suddenly.

Through the locked door and meta-shuttered window of the study penetrated arising tumult, the roar of
rocket-carsracing up to the mansion. Then came arush of running feet through it, and aloud knock on
the door.

"Mr. Hosking” caled a secretary anxioudy to the Chairman through the door. “ The police are here!
They say the Three Planeteers arein the city tonight, and were glimpsed by spy-plates heading toward
this mansion. They want to make sure you're safe.”

"The cursed Earth Police!” flared Gunner Welk in a hoarse whisper. “We overlooked some of their
Soy-plates.”

Thom's eyes were black pinpoints, his brown face taut. He knew the Mercurian wasright, that they had
been glimpsed by some of the hidden visiplates planted cunningly throughout the metropolis for the
benefit of the police.

"I'mdl right, Amed” caled the Chairman to his secretary. “Tell the police not to bother me.”
But in the next moment came aloud cry from a police officer outside the shuttered windows.

"The Planeteers are in there with the Chairman!" the man shouted. “Ther trackslead to the
window-they must be making him say hesdl right!"

"Break down the door!” roared another officer'svoice. “ Quick, before they kill the Chairman!™”

A resounding battering began againgt the locked door and another banging at the metal shutter that
closed the window.

The Chairman looked helplesdy a Thorn. “I'll haveto tel them the truth, that you Planeteers areredlly
my agents, or they'll haul you off to prison,”

"No!” said John Thorn fiercely. “Once the secret that we're Alliance agents gets out, it would spread
swiftly over the whole system. Our chance of getting the secret of Erebus from that pirate girl would be
wrecked—our whole plan ruined.”



"But you can't escape from here the Chairman exclaimed. “ They're at both window and door!"

"We can escape,” Thorn said swiftly. “But weve got to makeit look as though we came herefor a
crimind purpose. Otherwise, people will ask why the Planeteers came to the Chairman's mansion, and it
will be guessed that we're redly your agents after dl.”

Thorn drew aroll of flexible metal cord from his pocket, and sprang toward the Chairman.
"Forgive mefor this, ar,” he cried.

The bewildered Chairman did not resist as Thorn bound hisarms and legs tightly. Then the young
Earthman straightened.

"Tell them wetried to kidnap you, Sr,” he said swiftly to the Chairman. “ That we meant to hold you for
ransom."

Gunner Welk stood ready now to open the window shutter. And Sual Av had taken alittle metal sphere
from his pocket.

"Y ou're right-the light-bomb is our best chance,” Thorn clipped. “ Throw it when Gunner opensthe
window."

Gunner Welk suddenly flung open the shutter. Before the police hammering outsideit could enter, the
bald Venusan flung out the tiny sphere. The Planeteers clapped their handsin front of their eyes. The
sphere burst out on the terrace amid the pressing group of police. A terrific glare of blazing white light
exploded from the bomb. A tiny charge of atomsinside it had been suddenly broken down, not into
energy, but into pure radiation in the frequency of light. The awful glare of radiation ingtantly pardyzed the
optic nerves of the unprepared police, temporarily blinding them.

The glare died swiftly. Thorn and histwo comrades were dready plunging out through the blinded men.
"Thisway!” Thorn cried.
"They're escaping!” yelled ablinded officer.

The Planeteers plunged around the corner of the huge mansion, toward the long, low rocket-cars parked
infront.

Sua Av jumped into one, whose power-chamber was throbbing. Asthe otherslegped in after him, the
bald VVenusian yanked back the throttle. The car rabbited out through the dark grounds with arising roar
from the rocket-tubes at itsrear.

"Straight for the spaceport!” Thorn yelled.
"Hold tight!” called Sud Av, with athroaty laugh. “I aways did want to let one of these things out!™

A whizz and roar, a spuming flash of fire—that was the stolen rocketcar asit shot through the streets. Its
speed was suicidd, but streets were dmost empty at thislate hour.

Now the spaceport was close ahead. Thorn could see the soaring tower of the Starter, flashing
varicolored landing signalsto ahuge freighter that was sinking ponderoudly down out of the arswith al
its blasts braking.

The audio spesker in the car broke into frantic voice. “All police! The Planeteers have stolen apolice
rocket-car and are making for the spaceport, after making an attempt to kidnap the Chairman! Shoot on



gght!"
"Look ahead!” ydled Gunner Welk.

Men in white uniforms were running across the spaceport toward them, between the great docks and the
big freighters and linersthat rested like huge torpedoes on the tarmac.

"They'retoo late!” the Venusian chuckled. “Here's our ship.”

Before them loomed the three-man scout cruiser that had brought them to Earth, along, torpedo-dim
craft of gleaming inertrum, on its nose the number N-77. The thick-clustered tubes at its stern told of
immense powers of acceleration and speed.

John Thorn and his comrades tumbled into the little ship, as atom-pistols coughed, and shells exploded in
white proton-fire around them. Sua Av spun the heavy, round door shut while Thorn and the Mercurian
legped into the control-room in the nose.

Thorn's hands flashed amid the bewildering array of controls, and the power-chambersin the stern began
asoft, risng roar of atomic energy.

Thorn jammed down two firing keys. With thunderous blast, white fire burst from the kedl tubes of the
cruiser. It lurched upward, riding its columns of proton-flame, then shooting obliquely up acrossthe
spaceport as Thorn cut in al the stern tubes.

Hewas flung back, deep into the cushioned pilot chair, his entrails seeming crushed by theterrific
acceleration. The shadowed convexity of Earth fell away appallingly beneath them, asthe sharp clang of
thefriction-alarm told of walls being dangerously overheated by the too-rapid rush through the air. Then
theroar of air outsde the wallsdied rapidly away. They were out in space.

"Were clear!” shouted Suad Av, sumbling into the control-room, his grin twisted by pain of shock.

"Clear, yes—but every Earth cruiser in space will be after us now for trying to kidnap the Chairman!”
Thorn rapped. “We've got to reach the Zone before they catch usl”



CHAPTERI 111
IntotheZone

"Oh, the gloom of outer space,
Wherethetailless cornetsrace,

And the sun'sagtar that dmost disappears
When our rockets' steady roar.

Sings the good old song owe more,

We're outward bound again, oh, Planeteers!”

SUAL AV'Sthroaty bass reverberated through the little control-room of the cruiser, in which he sat with
Gunner Welk. It rose above the soft hissing of the rocket-tubes.

"Cursemeif | can see anything to make up songs about,” growled the big Mercurian.

"Y ou have no poetry in your soul, Gunner,” retorted thelittle Venusian with agrin. “ A poetic geniuslike
mysdlf doesn't make up his songs—they cometo him out of the greet ether.”

"They sound uncommonly like the bellowing of a Jovian marsh-caf when they do force themsalves out,”
sad Gunner Welk dourly. “Besides, you'll wake up John."

"I'm awake,” came a voice behind them, and they turned.

Thorn came into the control-room, rubbing his eyes. Then he peered tautly through the broad window
that framed amagnificent vista of black space and stars.

"What about the cruiserson our tail?” he asked quickly.

The big Mercurian shrugged. “ They're hanging on—we've heard their audio calls. And they've called up
every Alliance cruiser in this part of the system. Welve stirred up ahornets nest thistime, John!™

John Thorn cut in the switch of the audio. From the spesker came aweird jumble of meaningless sound.
All navd cdlswere dways* scrambled” to prevent eavesdropping; only an officia unscrambler could
trandate them.

There was such an unscrambler in thislittle ship. Thorn had built it, out of his own nava experience. He
hastily snapped it on, and the incoherent jumble of sounds from the speaker at once became acrisp,
understandable voice.

"-our auras, which shows that present course of the fugitivesis straight toward the Zone. Undoubtedly
they're hoping to hide out there. It isimperative that we cut them off before they enter the Zone. Flagship
Gull, Sgning off."

"The Gull!" Thorn exclaimed, hisbrown face strange for amoment. “I know that ship. It wasold
Commander Leigh speaking. He commands the Alliance patrol squadrons out here.”

His thoughts swept him back into memory for amoment. He had, only four years before, commanded a
cruiser of the Earth Navy that helped patrol thisvery sector of space, out here beyond the orbit of Mars,
againgt asurprise League attack.



"They've guessed that we're making for the Zone,” Thorn went on. “It'swhere al outlaws head for when
things get too hot for them.”

"The whole system istoo hot for usright now,” observed Sud Av. “Y ou should have heard the audio
news bulletins going back and forth while you were deeping. Three Planeteerstry to kidnap Earth
Chairman! Notorious outlawsfoiled in daring attempt.” The system'sringing withiit!"

"It'l ring with the news if werre gunned out of space by those cruisers converging on us,” grunted Gunner
Welk sourly. “ Do you think we can dip through them, John?"

"] think s0,” Thorn clipped. “Weve got to keep straight on. Turkoon, the asteroid that'sthe pirates main
base, liesin the part of the Zone amogt directly ahead.”

Thorn stared with narrowed eyes through the broad window, into the magnificent star-flecked vaullt.

Thelittle ship of the Planeteers was roaring out through the void at top speed, millions of miles outsdethe
orbit of Mars. The bright, small disk of the sun was dead astern, itsrays hiding the gray blob of Earth,
away from which they had been fleeing for so many long hours.

Ahead of them, the void wasthick with bright stars. Brilliant among them gleamed the big yellow topaz of
Saturn, and beyond, and to the left, the fainter green sparks of Uranus and Neptune. Pluto was
somewhere farther away, off to theright. And Erebus, their mysterious, ultimate god, lay invisble dill
farther off—the dark, enigmatic outpost of the solar system.

Directly ahead of theracing little ship, only afew million miles away, extended awide band of countless
tiny specks of light, stretching parallel with the equator of the system. That broad band of light-specks
was the Zone, the great asteroidal belt whirling between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter.

Thorn gazed tautly into the Zone. That mighty wilderness of countless planetoids and meteor-svarms,
which dl ordinary shipping avoided by running above or below, was the No Man's Land of the Solar
System. Iniit the space pirates had long had their lairs, from which they gtill sdlied forth to levy ton on the
interplanetary shipping. Countless naval expeditions had tried to clean the place out, and had been baffled
by the shifting swarms of meteors and tiny planets which made it impossible to conduct organized
operationsin there without prohibitive losses.

John Thorn's brown hands clenched. In there, in the Zone, & the pirates’ asteroid base, was the girl who
aonein the system, held the secret of mysterious Erebus, the secret that would make possible the
securing of the precious radite from that far, dark planet. Somehow, that girl's secret must be secured.

"Calling flagship Gull!” suddenly boomed a deep voice from the audio spesker. “ Cruiser Tharine,
reporting. Our aura shows the Planeteers ship four hundred thousand miles from us, eighteen degrees
counter-sunwise."

"Ordersto Tharine," rapped back Commander Leigh's hard voice swiftly. “Closein before they dip
past you into the Zone. Cdling cruiser Rantal!”

"Rantal spesking!” cameaquick voice.

"Change your course to eighty-six degrees sunwise,” hammered the Commander. “Y ou and the Tharine
can catch the Planeteers between you if you put on al speed.”

Sua Av scratched hisbald head and looked at Thorn. “ They're converging on us from two sides, John."

"Damn them!” growled the huge Mercurian angrily. “1f they only knew that we Planeteers are risking our



necksfor the sake of the Alliance—"

"But they don't know. To them, we're outlaws who must be either captured or gunned,” John Thorn
clipped. “Weve got to outrun those two cruisers! Turn the injectors on full, Gunner.”

The Mercurian quickly obeyed. Thorn leaned toward the bank of firing-keys, his eyes on the power
gauges.

All modern space ships were propeled by the atomic disintegration of copper or asmilar meta. The
powdered metd's atoms were broken down by terrific eectric voltages, in power chambers of heavy
inertrum. Only inertrum, that artificial metal whose atcomswere syntheticaly “crysalized,” could stand the
awful grain.

Much of the atomic energy generated in the chambers had to be fed back into them as electric voltage, to
continue the process. But there was enough surplusto g ect streams of protons at high speed from the
inertrum rocket-tubes, propelling the ship.

John Thorn cut in dl stern tubes. The little ship jerked forward with the deafening roar of the blast.
"Check the aura-chart,” he ordered Sud Av. “ Seeif we're losing those cruisers.”

The Venusian snapped on ther ship'saura. The“aurd’ was afied of eectromagnetic vibrations radiated
for amillion milesin al directions by aprojector in the ship. The vibrations were reflected back by any
object within that radius of space, and automeatically plotted and recorded on the aura-chart.

The chart was a sphere of palelight, poised above the window. At the center of the luminous sphere was
ablack dot representing their ship. Off to right and left of the black dot moved two red sparks, cutting in
obliquely toward them as dl advanced.

"They're close—no more than aquarter of amillion miles,” reported Sud Av.
"The Zoneisnt much farther than that ahead,” Thorn declared.

"But theré'sabig meteor svarm in the Zone directly ahead of usl” Gunner Welk exclaimed. “We can't
runinto that!"

Inthefore of the aura-chart sphere glimmered acloud of very tiny crimson flecks, whirling, seething. It
was the edge of agreat cloud of meteors at the lip of the Zone, stretching across amillion miles of space
infront of ther fleeing little ship.

Thorn could see the swarm in black space ahead. Not the myriad meteors themselves, but a constant
winking and flashing of tiny flares, where meteorsin the whirling sorm of stone struck and fused every
few minutes

"Rantal reporting!” rapped the audio speaker. “ Planeteers are now keeping their lead on us, and running
graight on toward the Zone."

"Keep after them!” ordered the Commander's grim voice. “ Swarm six-sixty-two is just ahead of them
and they won't dare enter that. Well have them boxed.”

"Y ou heard, boys,” said John Thorn tightly. “ Theré's just one thing to do—run the svarm.”
"Let her go!” grinned Sud Av. “It takes more than afew meteors to stop the Planeteers.”

"Onething sure,” said Gunner grimly. “If we do run it safely, well lose those cruisers. They won't dare



follow."

John Thorn knew the peril into which ther little ship was roaring. The chance of their winning through that
vadt, whirling stone-storm was less than one in two.

But the nava cruisers would not follow them in there, he was sure. And if he could run the swarm, he
would bewel ingde the Zone and could turn and run counter-sunwise toward the asteroid Turkoon
without fear of further pursuiit.

"Heregoes!” Sud Av breathed, asthe aura-chart showed their ship approaching the edge of the great
svarm.

The chart showed the two converging cruisers making afrantic effort to head them off. But it wastoo
late. Already, in the chart, the Planeteers ship was entering the swarm.

Thorn looked forth tensdly through the window. The aurawas useless, now that they were actudly in the
swarm. His only chance now wasin the quickness of his eyes and hands.

Space outside the window till looked empty, for the dendity of even the densest meteor swarm is not
high. But Thorn could glimpse dl around them the quick red glows, quickly fading and re-gppearing, of
meteors colliding and fusing.

A jagged black oblong massturning over dowly, expanded with lightning speed in front of him. His hand
smashed astarboard-tube firing key, and the little ship lurched wildly aside from the oncoming monster.

A moment later, two smaller black masses passed some distance on the right, revolving around each
other. Then therewas ardttle, as of hail, astiny particles struck the ship walls.

Sree-e-e! Thetiny scream of air escaping through a pierced wall reached their earswith sartling
suddenness.

"Hull punctured!” rasped Thorn, without turning.
"I'll get it!” panted Sua Av, grabbing up the dectro-fusing kit and darting toward the tiny holein thewall.

"Better get our space-suitson,” Thorn continued rapidly without turning his head. “We may get holed
agan.”

Gunner Welk hastily hauled in the suits from a cabinet amidships. The Mercurian took over for amoment
while Thorn struggled into the suit and glassite hdmet, and then Thorn went back to histense watch while
his two comrades donned their suits.

A soundlessflash of red light burgeoned on the left in space, faded, and then blazed up again and veered
toward the ship as athird meteor struck the two that had just collided.

Thorn franticaly swung the ship upward. The fusing, swiftly-cooling mass passed close undernegth.

Another mass of bullet-like particles struck the racing ship. Air screeched out through new holes, and the
argauge on the pand darted flashing awarning red light as pressure diminished. Sua Av wasworking
hastily with the fusing kit to close the new hull-punctures.

Thorn glimpsed a peculiar gleaming meteor directly ahead, coming dead on at the ship. He had plenty of
timeto curve the ship asde. But ashe did so—

"Aboveyou!” ydled Gunner Welk wildly.



Thorn looked up, just glimpsed the huge, ponderous mass thundering down on the ship from above-atiny
planetoid, black and jagged and massive, spinning on its axis asit bore noisdessdy down on them.

Thorn's hand on the keys blasted the ship to starboard with the speed of light. But he knew, even ashe
acted, that he wastoo late. He could not quite get clear.

There came agrinding shock, a scream of riven metal. He and Gunner Welk were thrown crazily
together at aside of the control-room. His head rang insgde hishemet.

He scrambled up, clutching a stanchion. There was a dead, unusua silence. He looked back into the
gern of the ship, past Sua Av, who was scrambling unsteadily to their side.

""We'rewrecked!” Thorn exclaimed, his heart plummeting.

Thelittle planetoid had crumpled up the whole stern haf of the ship like cardboard. Thear insdeit was
gone. The crumpled little craft was drifting sllently in space, revolving dowly around the jagged planetoid
that had been its Nemesis.

"Hell!” swore Gunner Welk, his voice coming to the other two in their helmets through the short-range
audio with which al space-suits were equipped. “We were dmost through, too!™

"What do we do now?’ Sud Ay asked, his green eyes perplexedly staring through the glassite of his
helmet.

Thorn shrugged heavily. “1 don't know. | wasafool to try to run the swarm. But it looked like our best
chance.”

"It was,” said thebig Mercurian loyaly. “Even though we didn't quite makeit."

"Weve got to get out of here somehow to Turkoon, that pirate asteroid,” Thorn said. “We can't just cling
to thiswreck until the oxygen in our suit tanks gives out.”

He examined the audio and other instruments. All wrecked by the shock. “I suppose we're lucky to
escape with our lives. But we've merely postponed degth if we can't get away from here.”

Sua Av peered out through the cracked window, into the black abyssin which they werefloating. The
Venusian stiffened as he glimpsed something beyond the jagged, spinning planetoid about which their
wreck was revolving.

"John, aship isrunning up aong the edge of the swarm!” he exclamed. “I can seeitslightd”

Thorn and the Mercurian legped to the window. They stared at the little blob of light, coming dowly
closer.

"If it's one of those cruisersthat pursued us, were donefor,” said Gunner Welk tautly.

"It'snot!” cried Thorn suddenly. “It'sapirate ship!"



CHAPTER IV
Pirate Princess

THEY saw the distant ship coast the edge of the vast meteor siwvarm for some minutes and then cometo
ahalt in space, with a prolonged flash of its bow rocket-tubes halting it.

A moment later acracked, shrill voice sounded from the little audiospeskersinsgde their hemets.
"Ahoy, Planeteers! Are any of you divein that wreck?'
Thorn answered ingantly. “We're al dive—John Thorn spesking.”

"| figgered it'd take more than, a meteor-swarm to finish you three,” retorted the cracked voice,
chuckling.

"Who's spesking? What ship isthat?’ Thorn demanded.

"Cautious, ain't ye?’ said the shrill voice, with acackle of mirth. “I don't blame you’ seeing how you boys
was chased. But you needn't worry-thisain't no naval cruiser. We're Companions of Space. Want to
come aboard?’

"Companions of Space? Pirates, eh?’ Thorn said. “ Y es, welll come aboard.”
"Figgered you would,” cackled the other. “WEell stand by, and you can come across with your impellers.”

Thorn switched off his suit-audio and spoke to histwo companions, clutching their amsto conduct his
voiceto them.

"Cut your audiosand listen,” he said tautly. “ These pirates may plan some kind of treachery, but | don't
think s0. Thislooks like our chance to get to their base at Turkoon. But if we get there, don't mention
Erebus or the radite, whatever you do,

"We undersand,” Gunner Welk muttered.

They each got atorch-like metal impeller from alocker, and then wrenched open the door amidships.
Bracing hisfeet’ againg its edge, John Thorn legped out into the abyss.

He shot floatingly away from the wreck. As his momentum faded and he began to float back toward the
wreck, Thorn switched on the impeller in hishand. The blast from it kicked his space-suited figure on

through space.

Sua Av and the big Mercurian were following closely. The three progressed thus, with frequent flashes
from their impdllersthrusting them on toward the distant waiting pirate ship.

Bright stars gleamed like millions of watching eyes dl around Thorn. He glimpsed the ominous red flash
of colliding meteors, nearby. He had to turn constantly to make sure that they were moving toward the
waiting craft. Soon they were very closeto it, moving faster, now that its dight gravitational field drew
them.

Thorn eyed the long, grim ship that floated here in space just outside the edge of the vast swarm. He
judged that it had once been a Neptunian or Uranian nava cruiser-the design one adapted to greet
distances, and ominous muzzles of atom-guns peering forth dong its sides spoke of heavy armament.

The Planeteers bumped the side of the vessel. They scrambled along it and into the waiting open air-lock.



* * % %

A minute later they were indde, unscrewing their helmets and gazing about a lighted metal chamber. A
half-dozen armed men were here, and one of them came forward to the three.

"So you're the famous Three Planeteers, en?” he asked in the same cracked, quavering voice they had
previoudy heard.

The speaker was an old, snow-haired Martian, histhin figure stooped, his red face incredibly wrinkled
with age, hisfaded, rheumy eyes peering at them shortsghtedly. He wore two atom-pistolsin his belt,
and was chewing rial leaf whose green juice he spat occasiondly into afloor receptacle.

"Curse meif it doesn't do me good to look at you,” quavered the oldster, his oath making astounding
contrast with his cracked voice and senile appearance. “ Aye, it warms my heart to look at men the like of
which | was mysdf, inthe old days."

"Who areyou?’ Thorn asked steadily. “How did you happen along to pick usup?'
"Asfor who | am, the nameis Stilicho Keene. Ever hear of it?” the old pirate answered hrilly.
"Stilicho Keene?’ repeated Sud Av increduloudly. “ The notorious pirate of forty years ago?)

"The same,” answered the old Martian complacently. “ Aye, long before you Planeteers was ever born, |
was one of the leaders of the Companions of Space, back in the days when there were men in space and
not the kind of milksops| haveto give ordersto now."

"You ill haven't told us how you happened to be near to pick usup,” Thorn reminded.
Stilicho Keene turned his rheumy eyes on the young earthman. He chuckled as he spat rid juice.

"Sharp and curious, ain't ye? Wdll, I'd expect it of you. | was the same at your age, smart and quick and
bold. But you were asking how we happened along. Well, thisisthe Venture, and we've been to Jupiter
on alittle errand for Princess Lana. Coming back, we heard the audio-cals of them cruisers chasing you
Paneteers,

"We heard them give up the chase after you ducked into that meteor swvarm. So | gave order to lay a
course near the swarm, hoping we might meet you-and then we sighted your wreck. It looks like youll
have to go on to Turkoon with us now."

Theold pirate continued admiringly, “1've heard alot of you lads and the fine things you've done. The
time you raided the governor's office a Titan and stole dl that platinum, and the time you three done held
up that big Martian liner and robbed al the passengers of their valuables.”

The old pirate could not know, Thorn thought grimly, that that raid on Titan had been redly to secure
League naval secrets and the platinum amere blind, or that the hold-up of the Martian liner had had asits
real objective the securing of avauable new atom-gun drawing among the effects of a Jovian engineer.

"So when we get to Turkoon,” old Stilicho Keene was continuing eagerly, “maybe you Planeteers would
think of joining up with us Companions, eh? It would be good to have some real men with usagain, men
such as| used to rocket with when | wasyoung.”

John Thorn's pulses leaped at the offer. But he kept his excitement hidden, and frowned alittle.

"The Three Planeteersjoin an outfit led by agirl?’ hereturned alittle disdanfully.,



"Youwait till you meet thisgirl,” the old Martian told him. “Y ou'l find shesared leeder, isLanaCain."

"Well talk of it when we get to Turkoon,” Thorn told him. “ Anyway, we're damned grateful to you for
picking usup."

"Aye, you bit off alittle more than even you could chew, didn't you, on Earth?’ cackled the hoary old
sgnner. “It warmed my heart to think of it. Kidnapping the Chairman of Earth! Only the Planeteers would
have thought of trying that!"

Old Stilicho Keene led the way up through the dusky corridors and catwalks of the ship. The Planeteers
shouldered past members of the crew who stared admiringly at them.

These pirates were amotley aggregation from every planet in the sysem—Martians, Saturnians and
Uranians, wicked-looking Earthmen, fightersall, from thelook of them.

Thorn and his comrades emerged after old Stilicho Keene into the broad, glassite-fronted control-room.
A surly Jovian stood at the firingkeys, and a nervous, green-faced, hollow-eyed Saturnian at the bank of
indruments on theright.

"Get going to Turkoon, Barbo,” ordered the pirate commander.
With roar of stern-tubes pouring forth proton-fire, the heavy cruiser shot forward in space.

John Thorn looked through the broad glassite windows. The Venture was moving counter-sunwise into
the very heart of the Zone. Space ahead seemed thick with whirling clouds of light-specks that were
meteor swarms, and steady bright sparks that were booming planetoids.

"How the devil do you navigate this damned jungle, anyway?” Gunner Welk asked the old Martian.

Stilicho Keeneswrinkled face grinned. “ That's easy. We've got alittle projector of vibrations planted on
every big asteroid and in al swarms—each projector emitting awave of adifferent frequency. We pick
up the signdss, and they show usjust how far and in what direction each swarm and agteroid is, so we
can avoid them. just like the lighthouses on the Earth seas, centuries ago.”

He added with cunning satisfaction, “ The signasdon't help nava cruisers or other ships navigate the
Zone, because they don't know the frequency-code and can't tell what's meant by the signalsthey hear.
They'velost so many cruiserstrying to get in here that they gaveit up asabad job."

The ship forged on through the wilderness of the Zone, constantly detouring to avoid the many perilsto
navigation that abounded here. It coasted dong vast swarms, cut sharply upward to evade’ planetoids,
dipped close past asmdl talless comet that glimmered like alittle white ghost sun.

Then John Thorn made out asmall green speck in the blackness, toward which the Venture was now
heading directly. It widened rapidly into agreen disk. His black eyes narrowed.

"That's Turkoon, isn't it?"

"Aye, that's old Turkoon,” quavered Stilicho Keene. “ The sweetest, safest, snuggest little harbor in the
whole system. Good air and good water, and ringed round with al those swarms and asteroids that keep
the prying nava cruisersaway. A paradisefor us gentlemen of the void. Aye, thereit lies, like apretty
emerdd in space, just asit lay when | firgt saw it long ago.

"It's seen aplenty, has old Turkoon. It's seen the bloody days of the old wild corsairs, with the scarred
ship'sroaring into it, loaded with ores and jewels and silks and women. It's seen the days of Martin



Cain, ageneration ago, when full athousand ships of the Companions put forth to space at onetime. It's
seen them dl come and go—all the grest, brave gentlemen of the void, has old Turkoon.”

"And now,” Thorn saidironicaly, “it seesthe Companionsled by agirl."

"Aye, boy,” dhrilled the old pirate, “it seesagirl leading us now. But she's Martin Cain's daughter—as
deadly dangerous as ever her Srewas. Aye, and as great aleader.”

* k% k %

The Venture roared closer to the green asteroid and then dropped rapidly toward it, air whistling outside
itswalls.

"I didn't think an asteroid this smal could have an atmosphere,” commented Sua Av, peering downward.

"1t must have unusua massfor its Sze—jprobably a core of neutronium or other super-heavy eements,”
Thorn guessed. “ Otherwise, the escape of itsair moleculeswould beinevitable, and it wouldn't be ableto
hold an atmosphere.”

"Let'shope that nothing holds us here, once we get what we're after,” muttered Gunner Welk.

Thorn was taut with the same thought. Down in thishdll'snest of pirateswas agirl with a secret that
would save four worlds from conquest—if they could get it from her.

Turkoon widened beneath them, alittle world blanketed by thick green fern-jungles. Directly underneath
was araw brown ova, abig clearing that had been blasted from the jungle. At one end of it gleamed the
straggling chromaloy buildings of atown of consderable size, while parked ships covered the rest of the
fidd.

The Venture landed with aroar of brake-blasts and abumping jar beside the scores of parked ships.
The door ports were rapidly unscrewed, and warm, heavy air hit the Planeteers faces asthey followed
old Stilicho Keene out of the ship.

"WEell go right up to the Council House. Martin Cain's housg, it was, and Lanalivesthere now,” theold
pirate told the three. Hisrheumy eyes glistened. “1 want to see the faces of some of these young milksop
captainswhen they learn that |'ve brought in the Three Planeteerd!™

They went with Stilicho Keene across the fidd and through the main street of the straggling pirate town.

Turkoon Town sprawled, unkempt and somnolent, in the pale wash of light from the shrunken, setting
sun. Thelooming dark green wal of the jungle was only rods from the outermost metal cabins.

Solemn, green and dark towered the fifty-foot jungle dl around. Colossal ferns crowded each other, the
gpace between their huge trunks choked with underbrush. Here and there in the tangle, blindly writhed
“crawler vines,” paraditic fungoid creepers that wandered with their peculiar power of saf-locomotion,
searching for ahogt. Through the upper jungle and out over the town drifted “floating flowers,” white
bloomsthat drank sunlight and water vapor from the air, and never touched ground after they budded
free

Thorn and histwo comrades were eyed without interest by the motley population of the town—a
population as varied in origin asthe pirate crew they had dready met. The men were from every
inhabited world in the system. And there were aso many women here—hot-eyed red Martian girls,
languid white Venusian women, tall, awkward green girls from Saturn, brazen-faced Earth girls. All were
clad inincongruoudy rich tunics and jewels-pirate |oot.



Children, hybrids of ahaf dozen different peoples, fought and chased each other dong the dusty brown
sreet. And there was an astounding variety of animasfrom al planets, some chained, others running free.
Solemn-eyed, furry Martian vardaks, green Venusian swamp pups, abig, hopping uniped from lo, and
many others-al of them brought home here by the far-ranging pirate crews.

The crew of the Venture was ssumping into town behind them, caning loudly to et al know they had
returned. But by now, Stilicho Keene had brought the Planeteersto the long, low chromaloy building that
faced the end of the main street.

The snow-haired old pirate painfully climbed the steps, and led them into abig, low-cellinged, dusky
room.

A smdl group of men sood init, al wearing atom pistols.
"WherésLana?’ demanded the old pirate asthislittle group turned toward him.

"We'rewaiting for her. Shelll be out in amoment,” answered a squat, scarred-faced Jovian who was one
of the group. “ So you finaly got back, Stilicho!"

"Yes, I'm back,” shrilled the ancient Martian. “ And a cursed strange thing it isthat old Stilicho Keene has
to go out on reconnai ssance while you younger men rest your bones."

The old pirate spat redl juice vicioudy out the open door and then turned to Thorn and histwo comrades.

"Boy, | hateto admit it, but these are the captains of the Companions now,” hetold Thorn. “Aye, these;
the worthless lot who call themselves pirates in these degenerate days. Y on ox of a Jovian is Brun Abo.
The pretty fellow beside him isKinnd King, and the fat hog yonder is Jenk Cheerly, the latest to join our
ranks.”

Thorn's black eyes swept the pirate leaders. The man beside the Jovian, the man called Kinnel King, was
an Earthman, middle-aged, with avery handsome face and brooding eyes.

Jenk Cheerly, thethird pirate captain, was a Uranian of incredible obesity. Hisfat, puffy body seemed
about to burst hisjacket, and his pale-green, rotund face was featureless except for two bright, pig-like
littleeyes.

The obese Uranian stared at Thorn and his two comrades with those little eyes, and then spokein an
incongruoudy high and squesky voiceto old Stilicho Keene.

"Where did you pick up these three?’ he asked. “And why did you bring them here?!
Stilicho Keene cackled, hisrheumy eyes glistening.

"Youll find out who they arein aminute, Jenk,” he shrilled. “It's going to be a surprise for you, and all
you other loutswho cal yoursalves pirates.”

A door intherear of the room suddenly opened, and agirl in white silk jacket and trousers entered the
room.

"Y ou're back, Stilicho?’ she exclaimed eagerly as she saw the old Martian. “What did you learn at
Jupiter?’

Thorn'sgaze riveted on the girl. He heard alow whisper from Suad Av behind him.

"So that's Lana Cain,” whispered the Venusian.



LanaCain'seyeslooked past the old Martian into Thorn'sface. He felt the impact of her challenging
gtare as though it were atangible shock.

The pirate girl wasadender, imperiousfigurein her slk garments. Her proud, graceful form seemed
somehow vibrant with force. The bronze-gold hair that hung to her shoulders was like a casque of dull
gold flame around her face, catching the glints of sunlight inits strands.

Her face was white, dynamic, with hardnessin the straight red mouth and in the stubborn set of her small
chin. Her dark blue eyes, asthey stared into Thorn'sface, were growing dowly darker, asthough storm
were gathering inthem, tiny lightnings seeming to flash intheir depths.

Thorn was momentarily bewildered, badly startled. He had expected some blowsy, barbaric, aging
wench, whom he could, without difficulty, trick out of the secret he wanted. But thisgirl wasas
beautiful-and as dangerous-looking-as a sword blade.



CHAPTERYV
Secret Enemy

IN the queerly tense silence Thorn stared at Lana Cain. Then the silence was suddenly broken by the
shuffling entrance of agrotesque, four-legged creature that had followed the pirate girl into the room. It
dtared at Thorn with blazing green eyes.

"It'sagpace dog, John!” exclamed Sua Av wonderingly. “Y ou've heard of them.”
"I've heard of them,” Thorn muttered. “But thisisthe first one I've ever seen.”

The space dog stood three feet high at the shoulder. Its body was of dusty, mineraine gray flesh that had
aninorganic look. Itsfour legs ended in heavy digging paws, and its mouth was furnished with great
grindingtusks. It had no nogtrils, for the creature was not an air-bresthing animal.

It was, in fact, one of aunique species. The early explorerswho first visited the asteroid Ceres had been
amazed to find these creatures living on that airlesslittle world. They were the product of an evolution
working without atmosphere, creatures able to assmilate the inorganic dementsthey dug from the
ground, and consume them by a chemical process other than oxidization. They had dim tel epathic powers
by which their rudimentary minds communed.

"Ooal will not hurt you,” said Lana Cain crisply to Thorn.

She glanced at the blazing-eyed creature, and it lay down at her feet asit received her telepathic
command.

"Stilicho, you brought these three men here?’ the girl asked the old Martian. “Who are they?*

"Yes, who are they?’ squeaked Jenk Cheerly, the obese, beady-eyed Uranian. “What's dl the mystery
about them?'

Stilicho Keene's rheumy eyes glistened, and hiswrinkled face quivered with excitement as he answered.

"Why, they'rejust three lads | picked off awreck coming back, and fetched along to Turkoon,” he
quavered. The old man paused to enjoy his coming triumph, then added, “Maybe you've heard of these
three boys. They're caled the Three Planeteers.”

"The Three Planeteerd”

Brun Abo, the squat Jovian, uttered that startled cry. He and everyone ese in the room stared at John
Thorn and Sua Av and Gunner Welk in rigidly frozen amazement.

The beady eyes of Jenk Cheerly, thefat Uranian, were wide with astonishment. Kinnd King, the
Earthman, stiffened. And Lana Cain's dark blue eyes narrowed increduloudy as she stared at Thorn's
dark face.

"It'sthem, dl right,” muttered the Jovian in amoment. “I've seen their pictures on reward notices.”

"Those pictures on the notices were poor likenesses,” said Sua Av, agrin on hisfroglike face. “ They
hardly did me justice, asyou can seefor yourselves."

"What do you Planeteers want here, if you are the Planeteers?” demanded Jenk Cheerly suspicioudly.

Gunner Welk dtiffened at the fat green pirate's question.



"Weé're not in the custom of asking anybody's leave for our coming and goings, Uranian!” heflared.

"Not even the Planeteers can talk to melike that!” squeaked Jenk Cheerly furioudy, hishand dropping to
hissde.

"Draw that atom-pistol, and I'll shove it down your fat throat,” warned the towering Mercurian
ominoudy.

"Quiet, Gunner,” sngpped John Thorn. “I'll do the talking."

"Let themfight!” urged old Stilicho Keene with quavering eagerness, aghoulish avidity in hisrheumy eyes
as heleaned forward. “ There's nothing to warm the blood like the sight of two good men in a stand-up

fight"

"Ther€ll beno fighting herel” flared LanaCain. “You al know my rules! If any of you doesnt likethem
he can get out of Turkoon and out of the Zone!™

The girl'svoice cracked like aslver whip, and her dark blue eyes were stormy now with little lightnings.
The space dog, Ool, had sprung to hisfeet, his great green eyes blazing.

Thorn sensed the dectric force in this girl which had kept her the acknowledged leader of the wild
Companions of Space. The othersin the room were stricken to sullen silence by it.

Lanas stormy eyes siwung back to Thorn.

"Jenk's question was afair one, John Thorn,” she declared. “What are you Planeteers doing here? Y ou’
never came into the Zone before—you aways worked by yoursaves."

Thorn shrugged. “We didn't come here by choice. Perhaps you heard of the trouble we got into at
Eath?'

"We heard of your attempt to kidnap the Chairman there,” Lananodded curtly. “Go on."

"We bungled the job and had to run for it with haf the Earth Navy on our tail,” Thorn continued coally.
“Wetried to lose them in aswarm and got wrecked. The old Martian there picked us up and brought us
here to Turkoon. It's not a place we'd have picked voluntarily.” Lana stiffened, and asked dangeroudly,
“Y ou don't think much then of we Companions and our ways?'

"Not much,” Thorn answered coolly. “1've no doubt your followers are good fighters, but they look like
rather an undisciplined rabble.”

Thorn was playing his part to the hilt. He knew well that for the famous Planeteers to seem too friendly
on first acquaintance, too eager to join the pirates, would quickly arouse suspicion.

"But, boy, | was hoping that you three would join” up with usl” quavered old Stilicho Keene dismayedly.

"The Planeteerswork done,” Thorn declared frowningly. Then he appeared to hesitate, and added, “It's
true that we're stranded here now without a ship—"

Sud Av ingtantly played up to him. “Yes, John, we need a ship and equipment. Maybe we could work
with these people for awhile, and take anew cruiser as our share of loot.”

"Y ou haven't been asked to join the Companions yet,” flared Lana Cain. “Y ou Planeteers are just three
men here. | could order you gunned down and it would be done."



John Thorn looked at her steedlily with cool black eyes. “Would you do that?"

"No, | wouldn't,” she admitted after amoment. “Turkoon is arefuge for every outlaw who comesinto the
Zone, aslong as he obeys my rules. And | don't countenance killing here.”

Thorn smiled. “ After dl, we Planeteers are in no position to be choosers. We need aship. WEll join up
with you for awhile, if you're agreeable, and take a ship as our share of gpoil, and then be on our way.
What do you say?'

Lanafrowned in thought, her anger gone. “We do need captains,” she murmured.

"And where will you find better ones than the Planeteers?’ cried old Stilicho Keene with ghrill eagerness.
“Takethem in, lass—it's heaven sent them hereto help usin the big new foray weve planned.”

"We can pull that job without their help,” squeaked Jenk Cheerly, his pig-like eyes maignant. “What do
we need with the Planeteers?’

Brun Abo, the squat Jovian, nodded sullen agreement. But Kinnel King, the handsome Earthman, turned
on the obese Uranian.

"After dl, Jenk,” said Kinnd King silkily, “you yoursef are ill anewcomer in our midst. We don't need
advice from you on this™

"No brawling!” Lanaordered imperioudy. She continued, “John Thorn, I'm taking you threeinto the
Companions. But understand one thing. When we blast off Turkoon, everyoneis under my command,
even the Planeteers.”

Thorn frowned, though inwardly his heart was pounding with dation.
"We're not used to being under orders of anyone,” he declared.
"Takeit or leaveit!” Lanaflashed. “There can only be oneleader when shipsgo into action.”

Thorn finally shrugged. “Well, as| said, we're not in aposition to be choosers. We follow your ordersin

"That's settled, then,” Lanasaid curtly. Her dender figure swung round to Stilicho Keene. “Now what
about your reconnaissance, Stilicho? Did you find out anything at Jupiter about those scheduled
freighters?’

The old Martian nodded hiswhite head vigoroudy. “ Sure did. We dipped in to Jupiter without bein’
spotted, and landed secretly in that big marsh near Vosek. Me and one of my boys went into the city in
disguise and hung around the docks. We saw rich cargo bein’ loaded in them freighters—thirty of ‘em.
Wewaited till they took off, abunch of tankerswith ‘em. They're blasting aong without any nava
convoy. | figger them to cross under the Zone tomorrow, on their way to Saturn.”

"Didnt | tell you they'd sail without convoy?’ squesked Jenk Cheerly, the obese Uranian's eyes
gligening. “Waan't my tip right? Thisll be arich haul, and without even afight.”

Lana Cain turned to Thorn and his two comrades and explained crisply.

"Jenk just joined us two weeks ago. He came with his ship from Jupiter, where he had a secret base on
one of the outer moons. He brought advance notice of these rich Jovian freighters scheduled to transit
acrossthe inner orbits of the system to reach Saturn which is now approaching opposition.



"They're without convoy,” the pirate girl continued rapidly, “because the League of Cold Worldsis
concentrating al its cruisers at Saturn right now, preparing for the great attack they're going to make on
the Alliance. | sent Stilicho to check their sailing and make sure they had rich cargo. Well surprise them
tomorrow when they pass under the Zone."

"Yes, and fineloot ther€ll beto divide,” squeaked the obese Uranian gloatingly. “Well gunthemto a
wreck, and gut them of every scrap of spoil, and leave not aman dive on them to take the taleto
Saurn.”

"No!” exclaimed Lanahotly. “No massacre! | told you my ruleswhen you joined us, Jenk. The
Companionswillfully saill no blood aslong as| lead them!”

"My rule has dways been to leave nobody dive to testify against mein aspace-court,” grumbled the fat
Uranian shrilly. “Thistenderheartedness—"

"It isn't just tenderheartedness; it's good strategy!” flashed Lana Cain, her blue eyes determined. “When
freighter-men know they're going to be massacred if they surrender, they fight to the last man. But when
they know that only their cargo will be taken, and their lives spared, they surrender alot more quickly.
Further, the hunt againgt usis never so bitter. It was my father'srule to take nolife, and it'smine, and it's
paid returnsto the Companions.”

"That it has!” declared Brun Abo, the Jovian, “It's saved us many a bitter fight-and possibly
extermination.”

The girl looked around them as he gave her orders.

"Our chief spatia navigator will check their course againgt Saturn's and ours. Well blast off tomorrow
dawn, with forty ships. That'll give ustime enough to be waiting in the Zone, and when the Jovian
freighters pass underneeth, well swoop down on them.”

"What about Gunner and Sual Av and me?’ John Thorn asked her. “\We have no ship, remember.”

"You'l be furnished one, and acrew to gowithiit,” Lanaanswered crigply. “From what I've heard of you
Paneteers, you'l be able to handle your part.”

Sheran her hand alittletiredly through her mop of dull-gold hair.

"That'sall, men. See that your ships and men are ready to blast off a dawn. And not too much drinking
tonight!"

Asthe pirate captains started to troop out, the girl added to the old Martian, “ Stilicho, find a cabin for the
Panetears.”

Thorn was starting out with histwo comrades after the old pirate, when Lanas voice halted him.
"Wait, John Thorn. Theré's something | want to ask you."

Thorn turned, surprised. The girl waslooking at him with aqueerly thoughtful expressonin her blue eyes,
her small hand idly patting the space dog that had risen beside her.

"Y ou were in the Earth Navy before you became an outlaw, weren't you?” she asked him.
Thorn nodded. “Until | deserted,” he admitted curtly.

Lana pointed up to a picture on the wal, aportrait of a hard-faced, middle-aged man with piercing eyes.



"My father, Martin Cain, was officer in the Earth Navy, too, before he became an outlaw,” she said
dowly. “Do they ever speak of my father on Earth? What do they say of him?"

Thorn told her the truth. “They speak of him only as notorious pirate. Few remember he was ever anava

"But hewas, and one of their best officers,” Lanasaid bitterly. “It was the jealousy of other officers over
his promotions that formed a caba which had him dishonorably discharge . That wasthe reward of Earth
for dl the service héd given his nétive planet.”

"Y ou don't think much of Earth, en?” Thorn said curioudy. “ Y &, after dl, it'sredly your native world."

"The Zoneis my world—I was born here. | hate Earth for what it did to my father!” the girl flashed. “I'll
be glad to see the L eague smash the inner worlds, for though | hate the League and its dictator, I've an
even greater hate for Earth!”

Thorn felt afaint hope he had cherished until now, die within him. He had hoped that the pirate girl might
be induced to save Earth from conquest by telling him the secret of Erebus. But he saw how futile had
been that dight hope. Thisgirl had only bitter hatred for the world she deemed to have wronged her
father.

"Y our father was an extraordinary man,” Thorn mused, looking up at the portrait. “ A great fighter and
organizer, awonderful navigator. They say that he even visted Erebus, the tenth world, though | suppose
that'sjust abasdesslegend.”

"It'sthetruth!” Lanadeclared proudly. “My father was on Erebus two weeks, and came back
safely—the only man in the whole history of the Solar System that ever did 0."

John Thorn stared increduloudly. “How did he do it? How did he avoid whatever peril there has
swalowed so many men?2—"

"l can'ttell you that,” thegirl A said dowly. “I've never told anybody what my father told me about
Erebus.”

"Then,” Thorn said wonderingly, “you're the only person in the whole system who knows anything about
that mystery world? The only person who knows how it might be visited safely?”

Thegirl nodded dowly. A queer expresson, one of somber, haunting memory, had comeinto her vital
blue eyes.

"Yes, I'm the only one who knows the secret of Erebus,” she admitted. “And nobody will ever learn it
from me. | have reasonsfor keeping silence about that world!"

Shetrembled dightly. Thorn, watching her tautly, felt aqueer chill as of acold, dien breath in the room.

"But | do not know why | am talking of Erebus,” she said impatiently. “I am tired. | shall seeyou
tomorrow at dawn, before our ships blast off."

Thus dismissed, Thorn left the Council House and waked dowly, degp in thought, down the Street of
Turkoon Town. The sun was setting, and from thelittle crimson disk aflood of pae red light uncannily
illuminated the dark, surrounding fern jungle, the raw field and parked ships, and the straggling meta
town.

He found the meta cabin assigned them. Gunner Welk and Sual Av sprang up eagerly as he entered.



"Weve madeit so far, John!” exclaimed the bald Venusian excitedly. “We're in with the pirates now, at
least. Did you find out anything about Erebus from the girl ?*

Thorn shook his head. “ Shewon't talk about Erebus—she seems amost afraid to. | didn't dare press
questions”

"We can't wait forever to get the secret out of her,” rumbled Gunner Welk warningly. “Even when we get
it, it'll take alot of timeto get out to Erebus and lift the radite, remember.”

"l know,” Thorn muttered. “But well ruin al our chancesif we'retoo rash now."
Hefished in hispocket for arial cigarette.
"It'spossible” hesad, “that whatever her father told her about Erebus—"

Thorn stopped speaking. Hisface froze as he pulled out the thing he had felt in his pocket. It was atiny
meta sphere, only ahaf-inch in diameter, With aminute apertureiniit.

"An Ear,” exclamed Sud Av gppdledly.

Thorn dropped the thing like a poisonous snake and ground it under hished. Hisdark facewas grim as
he looked down at the shattered fragments of the Ear.

The thing was a super-compact and super-sensitive audio transmitter. It picked up dl sound inits
immediate vicinity and broadcast it e ectro-magnetically, for ashort range. Both police and criminds of
the system used Ears for eavesdropping at a distance.

"Someone dipped it into my pocket in the Council House!” Thorn rapped. “ Seeif there are any more.”
But aswift search of their clothing and of the cabin disclosed no more Ears.

"Whoever put that Ear in my pocket suspectsusl” Thorn said grimly. “And whoever it isknows now
from our talk that we came here after the secret of Erebus, that we're after the radite!

"Thank heaven,” he added tightly, “that we didn't give away the fact that we want the radite for Earth,
that we're Earth agents.”

"Thisisbad, John,” said Sua Av, hisugly face sober. “Who do you think suspectsus?LanaCain
hersdf?'

"If it were she, or someone loyd to her,” rumbled Gunner Welk, “sheld have sent men hereto seize usby
now!"

"Gunner's right—it can't be Lana,” muttered Thorn. “ Someone hereis playing a deep game of hisown.
And whoever it isdoesn't like us, and knows now just what we're herefor.”

"John, our hidden enemy will have afine chance to gun ustomorrow in the confusion of this attack on the
Jovian freighters,” warned Sud Av.

Thorn's brown face hardened. “1 know. But we have to keep right on playing our part here, until we get
the secret. Weve got to take our part in the foray, and keep looking out for trouble.”



CHAPTER VI
TheTrap

FORTY pirate ships throbbed steadily through the wilderness of the Zone. Their course through the
jungle of swarms and debriswas sunwise. The six basic directions in space navigation are sunwise and
counter-sunwise—that is, in the same direction as the rotation of the sun or in an opposite direction;
sunward and outward—that is, toward or away from the sun; and up or down, from the equatoria plane
of the Solar System as plotted by the fixed ars.

The pirate fleet moved in a close formation of short columns. In the lead was Lana Cain'sslvery cruiser,
the Lightning. The ship that had been given the Planeteers to command, the Cauphul, was close behind
her. On one side of them sailed old Stilicho Keene's cruiser, and on the other the ship of Jenk Cheerly,
which was marked on the bows with an ominous, painted black skull.

John Thorn stared through the glassite window of the control-room, as they throbbed on. In the pilot's
chair besde him sat Sud Av.

"I don't likethisraid,” the Venusian was saying, hisugly facetroubled. “ An attack on peaceful freighters
isout of our ling, John."

"Nobody on those freighterswill bekilled,” Thorn reassured him. “Y ou heard Lanas orders. And we've
got to help rob those ships, to keep up the part we're playing here. We've got to do anything until we
get that secret out of the girl. And they are not Alliance craft.”

"I still can't see how we can get it from her,” muttered Sua Av, his green eyesthoughtful. “We can't use
force, when she's surrounded by hundreds of her men al the time. She doesn't Iook the kind who can be
tricked. And fromwhat’ you said, shell never tdl it to you of her own free will."

"Well find away,” Thorn declared tightly. “But | wish | knew who planted that Ear on me, and what his
gameis”

Thorn watched the wilderness of meteor swarms, cross-orbiting planetoids, and occasiond stray comets
past which they sailed. There was no need for navigating by the wave-code, with Lanas cruiser leading
theway.

Finally the slvery torpedo-shape of the Lightning dowed down and stopped. At once al the other
pirate ships responded with ablast of fire from their bow tubes, braking themselves.

Thorn looked out. They werelying low in the Zone, close by ameteor swarm whose myriad masses of
stone showed very near their shipsin the aura-chart. They had reached the point under which the Jovian
freighters would soon pass, when they detoured downward under the Zone asal ordinary shipping did.

Thorn spoke into the interphone connecting the ship's divisions.
"Gunner, are you cleared for action down there?"

Gunner Wdk's rumbling voice came through the instrument from the gun-decks where the mighty
Mercurian had taken command.

"All ready! Every man'sat hispos.”
"On space-suits, everybody,” Thorn ordered sharply. “Then stand by."



It was customary before an action in space for al the crew of aship to don their suits, so that in case
their hull wastorn open they could continue to work and fight the ship until there wastime to make

repairs.

Thorn and Sua Av put on their own suits and helmets. Then they waited in silence, their ship floating
beside the others. Lana Cain had gtrictly forbidden use of the audio between ships until the attack
opened, lest the freighters be given thedarm.

Thorn peered through the eyepiece of the telescope built into the wall between the broad windows. He
could see no sign of the freighters sunward, and his eyestired.

A littlelater, Sua Av gripped hisarm and pointed ahead at Lanas ship.
"Thesgnd, John! They're coming!"

Lanasdlvery cruiser had emitted three short flashes of fire from its bow and stern tubes, the agreed
sgnd.

Thorn peered again through the scope. Now he saw the coming freighters, far down and sunward. They
were coming straight on, and would pass the Zone directly undernegath the pirates.

There werethirty big freighters, and lagging after them came forty tankers of the type used for
transporting liquefied gases, broad-beamed and very dumpy ships, Thorn's keen eyes searched space for
sign of anava convoy, but found none.

"Those are the dumpiest tankersI've ever seen,” he muttered. “ It's awonder that freighters running
without convoy would take such old tubs dong to hold their speed down.”

Sua Av shrugged. “ The League worlds are pressing every old ship they've got into service, in their
preparation for war. Anyway,” he grinned, “these pirates aren't going to bother the tankers.”

The merchantmen came steadily on, and now the freighters that led were directly undernegath the part of
the Zone in which the pirate fleet hovered. Thorn knew the aura-charts of the freighterswould show the
pirate shipsonly as part of the great meteor swarm they were lying near. That waswhy Lanahad chosen
the position.

Thorn's nerves tensed as the Jovian freighters came directly underneeth, alittle flock of gleaming specks
swimming on through black space toward distant Saturn, the dow tankers ill lagging behind. Sua Av
was leaning tensely over his bank of keys, and there was no sound in the ship except the throb of its
power chambers.

Abruptly from the audio-speaker flared Lana Cain's silver voice,
"Attack! Dive on them!”

Forty pirate ships streamed blasting white fire from their stern tubes, forty grim torpedo-like shapes
roared down through the spatia vault toward the thirty hapless freighters.

Asthey swooped, theforty corsair craft split into five divisons of eight shipseach. The eight led by the
flashing cruiser of the Three Planeteers headed toward the sunwise end of the freighters. Jenk Cheerly
and hisdivision headed for the counter-sunwise end. Kinnd King for the sunward and Brun Abo for the
outward sides. Lana Cain hersdf, with Stilicho Keene's ship and six others, cometed down below the
merchantmen.



John Thorn saw that the swift maneuver had succeeded. The freighters were “ boxed"—hemmed in on
every side except the upward one, which was closed by the dreaded Zone. The pirates had not included
the worthless, lagging tankersin their trap, and those dumpy shipswere till coming bewilderedly on.

The freighters, asthe corsairs swooped down around them, milled confusedly with blasts from their
bow-tubes braking them, seeking to find away out of the trap. The few atom-guns with which they were
amed spat shdlsfrantically, that exploded in blinding flares of atomic energy.

"Ahoy, freighters” rang Lanas silvery voice from the audio. “ Cease firing or well gun you out of space!
Surrender and nobody will be harmed!”

"How do we know you'll keep your promise?’ came the hoarse, fear-laden voice of the freight squadron
commander.

"Thisis Lana Cain spesking!” answered the girl'svoiceingantly. “I keegp my promises.”

A moment's silence. The scattered fire from the trapped freighters suddenly stopped.

The freight commander's answer came. “Y ou've the reputation of not killing. Well surrender.”

Sud Av, hisgreen eyes gleaming with excitement through his helmet, glanced swiftly at John Thorn.
"The girl's policy of mercy does pay dividends, John,” he muttered.

"Stand by to board the freighters!” crackled Lana's voiceto her pirate followers. “ Two shipsin each
division stand off to keep watch. Hurry, men!*

Like sharks eager for prey, thirty of the forty pirate cruisers oneto each victim, dashed in at the helpless
freighters. The lead-ship of each divison, with one other, stood by ready to turn its guns on any freighter
that might resist the boarding.

Thorn's cruiser, the Cauphul, was one of those that stood off to keep watch. He saw the pirate ships
aready hooking onto the freighters by means of the magnetic grapples they shot forth. The grapple-lines
were winched in swiftly, the pirate and merchant ships were drawn close together, and the flexible meta
catwalks run swiftly out between them by the corsairs. Then the space-suited pirate horde was pouring
across the short, swaying catwal ks, hammering at the doors of the freighters until they opened.

Back across the precarious catwalks staggered the helmeted pirates, laden with bales and cases, sacks
of valuable minerals, bars of rare metals, crates of silks and wines and foods.

"Why can't we bein onthis?’ demanded Sua Av, twitching with excitement. “ Thereés no fun to lying off
here watching the others.”

"It'sLanasorders,” reminded John Thorn. “ And we Planeteers agreed to take her orders when we were
in space.”

Thorn looked sunward, and frowned. “Why the devil haven't those tankersrun for it? The foolsare
blundering right on."

The forty tubby tankers that had been [aborioudy trailing the freightersin space were coming stupidly on
the scene of the hold-up, as though unable to redize what was happening. They were now quite close.

Thorn's brain suddenly sounded an darm, as he stared at the oncoming tankers. His eyes, trained by long
nava experience, saw something queer about the lines of those dumpy ships, something—



Heleaped to the audio. “Lana, those tankers are disguised naval cruisers” heydled. “ They're—"
Hiswarning wastoo late. At the very moment Thorn shouted, the forty “tankers’” were unmasking.

Their bulging sides suddenly fell away. Those sides had been only askin of thin meta plates. Thelr
disappearance exposed the ships, not as tankers, but as deek, grim-lined nava cruisers with batteries of
heavy atomguns al aong their sides, and with the four interlaced circles of the League of Cold Worldson
their bows.

Instantly the unmasked League cruisers shot forward. Their rocket-tubes burst fire, and from their
batteries hailed astorm of deadly shdllsthat burst in blinding lightning-flares among the startled pirate

ships
* k k %
Thetragp had been perfectly sprung. The League cruisers, lagging behind in the guise of dow tankers, had

waited until the pirate ships were hooked onto the freighters by grapples and catwalks, their crews
engaged in looting. Then they had thrown off their disguise and legped in on the Companions' ships.

"Cut away!” cried Lana Cain's voice from the audio. “It'satrap! Cut loose and break for the Zone!"

Thorn saw her silvery cruiser leap forward to engage the rushing L eague battleships, to try to hold them
back while the pirates engaged in looting could cut away from the freighters.

Loydly, old Stilicho Keene'slong black cruiser, and four or five others dashed forward with the pirate
girl'sslver ship. And Thorn's cruiser was one of those that followed her, for Thorn had yelled the order
to Sud Av.

Blinding, dazzling flares of bursting atom-shells from the League cruisers seared space around Thorn's
ship, Sud Av wasfollowing Lanas lead right into the forefront of the formidable League battle-squadron.

"Driveinto cover Landsship!” Thorn cried to the Venusian. “If they get her, everything's ruined for udl™
Heydled into the interphone. “Let go with al batteries to starboard, Gunner!”

The Cauphul shook to the roar of its straining rocket-tubes and the thudding thunder of its atom-guns
going off as Suad Av flung the ship in beside Lanas slvery cruiser.

The very madness of the wild counter-attack of the little handful of pirate ships, asthey dashed fiercdly at
the League cruisers, seemed momentarily to disconcert the latter. Precious moments were gained in
which the main body of the pirate fleet was hadtily cutting away from the freightersthey had grappled.

Thorn waswild with anxiety for LanaCain. If anything happened to the girl, if the mysterious secret of
Erebus died with her—

The League cruisers had not concentrated any fire upon her silver ship yet. They were pouring shells
upon the other pirate craft, including Thorn's, but Lanas had escaped fire even though she had her
batteries sreaming shdlsforth.

Thorn was thrown from hisfeet asasavo of blinding bursts rocked the Cauphul. He heard the scream
of escagping air below, the dam of automatic doors as he staggered up.

"They've got Lanas ship!” Sua Av shouted hoarsdly. “Look!"

Thorn's heart plummeted as he saw through the fight. A League cruiser had got its magnetic grapples



onto Lana Cain's silver ship, and was drawing it closer. It had grappled her craft by itskedl, so that she
was unable to use her guns.

"They've got my ship, Companions!” stabbed the pirate girl's voice, clear and unafraid, from the audio.
“Y ou can't save me—break for the Zone while you have the chance!™

"If wedon't do asshe says,” cried Sud Av tensdy, “well be gunned to awreck. But if we leave her—"

"We can't leave her!” John Thorn exclaimed fiercdly. “ Our plan for the Alliance depends on her!™



CHAPTER VII
Shadow of the League

JOHN THORN'S ship rocked wildly as another shell struck it. The shellsof al atom-guns contained a
charge of powdered metal whose atoms had been brought to a critical point of instability. When an
electric charge sored in the shell was released, either by impact or atimer, it detonated the unstable
atomsinto adestroying flare of atomic energy. These deadly shellswerefired from guns and pistols by
the push of an dectroisolenoid built into the barrel.

Red lights flashing on and off in the pane in front of him warned Thorn that dready ahaf dozen
compartments of the Cauphul had been holed and had lost their air. Down below, Gunner Welk was still
keeping his crew batteries going, pouring shell out on the encircling League cruisers, but & any moment a
hit on their rocket-tubes or power-chambers might disable them entirely.

Thorn's mind was crazy with worry for the fate of Lana Cain. The League cruiser that had hooked its
magnetic grapples on the ked of her ship was till winching her helpless craft closer. The capture or
killing of the pirate girl meant the collgpse of hisgreat plan, and the probable ruin of the four inner worlds.

"Wevegot to free Lanas ship!” he cried to Sua Av over the thudding of guns. “ Therésonly one
way—drive our ship between hers and the one that's hooked her—~break the grapple-lines!™

Sud Av's green eyes widened sartledly insde his glassite helmet. Then the bald Venusian laughed
recklesdly.

"All right—here goes, John! Hold tight!'!
"Ceasefiring!” Thorn ydled into the interphone to Gunner Welk a the same moment.

Sud Av'sfingers smashed down on firing keys. The Cauphul jumped forward in space, araving torrent
of energy streaming from her stern tubes.

The Venusian drove the ship straight toward the two craft ahead, the League cruiser and the Lightning.
The half-dozen grapple-lines had been now so far drawn in that there was not enough room for athird
ship to pass between the two.

But Sud Av gteered the hurtling Cauphul between the two, anyway. Space around them seemed blazing
with continuousflares of burding atom-shdls.

Crash! The grinding shock that flung Thorn to the floor of the control-room seemed to him the end of
everything. The Cauphul, rushing in between the Lightning and the League cruiser grappling it,
Sdeswiped both shipswith stunning force.

Thorn tried, to clutch a stanchion and pull himself up, as the control-room rocked wildly around him. He
heard the triumphant shout of the bald VVenusian clinging to the controlpandl.

"Weére through, John! Wedid it!"

Thorn's ship had crashed in between the other two, forcing itsway through and breaking the
grapple-lines.

"Blast away, Lana” ydled Thorn into the audio. “ Y ou're clear now!"

Like astresk of light, the Silvery cruiser of the pirate girl shot upward. And with it cometed the battered



Cauphul, and old Stilicho Keene's black ship. The other pirate craft that had tried to help Lana
counterattack the League cruisers had been riddled to hel pless wrecks by the heavy fire of the enemy.

But the main body of the pirate fleet had had timeto cut away from their prey during the few minutes of
the furiousfight below. They were shooting out like startled hawks of space, joining Lana Cain's cruiser
and the other two as they sped upward.

"Uptothe Zone!l” peded the girl's voice from the audio.

Rising together asthey soared through space, the pirate ships streaked upward through the vault. Hot
after them raced the League cruisers, which now outnumbered the pirates.

"What in the devil's name's going on?’ roared Gunner Welk'svoice. “ That crash strained our Sides! It
looks down here as though the ship will crumple any minute.”

"If we can get into the Zone, we can lose those cruisers,” Sua Av was muttering. “If shelll just keep going
until then!”

Thorn could hear the Cauphul groaning and creaking benegth the fierce thrust of her blazing
rocket-tubes. The hull of the ship, weakened by shell-fire and badly strained by the side-swiping
collison, threatened to crumple up without notice.

The pirate ships could not match the heavily armed League cruisersin fire-power. But one thing the ships
of the Companions of Space did have, and that was speed. They were drawing dowly away from the
hotly pursuing cruisers as they rushed upward.

It was awild yet thrilling scene to John Thorn's eyes! The black vault of abysma space around them
tapestried with countless blazing gtars, the blinding flares of atom-shells burgting like exploding lightning,
the raving flame of proton-fire from pursued and pursuing ships, and the vast, vague cloud of light-flecks
of the Zone diretching above.

They were thundering up into the Zone now, Lana Cain'ssilver ship leading, curving sharply to avoid the
meteor-swarm directly above. But the League cruisers were pursuing them into the vast wilderness of
debris.

"Scatter!” camethe girl's sharp order from the audio. “Well rendezvous at Turkoon!™

"That finishes us, John,” said Sud Av bitterly. “We don't know the wave code. We can't navigate this
damned jungle.”

But hard on the hedls of hiswords came aquick cal from the girl.
"Planeteers! Keep your ship with ming!™

The pirate ships scattered in al directions, like afrightened flock of wild fowl. Darting away through the
swarms and planetoids, navigating by means of the coded wave-signas from the projectors on every
swarm and asteroid, they melted away.

The Leaguefleet could not hopeto pursue dl those diverging ships through the wilderness of debrisin
which they were perfectly a home. But adozen League cruisersfollowed purposefully after Lanas silver
ship and the Planeteers crippled craft asthey raced away through the Zone in a counter-sunwise
direction.

"Damn them, they must have recognized Lana's ship and they're determined to catch her!” Sud Av



exclamed.
Gunner Welk's towering spacesuited figure came thrusting hastily into the control-room.
"John, the compartment walls are cracking down there!” exclaimed the Mercurian. “If they—"

A thunderous explosion from below interrupted hiswords. Instantly, the Cauphul's acceleration
decreased, the roar of its rocket-tubes sharply diminished.

"One power-chamber has exploded!” yelled an engineer's voice from the interphone.
"We're sunk!” the big Mercurian cried.
"No, Lanas coming around!” John Thorn exclaimed.

They had been rushing close to the coast of afar-flung swarm, with the pirate girl's silver ship just ahead,
the League cruisers afair distance behind, when the explosion had occurred. Now the slvery Lightning
was darting back around to their side.

"I'm standing by to take you on!” Lana cried from the audio-speaker. “Hurry!"

"Break open the portside door to abandon ship!” Thorn yelled into the interphone. “ Cut the tubes, Sud,
and, come on!"

The Planeteers hastened down out of the control-room through the wrecked ship. The motley crew of
the Cauphul, al in suits and helmets like the three comrades, had got the round door on the portside
open. Therewas no air now in the whole ship, and itswalls and beams were sagging and cracking
ominoudy asit floated on in space under inertia

Up to the side of the Cauphul drovethe Lightning. There was no timeto hook on with magnetic
grapples or run out catwalks, for the L eague cruisers were coming up aong the edge of the great meteor
swvarmin hot pursuit. The Lightning's starboard door was open, the silvery ship keeping even with the
wreck only afew yards away.

"Jump for it!” Thorn yelled to his crew. “Hurry!"

Across the gap between ships shot space-suited figures like human projectiles, leaping toward the big
open door of the Lightning. Those who missed the door grabbed lines that had been flung out, and were
hauled in like floundering fish.

There was a thundering crash of metal as awhole section of the Cauphul's stern collapsed. The wreck
sagged drunkenly in space, and the League cruisers were racing closer.

"Thisisgetting alittle too hot for even the Planeteers!” laughed Sua Av as he leaped.

Gunner Welk followed, and John Thorn jumped last. He felt himself hurtle floatingly acrossthe gap
toward the open door of the Lightning, infinity below and above him. Then he hit the edge of the door
and ahand grasped hisarm and pulled him in.

Ingtantly the Lightning sprang forward with renewed acceleration as its stern tubes blasted. The door
was ground shuit.

Thorn and histwo comrades climbed to the control-room. When he entered it, a glance showed him that
they were now pulling steadily away from their pursuers.



LanaCain, her dender figure bulky in space-suit and helmet, was leaning beside the Jovian pilot & the
firingkeys. She wasligening intently to the constant buzzing from the section of the pand that received the
navigation wave-sgnals.

"Turn ninety degrees outward, and fifteen degrees upward, Rimil!” exclamed the girl. “That'll take us
between swarms where they won't follow for long."

The Lightning curved sharply, shot between the two vast clouds of dangerous debris.

Looking back through the rear window of the bulging control-room, Thorn saw two of the pursuing
League cruisers glow red and fal out of line. They had been meteor-struck. Trying to cut across after
their quarry without aid of the wave-code navigation signals, they had blundered into the edge of one
svarm.

The other League ships dackened speed, and tried to grope their way ahead. But the Lightning, dashing
on at full gpeed and then changing course abruptly to cut up acrossa“family” of whirling, planetoids,
soon losgt them from sight.

"Off suits. We're safe from them now!” Lanacdled into the interphone.
Thorn and histwo comrades divested themsalves with rdlief of their suitsand helmets, asthegirl did
likewise,

Lanaturned toward the Planeteers. The girl's bronze-gold hair was tossed in disorder, her face flushed,
her dark blue eyes blazing with excitement. There was something vital and dynamic about her, and there
was athrobbing, eager emotion in her eyes as she faced Thorn, impulsively holding out her hand.

"Y ou Planeteers saved me down there!” she exclaimed. “If you hadn't rammed in between ships and
broken those grapple-lines—"

John Thorn felt aqueer sense of shame as her warm little hand grasped his. If she knew hisred reason
for taking such desperate chances to save her, he thought—But it was for four great worlds.

"I'll never forget this, John Thorn,” Lanawas saying earnestly.

"I'll never forget it, either,” growled Gunner Welk, rubbing a bruised shoulder. “When we wedged,
between the two shipsit nearly threw meright through awall of the gun-deck.”

Sud Av grinned ruefully. “1'm not so sure | want to be araid pirate, if thiskind of thing happens often.”

"It was a cunning trgp set for us Companions by the League navies,” declared Lana. “ They even actudly
loaded those freighters with rich cargo, knowing we'd have spies watching who would report that, and
that we'd make an attack when we heard. And they had those cruisers disguised as tankers, ready to gun
us as soon as we were busy looting the freighters.”

Her blue eyesflashed. “But we escaped their trap! We didn't lose more than four of our ships, and weve
got agood portion of the freighters cargoes—the cargoes that were to be the bait of the trap!”

"If old Stilicho Keene watched those freighters and tankers sail from Jupiter why didn't he suspect their
game?’ Thorn asked her keenly. “ A closelook at the tankers would have showed him that they were
disguised cruisers.”

Lanalooked troubled. “I can't understand why Stilicho didn't seethat.” She added loydly, “But it can't
be any fault of his. And, anyway, we, got out safely.”



"If that League cruiser that grappled onto you had gunned you, it would have been the end of you,” John
Thorntold her. “I can't understand why they didn't when they had you helpless.”

"Neither can |,” Lana confessed. “They must have wanted to capture me, and take me to betried and
executed as alesson to the whole system. If so, they overreached themselves!”

She turned to the Jovian pilot, and ordered, “ Straight to Turkoon, now. There's no danger of more
pursuit.”

Asthe Lightning throbbed on through the Zone, homing toward the jungle asteroid like dl the other
scattered pirate ships, John Thorn drew histwo comrades unobtrusively back down into the privacy of
the narrow corridor below the control-room.

"There was something damned queer about that trap the League set!” Thorn declared. “ Their whole
object seemed to be to capture this ship—to capture Lana—and they took good care not to fire once at
her craft, lest they kill her.”

Sua Av stared, perplexed. “But why would the League set such an elaborate trap as that to capture
her?'

"Why did we come hereto seek out the girl?” Thorn countered meaningly. “Becauise she has a secret that
wewant."

Gunner Welk gtarted. “Y ou mean that the League may be after the secret of Erebus, too? That the
League may betrying—"

"Trying to get that radite on Erebus, the same aswe are?’ Thorn finished. He frowned. “It's possible.
Remember, we heard that the League planned some frightful new agent of destruction to use on the
Alliance worlds, to beat them into submission after they smash our fleet. Maybe the radite has something
to do with that!"

Sua Av'sgreen eyeswidened. “ Then it might be a L eague agent who put that Ear in your pocket
yesterday, who isworking from inside the pirates as we are and helped plan thistrap? But who isit?
Brun Abo, or Jenk Cheerly, or old Stilicho, maybe?"

"Whichever itis, if aLeague agent is after the girl's secret, we've got to beat himto it!” burst Gunner.
“'But how?"

"Shelll never tell methe secret, I'm sure of that, even though she feds grateful to me now,” Thorn said,
frowning. “But she may have written down what her father told her about Erebus. She may have the
secret among her papers.”

Sua Av'sugly face stiffened. “'Y ou mean to search her papers? John, it'stoo dangerous! If these pirates
caught you—"

"|'ve got to take the chance,” Thorn rapped. “With the League working againgt us, therésno timeto lose
now!"



CHAPTER VIII
Out of the Past

"From Mercury to Pluto,

From Saturn back to mars,

Well fight and sail and blaze our trail in crimson through the dars.
WEII cram our holdswith plunder

From every world and moon,

And thunder back on the homeward track

To feast at old Turkoon!"

THAT song that was roaring now from hundreds of, lusty throats had been the traditional song of the
space pirates for centuries. Every corner of the Solar System had shivered at the sound of it at onetime
or another. 1t echoed now in afierce, swinging chant through the night a Turkoon Town,

The pirates and their women were feasting at rude tables and benches around a huge fire of dry fern-logs
that blazed in the center of the Street. The tables groaned with enormous masses of food, huge haunches

of Jovian marsh-gteers, rosy cand-fruit from Mars, sticky confections looted from Neptunian ships. And

there were platoons of bottles and bulging casks from every world in the system. Strong drink was going

down with the food as the Companions celebrated their partialy successful foray.

Abovethefirdit feasters stretched the night sky of the Zone, the most wonderful in the system, ablack
canopy gaudy with thousands of blazing stars, with the yellow topaz of Saturn and the far green emerads
of Uranus and Neptune blazing high. Comets moved like mysterious, white ghosts through the jungled
heavens, and congtantly meteors flashed and ran across the black sky-span.

At one of thetables sat Lana Cain, her smooth hair gleaming like dull gold in thefirdight, her hand
absently patting the neck of the great gray beast crouched benesth her—Ooal, the space dog.

John Thorn sat beside her, hisdark face inscrutable and his black eyeswatchful. Sual Av was feasting
heartily farther down the table, joking and laughing with the other pirate captains, while Gunner Welk ate
in brooding slence.

"They are like children, the Companions” the girl said to Thorn over the din of voices and clatter of
bottles. “ Already they have forgotten that they nearly met death in that trap today, in their rgjoicing over
theloot we got.”

Thorn shrugged. “I can't say that | blame them. An outlaw hasto take his fun when he can—he never
knows whether helll see the next day or not.”

Lanasblue eyes, dark in the ruddy firelight, studied Thorn's lean face thoughtfully.

"But you Planeteers are not like most outlaws, John Thorn,” she said. “ Thereis something different about
you—something purposeful, | don't know what."

Thorn sensed faint danger, but he smiled as he fingered agoblet of wonderful pink Martian glass.

"Theonly red purpose we Planeteers have isto hunt excitement, | guess,” hetold her. “Weve donealot



of damn fool things, without much reason.”

"Thorn, why do you not stay here with me, with the Companions?’ Lanaasked, impulsively grasping his
hand. Her blue eyes eager on his, she added earnestly, | have great plans, and with you Planeteers
mpng n

She wasinterrupted by asudden uproar in afierce voice dong the table. Thorn jumped up.

Old Stilicho Keene was standing, hisrheumy eyes glaring with rage, histhin, bony hands trembling with
passion as he faced the obese green Uranian, Jenk Cheerly.

"Say that again,” shrilled the old pirate to the Uranian, “and I'll blow your lying head off your pig's body!"
Jenk Cheerly's small eyes glittered with hate as he rose to face the enraged old Martian.

"I do say it again!” squeaked the obese Uranian. “I say it was your fault that we nearly got trapped by
those League cruiserstoday! Y ou said you spied out the freighters and tankers before they blasted from
Jupiter. If you did, you would have been sure to see those tankers were disguised battle-cruisers. So you
didn't doit. Or you knew about the trap, and led usright into it!"

Old Stilicho seemed to suffocate with his own passion. His bony figure was quivering, hiswrinkled face
livid.

"Y ou're accusing me of treachery!” he shrilled. “Me, Stilicho Keene, that's rocketed with the
Companionsfor fifty yearsl By space, Uranian, no man can—"

The old pirate's clawlike hand was darting toward the atom-pistol at his belt. Jenk Cheerly'sfat hand flew
toward his own wegpon.

But Lana Cain sprang in between them. Her eyes were flaming with wrath.
"If you draw, I'll blast you both down” sheflared. *'Y ou know our rule—no quarreling among ourselves!”

"But, lass, you heard what he accused me of!” shrilled the old pirate, outraged. “1 tell you, when | saw
those tankers as they sailed from Jupiter, they were tankers, nothing else.”

"lan'tit likely that red tankers did sail with the freighters” John Thorn said quietly, “to deceive any spies
who might be watching them take off, and that the tankers were replaced by the disguised battle-cruisers
at some secret rendezvous in space?”

Kinnd King, the handsome middle-aged Earthman captain, nodded quickly. “ That must be the
explanation.”

"That may be s0,” grumbled Jenk Cheerly in hissquesaky voice, “but | till say there was something queer
about it. We should have got dl the cargoes of those freighters, instead of just part of them.”

Stilicho Keene tiffened again, but Lanahadtily intervened to cam the old pirate.

"Y ou've forgotten to initiate the Planeteers into the Companions, Stilicho,” she reminded. “ The Eight
Gobletd"

The old man'sface dowly cleared, and he turned around to Thorn and Sua Av and Gunner Welk.

"That'sright,” he cackled. “ Y ou boysain't red piratestill you've drunk the Eight Goblets. Eli,
Companions?'



A roaring shout of laughter rose from the fierce-faced corsairs and their women gathered at the firdlit
tables.

"Yes, the Goblets! The Eight Gobletsfor the Planeteerd!™
"What the devil isthis?’ growled Gunner Welk suspicioudy. “If they try any of thar tricks on me—"

Under cover of the roar of laughing voices, Thorn spokein arapid, low voiceto histwo comrades, as
they three stood close together behind the tables. They were momentarily unwatched, for dl the mirthfully
shouting pirates were watching old Stilicho as he supervised the preparations for the coming ceremony.

"I'm going to try my plan of searching Lana's paperstonight!” Thorn told his comrades swiftly. “If she
ever wrote down what her father told her about Erebus, shed surdly still haveit.”

"John, it'll be deadly dangerous!” warned Gunner Welk in ataut undertone. “Remember, someone here
knowswhat were after.”

"Y es, whoever put that Ear in your Pocket must be watching usdl thetime,” muttered Sud Av.

"I'll never have abetter chance than tonight, with everyone present at the feast,” Thorn whispered. “Y ou
two gtick here—it would awake suspicion if al three of usleft.”

He stopped whispering abruptly asthe roar of laughing voices began to lessen. Old Stilicho had hdd up a
hand to quiet the pirate throng.

"Planeteers,” he shrilled to the three comrades, “you've got a grest name in the system, and you showed
today you deserveit, for you saved our Lanafrom that trap when no one else could have doneit. We're
proud and glad to welcome you three among us. Eh, Companions?'

"Yed” roared back the pirate feasters with one voice. Lanawas Sitting again, smiling at Thorn's puzzled
face.

"But before you can really be of the Companions,” the old pirate continued in his shrill, cracked voice,
you've got to drink the Eight Goblets, in proper order-to show that as atrue Companion you defy the
governments and navies of al the eght inhabited worldg™

Three grinning pirates advanced, each carrying atray on which rested eight small glass gobletsfilled with
various colored liquors.

Sual Av's green eyes widened. “ Are we expected to—"

Stilicho Keene cackled. “ Yes, lads. Y ou're expected to drink defiance to the eight worlds aswe call
them off."

Thorn and histwo comradestook the little gobletsfirst handed them. They were brimming with colorless
rock-liquor, the fiery digtillate that isthe favorite drink of Mercury.

Stilicho, grinning, raised hisbony hand. And from thefirdlit feasters crashed amirthful shout.
"Mercury""
The Planeteers tossed off the burning liquor. It seared Thorn'sthroat, but Gunner Welk smacked hislips.

"Venus!" crashed the shout an instant later.



Down went the little goblets of heady black Venusian svamp-grape wine. And the pirate horde, without
giving the Planeteerstimeto catch breeth, called out planet after planet.

A goblet of tingling brown Earth whisky; another of suave, smooth desert-flower cordid from Mars; and
abumper of raw, potent marsh-apple brandy from Jupiter followed each other.

Thorn gasped for ar, but neither he nor his comrades hesitated. A goblet of musty-tasting wine from the
fungus-fruits of Saturn; another of sour, strong Uranian beer; and findly alast goblet of sweet, cloying
Neptunian sacra liqueur.

Thorn's head was spinning as he smashed the last of the eight goblets on the ground. Sual Av was
staggering, and even Gunner Welk looked unsteady. Old Stilicho dapped Thorn's back.

"Y ou're true Companions of Space now, Planeteers,” cackled the old pirate, and approving roars went
up from the crowd.

Every pirate there knew it was the Planeteers who had saved their idolized girl leader in the fight that day.
The heartiness of their lusty welcome was unmistakable.

Thorn fought to keep the liquor from overcoming him, as he went back to his seat beside Lana. His
senses were hazed—he was only dimly aware that now wild music was thrumming from stringed
insruments somewhere, and that two white-limbed V enusian girls were swaying in alanguorous dance
near the blazing fire.

Gradudly, Thorn felt his senses clear. But he took care to appear till fogged. Now wasthetimefor his
attempt!

"l need some air after the Eight Goblets,” he told Lana, keeping hisvoicethick. “I'm going for awalk."

To hisdiscomfiture, Lanarose from her place and took hisarm. “I'll walk with you, John Thorn,” she
amiled.

Thorn could not regect her, though inwardly he chafed. They moved away from the firlit feadt, the space
dog Ooal padding silently beside the girl. None of the crowd seemed to notice them leaving, for now a
lithered Martian girl wastwisting in afurious desert dance, to the roaring gpplause of the Companions.

Theroar of shouts and laughter and crashing glass behind them faded away asthey waked alittle down
the dark, silent and dusty street of Turkoon Town. The blazing sky above them seemed dive with the
long, shining trails of flashing meteors.

Thorn looked down at the girl's gold head. Her starlit white face seemed softer now, with a queer
yearning in it as she gazed aong the dark street. It dl seemed strangely dreamlike to the Earthman—he
and the pirate girl and the green-eyed, padding space dog walking together under the meteor-blazoned

night sky.

Lana Cain looked up at him and asked the question that she had aready voiced earlier that evening.
"Why don't you Planeteers stay herewith us,” John Thorn? With you to help, my plans could—"
"Your plans?’ he repested, interrupting. “What do you mean, Lana?'

She stopped and looked up at him. “Do you think that being leader of the piratesisal | want? No, that is
only ameansto an end. | have adream, the same dream my father had—a dream of making the Zone a
place of orderly life and happy cities, instead of just awild, lawlessjungle.”



Her words came with an eager rush. “ There are hundreds of asteroidsin the Zone that are habitable, or
could be made habitable. A whole new world, that could be independent and self-sufficient, and could be
arefuge for oppressed people from dl parts of the system, people fleeing from tyranny and injustice.”

Lana’s voice throbbed with earnestness. “ My father worked with that dream in mind, organized the
scattered bands of pirates and made them temper their bloodthirsty ways. I've worked toward that godl,
too. And now, when the League of Colorsis about to attack the Inner Alliance, the chanceis, coming to
make that dream come true. For with interplanetary war going on, we could organize our new world in’
the Zone without interference. And millions of people may want asafe refuge.”

Thorn wasimpressed by the girl's Sncerity and breadth of ambition.

"But, Lana, are dl the eight worlds as bad as you seem to think?’ he said dowly. “It'strue the four
worlds of the League are crushed under the fanatica tyranny of Haskell Trask, their dictator, but what
about Earth and the other three inner worlds? They have no tyranny or oppression.”

"They have black injustice that is as bad astyranny,” answered Lana, her starlit face hardening. “Look at
what they did to my father!”

Thorn saw that he could not change her bitter obsession on that subject. He shook his head.

"Perhapsyou'reright,” he said. And he added thoughtfully, “I was wondering why agirl like you was
content to live asleader of these wild pirates. But | understand, now that you've told me of your scheme.”

"And you'll help me make that dream come true, John Thorn?Y ou Planeteers will, stay?’ Lanaasked
eagerly. She added earnestly, “ Y oure thefirst one I've ever told of my plan.”

Thorn wastouched. “I'll haveto talk to Sud Av and Gunner Welk before | can promiseto stay,” he
evaded.

He put his hand to his head, and winced. “I'm not fedling so good yet, after those Eight Goblets. | think
I'll pass up therest of thefeast, and deep it off."

"Yourenotill?” Lanaasked anxioudy. “If you are—"
Shewas gazing up at him, her dark eyeswide with worry in her starlit face, her hand on his shoulder.

Thorn felt a sudden strong impulse to kiss her. He mastered himself, but he suspected that hisfedings had
shown in hisface, for Lana's expression changed.

"I-1 must go back to the feast,” she said, with an unaccustomed shyness. “If | am not there, they will be
quarreling. | will seeyou in the morning.”

He watched her move back down the dark street toward thefirdlit feast, the space dog silently
accompanying her. Then Thorn turned and walked with assumed unsteadiness to his cabin. But instead of
entering the cabin, he dipped. around it, and then hastened along the back of the street toward the
Council House.

Thelong, low metal building was dark and silent. Thorn listened outside a back door, then pushed
gedthily insde. Thedull red ray of his pocket fluoric flash-lamp lighted him through store-roomsand a
kitchen. The place was deserted.

He found Lanas bedroom quickly. It was a bare chamber with achromaoy cot and chest, and arack of
atom-pistols on the wall. There was acloset, to which Thorn went first. In it hung adozen suits of the



mannish silk jackets and trousers the pirate girl dwayswore. But in the back of the closet, Thorn found a
single gaily-flowered flowing tunic-dress of the type worn by Earth women to socid functions.

A queer wave of tenderness swept him as he touched the gay, flowered dress. It was obvioudy unworn.
He could picture Lanataking it secretly from pirateloot, trying it on—

"Hdl, am | going soft onthe girl?” John Thorn muttered to himself. “I'm wasting time! ™
He searched through the big chest. Init hefound aflat viridiurn box that was packed with papers.

Thorn's pulses raced as he hadtily sarted scanning the papers by hislittle ray of dull red light. Thefirst he
unfolded was a parchment document, discolored with age. It was a captain's commission in the Earth
Navy, dated over forty years before, made out to Martin Cain. Acrossit was ssamped “CANCELLED."

Most of the other papers were old letters of Lanasfather. They told nothing. Then Thorn muttered an
exclamation as he took out of the box a thick log-book, bound in marsh-caf skin, and filled with the
square, precisewriting of Martin Cain.

Swiftly Thorn riffled the pages until he found the year he was|ooking for. With taut eagerness he read the
entries.

9-27. (Off Pluto.) It looks as though our raid on the Pluto mining bases with a single ship was too daring.
We are being hotly pursued by Neptunian cruisers, and can hear the audio-cals of others.

9-28. Fear net isclosing in on us. Space dive with audio cdls.

9-29. I, Martin Cain, am sole survivor of my ship's company. We were trapped and attacked at 7:22,
sun-time, by eight Neptunian cruisers. We got two, but the rest gunned ustill our power-chambers
exploded and tore our ship gpart. | was flung clear, and found one of our lifeboats that also had been
thrown clear. Got away in it unnoticed. But am far outside Pluto's orbit, where they had chased us. Dare
not go back to Pluto, and have not half enough fuel to take meto Saturn, the next nearest world
sunward.

| am taking a desperate chance-am heading outward, toward Erebus. | know no one has ever yet visited
that world and returned, but my last chanceisto get fud-oresthere, for it isfar nearer than Saturn. |
greetly fear that | shall never get back to the Zoneto see my little girl and my wife again.

Thorn turned to the next entry, his pulse pounding with excitement. But the next entry was dated weeks
later.

12-7. Back to the Zone again, thank God, | shal never go beyond Pluto's orbit again.

Thorn desperatdy ran through the following pages. But there was no mention whatever in them of
Erebus.

Why had not Martin Cain made one entry about hisvisit to Erebus? What was there on that far, dark,
mysterious planet that Cain had so carefully kept secret?

"'Raise your hands, John Thorn!"
Thorn turned, appalled. Lights had flashed on in thelittle room. Standing in the doorway were two men.

They were Jenk Cheerly, the fat Uranian, and the Earthman, Kinnel King. They were covering him with
atom-pistols, and their faces were deadly.



CHAPTER X
Imprisoned Planeteers

THORN rose dowly to hisfeet, keeping his hands raised. A wrong movement, he knew, would mean
ingtant deeth. Inwardly he was hitterly reproaching himsalf for letting himsdlf be surprised.

"So, Planeteer,” said Kinnd King in adeadly low tone, “you and your comrades seem to betraitors.
Lessthan an hour after you've been initiated into the Companions, we find you hererifling Lana's
Secrets.”

"Didn't | tel you, Kinnd?" squeaked Jenk Cheerly, the fat Uranian'slittle eyes glittering with beady
triumph. “Didn't | tel you this Thorn was up to something when he dipped away from the. feast, and that
we ought to follow him?"

"Take hisatom-pistal, Jenk,” ordered Kinnd King without removing his eyesfrom Thorn. “Then go and
get Lana and the others-and make sure you get the other two Planeteers!™

Jenk Cheerly lifted the weapon from Thorn's belt, and then the obese Uranian waddled hastily out of the
room. Thorn stood, his hands till raised, facing the other Earthman.

Kinnd King's middle-aged, handsome face was dark with loathing, and there was a deadly expressonin
his brooding eyes as he watched the Planeteer.

"King, ligen to me!” John Thorn said desperately. “ Y ou're an Earthman, and 1—"
"Bedlent!” Kinnd King hissed, his eyes narrowing to pinpoints. “I'll blast you where you stand, traitor.”

In heavy silence, Thorn waited. He knew there was not the dightest chance for him to make abresk
under the muzzle of the other's wegpon. To do so would be merely to commit suicide without gaining

anything.

Presently there was arapid tramp of many feet, an excited babel of voices entering the Council House.
Into the lighted rooms came Lana Cain, and with her were old Stilicho, Brun Abe, the Jovian captain,
and the waddling, gloating green-faced Uranian, Jenk Cheerly.

With them came four pirates who held atom-pistols against the backs of Gunner Welk and Sud Av.
Gunner's clothing was torn, histemple bleeding from awound, his cold blue eyeslikeicy flames. Sua
Av'sugly face wastaut and watchful.

"They'd never have got us, John,” rumbled the big Mercurian asthey entered, “if they hadn't jumped us
from behind."

"It'sdl my fault,” Thorn said bitterly.

Lana Cain waslooking a Thorn. The girl's face was white and stunned, her blue eyeswide and
unbelieving. Then as her gaze sivung from Thorn's face to the rifled papers on the floor, her expresson
changed to one of flaming wreth.

"It'strue, then,” she whispered throbbingly to Thorn. “You are atraitor to the Companions,, a paltry thief
trying to steal my secrets. And | know. what you were after!” sheflared. “ The secret of Erebus. Because
| wouldn't tell it to you, you dipped in here, trying to Sed it."

"Lana, lislen—" Thorn began with desperate earnestness.



Lanacut him off with astinging dap across the face. The space dog Ool jumped forward, greet eyes
blazing.

"All thetime you wereligening to my plans, pretending sympathy, you were only thinking of how you
could get that secret from me!l” flamed Lana. “1 wouldn't tdll it to you, because | didn't want you or
anybody elseto go to that terrible world. | amost wish now that 1'd told you, that I'd let you go
blundering out to Erebus to meet the horrible fate you'd meet there!”

"What are we waiting for? Why don't we blast these dogs down now?’ demanded Brun Abo, the
scarred-faced Jovian.

A fierce growl of approval of the suggestion went up from the other pirate captains. Even old Stilicho
Keene was|ooking a Thorn and histwo comrades with accusation in hisface.

"Boy, | never thought you Planeteerswould do athing likethis,” said the old pirate dismally.

Thorn was thinking with desperate rapidity. Should hetdll Lanathe truth, that they Planeteerswere,
agents of Earth who only sought the Erebus secret to get the radite that would save the Alliance?

He saw that it would gain nothing to tell. It would make no difference to the girl, who was so bitter
againgt Earth she would do nothing to help that world. And it would give away the grest secret that the
Alliance had awegpon with which it might be able to resst the L eague attack.

"Lang, listento me,” Thorn said rapidly. “I'm not denying that we Planeteers came here seeking the secret
of Erebus. We have avita reason for wanting it, and when you wouldn't tell it, | had to try to stedl it. |
admit all that.

"But | want to warn you that thereé's someone else here, someone right here in thisroom now, if I'm right,
who meansto get that secret and useit to take millions of lives. Y ou can save dl thoselives by giving us
the secret and letting us go!™

"Y ou pile one lie on another!” blazed Lana. “Y ou try to cover your own guilt by accusing innocent men!”
"Let's take them out and blast them down now!” cried Brun Abo,

"It'sthe penalty for treachery among the Companions,” old Stilicho said miserably. “1 guesswe got to do
it"

LanaCain paled alittle. She shook her head.
"No, well not kill them now,” she said. “Put them in the brig until morning.”

"And why shouldn't we kill them now?’ demanded Brun Abo of her. “Isit possible you've atenderness
for thisThorn?"

Thegirl turned on the Jovian, asthough stung,

"I've only hate for such treacherousliars” sheflared. “ But were going to execute them, not murder them.
In the morning is soon enough.”

Surprisingly, Jenk Cheerly supported her.
"Lanasright,” the Uranian squeaked and the girl glanced gratefully a him.

Thorn tried to speak again, but Brun Abo snarled an order, and the four pirates covering the Planeteers



forced the three comrades to march out of the Council House into the night.

The brig, asthe pirates called their prison, wasasmall, square, metal structure behind the main street of
Turkoon Town. It had but one room, into whose dark interior they were rudely thrust. The heavy metd
door dammed, and the wave-lock clicked.

"Makethe best of your timetill morning, Planeteers,” rasped Brun Abo as he and his men I ft.

"John, they didn't leave any guards outside,” said Sua Av quickly in the darkness. “ Maybe we can get

They rapidly inspected their prison. But Thorn found that there was no chance whatever of escape from
it.

The building was wholly constructed of inertrum, most intractable of metals. Thetwo tiny, barred
windows were mere loopholes, and the wave-lock of the door could only be operated by the secret
frequencies of itswave-key applied from the outside.

"Theresno getting out of here," grunted Gunner Welk. “Damn that fat Jenk Cheerly! It was hewho
susgpected you were up to something, John, and followed you with Kinnd King—"

"Either Cheerly or Brun Abo must be the League spy herel” Suad Av declared tensdly. “And it looksto
me as though Cheerly isthe man. He only joined the pirates recently, and it was he who tipped them off
about the Jovian freighters, the League trap that, nearly succeeded in capturing Lana."

"What the devil are we going to do?’ demanded the big Mercurian. “We can't break out of this place and
we're due to be blasted at dawn.”

"Theres only one chance left us,” Thorn rapped. “When they take us out in the morning, well makea
break and try to seize Lana. | don't think the pirates would take a chance of hurting her by firing at us
then. We might get away with her."

Gunner Welk's rumbling voice came dowly, “But the girl might get hurt in thefight, John. | thought you
were sort of inlovewith her."

"Yes,” added Sua Av. “and it looked to me as though she was beginning to fed the same way about
you."

"Areyou two space-struck to say such things?’ Thorn demanded fiercdly. “Me, in love with that wild
piraegirl?'

Then hisvoice wavered alittle. “Even if | did love her, I'd have to forget it. For we have to get that
secret out of her somehow, if the Allianceisto have achance. That is bigger and more important than
everybody in the entire zone."

"All right, well try it,” rumbled Gunner Welk. “It lookslike our last bet.”

* k k %

Presently Gunner Welk and Sud Av were deeping on the floor calmly obliviousto whatever fate the
dawn might bring.

But John Thorn could not deep. Restlesdy, he paced the darkness of the little metal room. In hismind
queerly persisted the image of Lanas white, stunned face and accusing eyes. Hetried to drive that
reproachful face from his thoughts and couldn't.



White mists from the jungles had seeped into Turkoon Town as the night advanced, a cold fog that
nipped the bones.

A little wind moaned through the dark, deeping pirate stronghold, and at intervals came raucous cals of
welird lifeteeming in the fern-fores.

Thorn heard a ship blagting off from the distant field, the thudding thunder of itstubesrapidly dying away.
He wondered broodingly if ever he and his two comrades would see space again.

Or was the coming dawn to end forever the career of the Planeteers?

Hours dragged pagt, and finaly afaint dawn light began to illumine the swirling gray mists outside.
Suddenly through the fog came awild, distant cry. It was echoed in a minute by raw shoutsin other
VOICes.

Thorn legped to thelittle window, but could see nothing through the mists. He heard his comrades
scrambling up,

"What's happened?’ exclamed Suad Av, rubbing his eyes deepily.
"I don't know!” Thorn cried. “But something's wrong.”

He could hear ababd of raging shouts and calls crackling like flame through Turkoon Town, waking
everyone. And men were running through the clearing miststoward the field of ships.

"Stilicho!” yelled Thorn through the window as he glimpsed the old Martian pirate running painfully along
the Street.

The old man hesitated, then hobbled quickly over to the window of thelittle prison. He was buckling on
his atlom-pistols with trembling hands, and hiswrinkled face was wild.

"What's happened?’ Thorn demanded tensdly.
"Lana—she's been kidnapped!” hissed the old Martian. “ Jenk Cheerly did it sometime last night.”

"Lanakidnapped?’ Thorn yeled wildly, his brown face suddenly haggard. “How do you know Cheerly
did?"

"Thismorning one of our men found our guards at the ship-field lying murdered!” babbled the raging old
man. “And one of Cheerly's Uranian crew, too, fatally wounded and |ft for dead. The Uranian boasted
about what Cheerly had done, before he died.

"He said that Cheerly was not any pirate at al, like he pretended, but a L eague spy—the head of Haskell
Trask's secret service! He said Cheerly had planned the trap that nearly captured Lanain the attack on
them freighters, and that when that failed, Cheerly had used another plan to kidnap Lanalast night. He
used you in his plan, John Thorn!"

"Cheerly used meto kidnap Lana?’ Thorn gasped. “My God, man, what are you talking about?’

"Lanas soft onyou,” spat old Stilicho. “ She didn't want to see you blasted this morning, and Cheerly
knew it. So, according to that dying Uranian, Cheerly told Lanathat held help you Planeteers escape if
shereleased you. He got Lanato start secretly with him to this brig to let you out, and once he had her
aonelikethat, he and his men grabbed her. They blasted down the fild-guards and took her in his ship.
Hée'staking her to Saturn!”



Theraging old pirate turned from the window. “We're going to follow Cheerly's ship. And God help that
Uranian when we catch up with him!*

"Stilicho, wait—" Thorn cried wildly, but the old pirate was dready hobbling urgently away inthe mists,,

A few moments later came the thunderous roar of many shipstaking off in the distance. Asit died away,
Thorn turned to his comrades, hisface stricken.

"Shewas going to help us escape,” he said in adow, choked voice. “Even after I'd tried to steal her
secret, she was going to help us get away. And because of that, she'sin the hands of Haskell Trask's
spymester now!"

Hiseyeswerewild. “Think of what Trask and that fat fiend Cheerly will do to her to wring the secret out
of her! And dl because of me. She'd never have been kidnapped if she hadn't tried to help mel™

"It'snot your fault, John,” rumbled Gunner Welk, his hard face showing his emation. “Cheerly would
have found one way or another to get hold of her, even if weld never come here.”

"And Stilicho and Kinnd King and al the rest of those pirates aretrailing him now,” Sua Av added
quickly. “They'll catch him and bring the girl back dl right.”

"I hopeto heaven they do,” muttered the big Mercurian. “For if they fal, and Cheerly getsthat girl to
Saturn, it meansthat the League, and not the Alliance, will get that radite from Erebus.”

Thorn started violently. For the moment, in hisfirst wild concern for Lanas safety, he had forgotten the
larger issue.

"The last hope of the Allianceisgoneif that happend” he exclaimed. Hisfists clenched convulsively.
“And werelocked up here! 1sn't there something we can do?"

"Nothing but wait,” answered Gunner heavily.

* k% k %

Thelong hours of that day were atorture infinitely prolonged to John Thorn. Pacing thelittle room,
peering tensely from the window, he waited in terrible suspense.

They were not brought any food or water. They had been completely forgotten for thetime being in the
greater catastrophe. They could see the street of Turkoon Town thronged with excited pirate women and
men who had been |eft behind by the hasty expedition that had thundered forth in chase of Jenk Cheerly.

Night came, and more hours dragged past. Then from the distance came the thudding thunder of many
shipslanding.

"They're back!” Thorn cried tautly. “But did they rescue Lana?"
"WEelIl soon know,” muttered Sud Av.

They heard the pirate crews and captains trooping back into town, heard aloud uproar of voices. They
waited tensdly.

Then athin, snow-haired figure gpproached their window in the starlight. 1t was old Stilicho, Keene,
moving dowly.

"Did you bring Lanaback?’ Thorn cried.



The old man's cracked voice was unsteady and choking with emotion as, he answered.

"No, we didn't.” His accents became shrill and wild. “We were only afew hours behind Cheerly's ship.
We could seeit in our ‘ scopes and were sure to overtake him. And then he was joined by aforce of fifty
League cruisers, as an escort.

"He must have had secret arrangements with them cruisersto bewaiting for him, damn him!” Stilicho
continued. “We only had twenty ships. | wanted to keep after them anyway, and fight it out, but Brun
Abo and therest said it would be suicide.

Stilicho'sold voice broke. “I guessthey wereright, maybe. Getting ourselves al killed wouldn't have
saved Lana. Nothing can save her now—and | don't want to live any more, with thelass gone.”

Tremuloustears were glistening on the old Martian's starlit face. He wiped them with a quivering hand.

Thorn fdt acold, ghastly shock from what he had heard. Blind emotion surged in him. And then the
ingtinct to fight back, to persevere, rose to dominate him.

"Areyou going to give up Lanafor dead?’ he demanded fiercely of the old man outside. “Areyou just
going weep like awoman for her, or are you going to do something?'

"What can | do?” Stilicho quavered. “I'd give my lifefor the lass, but there's nobody can save her now.
She'sin Haskell Trask's dungeons on Saturn, by now, and a thousand men couldn't get her out of there."

"A thousand men. Might not, but three men could!” Thorn flashed fiercely. “We three—we Planeteers!”

Stilicho stared hopelesdy. “How could even you Planeteers hope to snatch her from the claws of Haskell
Trask?'

"Weve done things as seemingly impossble asthat in the past, haven't we?” Thorn demanded. “Give us
the chance, Stilicho, and welll get her out of there or dietrying!"

The old Martian's eyes widened. “If anybody could do it, you Planeteers could,” he muttered. He stared
doubtfully at Thorn's starlit face. “But you Planeteers are only after the secret Lanaknows, the same as
Chealy."

"We want that secret, yes,” Thorn said tensdly. “But the only way we can hopeto get it isby rescuing
Lanal Can't you seethat? I'm hoping that if we save her, shelll tel usthe secret. But whether she does or
not, shelll have been saved, and that's al that you care for!"

And as Stilicho il hesitated, Thorn hissed agrim reminder.

"Think what Cheerly will do to Lanato wring the secret from her! Haskdll Trask isn't above torturel”
The old man'sfigure quivered at that.

"Shelll never tell them,” he muttered, “ even though they kill her. | know Lana."

Then the old pirate stiffened with decision, and he spoke rapidly to the tensely waiting three.

"I'm going to take the chance you Planeteers can save her. It looks like the only chance the lass has got.
I'm going to release you, and well head out in my ship for Saturn, before Brun Abo and the rest find out
what I've done."

"Will the crew of your ship follow you?” Thorn asked quickly, his pulses pounding with excitement and



hope.

"Hell, they'd sall straight into the sunif | laid the course!” exclaimed the old pirate. His cracked voice
throbbed with eagerness as he continued. “I'll have to stedl the wave key of this brig from the Council
Houseto let you out. And I'll pass awhisper to my crew to gather in the Venture at once.”

The old Martian hastened away through the starlight. John Thorn siwung round to his comrades.
"It'safighting chance weve got now, at least!” he exclaimed.

"A pretty dimone,” said Gunner Welk somberly. “How in hdll's name are we to get that girl away from
Saturn in the teeth of dl the League forces? An army couldn't do it.”

"WEelIl haveto do what an army couldn', then,” Thorn said grimly. “ There must be some way."

Presently they glimpsed Stilicho Keene hastening back to their prison. At the old Martian's hed s followed
agresdt, gray shape with blazing green eyes, Lana's space dog, Oal.

Stilicho turned the wave-key's beam on the lock. The frequencies actuated the delicate mechanism, and
the door opened.

"l had atime stedling the wave-key!” panted the old man as Thorn and his comrades emerged. “Brun
Abo and the rest are up in the Council House. As soon asthey remember you three, they'll be hereto
have you executed."

"Why did you bring the space dog?” Gunner asked.

"I didn't bring him—hefollowed me,” Stilicho said. “He's been wild since Lanawas kidnapped, and |
think he senseswere going after her. The critters are alittle telepathic, you know."

"Let him come dong. We don't want to arouse any commotion,” Thorn said swiftly. “Isyour crew
waiting & the ship?'

"All ready, by now,” the old pirate replied. “Follow me. Well haveto dip out to the field without being

Heled the Planeteers through the sarlight, close againgt the towering, dark wall of fern-jungle that
encircled Turkoon Town. By that circuitous route they reached the field where the massed pirate ships
lay glinting under the meteor-blazoned sky, The big space dog padded beside them as they approached
the Venture.

They climbed hadtily into the long black ship, the animd following them. Stilicho's motley crew were
waiting. The doorswere aready grinding shut as the Planeteers followed the old pirate up to the
control-room.

A few moments later, with athunderous blast of fire, the Venture shot skyward on its desperate mission.



CHAPTER X.
Under Saturn'sRings

A HARP-STRING tenseness gripped the four men in the Venture's control-room as they peered ahead
into space.

"Sofar, s0 good,” muttered old Stilicho Keene, leaning forward over the bank of firing-keysto gaze with
faded eyes. “We're past the outer League patrols. Now if we can only dip through the inner.”

"Wereintheir zone now,” John Thorn warned tautly. “ See anything in the * scope, Gunner?!
"Not yet,” the big Mercurian rumbled without taking his eyes from the eyepiece.

The Venture moved steadily on through the void, its rockets cut down to alow, soft purr. The
aura-chart was dead. They were running blind so their own aurawould not cut the aura of any vigilant
patrol cruiser and give them away unnecessarily.

Saturn bulked colossal in the star-gemmed vault ahead, an enormous, yellowish sphere encircled by its
immense, sweegping white rings. Even from this distance of afew million miles, the mighty ringslooked
quite solid. Thethin black gap between the two outermost rings, Cassini's division, stood out sharp and
clear. It was hard to redlize that those greet, solid seeming white bands were redlly vast svarms of tiny
satdlitescircling the planet.

Out beyond even the huge rings marched the planet's nine brilliant moons. Titan wasabright little disk far
on the other sde of the spinning monster world. Tethys and Rhea shoneto the left. And lapetus, abright
white moon amost aslarge as Mercury, lay close ahead on theright.

"The Saturnian Navy has a big outer base on Igpetus,” warned Thorn. “It'll be dive with cruisers now
that the navies of all four League planets are concentrated here."

"I know, but we got to run closeto | apetusif were going to dip around to the night side of Saturn,”
quavered the old Martian pirate.

"Keep at least two million miles out, to clear the auras of the base,” Thorn told him.

The Venture purred on, and the big white moon began to march dowly past on their right. The
Planeteers and the old pirate were silent and strained.

Sua Av scratched hishead irritably. “ Curse meif | can get used to thiswig,” he muttered.

The Venusian's appearance was curioudy changed. His bald pate had been covered by awig of short,
coarse black hair, and hisface and skin had been stained pale green. John Thorn and Gunner Welk were
amilarly transformed. Their facestoo were now alivid green, and the Mercurian's bristling yellow hair
was dyed black.

The people of Saturn, and aso of Uranus and Neptune, had acquired their peculiar green complexion
during the past thousand years. Their worlds, like al the othersin the system, had first been colonized by
pioneering Earthmen in the 21t century, though afew centuries|ater all those seven colonized worlds
had seceded from Earth and become independent planets. In the generations since the first colonization,
environment had gradualy changed the origind Earth stock.

The men of Jupiter had grown into asquat, great-boned race, because of the dragging gravitation of their
world. The men of Mars had acquired their red skin because of the predominance of certain metalic



elementsin their air and food. And smilarly, the men of Saturn and Uranus and Neptune, because of a
lack of certain lements on their worlds, had acquired their characteristic jaundiced green complexion.

Thorn and histwo comrades had redlized that disguise was vitadly necessary for their daring venture on
Saturn. So, during the days that the Venture had hurtled at top speed toward the far ringed world, the
Planeteers had worked to make themsalves ook as much as possible like Saturnians.

Now the Venture waswell padt, lapetus, and swinging around to the night side of Saturn in agreat
parabola.

"Shall we pass under therings?’ asked the old Martian pirate, turning from, thefiring-keys.
Thorn nodded. “1t'll keep usin shadow by going under them. Better cling close beneath them”

Saturn filled al space before them now, looming colossal in the firmament with thetilted plane of its outer
gigantic ring shadowing above them astheir ship shot through it. The ring, more than thirty thousand miles
in width, was brightly sunlit on its upper sde because of thetilt of its plane, but here benegth it they were

in shadow.

Space above them was now roofed as far asthe eye could stretch by the white, gleaming, concentric
rings. At this close distance they could clearly see the millions of separate satellites that made up the rings,
vadt circular svarms of tiny planetoids endlesdy whirling. Then they werein past the rings, and only six
thousand miles from the nighted surface of Saturn.

Stilicho Keene pointed abony finger toward amisty glow of lightsthat lay dightly north of the equator.
"Them'sthelights of Saturnopolis,” the old pirate declared.

"Run westward,” John Thorn ordered. “ The fungus forests are in that direction, and if wethree areto
pose as dith-hunters, that's where we need to land.”

Thefirst Planeteer watched with emotion asthe distant lights of Saturnopolis did away to the left. Down
therein the greeat capitd city of Saturn, somewhere, was Lana Cain. She would likely beimprisoned in
the citadel of Haskell Trask, dictator of the L eague—the big fortress-pal ace that was the very storm
center of the gathering menace threatening the four inner worlds.

Thorn had had the girl in hismind every hour of thelong flight out to Saturn. Again and again he had
envisoned her eager white face as she had stood with him under the meteor-blazing night sky of
Turkoon, telling him her dreamsfor the future. She had become much moreto’ him, he redlized deeply,
than just the pirate girl who held the secret he must obtain.

The lights of Saturnopolis disappeared asthe Venture throbbed westward through the night. They
glimpsed the lights of another, smdler city far to the north. Then Stilicho sent the shipinalong,
descending glide toward the far-stretching black wildernessthat now lay benegth.

Air whigtled thinly outside the walls. The ship dropped into thin mists. Then through the mists the surface
rushed up toward them—avast and endless forest of grotesgue, towering growth, dimly lit by the
radiance of three moons and the mgestic arc of thering.

With a prolonged flash from the kedl tubes and a soft, bumping jar, the Venture landed. They werein
dlent darkness.

"Here'sthe fungus forest you wanted to be landed in,” said Stilicho doubtfully. “I1t'salong way from here
to Saturnopoalis, though.”



"WEélIl get there,” Thorntold him grimly. “It would be inviting capture to land too near the capitd. By
landing here and working our way toward Saturnopolis as dith-hunters, well be much lesslikely to be
suspected by the secret police.”

* * * %

Gunner Welk and Sua Av were gathering the atom-guns and other equipment they wereto take with
them. The Planeteers had dready changed into jackets and boots of soft Jovian legther.

"Y ou're sure you understand where you're to wait for uswith the Venture?" Thorn asked the old pirate.

Stilicho'swhite head bobbed. “ Out in thering, in Cassni'sdivison just a the west limb of the
planet-shadow. WEll lietherein the ship till you come. But how will you get out there?!

"If we get Lanaout safely,” Thorn clipped, “weéll steal asmall ship somehow and get there.”

They went down to the ship door. It had been opened and the frigid, misty air of Saturn, faintly tainted
with ammonia, was pouring into the ship. The motley crew was silently watching asthe Planeteers
prepared to disembark. And Ooal, the big gray space dog, pressed against Thorn'slegs and looked up at
him with great green eyesthat held an dmost human expression of anxiety.

"Ool wantsto go with you,” said Stilicho. “He sensesyou're going after Lana."

"We daren't take him—it'd arouse too much attention for poor dith-huntersto own such arare beest.
Y ou hold him, Stilicho,” Thorn said.

"Won't you change your mind and let me go dong with you?’ asked the old Martian pleadingly.

"Weve argued that out,” Thorn reminded him. “One of usfour has got to keep the ship waiting a the
rendezvousin the ring, and that's the way in which you can best help us”

Stilicho, holding the space dog's neck, reached up to grip Thorn's hand with bony fingers. His cracked
voice quavered.

"Good luck, boy—and God grant you bring the lass out safely.”
The door ground shut. With aresounding reverberation of blazing kedl-tubes, the Venture blasted off.
The Planeteers stood silent in the frigid misty darkness, watching the ship disappear into the sky.

"So were on our own now,” rumbled Gunner Welk. “And al we have to do is make our way into
Saturnopolis through ten thousand secret police who are watching for spies, break into Haskell Trask's
citadel that even Saturnians don't dare go near, and steal away the dictator's most important prisoner
right from under his nose. It'samost too easy!”

"| hate to see you grow sarcastic, Gunner,” said Sua Av worriedly. “It'sthe mark of asmall mind."
The Venusian dodged, chuckling, asthe towering Mercurian aimed a bear-like blow at him.
"Bequiet!” sngpped John Thorn tautly. “I hear someone or something.”

The other two Planeteers were ingantly silent, dl three gripping their heavy atom-gunsand listening
intently.

The great fungus forest that covered much of Saturn stretched about them in the cold mist, illuminated by
the combined ring-light and moonlight. All around the little clearing in which they stood towered the



enormous fungi, huge gray growthsin theform of bulbous spheres, drawing their sustenance by
paragitism from the thick mat of spongy mosses underfoot.

Nothing appeared tirring except afew “diggers'—ifurry little beasts with flat, spade-like noses, whose
red eyes fearfully watched from tunnel-mouths nearby. The only sounds were the occasiond zooming
drone of pinkly luminous“fire bats’ winging through the towering fungi, and the long, distant ululation of a
pack of “climbers”

The sky over the Planeteers heads was weirdly magnificent—dominated by the colossa arc of therings
that spanned the heavensjust south of the zenith like ahuge, shining, white rainbow. Out beyond the rings
shonethe bright shield of Titan, Snking rapidly toward the horizon while Tethys and Rhearose liketwin
jewdsamong the gars.

"l don't hear anything,” muttered Suad Av findly. “But the noise of the ship landing may have attracted—"
"John, look out!” yelled Gunner Welk suddenly. “A dith!"

One of the smdler bulbous gray fungi of the forest had suddenly begun to move. It came toward them
with rocket-speed, acharge dmogt faster than the eye could follow.

Thorn knew it was dith as he flung his atom-gun to his shoulder. That creature alone could so perfectly
mimic the gray fungi by means of its protective coloration,

Thorn glimpsed the charging thing over the sights of hisweapon for an ingtant, abulbous. oily gray
mongter ten feet high, its dumpy, shape ess body running with incredible swiftness on thick littlelegs, the
two cold, bright eyesin thefront of itsfaceless body flaming asits white-fanged mouth gaped
unbelievably wide.

Hefired and missed. His shell exploded blindingly just behind the charging dith. Gunner fired an instant
later, and his atom-shell hit the creature's side. When the flare of the shell vanished, they saw the great
gray masslying undtirring only adozen feet from them.

"Welet that thing catch us napping!” Thorn said harshly. “We should have remembered thisforest isdive
with diths."

"You'reright about that!” yelled Sua Av. “ There's another of them!™
TheVenusan'sgun fairly legped to his shoulder. But insteed of firing,, he stared stupefiedly.
"Devilsof space, ook at it! Thething's coming apart!”

The second dith that Sua Av had glimpsed was a hundred yards away among the fungi. It was an even
bigger creature than the first, and itstreat gray mass was grotesquely different in shape, conssting of a
large mass with the cold, bright eyes and wide, lipless mouth, and a smaler attached mass with eyesand
mouth aso.

The smdler masswas detaching itsalf from the main body of the creature. Soft gray flesh stretched and
snapped. And instead of one dith, there stood two, alarge one and alittle one. A moment later, both of
them charged toward the Planeteers.

The shells of three atom-guns exploded together around the onrushing mongters. Both lay dead when the
flaresdied.

"Am | seeing things or did that cresture redly divideinto two?’ demanded the Venusan.



"Planetary zoology must be aclosed book to you,” Gunner Welk told him dourly. “1f you knew any,
you'd know that the aborigind anima life of Saturn isasexud, and propagates by fission.”

"Come on, well get the teeth out of these carcasses,” Thorn said. “It'slucky we'vekilled afew, for dith
hunters going back to town without any teeth might arouse suspicion.”

They advanced to the torn dead bodies, feding with thisfirst locomotion the powerful drag of Saturnian
gravitation. Only the fact that that gravitation was partly neutraized by the centrifugd force of the planet's
rapid spin made it tolerable to men. The space-trained muscles of the Planeteers quickly began to adjust
themsalves to the greater load, though they felt very dow and heavy.

With their keen knives of Earth stedlite they hacked and dashed at the repulsive bodies of the diths, dig
ging the huge white fangs out. Those teeth, the hardest and most perdurable organic substancein the
system, werein high demand on al worldsfor carving into jewelry and for certain industrial processes.
The system wide demand for them was respongible for the fact that dith-hunting was a profession on this
world.

Dawn was rapidly filtering through the mists about them. The brief five hour night of Saturn was ending.

"Cursethese cold fogs!” muttered Sua Av, histeeth chattering as he worked. “1 wouldn't trade one hot,
steamy swamp of Venusfor al these outer worlds."

"If you liked that mud-puddle native world of yours so much, why did you leaveit?” demanded Gunner.

They had the last of the teeth out, and were putting them into the pouches at their belts, when Thorn
suddenly sprang to hisfest, gripping his heavy atcom-gun.

"Stand by, boys, and don't show any excitement,” he said in alow, rapid voice.

Through the chill, dawn-lit mists of the fungus forest toward the three comrades were coming a dozen
green-faced Saturnians, dl heavily armed.



CHAPTER XI
Secret Police

JOHN THORN perceived that the approaching Saturnians were dith-hunters. They werea
rough-looking crew, wearing stained lesther and carrying heavy atom-guns. In their leed was ahulking
man of middle age who hailed the Planeteersin abull voice.

"What luck, friends?’ he called jovidly. “1 seeyou've got afew diths, & least.”

"A few isright,” John Thorn answered ruefully. “Weve been roaming the fungi for days, and these are the
fird teeth weve got.”

Thorn was careful to speak with the heavy Saturnian accent. The language of dl the system's peoplesis
the same, since dll are descended from the origina colonizing Earth stock. But each world has devel oped
its characteristic accent.

Sua Av and Gunner Welk had risen to their feet. They stood, casudly wiping the gray blood of thedain
diths from their leather jackets as the Saturnians came up.

"I'm Kribo,” announced the hulking leader of the newcomersin hisbull voice. “I thought | knew dl the
huntersin these parts, but you lads are new."

Thorn nodded. “We came down here from Karies, figuring the hunting might be better here. Insteed, it's
worse."

Kribo nodded his big head in emphatic agreement. “Aye, it's getting so a hunter can't make alivingin
these parts,” he boomed. “Too near Saturnopoalis, | guess.”

He dapped a bulging pouch at his bdt. “ Anyway, weve made afair haul of teeth and were on our way
back to Saturnopolis. Wantallift in our rocket-plane?!

John Thorn's pulses | egped at the offer. Here was a.quick way to get into the Saturnian capital in
company that would nullify, suspicion. But he frowned doubtfully, and looked questioningly at the other
two Planeteersbeside him.

"What about it?" he asked them. “Shal we pull out of these forestswith what few teeth we have?!

"l say yes” growled Gunner Welk disgustedly, in Saturnian accents. “ This section isn't as good hunting as
where we came from.”

Sua Av nodded his agreement. “I want to see afew lights and get afew drinks, after two weekslike
welve had.”

"Ho, ho!” guffawed the hulking Kribo. “Don't be so down-hearted about your bad luck, lads. It'll change
soon, sure.”

The disguised Planeteers trudged through the towering fungi with their new-found friends. Thorn and his
two comrades had to exert dl their strength to keep from showing the dragging, leaden effect of the
Saturnian gravitation upon them.

Thewan, sickly day of Saturn had come. Thelittle, far-off disk of the sun wasrising rapidly to cast its
thin, feeble rays upon the looming gray fungi and spongy gray mosses. Across the dusky sky, the
incredible arc of the rings soared stupendoudly. The usud cold morning rain was dripping from the mists



by the time they reached the rocket-plane.

Kribo's vehicle proved an ancient, battered one whose glassite windows were cracked and whose
inertrum power-chamber had been strained, and cruddy reinforced with chromaloy bands.

Asthey piled into the tubular body, Thorn hoped fervently that that power-chamber would not choose to
let go at thisparticular time.

Kribo started the antique machine, and it lurched crazily up from the fungus forest into therainy mists.
The Saturnian turned to Thorn with alarge, ostentatious air.

"l suppose you're wondering where adith-hunter got money enough to buy afine rocket-planelike this,”
he boomed to Thorn over theirregular roar of defective tubes. “Thefact isthat me and my boys here
own it together.”

"It'safinemachine,” Thorn said admiringly. “1 dways hoped to own one. But timesare hard for a
hunter.”

"Aye, and getting harder,” growled the hulking Saturnian. “ Since thiswar-scare cut off al trade with the
inner worlds, the price of teeth has gone down amost to nothing. When the war redly starts, our market
will be gonedtogether.”

A youthful Saturnian behind them spoke up, hisface flushed with patriotic ardor.

"Y ou forget, Kribe, that once we have conquered the Inner Alliance and have accessto therich
resources of those worlds, well al be prosperous. The Chairman has said so, hasn't he? And the
Chairmanisawaysright."

"Oh, sure, the Chairman isawaysright,” hastily boomed Kribo, with a doubtful glance a the Planeteers.

It was the dogan of the four League worlds, Thorn knew, the formulathat Haskell Trask, the dictator,
had impressed dmost hypnoticaly upon hisfollowers. Everyonein the rocketplane, to show his
patriotism, hastened to repest it.

"The Chairmanisadwaysright,” they chorused together, the Planeteersjoining in.

Sua Av choked over asneeze that sounded suspicioudy like a chuckle, and Thorn shot the disguised
Venusian afurious glance.

Thorn guessed after alittle while that they were approaching Saturnopolis. The city was not yet visble
through the misty rain, but below them now lay vast cultivated groves of the queer fungus-fruits
developed on thisworld. Many workers could be seen down there, toiling and plodding through the cold,

dripping rain.

Saturnopolis came into sight, low on the distant horizon ahead. Underneath the dusky daylight sky,
framed by the colossal shining arch of the rings, the metropolis showed as agreat mass of low black
structures. A square, terraced black fortress rose near the center of the city, vague and distant in the
migs

John Thorn's hands clenched as he glimpsed, miles north of the capital, the huge expanse of an enormous
spaceport. He could make out rows of hundreds on hundreds of battle cruisers parked there, and others
landing or taking off. That hive of siwarming activity, he knew, was the main base at which most of the
ships of the League navies were gathering for the coming attack on the Alliance.



Kribo had followed Thorn'sintent gaze. The booming voice of the hunter startled the disguised young
Earthman.

"They say any rocket-plane that flies within five miles of that spaceport is gunned down,” Kribo declared.
“I dways give the place awide berth.”

Thorn nodded. For the moment, as he stared at the gathering armadathat was intended to carry
conquest and destruction to the inner worlds, he could not trust himsdlf to speak.

"Herewe are,” boomed Kribo afew minutes|ater. He added proudly, “It didn't take long in this
mechine, did it?'

Their rocket-plane was gliding down over theflat, black roofs of the city. They poised intherainy migt,
edged into adescent-level, and presently came down on a parking-roof.

Kribo turned genidly to Thorn and his comrades as the party of dith hunters emerged from the battered
mechine

"Y ou three lads come a ong with usto Mother Bombey's place,” he boomed. “It's our favorite drinking
spot here”

"Sorry, we can't,” Thorn told him. “We're out of money, and these few teeth we have won't bring more
than enough to pay our way back to Karies."

"Who said you would need money?’ demanded Kribo indignantly. “I'm paying for everything, lads. |
know what it isto come back from ahard trip with only ahandful of teeth.”

Thorn thought rapidly. He had a plan for seeking Lana, but could not try it until night came. The
Planeteers would be safer if they stayed off the streetsin the meantime.

"All right, were your men if you're paying,” hetold Kribo with agrin, asthey descended to the Strest.

Saturnopolislooked adreary placein the sickly daylight benesth the falling rain. The cold miststhat
fogged its streets were bone-chilling. Through the streets roared rocketcars, and the pedestrian-walks
were crowded with the Saturnian populace, and with hordes of officers and men of the four League
navies. The four circle emblem of the L eague was showing everywhere, and it was clearly evident that
Haskell Trask had whipped the people to war-fever.

Far away, acrossthe city, there rose from the ruck of low, black cement buildings the huge, terraced
square pile that dominated everything. It had been built two centuries before, as the seat of the Saturnian
government. Now, Thorn knew, it was the guarded citadd in which the ruthless dictator of the League of
Cold Worldslived and worked and wove his plans of conquest.

Sua Av and Gunner Welk pressed close beside Thorn as the noisy hunters pushed through the crowded
dreets.

The Mercurian, glancing at the distant, frowning pile, sooke guardedly in degp undertones.
"Thegirl will bein that fortress, John. And | till don't see how we can, hope even to get in there.”
"WEell get in,” Thorn muttered with grim determination. “I've been here before, and | have aplan.”

"It'll have to be damned good to get us past the net of secret police around that place,” whispered
Gunner. Thorn's eyes clung with fierce intengity to the looming, mist-vague fortress. Somewhere behind



those forbidding wallswas the pirate girl who wasthe focus of al histhoughts. Whét tortureswere
Haskell Trask and hisfat spymaster using upon her to make her reved the secret of Erebus?

"Herewe are!” boomed Kribo, stopping in adingy cross-street. He pushed through a door, the others
following.

Thorn perceived that Mother Bornbey's was a shabby rendezvous, with adrinking-counter, tables, and a
few “happiness vibration” booths. Krypton lampslit the place, afew “glowers’ dispelled the chill, and it
was more than crowded with rough dith hunters.

"Wecome, Kribo!” roared adozen voices. “What luck thistime?'

"Fair, boys, far,” answered the hulking hunter complacently. Heturned. “Meet someladsfromupin
Karies"

He pointed to the disguised Planeteers, introducing them to the crowd by the false names that Thorn had
givenhim.

A hard-faced, ample-figured old Saturnian hag reached over the drinking-counter with an outstretched
hand.

"Pass over the guns, Kribo,” she, ordered harshly.

"ThisisMother Bombey,” Kribo told Thorn with agrin. “ She makes us check our guns when we come
in, o that our little arguments won't wreck the place.”

Thorn made no objection to handing over the heavy atom-guns, for he and Sua Av and Gunner Welk
retained their atom pistolsinsdethelr jackets.

"Drinksor vibrations for everybody!” ordered Kribo, dapping down a platinum coin with alordly
gesture.

Thorn ordered fungus wine, which he knew was the Saturnian favorite. Sua Av and Gunner Welk
followed hislead.

"Her€'s better times and plenty teeth for every hunter!” proposed Kribo, quaffing the paeliquor.

John Thorn could not help liking the hulking hunter. He sensed that here was a representative of thered
population of the League worlds, hardworking, fundamentally decent people al, when not whipped up to
war fever by an ambitious dictator'sinflammatory lies.

* * * %

Two hours went past in the crowded, noisy place. Thorn had been forced to swallow more of the musty,
powerful fungus wine than he wanted, and he was glad when night fell outsde, for Kribo wasalittle
drunk and was giving him a.candid opinion of the palitical situation. And athin faced Saturnian nearly
seemed to be listening.

"The Chairman keeps saying weve got to arm to the teeth and take territory from the inner worlds
because we're poor,” Kribo declared. “But it seems to me we're poor because we spend everything on
thisbig fleet of battle-cruisersweve built."

"Shut up, Kribo;” Thorn warned anxioudy. “ That kind of talk will get you into trouble.”

Kribo winked at him. “It'sal right, lad. | know you fedl the sameway. | saw your partner choke off a



laugh on our way here, when we said, * The Chairmanisawaysright.””

Thorn knew the peril of such talk, and determined the time had come for the Planeteersto get started,
snceit wasdready full night outsde. Sua Av and Gunner rose quickly at hisnod.

"Weve got to be on our way, Kribo,” Thorn told the big hunter. “Thanks alot for what you've done for
LBIll

He and his two comrades started for the door. But the thin-faced Saturnian he had noticed barred their
way.

"Stand whereyou are!” snagpped thisindividud. *Y ou three and that hunter are under arrest—authority of
theSP."

As he spoke, the thin-faced Saturnian turned back his jacket to show aviridiurn badge with the dreaded
emblem.

"Secret police!” gasped Kribo, hisfacelivid.

The whole place was frozen with terror, every man staring silently, for throughout the four worlds of the
League, the secret police of Haskell Trask was anameto inspire fright.

The SP man was drawing a pocketaudio from his jacket. So sure was he of the power of his
organization's name that he had not troubled to draw a wespon.

"Youll get ayear in the mines of Pluto for your subversvetak,” he told Thorn and the otherswith
thin-lipped satisfaction. Then he spoke into the little audio. “ Forty-three-twelve cdling heedquarters.
Send—" Thorn'sfist crashed on hisjaw, at that moment. The SP man went down in acrumpled heap,
and acry of fear and horror went up from the crowd in the place.

"Comeon, Kribo!” ydled Thorn, grabbing the dazed hunter's arm. He rushed out into the street, Sual Av
and the Mercurian at hishedls.

Thefour of them plunged down the dark, dingy little thoroughfare, hearing an excited roar of voicesfrom
behind. The streets were far less crowded now, and the mists had cleared allittle with the stopping of the
rain. The stupendous bow of the rings blazed white overhead, and Titan wasrising.

"Good God, werredl in for it now!” gasped Kribo as they stopped afew blocks away. “ Y ou hit an SP
men!"

"Well take care of oursalves,” Thorn rapped. “Y ou'd better get back out into your fungus forests and
day theretill thisblowsover.”

Kribo grasped a the suggestion eagerly. He gripped Thorn's hand amoment in his huge paw.
"Thanksfor pulling me out of there, lad,” he said fervently, and then hastened away.

Thorn started with his two comradesin arun through the darker cross-streets, heading toward the huge
pile of the distant citadd that frowned black against the stars.

"Thisisfine. Thismakesthings perfect!” Gunner Welk was growling asthey ran. “Now weve got al the
secret police in Saturnopolis looking for us. That's all we needed.”

"Shut up and keep running,” Thorn panted. “Weve got to get into the citadel before the SP net picks us
up.”



"Get into the citadel?’ cried the Mercurian. “Areyou sill crazy enough to think we can?”
"Y ou talk too much, Gunner,” laughed Sua Av breathlesdy. “ Save your wind-you'll need it.”

They were dl gasping from the strain of their efforts againgt the greater gravitation when John Thorn
halted at the corner of two dark streets of warehouses, amile from the citadel.

Thorn looked swiftly around to make sure they were unobserved, then stooped and tugged at something
in the cement paving. It was achromaloy metd plate that camelooseto reved adark, yawning cavity
below.

"Quick, down with you!” he ordered.

Bewilderedly, the Venusian and Mercurian dropped down through the aperture. Thorn followed, quickly
replacing the plate above them.

They werein dank, absolute darkness, hitterly cold. But Thorn got out hisfluoric flash-lamp and itslittle
red beam showed they stood in a big cement tube at whose bottom ran a stream of icy water.

"Thisisoneof thecity'sdrains,” Thorn said rapidly. “ They have to have awhole network of them, to run
off the water from these perpetud rains. | learned about them when | first visited Saturn with an officia
Earth mission, years ago before Haskdll Trask cameto power.

"There are drains benegath the citadel that open out into these main ones,” Thorn continued tautly. “ That's
our way into the pdace!”

"Upthedrains?’ Sud Av sad sartledly. “Why, | never thought of any way assmpleasthat.”

It'stoo smple,” ragped Gunner Welk. “ Do you think these people are so dumb that they won't have
planted some kind of death-trap to keep intruders from entering the citadel thus?'

Thorn'sjaw hardened. “Well haveto take that chance. Lanasin there, and thisis our only way into
her."

He started dong the great drain, the red beam lighting their way. The cold, dank air and theicy water
they splashed through were freezing. Shadowy things scuttled away ahead of the Planeteers, asthey
pushed on through the gloomy tunnels toward the guarded stronghold of the dictator.



CHAPTER XI|I
Citadd of Fear

JOHN THORN paused. They had been following the huge drain for half an hour, and had now reached
apoint where asmaler drain-tube opened into it from theright.

"Thismust be one of the citadd drains” Thorn muttered, flashing hisred beam up it. “Come on, well
soon find out.”

"Wed better not stay down in thismaze of pipestoo long,” warned Sud Av. “Therainswill start again
when dawn comes, and these tubeswill be full of rushing water."

John Thorn was clambering into the smaler sdedrain. It was so smdl that he had to go forward in it on
hands and knees. It doped very gently upward, and its floor was damp.

Heled theway, thelittle red beam of hisfluoric lamp lighting him forward. Sud Av followed him closdly,
and the big Mercurian brought up therear.

Thorn guessed that by now they must be passing under thewall of the great fortress. His hopes were
running high. So far, they had met no barrier.

Then suddenly, Thorn met the barrier. And he amost died before heredized it.

Thelittle tubular fluoric lamp he held outstretched in front of him suddenly flared red hat, its chromaoy
case darting ingtantly to melt. Thorn recoiled with asmothered exclamation of pain and surprise,
dropping the redhot thing. They were plunged into absolute darkness,

"What isit?’ exclamed Sud Av anxioudy.

"I don't know. Something ahead melted my lamp before | could draw back,” Thorn answered, hisvoice
wiretaut in the darkness. “ Pass me your lamp, Sud. Weve run into some devilish trap!™

The Venusian passed hislamp forward. Thorn, without venturing any farther forward, snicked on the
beam.

The red ray quivered up the gently doping black cement tube. Thorn stared tensely. There was nothing
ahead—nothing except arow of small holes across the curved floor of the drain, and asimilar row of
holesin the roof exactly above.

"l can't seeanything,” said Sua Av. “Y our lamp must have burned out accidentally.”
"Wait,” said Thorn tensdly.

Hetore abit of cloth from hisjacket, and cautioudy pushed it forward until it was over one of the row of
holes. Ingtantly the cloth burst into flame and vanished in fine ashes.

John Thorn felt cold sweet stand out on his brow. He knew now the invisible degth he had nearly,
blundered into.

"Theresaweb of heat-beams here acrossthe drain,” he said hoarsdly. “A little trap fixed up by Haskell
Trask's guardsfor anyone who might try to enter the citadd thisway."

The nature of the diabolica trap was clear. Buried somewhere near the cement drain was a generator of
heat beams—those “focused” rays of radiant heat which were produced in amirrored inertrum chamber



by transformation of atomic energy into vibratory forcein the proper octaves. Such beams had an
effective range of only afew feet, but were deadly within that distance.

"The beams are projected through three holesin the floor and disappear through the holesin the roof of
the drain, to be dissipated above,” Thorn said. “It'safiendishly clever idea. Anyone crawling up thisdrain
would never see anything until he blundered into those beams that would sear through. and kill him
indantly.”

"Hell, we can't passthis until we find some way to shut off these beams!” swore Gunner Welk from
behind.

Thorn frowned tensaly. “We can't get at the generator of them,” he muttered. “ That must be located
outside the drain. It would take lots of tools and timeto dig downtoit."

"Inertrum is proof against high heat,” Sual Av said hopefully. “If we had someinertrum plugsto stop
those holes the beams come up through—"

"That'sfine,” ragped Gunner angrily. “Now al we haveto do isto go back out in the city, order anice set
of inertrum plugs, and come back here with them. The secret police out there wouldn't think of bothering
uswhileweredoing dl that.”

"Shut up, Gunner,” Thorn said. “I've an ideawhich might work."

Hefumbled in the pouch that was gtill attached to hisbelt. Out of it, he drew the gleaming white dith
teeth they had taken from the mongtersthey had dain in the fungus forest. There were adozen of the
teeth, long, conical fangs an inch across at the root.

"These dith teeth might do thetrick,” Thorn muttered. “ They're one of the hardest and most perdurable
substances in the system, remember—amost as hard asinertrum. If we plugged the heat-beam apertures
with these—"

"They couldn't |last more than afew seconds before the beams burned them out!” Sua Av exclaimed.

"A few seconds ought to be enough for usto get past,” Thorn retorted. He hesitated, then added, “The
last man will run the most danger. Well back down to the main drain, and I'll, take the rear position.”

"Youll not!” Gunner Welk declared. “Hedl's name, do you want to play around in these dimy pipesal
night? Go ahead and put the teeth in those holes, and let's got on—if it works,”

"All right,” Thorn said grimly. “When | give the word, jump after me asfast asyou can, and don't knock
any of theteeth out of the holes!"

Thorn rapidly prepared for their precarious stratagem. There were Sx holes around the perimeter of the
drain from which the deadly, invisible beams emerged. He took the six most regularly-shaped of his
dith-teeth, and laid them in readiness.

Then with the end of hislamp, Thorn swiftly pushed the teeth into place. As each big white tooth was
shoved forward, it became a conica plug to close the beam-aperture. By the time the sixth tooth was
tamped into place, the first one was dready charring and smelling.

"Comeon!” Thorn cried, and plunged forward in a scrambling legp through the teeth-plugged circle of
holes.

Sud Av followed ingtantly, the Venusian'swigged head butting into Thorn's back. A moment | ater,



Gunner Welk caromed into the Venusian from behind with battering force.
"Jacket'sonfire!” gagped the Mercurian, beating at hisside. A smell of scorched cloth filled the dank air.

There was afrantic squirming in the cramped tunnel asthe other two Planeteerstried to help Gunner beat
out his smoldering jacket. He and Sual Av soon had it extinguished.

"Areyou hurt, Gunner?’ Thorn asked anxioudly.

"No, just my sde scorched alittle,” panted the Mercurian. “One of those teeth burned clear out just as|
jumped. It'slucky it was one dith instead of inthe middle!”

Thorn glanced back past them. The dith-teeth with which he had plugged the apertures had vanished.
Even that super-hard substance had been charred away in afew seconds by the beams.

"Let'sget on,” growled the Mercurian in amoment. “ These damned drains aren't exactly apleasure
resort.”

Again Thorn gtarted forward on hands and knees, lighting the way with his red beam. He moved with
extreme caution, aert to detect the presence of another invisible, deadly web.

But they met no more such barriers. Presently they reached a place where the drain forked into five
smaller tubes.

"Which one?” whispered Sud Av to him.

"WEell each take one, trace it and come back and meet here,” Thorn muttered. “One of them ought to
lead to the dungeons.”

Thorn crawled into the right drain tube. It was so small he had to inch forward by creeping. It danted
upward aso.

Bluelight findly glimmered ahead. Thorn extinguished hislamp and stedthily crawled on. He cameto the
end of the drain, which was closed by inertrum bars set in the cement, over his head.

Cautioudy he peered upward. The grating over him was set in the cement paving of alarge court
surrounded on al sides by the dark, towering mass of the citadel. Krypton lamps cast ablue glow on
gpaceships parked in the court, three swift-lined small cruisers. Two armed guards paced to and fro
beside them.

"Haskdl Trask's persond spacecruisers,” Thorn muttered to himself.

He backed down to the fork where the drains diverged. Gunner Welk and Sua Av were just emerging
there aso.

"The dungeons are up there at the end of that pipe!” Sua Av whispered excitedly, pointing to the second
dran.

"Comeon, then,” Thorn said swiftly.

Heled theway, dl three of them crawling up the narrow pipe the VVenusian had explored. Its opening,
also, was barred by inertrum bars set in the cement.

Thorn peered up through the barsinto a short blue-lit corridor, along whose walls were the inertrum
doorsof cells. Almogt al of the cells seemed unoccupied, their doors half-open. No prisoner stayed long



in Haskell Trask's dreaded private dungeon!

"It's Trask's dungeon, dl right,” Thorn whispered. “And no guardsin sight. Go back down the pipe a
litte"

The other two Planeteers obeyed, al three backing down the tube alittle way. Thorn drew his pistal,
sghted carefully at the grating above, and pulled the trigger.

Thelittle atom-shell exploded inasmadl, brilliant flare of atomic energy, with athudding reverberation.
Theflare burned away amass of cement at one sSde of the grating, completely exposing the ends of the
imbedded inertrum bars.

Thorn clambered eagerly up to the grating at once. At the same moment he heard acry of alarm from up
inthe corridor. Two Saturnian guards came rushing out of one of the cells, dropping aflask of fungus
wine they had been secretly drinking, and drawing their atcom-pistols. The thud of the atom-shell had
roused them.

They saw Thorn's head below the grating and fired a him ingtantly. Their shells struck the floor in front of
the grating and aflare of blinding light and scorching heeat hit Thorn'sface. Hefired his own atom-pistol,
triggering quickly. Moreflares of energy burs brilliantly beside the two Saturnian guards, down the
corridor.

The two green-faced soldiers crumpled and lay still, in ascorched and lifeless hegp. Thorn waited, his
facewild in the pale bluelight, gripping hisweapon. But the swift thudding of the shellswas not followed
by any further darm.

"Those must be the only guards on duty. insde the dungeon,” Thom panted, tearing away the freed
inertrum bars with quivering hands.

The Planeteers scrambled hastily up out of the drain into the short single corridor of the dungeon.
"Ligten! | hear someone!” Sud Av exclaimed.

Then the other two comrades heard. It was avoice from the farther end of the corridor, adistant,
monotonous, strangely metallic voice speaking on and on.

"Erebus—won't think of Erebus—think of anything but Erebus—won't think of Erebus—"
Thorn started wildly. “Erebus? That must be Lanatalking! Come on!"
"It didn't sound like ahuman voice,” Gunner muttered, as he and the Venusian raced after Thorn.

They leaped over the scorched bodies of the dead Saturnians, and on down the corridor. The voice
camefromthelast cdll in the passage. Now they heard it more clearly, and it was not ahuman voice. It
gpokein cold, metdlic, inflectionless tones, on and on without stopping.

"I mustn't think of Erebus—musin't think of the secret! Keep my mind on something else—"

Thorn reached the door of that last cell. He peered through the little grating in the inertrum door. And his
brown face froze, his eyes widened wildly, at what he saw.

"Good God, it'sLanal” he whispered hoarsdly. “They've got a psychophone attached to her!"

The cdl into which Thorn wildly gazed was awindowless cubicle, lit by asingle krypton lamp in the
ceiling. Under the uncanny blue glow, inametal chair to which her arms and legs were tightly strapped,



sat LanaCain. Thegirl'sdender little figure was sagging in her bonds, her eyeswere closed, her white
faceinfinitely weary and exhausted. It was not Lanawho was speaking, but the complex machine that
was attached to her head.

Tiny, needldike incisions had been made in the base of Lanas skull. From them, two thin black wiresran
upward to the mechanism suspended above her, a compact complexity of transformers and vacuum
tubes, upon which was mounted an audio-speaker.

The metallic, monotonous voice came from that audio-speaker. It was sill speaking steadily on, and
everything it said was being taken down upon the moving tape of arecorder whose microphone hung in
front of the speaker.

"Think of something ese,” the metdlic voice came from the spesker asthe Planeteerslistened. “ Think of
the Zone—of Stilicho—of my father—"

"A psychophone!” repeated Sua Av, wide-eyed. “ So that's how Trask istrying to get the secret of
Erebusfrom Lana"

Thorn too was thunderstruck by the ingenuity of the means being used to secure the girl's secret
knowledge.

The psychophone was a mechanism that made thought audible. Once it was connected to a subject's
nerve centers, every conscious thought in that subject's brain was trand ated into mechanica speech by
the machine and spoken aoud. That was accomplished by transmitting thetiny eectrical neura currents
of the subject's thought-impulsesinto a complex scanner, in which the particular vibration of each thought
actuated the nearest word or phrase that expressed that thought, in the phono-recorded vocabulary of
thething.

The machine was the recent and little-known invention of aVenusian psychologigt. It was afar-advanced
adaptation of the ancient encephal ograph, the device used by Earth scientists as far back asthethird
decade of the twentieth century to record thought as avarying eectrical vibration.

LanaCainwassitting silent, her eyes closed, but every thought that passed through her mind was being
remorselesdy trandated and spoken aoud by the mechanism above her head, and taken down by the
recorder so that it could be studied later at leisure. She could not possibly keep from thinking, and
whatever she thought, the psychophone spoke forth.

"M-my father,” the mechanica voice was speaking on as Thorn and his comrades peered increduloudy
"Wish my father were dive. He would get me out of here. He would—"

"Lanal” Thorn whispered tensdly into the cell.

The girl opened her eyes. Their blue depths were wells of utter weariness and hopel essness as she stared
at Thorn's face through the grating in the door.

Her face hardened in bitter hatred as she looked at him. She said nothing, but the psychophone's
mechanical voice spoke her thoughts.

"Saturnian—hate al Saturnians, now. Green faces peering at me—trying to make methink of Erebus—"

Thorn, for amoment stunned by her bitter reaction, suddenly understood. He and his comrades the green
gtain on their faces, were il disguised as Saturnians.

"Lang, it'sl, John Thorn!” he said hoarsdly. “It'sthe Planeteerdl”



Lanagtared unbelievingly. Then as she recognized hisfeatures, her tired eyeslit with incredulousjoy.

"John Thorn?’ shewhispered. That was al that came from her lips.. But from the psychophone
overhead, there sounded her thoughtsin that metallic voice.

"John Thorn, | loveyou! | loveyou!"



CHAPTER XII1
Dictator of Worlds

THE girl'swhite face flushed crimson, as the machine over her head blared forth her secret thoughts.
Then sheraised her gold head and looked at Thorn with brave steadiness.

"I would not have told you, John Thorn.” she whispered. “But since the psychophone has spokenit, |
must admit it—I do loveyou."

Thorn's green-stained face worried, and in the rush of hismingled emotions, it was amoment before he

could spesk,
"Lang, | loveyou, too,” he said ungteadily. “1 have, sincethat night of the feast at Turkoon.”
"You do?" shewhispered, incredulous, wondering joy dawning in her eyes. “Y ou do, John Thorn?"

Therewas along moment in which Lanas shining blue eyes clung to his, as he stared through the
door-grating. And in that moment, the psychophone attached to the girl was speaking metdlicaly on,
diltedly trying to voice her rush of joyous emotions.

Sud Av dirred restlessly beside Thorn. He and Gunner Welk had listened in sllence until now.
"John, wed better not be lingering here,” the Venusian cautioned.

"Yes, thisisno placefor lovetak,” rumbled Gunner. “God help usif Cheerly catches us here before we
get Lanaout!"

"Cheerly!” The psychophone spoke the girl's blazing thought as she heard the name. “| hate that traitor!”

"Lana, what have Cheerly and Haskell Trask doneto you?’ Thorn exclaimed, hisface hardening. “Have
they harmed you."

"Since they brought me here they've had this attached to me,” Lana said bitterly. “All these days I've sat
here trying not to think of the secret of Erebus that they want. And I've known that sooner or later I'd dip
and think of it."

Each time Lana spoke, the psychophone was metalically speaking aso, voicing the thought behind her
words.

"They mustn't get that secret!” she cried. “ On theway here | learned by overhearing Cheerly'stalk, why
they want it. Theresamass of radite on Erebus, and that's what they're after. They plan to use that radite
againg the Alliance in their coming attack. They intend to make atomic bombs of the radite!”

"Radite bombs?’ exclaimed Thorn, hisface blanching under its stain. “ Good God, one atom bomb
charged with that super-powerful stuff would destroy awhole Metropolis!™

"Then that istheterrible new agent of destruction we heard the League was planning!” hissed Gunner
Welk. “That iswhy Haskell Trask isdelaying his atack on the Alliance until he getsthe radite from
Erebud” Lanaexclamed. “He wantsto follow up his expected nava victory by aterrific bombing that
will break al theinner world'sresistance. That'swhy I'd rather die then give them the secret of Erebug!”

Thegirl looked at John Thorn through the grating with pleading earnesinessin her worn white face.

"John, | told you | hated Earth for what it had done to my father, that itsfate didn't concern me. But when



| heard what Trask plansto do to Earth and the other Alliance planets, | redized Earth is till my native
world, that | couldn't let that happen.

"And it'syour native world, too, John. Even though you Planeteers are outlaws, you're bound to the inner
worlds by blood and birth. Just as| am. We mustn't let Trask's plan succeed!"

Now was the moment to explain. “Lana, we Planeteers are not redlly outlaws at al!” Thorn said eagerly.
“We're secret agents of the Alliance, and we're after that radite on Erebus because it can save the
Alliance from defeat when the L eague attacks.”

"Then I'll tell you the secret of Erebus!” thegirl cried joyfully. “If it means saving the Alliance worlds from
conquest, asyou ssy—"

"Hush, Lanal Don't think of it now! Wait!"

Sual Av had been searching the bodies of the two dain guards. The Venusan hastened back now to
Thorn'sside.

"John, there's no wave-key on those guards,” he reported anxioudy. “How are we going to get Lana
out?'

"Well haveto break through this cell-door somehow!” Thorn exclamed urgently.
"Break through an inertrum door?’ said Gunner Welk increduloudly.

A quick examination of the door justified the big Mercurian's doubt. The heavy inertrum of the door
would resist even their atlom-pistols. And the wave-lock waswholly invulnerable.

"Weve got to get her out somehow!” Thorn cried.

"John, ligtento me,” said Lanaquickly. “Y ou can't get me out. But you Planeteers can get away, by the
way you came. I'll tell you the secret of Erebus, the way to land on that world safely, and you three can
get the radite.

"But we can't leave you here, Lanal” Thorn cried desperately. “ Just when you and | have found each
other—"

"Youmust!” she declared, her blue eyes bright with purpose. “What ismy safety againgt that of al the
inner Worlds?'

"She'sright, John,” said Sua Av inalow, strained voice. “ God knows | hate to go and leave her here.
But remember, we promised the Earth Chairman we'd do anything to get that radite.”

"Wevegot to doiit, yes,” muttered Gunner, his huge fists clenched. “ But well come back, and if they've
harmed her—"

John Thorn faced crucid decision, hismind torn by conflicting emotions. His heart throbbed with
desperate anxiety for Lana Y et clear before him came the weary face of the Earth Chairman, telling him
the Alliance's last hope wasin the Planeteers.

"WEell doit,” Thorn said hoarsaly. He could not say more. He could only stare haggardly into Lanas
eyes.

"Then listen to the secret of Erebusthat my father told me, John!” the girl cried. “It's doom, hideous and
ghastly doom, to land anywhere on Erebus except—"



"Ligen!” Sud Av cried suddenly. “ Someoneiscoming!”

From beyond the locked door at the end of the short corridor came a sound of voices and approaching
footsteps.

"It must be the captain of guards on hisinspection!” exclaimed Lanafearfully.

"No timeto get back to that drain!” Thorn rapped. “ Quick, into one of these cells! Drag those bodiesin,
too!"

In an ingtant, he and the Venusian and Mercurian had seized the scorched bodies of the two dead guards
and had dragged them into an empty cell acrossthe corridor from Lanas cell. Asthey siwung shut the
door of their hiding place, the door at the end of the corridor opened, and men entered the prison.

John Thorn, peering through the grating in the door of the hiding place, siffened in every muscleashe
saw the men. One of them was atal Saturnian captain of guards. Another was an obese, waddling figure
with apuffy green face and pig-like little eyes—Jenk Cheerly.

But it was the third man of the group, the one who strode in front, upon whom Thorn's eyesriveted. This
man was amiddle-aged Saturnian of tall stature, with abony, nervous green face and very deep, dark
eyesthat stared gloomily straight ahead.

"Haskel Trask!” murmured Sua Av in Thorn's ear, hisfaint whisper surcharged with excitement.

Haskell Trask, self-appointed Leader of the League of Cold Worlds, absolute dictator of Jupiter, Saturn,
Uranus and Neptune! Thorn's pulse pounded at sight of that bony, nervous face.

"Why are no guards on duty here as| ordered?’ Jink Cheerly was asking the cagptain of guardsin his
squesky voice.

"| did gation two here, sir,” replied the officer, worriedly, to the fat spymaster. “They must have snesked
out for some reason. I'll have them court-martiaed for it."

"I should have put my own, Secret Police here instead of depending onyou,” said Cheerly invicious
anger. “You'vefaledin your duty, Captain.”

"No man must fall in hisduty now!” declared Haskell Trask in hisharsh, high, fanaticd voice. “Inthis
great hour when we gpproach our fated destiny, every man in the League worlds must give hisdl for the
tremendous and glorious work that facesusl” Haskell Trask spoke as though he were exhorting a crowd
athousands, hisvoice incongruoudy declamatory. His gloomy eyes flashed with adeep fire, histal, bony
figurerigid.

John Thorn felt achill as he heard. The voice and face of Trask were those of amadman, a man utterly
convinced of the rightness of his actions and the wickedness of hisenemies.

The captain hurried ahead to the door of Lanas cell and wasturning the invisible beam of awave-key on
itslock. Trask and the fat Uranian spymaster hated and waited.

"John, we can gun down Trask from herel” Sua Av whispered excitedly, tensdy fingering his
atom-pigtal.

"No. Killing Trask now wouldn't stop the League, for there are ahundred of his underlings ready to take
hisplace,” Thorn muttered tautly. “Wait, | have abetter plan.”



The door of Lanas cell clicked open. Watching through the grating, the Planeteers saw the dictator stride
into the girl's prison-room, followed by Jenk Cheerly and the captain.

"-amost morning. Days and nights are so short on Saturn,” the psychophone was speaking forth Lanas
thoughts.

Thorn understood. Lanawastrying to avoid giving away the presence of the Planeteers, by thinking of
other things.

Haskell Trask surveyed the girl bound in the chair, his gloomy eyes meseting her defiant blue ones.
"Areyou ready yet to tell uswhat we want to know, girl?’ he demanded harshly.

Lanamade no voca answer. But the psychophone spoke her thoughts.

"I'll never tell them! Never!"

Trask's nervous face twitched violently and he seemed seized by araging passion. He flung hisarms out
widdy.

"Everything isagaing mein my greet task. Everything!” he cried with theatricd sdf-pity. “But | shall
persevere and conquer in spite of everything! The system shall see!™

"Perhaps the girl has given away the secret to the psychophone by now, sir,” Jenk Cheerly suggested
hadtily. “ Shall | examine the record?"

Trask nodded curtly. Thefat spymaster reached up and touched a switch of the recorder. Ingtantly from
it, began speaking the recorded thoughts of Lana, as spoken by the psychophonein the preceding hours
and phonographicaly recorded on the tape.

John Thorn soundlessly opened the door behind which he and his comrades were hidden, and whispered
tautly to them,

"Come on, but don't shoot Trask, yet!"

Haskell Trask and Cheerly were so intently listening to the record that they did not see the armed
Planeteers appear silently at the open door of the cell. But the captain saw, and uttered astartled cry.
Trask and the fat spymaster spun around.

"Hands high!” John Thorn rapped, his atom-pistol leveled. “Quick, or well blast you down!"
Stupefiedly, the three men in the cell raised their hands. Haskell Trask's bony face went livid with rage.
"Y ou dare turn wegpons upon me!” he choked to the disguised Planeteers. “Upon me, your Leader!”

But Cheerly's pig eyes suddenly widened asthe fat soymaster's gaze searched Thorn's green-stained
face.

"These aren't men of ours, Sir!” he cried to the dictator. “1 know them—they're the Three Planeteers!”

"The Planeteers!” exclaimed Trask. His deep eyes blazed. “ The outlaws whose brazen robberies have
made us so much trouble in the past, who have stolen so many of our secrets—"

Thorn interrupted in ahard, cold voice. “ Taketheir guns, Sua Av. Gunner, release Lana. Careful with
those nerve connections.”



In amoment the girl was freed, and the VVenusian had the wegpons of Cheerly and the captain. Trask had
been unarmed.

"Were going out of herewith thisgirl,” Thorn told the Saturniansicily. “We're going to that court nearby
where the space-cruisers are parked. Y ou three are going to lead usthere, by the shortest and least-used
route. If we are chalenged by anybody, or if thereisany darm, your leader here will diefirgt."

The captain gasped with horror at the threat, and Cheerly's pig eyes narrowed. But Trask's bony face
was unmoved.

"Y ou cannot kill me” the dictator told Thorn harshly. “Destiny has reserved me for agrest work."

"My trigger-finger can change destiny pretty quick, Saturnian!” warned Gunner Welk, hisvoice throbbing
with hate.

Thorn motioned to the door at the end of the corridor.
"Get going, and remember my warning! Lana, keep besde me."

They started, Haskell Trask and Cheerly and the captain moving with hands upraised, the Planeteers
following with wegpons leveled. Lana staggered, her limbs numbed by long confinement in her bonds, the
back of her head aching. Thorn helped her dong tenderly with hisfreearm.

They passed thus through the door at the end of the corridor, out of the dungeon into the dusky,
diverging corridorsthat ran in alabyrinth here benesth the greet citaddl. No onewasin sight in these
passages as they went forward. Thorn's hopes soared.

If they could get awvay with Lanato where old Stilicho's ship waited out in the rings, they would soon be
racing toward Erebus! And with Lanas secret knowledge to help them—

They were passing adark cross-corridor at thismoment. And Sua Av suddenly whirled around to face
it.

"Look out—atrap!” heydled wildly.

"They've got adamper!” shouted Gunner Welk, leveling hisatom-pistol swiftly tofire.

Too late! The Mercurian's stom-pistol only clicked futilely. Thorn pulled trigger, but his weapon too was
dead.

A score of Saturnian guards had been lying inwait in that shadowy cross-passage! And one of them held
acylindrical damper pointed toward them—an dectrical mechanism that generated a short-range beam
of vibratory force which damped or neutraized the e ectric propulsion-currents of any atom-gun's barrel
solenoid, rendering it useless. The damper's beam covered the Planeteer's guns.

The Saturnian soldiers poured out of the cross-passage onto the Planeteers. Thorn clubbed his usaless
gun and tried to get at Haskell Trask, but went down under a smothering mass of green-faced men. He
heard Lana scream as he fought fiercely.

The one-sided fight ended. Thorn was jerked to hisfeet by four Saturnians who gripped him. Sua Av
and Lanawere smilarly held. Gunner Welk lay unconscious on thefloor.

"We shdl now find out why these Planeteers came here and who they are working for!” Haskell Trask
declared.



"But they dared threaten you, Sir!” protested the tall captain. “ They deserve instant execution for that
crime”

"Theindignity to meisnothing, declared the dictator fanaticdly. “1 am thinking only of the great cause we
al sarve.

"Y ou Planeteers are not as cunning as | thought,” Jenk Cheerly told Thorn tauntingly, “or you'd have
guessed that there would be a spyplate outside the entrance to the dungeon.”

Thorn's heart sank. So that was how they had been detected—by a hidden spy-plate outside the
dungeon entrance, by which adistant officer could keep watch over al who entered or |eft the prison.
The spy-plate watcher had seen them forcing the dictator and the other two ahead of them, and had
summoned guards with adamper to nullify the Planeteers weapons and make sure they had no chance
to harm the L eader when they were captured.

Thorn'swild hopes had crashed in utter ruin. He could not face Lana. He felt with bitter salf-reproach
that he had failed her, and that he had failed the Alliance.



CHAPTER XIV
Under the Psychophones

A METALLIC voice was spesking.
"-distance from the sun to Mercury isthirty-sx million miles. To Venusit is Sixty-seven million miles—"

The psychophone suspended over John Thorn's head droned on in its monotonous metallic voice,
gpeaking histhoughts.

He sat in one of the blue-lit cells, bound by broad leather strapsinto achair. Sual Av and Gunner Welk
sat nearby, smilarly bound. And they too had psychophones attached by thin black wiresto tiny incisons
in the back of their skulls.

"-digance to Earth is ninety-three million miles. Earth—doomed now and my fault. They'll never get that
radite that would—no, don't think of that! Distance to Mars, a hundred and forty-one million miles! To
Jupiter—"

Thorn was desperately trying to keep his mind upon abstract things and figures. For two days and nights
he and his comrades had sat bound here like this. Time had become meaningless, and it seemed to him
that be had sat here thus forever, trying to think of anything except what Haskell Trask wanted to know.

Trask had ordered psychophones attached to the captured Planeteers. For Trask knew now that the
Planeteers were secret agents of the Alliance, and that they were after the Erebus radite. The dictator had
learned that from Lanas psychophone record, which had transcribed the information when Thorn had
told it to her through the door of her cell.

"So that iswhy the Planeteers have seemed to blunder into so many of our secretsin these last few
years” Trask had exclaimed. “I1t wasn't blundering, but ddliberate purpose.”

"If they were out to get that radite for the Alliance, that must mean that the Alliance has some plan of
using the radite againgt usl” Jenk Cheerly had pointed out shrewdly.

"Why did the Alliance send you to get the radite?’ Trask had demanded of the Planeteers.

Thorn and Gunner and Sua Av had remained silent. And thetall, bony dictator had been seized by one
of hisrages.

"Y ou refuseto tell”? Then you shall sit with psychophones attached to you until your thoughts disclose
why the Alliance wants that rediite!

"Seetoit, Cheerly,” the dictator had ordered the fat spymaster. “And put the girl back under the
psychophone again and keep her there until sheyields the secret of Erebus.”

Thorn had seen Lana dragged back into her cell, before he and his comrades were placed in another cell.
Thetiny incisonsin their skulls had been rapidly made, and the little electrodes of three psychophones
inserted. And they had sat here ever since, the remorsel ess mechani sms spesking and recording dl their
conscious thoughts.

John Thorn's mind hovered on the brink of absolute despair. It was Lana he was thinking of. The girl, he
knew, could not withstand the awful strain of this diabolical mental inquisition much longer. Shewould
surely soon give way under the strain and let her mind wander to the secret that their captors wanted.



"-if shedoes, it'sthe end of everything,” the psychophone above spoke Thorn's thoughts. “ She
musn't—"

Then, discovering that he had let his mind stray from abstract things, Thorn fiercely forced his thoughts
back to safe subjects. He made himsdlf concentrate on interplanetary history.

"Thefirs space-flight was made by Robert Roth in nineteen-ninety-six. Roth visited Venusand Mars,
and in two thousand and one made a second flight to Jupiter and Saturn, but crashed upon hisreturn to
Earth and lived only two days. After hisdegth his chief aide, Clymer Nison, visted Uranus, Neptune and
Pluto, but Clymer Nison never returned from an attempt he made to visit Erebus—

"Keep your mind off Erebug! If you think of Erebus, you'll think of the radite and the Alliance
weapon—keep thinking of interplanetary history! First permanent colonies established on Marsand
Venus by two thousand and eighty-five. By twenty-one-fifty dl the planets from Mercury to Neptune had
been colonized. The first independence movements started in twenty-four-seventy, and by two centuries
later, al the colonized planets had become independent worlds."

As Thorn desperately strove to keep his mind concentrated on interplanetary history, histwo comrades
were usng Smilar sratagemsto keep from reveding any information.

He could hear the psychophone attached to Sua Av blaring forth the bald VVenusian's thoughts. “-and
then there wasthat fat girl on Callisso—what the devil was her name?” Sua Av wasthinking. “Can't
remember her name, but | do remember that she was plenty big. Cdlisto's gravitation was so weak that
she seemed light as afeather, but if I'd held her on my knee on any other world, she'd have flattened me!
And then that tiger-cat of aMartian wench | met when | was engineer & the Syrtis chromium mines.
Tried to knife me one night—"

Suad Av was obvioudy thinking of al the girls he had ever known, to occupy histhoughts safely. But
Gunner Welk's psychophone was pouring forth amuch different siream of thoughts.

Thebig Mercurian, ever sincetheir incarceration under the psychophones, had occupied himself in
thinking of what he would do to Haskell Trask if the opportunity ever offered.

"-glue his eyelids open and stake him out on the hot side of Mercury to look at the sun awhile. No, hed
dietoo quick that way! It'd be better to take his skin off with that acid the Jovian tanners use, and
then—"

The cedll waslike abedlam to John Thorn's dazed mind. The three psychophones blaring metallicaly and
without pause had become atorment to hisears.

Hefdt that he could not stand this much longer. And he understood now the full horror of the days that
Lanahad spent under the relentless instrument. And Lana was again being tortured by the psychophone!

On and on the hours dragged. The blue-lit cell swam about Thorn, and he closed hiseyestightly. Y et il
the remorseless machine blared his thoughts, repesting interplanetary history, chemica formulae,
mathematica tables—anything that would keep his mind on safely abstract subjects.

Thorn had cudgeled his mind for ameans of escape. But there seemed none. He and his comrades were
bound into their metal chairs by the broad leather straps. The door of their cell was secured by one of the
invulnerable wave-locks. And two guards—two of Cheerly's Secret Police this time—stood on constant
duty out in the dungeon corridor.

Thorn dozed findly. It was his only escape from the torment of the blaring psychophone. Y et he could



deep for but abrief period at atime, and he was dully unsurprised when he awakened alittle |ater.

* * * %
Hewent rigid in hisbonds. He had been awakened by the entrance of Jenk Cheerly into their cell.

The Uranian spymaster's puffy green face showed suppressed excitement. Hislittle eyes were gleaming
triumphantly.

"Y ou Planeteers may aswdll give up and tell why the Alliance wantsthe radite, now,” he said exultantly.
Thorn made no voca answer, but his raging thoughts blared from the psychophone.
"If I could just close my hands on that fat throat—just once—"

The psychophones of Sud Av and Gunner were voicing Smilar thoughts asthey gazed with blazing eyes
a Chearly.

Thefat Uranian sneered. “It'stoo bad you lads still fedl that way. For the Alliance will never get theradite
now, anyway. The Leagueisgoing to get it. Lana Cain has just given up the secret of Erebusat last!”

"That'salie!” John Thorn shouted. “A trap to make ustak!"

"It'sthetruth.” Cheerly taunted triumphantly. “ Did you think the girl could go on forever without thinking
of the secret? The more she tried not to think of it, the more her mind turned toward it. Y ou'l find out the
samething will happen to you."

There was such vigble triumph and excitement in the Uranian's fat face that Thorn fet apang of fear.

At that moment there was a clang of opening doors, and atramp of feet. Haskell Trask strodeinto the
cell, hisbony face and deep eyes ablaze with excitement.

"Y ou reported that the girl hasfinally told what she knows about Erebus, Cheerly?’ the dictator
exclamed.

"Yes, dr,” answered the obese spymaster triumphantly. “Her mental control finally weakened, and she
thought of what her father had told her. The psychophone put it dl into the record.

"With what she told to guide us, we can land safely on Erebus and get theradite, Sir!” the Uranian
continued exultantly. “We wouldn't have had a chance without her secret. For it seemsthat therés only
one spot on Erebus where men can land without meeting aghestly fate.”

Haskd| Trask's pale green, bony face twitched with visible emotion. The dictator's gloomy eyesflashed.

"You'l sail a oncefor Erebus and get theraditel” he ordered Cheerly. “ A nava cruiser iswaiting in the
court now. As soon asyou get the radite and start back with it, flash word to me by audio. When | get
your message, I'll order our fleetsto blast sunward at once for the attack on the Alliance.”

Hisfists clenched. “Then &t last our day will have come! Even while our fleets are crushing the Alliance
navies, wewill be making that radite into bombs that will break the resistance of theinner worlds utterly.”

"I'll take the girl and a psychophonewith meto Erebus, sr,” Cheerly said shrewdly. * She may know a
little more about Erebus than her conscious thoughts have reveded. If that isso, I'll get it out of her.”

Trask, recdled from his oratorical flight, nodded his head indifferently.



"Take her, then. But make all speed to Erebus and back. Remember, the mightiest armadaiin the
system's history will be waiting for your message asasignd for it to sail sunward!"

John Thorn had listened in gathering horror. Thiswasthe end of al hope, surely! Cheerly would get the
radite and there would be no chance for the Alliance ever to operate Philip Blaine's grest secret weapon
inthe lunar caverns—"Philip Blain€'s great secret wegpon in the lunar caverns,” the psychophone
attached to Thorn was blaring.

Too late, Thorn suppressed histhoughts! In his momentary horror, he had let histhoughts stray, and the
psychophone over his head had been speaking them.

"Did you hear that, sir?’” cried Jenk Cheerly to the dictator. “ A secret weapon of the Alliance, built by the
physicig Philip Blainein the caverns of Earth'smoon! That's why the Alliance wanted the radite—to
operate that weagpon!"

Haskell Trask's eyes sngpped. The dictator strode to where Thorn sat cursing his own loss of mental
control that gave the secret away.

"What is the wegpon that the Alliance has hidden in the lunar caves?’ he demanded of Thorn. “ Speak,
Eathman!”

Thorn remained rigidly silent. With aviolent burst of anger, the dictator struck him acrossthe face.

"Weve got to find out what that secret Alliance wegpon isl” Trask snapped to his spymaster. “There's
just achance they might be able to operate it without the radite.”

"Hell giveit away to the psychophone, intime,” Cheerly assured hismaster. “He can't help but giveit
away—the psychophone pulls out al their secrets, sooner or later.”

"Y ou'rewrong thistime,” John Thorn said bitterly. “1 don't know the nature of the Alliance wegpon.
None of us know it—and I'm damned glad now we don't!"

"He'slying, of course,” Jenk Cheerly said camly. “But hélll haveto think the truth, sooner or later.”

"Well keep these Planeteers, under the psychophones until they do tell what that weaponis,” Trask
declared harshly. “Meanwhile, don't delay, Cheerly. Get started now for Erebus!™

John Thorn writhed as Lana was brought out of her cell by two of Cheerly's men, and carried down the
corridor. He could just glimpse her white, worn face through the grating in the door, and heard her

despairing, sobbing cry.

"John, | gave up the secret to them. | couldn't keep from thinking of it longer! And now they're taking me
with them to Erebus. Everythingislogt, and it'sdl my fault!"

"Lana, it'snot your fault!” Thorn cried hoarsdy. “Lana,"

But shewas gone. For amoment Jenk Cheerly'sfat, green face grinned in at them through the grating.
Hiseyeswere snister and hateful.

"Goodbye, Planeteers,” the Uranian squeaked mockingly. “Wish me a pleasant voyage to Erebus—for
by thetime| get back with the radite, you three will be dead!”



CHAPTER XV
Through the Tempest

STORM raged over nighted Saturnopolis. Dazzling sheets of weird light seared across the sky, and
thunder bawled hoarsdly like a hubbub of giants. Torrents of rain and of big hail stones battered the dark
metropolis. Thiswas one of the periodic “ satellite stcorms’ which occur whenever three or more of the
ringed planet's moons are in conjunction, exerting their combined gravitationa pull to set up tidal
disturbances in the degp atmosphere.

The great citade of the dictator loomed vague and black in the tempest, its windows shining with blue
light. Even night and storm could not lessen the intense activity that was going on in this nerve-center of
the League of Cold Worlds, asHaskell Trask and hislieutenants drew up their fina plansfor the greatest,
conquest in higtory.

Deep down in the dungeon below the citadel, the roar of the raging storm was muted to a deep,
continuous rumbling. And down herein the blue-lit cell, John Thorn wasworking feverishly.

Hewas hitching his chair acrossthe floor, an inch a atime, by throwing hisbody forward in hisleather
bonds. Sowly, he was edging toward the chairs of histwo deegping comrades.

"Got to make it tonight or never!” Thorn's psychophone was droning. “They'll read my plan from the
record when they next take and examineit. Weve got to make it before then—" Thorn'sface was
haggard, his eyes burning with afebrile light. His brain had conceived a desperate hope of escape.

Days and nights had passed since Jenk Cheerly had sailed for Erebus, with Lana Cain his prisoner. How
many days and nights, Thorn could not estimate exactly. Time had become ablur to him asheand his
comrades sat bound here beneath the psychophones.

Thorn had felt hismind cracking from strain as the hours and days dragged He had dmost felt that if he
had known what Trask wanted to know, the nature of the Alliance's secret weapon, he would havetold
it. He had been glad then they did not know it.

Most agonizing of al in those blurred hours had been the thought of Cheerly, on hisway to far Erebus
with Lana The Uranian would come back with the radite. But he would not bring Lanaback, once all
her possible useful ness was ended!

Tonight, an hour before, Trask's men had removed from the Planeteers psychophones the spool s of tape
which contained the record of their thoughts for the last day and night. New spools had been inserted and
the men had | &ft. It had been then that Thorn's feverish mind had suddenly conceived his crazy plan of

escape.

As he thought of the plan, the psychophone had spoken it and the recorder had transcribed it. And so
Thorn knew that he must put the plan into effect before the record was examined again, or his plan would
be read from the record and forestalled:

Thorn, convulsively rocking his chair forward, prayed inwardly that the rumble of the sorm would keep
the two guards out in the corridor from hearing. Heinched on, his chair moving dowly, the thin black
wiresthat connected his skull to the psychophone above, dowly lengthening out. Finally Thorn had got
hischar closeto those in which Gunner Welk and Sua Av were deeping exhaustedly.

"Gunner!” Thorn whispered fiercely. “Wake up!"



"The big Mercurian dowly opened bleared, red-rimmed eyes. Sua Av dso awoke, yawning. Ther
psychophones started droning their awakening thoughts.

"Gunner, | want you to tip your chair over to bring your head down on my chair,” Thorn whispered.
“Then maybe you can chew through one of these leather straps that bind my arms.”

"What good would that do?” said Gunner with dull hopelessness, “Even if we dl three got free of our
bonds, we couldn't get out of this cell—not with the door bolted by awave-lock.”

"I've an ideathat might get usout!” Thorn said feverishly. “It'sachance—our only one!”
"Try it, Gunner!” urged Sua Av,” wide awake now.

With no hopein hisface, Gunner Welk obeyed. He rocked back and forth in his chair until it tipped
forward, his head coming down againg Thorn'slap. Hitching painfully sidewise, the big Mercurian got his
teeth into one of Thorn's leather arm-straps.

They heard hisjawsworking as he bit into the tough Jovian leather. Their psychophones continued to
drone on, uttering their varying thoughts. But the rumble of the raging ssorm above was loud enough to
keep the guardsin the corridor from hearing.

Thorn felt the strap Gunner was chewing weaken. He tensed hisarm in afierce effort. The strap broke!

Quickly, Thorn unbuckled the other straps that held him. He tipped Gunner's chair back to normal
position. Then he reached around and with numbed fingers found the tiny, needle-like electrode at the
back of hisskull, and gently pulled it out. He fdlt his scap close over the minuteincison. His
psychophone went silent.

Thorn got to hisfeet. He staggered, his numbed limbs buckling under him at first. Then he steedied, and
unbuckled the straps that held Sual Av and the Mercurian to their chairs.

"Don't disconnect your psychophonesyet!” he warned them. “If the guards outside happened to notice
that al our psychophones were dead, they'd suspect something at once.”

"Now what?” Sua Av whispered. “How can we get out of this cell without awave-key to operate the
lock?!

"Yes, what'syour idea?’ Gunner asked hoarsely.

"It cameto meas| watched them changing spoolsin the psychophonestonight,” Thorn muttered. “I shut
my mind off it till after they'd gone, so they wouldn't hear.”

He was taking down from its mounting the psychophone that for so many days had blared histhoughts.
With quivering fingers, he began dissembling the intricate little machine. Tubes and coils and condensers
camefromit, asherapidly took it gpart.

"There are enough parts here,” he muttered feverishly. “1f | can just remember enough of my tech-school
traning.”

Thorn began putting certain parts of the mechanism back together again, in atotaly different hook-up.
Thetiny atomic generator that furnished power, the transformers and rectifiers—and then he worked long
upon rewiring an “aternator,” connecting it eectricaly to amaster modulator tube.

An hour passed, and another. The hubbub of storm was even louder from above. The droning of the



other two Planeteers’ psychophones was dmost inaudible through the roar.

Thorn findly sraightened, holding the compact rebuilt mechanism in trembling hands. Hisface was
dripping.

,"Now for it!” he whispered shakily to the other two Planeteers. He advanced with the little machine to
the locked door.

"Y ou've rebuilt the psychophone partsinto awave-projector?” Sua Av whispered, staring. “To useasa
wave-key?'

"It won't work,” Gunner muttered. “It may project waves, but you don't know the secret frequency that
will operate thislock. It might be any one of countless possible frequencies.”

But Thorn only nodded.

"| thought of that!” he said hoarsgly. “I built an automatic modulator into the thing. It will start projecting
waves of frequency down in the sixteenth octave, and run up to the forty-fifth, by steps of twenty
vibrations each. Y ou know all wave-locks are keyed in those octaves, for above them you get heat
radiations”

"It might work,” Sua Av agreed. “Most locks have an error-margin of ten vibrations per second, so your
automatic step-ups ought to overlap al frequenciesin those octaves.”

Thorn was dready at the door. He held the end of hislittle makeshift projector against the inertrum door
just ingde the wave-lock. He was counting on the high power of his vibrationsto penetrate the inertrum
from insde, and reach thelock.

Thelittle projector hummed as he touched its switch. Invisble waves were shooting from it into the lock,
changing frequency by 20-vibration jumps each fraction of a second.

In amoment came a click from the wave-lock! The bolt had drawn back, astheright frequency released
the lock.

"By heaven, it worked!” Gunner Welk exclaimed hoarsdly, his eyeslighting with wild hope now.

Thorn peered tautly out through the door-grating. The two SP guards on duty were standing afew yards
down the corridor, evidently discussing the storm that roared above.

Gunner and Sud Av now removed the needldike e ectrodes of the psychophones from thetiny incisons,
at the back of their skulls. They staggered stiffly from the chairsto Thorn's Sde, as he gently opened the
unlocked door.

One of the SP men, seeing the cell door open from the corner of hiseye, ydled and reached for his
atom-pigal.

"Get them!” Thorn shouted hoarsdly, lunging ouit.

The charging Planeteers reached the two Saturnians before they could level the weapons they had drawn.
Thorn grabbed the atom-pistol of one of the green men, and twisted fiercely.

The Saturnian suddenly let go of the gun and jumped back, clawing a pocket-audio from his jacket. He
shouted wildly into the little instrument.

"Dungeon-guards calling for help! The prisoners are—"



Thorn brought the atom-pistol down on the man's head, and he sank with agroan. Gunner and Sua Av
had aready knocked out the other guard, and the Mercurian had his gun.

"That cdl will bring guards down here a once!” Thorn cried. “ Quick—the drain by which we got in herel
It's our one chance now to get to the space-ship court!”

They ran down the short dungeon corridor to the place where the drain opened. The inertrum bars had
been resat in new cement to repair the drain-grating, Thorn saw ingtantly.

Heleveled hisgun and triggered rapidly. The bursting flares of blinding energy burned away the new
cement, again freeing the inertrum bars. As Gunner Welk bent and tore loose the bars, Thorn heard over
the roar of the storm arush of running feet.

"They're coming!” he cried, and legped headfirst down into the narrow tube. The othersfollowed him.

Thorn writhed down the cramped pipe with frantic haste, ahead of the Mercurian and Venusan. He
heard distant yells as soldiers burst into the dungeon which they had just quit.

In amoment Thorn emerged head first into the place where the five citadel drains converged into one big
tube. Water was rushing down here, flowing down through three of the pipesthat drained courts open to
the raging storm.

"Thisisthe drain that leads up to the space-ship court!” he cried, scrambling into the right-hand pipe.

As he crawled at the head of his comrades up this different pipe, icy floods of water from above smashed
unceasingly into hisface. The drain was dmost full of down rushing water. Blinded, gasping, he fought
upward through the tube until he glimpsed the grating above, outlined againgt terrific red lightning flares.

Thorn drew hisgun and fired up a the grating through the rushing water. The whizzing flare of burgting
atom-shells above was dmost drowned by another appaling burst of scarlet lightning, accompanied by a
tremendous shock of thunder.

He pushed on upward through the streaming water. His hands found the bars of this grating, loose where
their ends had been exposed by burning away of the cement. With aconvulsive effort, Thorn pushed the
bars upward and scrambled up into the court.

Thefull fury of the tremendous Saturnian storm beat upon him in this open court. Rattling showersof big
hailstones crackled like musketry, torrents of icy rain smashing down upon him from the black sky.
Gunner and Sua Av were scrambling up out of the drain to hisside.

Blinding red. lightning arced across the heavensin awful, burning splendor, and showed Thorn two small
gpace-cruisers parked near the center of the court. It aso showed him that atroop of guards was running
hastily out from the other side of the court.

"They've guessed we'd make for these ships. Come on before they cut us off!” he yelled hoarsely to his
comrades.

They plunged forward. The crimson lightning died, and in the succeeding thick blackness, the whole
citadel rocked wildly about them to the deafening shock of thunder.

The Planeteers collided with awet metd wall in the darkness. The side of one of the ships! Then another
fizzing flare of fiery lightning showed Thorn the ship door, afew feet away.

He pushed the unsedled door inward, and fell rather than jumped insde. Asthe other two Planeteers



legped in after him, through the bellowing thunder came a shout of voices.

Atom-shellsflicked into theinertrum wall of the ship and exploded in bright little bomb-bursts of light.
The guards running across the court toward them were shooting.

"Sed the door, Gunner!” Thorn yelled wildly. “I'll take her up!"

He pitched forward in darkness toward the control-room, Sual Av at his heels. He heard the door
grinding shut as he pawed frantically for the controls, sandardized in dl ships.

More atom-shellsflared outside. By their glare, Thorn found the injector lever and pulled it franticdly.
The power-chamber of thelittle ship burst into aroar,

The pand-lights sprang on as Sud Av found the switch, Thorn legping to the firing-keys. Hisfingers
flashed down.

With anerve-shattering roar of al ked tubes blasting, the little cruiser shot dmost verticaly upward,
risng on spuming fire-jets out of the big court at the heart of the citadd .

Thorn cut in al stern tubes, and thelittle ship screamed up on a steep dant through the raging storm.
Rocked by buffeting bursts of thunder, lit by the dancing flares of red lightning, it roared up across
sorm-swept Saturnopolis with dizzying speed.

Sua Av had the oxygenators throbbing by now. Gunner Welk came staggering into the control-room,
fighting the terrific acceleration pressure. Up through the storm they climbed till they were abovethe
tempest, the roar of air outside now fading away.

* * * %

Sua Av uttered an exultant cry asthey burst out of mistsinto open space, with the colossal, gleaming arc
of the rings spanning the star thick black firmament ahead.

"Clear space again!” he cried.

"They'll cdl andarmto dl their bases on the outer moong!” Thorn exclamed. “If Stilicho isn't waiting at
the rendezvous—"

Everything depended now, al three knew, on reaching the rendezvousin the rings where old Stilicho
Keene had agreed to wait with the Venture, in Cassini'sdivison a the west limb of the planet-shadow.

The colossd yellow bulk of Saturn was behind them, the mighty bow of the rings now close ahead. Thorn
was heading toward the segment of the rings obscured by the shadow of the planet. Their little ship raced
above theinnermog, thinnest ring, roaring at top speed low over the vast circular svarm of whirling
planetoids.

Soon ahead yawned Cassini's division, the gap of clear space between the two great outermost rings. As
Thorn sent their craft flying down into the gap at the point where the west limb of the planet-shadow lay
acrossit, heflipped the audio-switch.

"Stilicho, the Planeteers calling!” he spoke into the instrument. “We're being chased. Where are you?”
In amoment, there came ashrill, excited reply.
"Coming, boy! We've got you in our aura. Stand by and get your suits on, and welll take you aboard!”

A few moments later the long, grim-lined Venture drove up from the gap between rings, and hovered



beside the Planeteers little ship. Theair-lock of the pirate craft was open.

Then abrief interval saw the Planeteersinsde that air-lock, tearing off the space-suitsthey had worn as
they jumped the gap between ships. And the Venture was roaring on through space with al the power of
its grest tubes, away from Saturn.

"| thought you boys were dead sure!” Stilicho Keene was babbling wildly to the Planeteers. “It's been
daysweve waited here. But where's Lana? Y ou didn't leave the lass behind?!

The old pirate's wrinkled red face and rheumy eyes were tense as his cracked voice shrilled the question.
And Ooal, the space dog, looked up at Thorn with pleading eyes.

"Cheerly hasLang,” Thorn said hoarsely. “He sailed in anave cruiser for Erebus, days ago. He has
Lana's secret now, but he took her along in case she knew more than sheld told.”

"Erebus?’ Old Stilicho'swrinkled face became ghastly. “God in heaven, if he'staken the lassthere...”

"Weve got to follow them, Stilicho!” Thorn cried. “For if Cheerly getswhat he wants on Erebus, hell
come back, but hell never bring Lana back.”

The old man's faded eyes blazed. “Well follow to Erebus, yed! I'd follow the lassto hell itsdlf!"

They climbed hatily to the control-room, where Stilicho seized the controls from the Jovian pilot on duty
there.

"Cadlling Titan and | apetus bases!” a Saturnian voice was yelling from the audio-speaker excitedly. “All
cruisers out in net-patrol. The Planeteers are loose and breaking for space!™

"They can't catch usnow!” Gunner cried fiercely.

The Venture was dready roaring out to the orbit of Titan. Stilicho had changed course, and the huge,
ringed bulk of Saturn and the small, bright sun lay dead astern. They were heading out toward the farthest
limit of the system, toward the Solar System's last home of mystery.

Black reaction and apprehension were cold in John Thorn's heart as he looked haggardly ahead. Could
they hope to overtake Cheerly's ship when it had such astart? And. if they did not, and so did not have
Lanas secret knowledge to guide them, what would be their fate when they reached mysterious Erebus?



CHAPTER XVI
Forbidden World

THE FRONTIER of the Solar System! A vast and gloomy darkness, aregion of eterna night remote by
sx hillion trackless milesfrom the far, bright star of the sun. A cold and awful immensity of space beyond
which gtretches only the shoreless sea of theinterstellar void.

Y et even out into these far, dark spaces reached the invisible grip of the sun, to hold the outermost of its
planetary children. Out herein eternal sllence and darkness, far from the flaming orb that gave it birth,
solemnly moved the dim world of Erebus on its dow, supendous patrol.

A ship was moving out through the colossal dark toward the last planet. It was moving a tremendous
speed under inertia, yet it seemed merely to be crawling through the vast emptiness asit held its course
toward the dim, dowly enlarging sphere of Erebus.

John Thorn peered fixedly from the window of the control-room at the mysterious world ahead. It was
likealittle ghogt-world, shining in the dark vault with afeeble bluelight.

"It must have an extraordinarily high abedo to reflect so much sunlight at thisdistance,” Thorn muttered.
"Yes, it'scursed queer,” Sua Av agreed, frowning intently.

Beside the Planeteers, who had discarded their Saturnian disguises, old Stilicho Keene peered forward, a
haunting apprehension in hisfaded eyes. The space dog crouched at hisfeet.

Gunner Welk was at the eyepiece of the * scope, staring toward dim Erebus. The towering Mercurian
turned to Thorn.

"Cheerly'sshipisnt in sight, John,” he rumbled. “He must dready have landed on Erebus.”
Thorn's brown face contorted in agonized emotion.

"We should have overtaken him!” he cried, hisvoice raw and self-accusing. “If we'd put on alittle more

Speed—"

"But boy, the Venture's been at top speed in dl the long days since we left Saturn!” Stilicho quivered.
“It's been like anightmare voyage, with the power-chambers throbbing to the limit, and my crew getting
more scared each day, and us sailin’ on toward God knows what on that world ahead!™

It had, indeed, seemed like astrange dream to all of them astheir craft had, for days, crept out into the
trackless, forbidding immensties. Stilicho's pirate crew had whispered fearfully, only the hope of rescuing
their idolized girl leader kegping them from mutinying. An dien chill gripped al except John Thorn.

Thorn had become more and more feverishly anxious each day, as he thought of Jenk Cheerly speeding
on with Lanato seize the precious radite—the radite whose taking would signa Lanas death and the
launching of Trask's attack on the Alliance!

"Shdl | try the spectro-telescope?’ Gunner was asking. “We're near enough to Erebusfor it to detect the
radite”

Thorn nodded quickly. “ The radite should show up clearly. I'll check our auraagain for Cheerly's ship.”

Thorn snapped on the aura. But something was wrong. The aurachart did not come on. The device was



dead.

"Whet the devil 7’ Sud Av muttered astonishedly. “ Something must be jamming the ether to kill our aura
likethat."

"All our other instruments are dead, too!” burst out Stilicho, looking up worriedly from the pand. “The
gravitometers and space-sextants and even the audio!”

"Isit sometrick of Cheerly's?” Sual Av cried.
"It couldn't be—he wouldn't have power enough to jam the ether like this,” Thorn declared.
Gunner Welk sivung around from hisinstrument, his massive face puzzled.

"John, there's something wrong with this spectro-telescope, too,” he said. “I adjusted itslimitsto thefield
of radioactive dements, but al of Erebustill showsupinit.”

Old Stilicho looked anxioudy from the faintly shining blue ghost-world aheed, to the puzzled Planeteers.

"Well soon be closeto Erebus,” the old pirate said. “What are we going to do? Land and hunt for Lana
on foot?'

Therewas lurking terror in his faded eyes as he made the proposition, yet he kept his shrill voice steady.
"Wedarenot just sail inand land,” Thorn muttered. ‘ It might mean the end of us, right there.”
Hisface worked. “Y et we daren't lose time either! If Lanahad only been ableto tell usthe secret.”

"John, remember what Cheerly told Trask in. our cell on Saturn, after he'd got the secret from Lanal”
Sua Av said eagerly. “ That held learned from Lanathat there was only one spot on Erebus where men
could land without meeting aghedly fatel"

"One spot, but whereisit?” Gunner demanded. “ Theré's no use of our hunting for that spot, for we
wouldn't know it if we saw it."

"Y es, we would know it!” Thorn cried suddenly. “ Cheerly's ship would have landed in that one safe spot.
If we can find where Cheerly haslanded here, we can land safely beside him!™

He swung around to Stilicho Keene. “Well reduce speed and circle around Erebus looking for Cheerly's
ship. Don't go lower than a hundred miles above the surface.”

Unutterable tension gripped the Planeteers and the old pirate as the Venture swept in closer toward the
mysterious planet from which only one manin al history had returned. Erebus dowly expanded ahead, a
small world hardly larger than Mercury. At last the ship dropped to within ahundred miles of its surface.

It was a strangdly luminous planetscape they looked down upon, aworld shimmering everywhere with
the dusky blue radiance they had noticed from afar. They had thought that faint luminescence atrick of
reflected sunlight, but they saw now that it was somehow inherent in thisworld. Through that dusky blue
haze they |ooked down upon aweirdly forbidding landscape.

Low, jagged, barren mountains rose like fangs bared at the dark, star-studded sky. Beyond their rocky
dopes siretched dim deserts, wide blank wastes upon which moved little whirls of dust. And dl this
dreary landscape of eternd twilight was wrapped in the uncanny faint blue radiance.

"It'squeer, theway it al shines,” muttered Sua Av. “But | can't see anything dangerous down there."



"There's something dangerous there—terribly so,” Thorn said tautly. “If there weren't, thisworld wouldn't
have swallowed up so many hundreds of explorersin the last nine centuries!”

"Therésair of somekind down there, anyway,” old Stilicho quavered. “ See them there whirling
dugt-devils?'

"But there can't be an atmosphere here!” Gunner declared. “ That would mean that Erebusis
comparatively warm, and what would keep it warm at this distance from the sun?"

"Everything about thisworld iswrong, somehow,” Thorn muttered. “ The way it shines, itswarmth and
atmosphere, the way our instruments went dead when we neared it.”

* * % %

The Venture was now moving on an even ked a hundred miles above the surface of the ghostly blue
planet. Stilicho handled the controls as they moved at reduced speed around the equator of the mystery
world. Gunner Welk swept the terrain beneath with the * scope as they sped dong.

The crud, barren mountains swept back and disappeared in the glowing blue haze behind them. They
moved on above the endless wastes of faintly shining desert.

"Thought | saw something shiny moving down there,” Gunner exclaimed in amoment. “My eyesmust be
playing metrick!"

"Cheerly's ship iswhat we want to find,” Thorn rapped. “I1t's somewhere here. He hasn't had timeto lift
the radite and leave, congdering how fast we followed him."

Within afew hours, they had completely circumnavigated the equator of the little mystery world. They
had seen nothing but the deathly deserts and mountains, wrapped in. the unchanging, shimmering blue
heze.

"Run north and circle the planet again midway between the equator and the pole,” Thorn ordered
Stilicho.

"It'skind of like looking for aneedlein ahaystack, hunting one ship on awholeworld,” Stilicho muttered.
"Thisworld isn't big. Well sweep every mile of it if necessary,” John Thorn declared.

Soon they were again circling Erebus, midway between the equator and the northern pole. Before they
had gone far, Gunner pointed to a black speck on the northern desert horizon.

"Something odd about that black mountain yonder!” he reported from the * scope eyepiece. “It has none
of the shining haze over it—the only place I've seen here that hasn't.”

"Steer toward it, but keep high,” John Thorn told the old pirate.
"Well take alook."

The black speck on the horizon expanded rapidly as the ship rocketed north. It grew into a big black
mountain that loomed in solitary majesty out of awide expanse of the haze-wrapped desert. brooding
beneath the star-flecked dark sky.

It was amountain dmost perfectly dome-shaped, the regularity of its outline sartling. It was two miles
across at the base and amilein height. It stood out bold and black because none of the shining blue haze
hovered over it.



"Queer, the symmetrica shape of that mountain,” Sua Av muttered. “Isit possiblethat it is—"
"Therésaship parked on that mountain!” Gunner Welk yelled suddenly in high excitement,

Thorn legped to the * scope eyepiece. The huge, frowning black mass of the domed mountain jumped into
close view. Upon the curved, rough eastern side of the great mass, near the top, rested along,
torpedo-like metal shape.

"It's Cheerly's cruiser!” Thorn exclamed. “If they landed on that black mountain, it must be the one spot
on Erebuswhereit's safe to land. Were going to land there and seize his ship!™

He swung, his pulses hammering. “Veer off, Stilicho, and run back toward the mountain from the west at
amiledtitude. Cheerly can't have seen usyet. Well land on the west Side of the mountain and take him
by surprisel™

The old pirate swung the Venture in awide detour, and soon they were rocketing low toward the
mountain from the west, hidden by the domed mass from the ship parked on the other side. Expertly, the
old Martian brought the ship down to alanding on the rough, curved western side of the great mass.

Astheblagting roar of the rockets died, Sud Av turned from the instrument he had been manipulating.
"The atmosphere checks as air, but loaded with dements | can't identify without analysis,” he reported.
"Well play safe and wear our spacesuits,” Thorn declared. “Come on!"

They hastened down into the midcompartment of the ship. Stilicho's motley pirate crew werewaiting
there, dl of them looking alittle scared by the fact that they had actualy landed upon the surface of
Erebus.

"We're going over the top of thismountain to find and capture Cheerly's ship, Thom ragpped to them. “On
auits, everybody! And bring al the dampers we have. There'sto be no using of atom-guns unless
absolutely necessary, for we don't want to hurt Lana."

Five minutes later, the big door port of the Venture ground open. Out through the air-lock moved the
company of forty men, dl in suits and helmets, with John Thornin the leed.

Thorn noted that they stepped out onto a rough jagged surface of black metal. Thewhole mountain, it
seemed, was of black metal, pocked here and there with deposits of glistening ores. The top of the
dome-shaped mass loomed starkly against the dusky, starry sky.

Thorn could not repress atautening of his nerves. Thiswas Erebus, the forbidden world that had claimed
so many explorers' lives since nine centuries ago. From the curving side of the mountain on which the
Venture lay, he could look out westward across the barren deserts, wrapped in mysterious, shimmering
blue radiance.

Thelittle party was armed with severa of the cylindrical dampersthat could put atom-guns out of
commission, and with atom-pistols belted outside their space-suits. They started up the side of the metal
mountain, trudging againgt a gravitation that was surprisingly strong for so smal aworld. The Planeteers
and old Stilicho led, and beside them ran the space dog, Odl, his green eyes blazing as though he sensed
they were on the sameworld as Lana Cain.

They reached the top of the domed mountain, and Thorn crouched down with his comradesto
reconnoiter. Cheerly’ sship, along, many-gunned Saturnian nava cruiser with the name Gargol onits
bows, lay only afew hundred yards down the curved rough metal dope. They could seeafew menin



gpace-suits outside the ship, digging glistening ores from the deposits that packed the metal mountain,

Sua Av'svoice reached Thorn by conduction, as the Planeteers crouched with the old pirate and the
Space dog.

"They're digging fud-oresfor thereturn trip,” the Venusan muttered. “ They can't have Sghted our ship.”

Thorn nodded his glassite helmet tensdly. “Herewe go,” he said, rising to hisfeet and signaling the pirates
behind them. “Whatever you do, be careful you don't injure Lanal™

The space-suited attackers swept down the rough curve of the mountain in asilent run toward the
Saturnian ship. They were haf-way to it before one of the diggersthere glimpsed them,

Instantly, the man fired his atom-pistol at them. Thelittle shell struck aman behind Thorn, apirate who
fel asthe blinding flare of energy enveloped him. Thorn swung the damper he carried toward the
Saturnian who had fired, and killed his wegpon. “ Quick, men!” Thorn yelled, then remembered that their
audioswere off, and sgnaed with hisarm.

Thelittle pirate band swept fiercely down the metal dope. Out of the ship, Saturniansin space-suits were
pouring and leveling atom-pistols. The dampers carried by Thorn and severa of his men deadened many
of the weapons, but atom-shellsfrom othersflared blindingly among the pirates and felled ahalf dozen
men,

Then Thorn and hisfollowers reached the Saturnians. It became afierce fight at close quarters, shells of
atom-pigtals flaring and men faling, under the solemn stars of the darkly . The space dog legped and tore
horribly with his greet teeth and talons among the enemy. Thorn swung his heavy cylindrical damper asa
great club as he and Gunner and Sud Av fought forward.

The Saturnians, appalled by the fierceness of the pirate attack, scrambled back through the air-lock of
the ship.

"After them!” Thorn cried, waving hisarm in afierce forward gesture. “Don't | et them get away with the
ship.”

Gunner flung the damper he carried, and it jammed the air-lock door. Then Thorn's men were pushing
into the ship.

In ten minutes, the fight inside the ship was ended, Taken by surprise, unprepared for an attack, the
Saturnian crew had not been able to withstand the rush of Thorn's followers.

A dozen of the Saturnianslying dead, the survivors stood with hands raised in surrender. As soon asthe
air-lock door was closed and the oxygenerators functioning, Thorn ripped off his helmet and ordered the
massed prisonersto take off their helmets a so.

As each sullen green Saturnian face emerged to view, Thorn's pulse pounded. But when al the prisoners
were unhelmeted, he felt ashock of bitter disappointment. Neither Jenk Cheerly nor Lanawerein the
ship!

"Where's Cheerly and the girl?’ he demanded fiercely of the crestfallen Saturnian cruiser captain.

"Cheerly left here yesterday, taking two men and the pirate girl,” answered the captain sullenly. “They
went toward those mountains westward."

"Cheerly had located the radite there?” Sual Av cried eagerly. The Saturnian nodded sulkily.



"Y es, after we landed our ship here, Cheerly worked with our spectroscopes until he ascertained that the
deposit of radite lay somewhere in, those mountains. He took the girl with him because he, believed she
knows exactly whereit is, though she said she didn't.”

"Then dl we haveto do isto wait till Cheerly comesback here with the radite, and grab him!” Gunner
exclamed.

"No, we can't do that!” Thorn cried. “ Cheerly would bring back the radite, but he wouldn't bring back
Lanal We've got to go after him!™

"In our ship?’ old Stilicho asked eagerly.

Thorn shook his head. “We daren't. Thisisthe one safe place on Erebus where a ship can land,
remember. Well haveto follow on foot, in our space-suits."

He saw aquick gleam of satisfaction in the sullen eyes of the Saturnian captain. And Thorn'sface
tightened.

"Youwill comeadong with us,” hetold the green-faced captain suspicioudy.
The Saturnian went livid. “I won't go!” he gasped, al secret satisfaction gone a once, “I won't!"

Thorn seized him by the throat. “Why not?’ he harked “What are you afraid of ? What isit that makes
you glad at theidea of us going on foot to those mountains?’

The Saturnian was slent, helplessrage and fear contending in hisface.

"Tdl, or I'll make you walk out there by yoursdlf!” Thorn menaced. The threat crumpled the captain's
Spirit.
"Il tell' he gasped. “1t means a hideous doom if you venture off this mountain without protection. For al

the matter of those deserts and mountains out there, al the matter of Erebus except this single metal
mountain, isradioactive matter.

"Erebusisaradioactive world. That's the secret the pirate girl knew, that no one else guessed. A ship
that landed anywhere except on this mountain would instantly itself become radioactive by induced
radioactivity from the soil on which it landed. The same fate would befall an unprotected man who
stepped off thismountain. Thismetad mountain isthe only non-radioactive matter on the whole planet!”



CHAPTER XVII
In the Shining Waste

A RADIOACTIVE world! A world, every atom of which was throbbing with natural or induced
radioactivity, congtantly emitting streams of deadly radiation, changing dowly and spontaneoudy through
thelong agesinto different e ements farther down the atomic scalel This, then, was the secret of Erebus!

The thing was 0 stupefying that the Planeteers and old Stilicho and his pirates were silent, stunned. Every
man there looked wildly at his neighbor, bewildered by the incredible assertion the Saturnian captain
made.

"It'simpossble!” John Thorn burg, findly. His eyeswere dmost dazed in expression. “ A whole world of
radioactive matter—it can't be true!™

"Itistrue!” cried the Saturnian captain fearfully. “The girl knew it dl thetime. Her father, that old space
pirate, Martin Cain, discovered it when he came here a generation ago. If he hadn't landed on this
mountain, he'd have met the same doom as everyone el se who has come here, his ship and his body
riddled by the terrific radiation the moment he landed.”

"But why in the devil's name should this metal mountain alone on the whole planet remain
non-radioactive? cried Gunner Welk, his massive face incredulous. “1t doesn't make sense”

"| think | understand that,” Sual Av said keenly, his green eyes gleaming. “I took agood look at the black
metal of thismountain aswe climbed up over it. It'sasolid mass of asterium.”

"Agterium?’ Thorn echoed. “ That queer dement they've found in meteors from outer space?”

Sual Av'sbad head bobbed eagerly. “Y es, the dement whose discovery forced them to revise the
periodic table—the most inert eement ever discovered. It's completely resistant to radioactive action,
they found.""

"But asterium was supposed to be an eement foreign to our solar system, one formed somehow in far-off
giant starsl” cried Gunner. “How the devil would there happen to he a solid mountain of the stuff here on
Erebus?'

"Thismountain of asterium was not dways nativeto Erebus, if my guessisright,” retorted the Venusian.
“This mountain came here from outer space. It'sa gigantic meteorite of amost solid asterium that fell here
on Erebusin some past age.”

"By heaven, | believe Sud'sright!” Gunner exclaimed excitedly. “ That would explain the peculiar domed
shape of the mountain. It's roughly sphericd, but haf of itisburied.”

Old Stilicho Keene had listened, only haf-understanding. Now he ventured an anxious question to Thorn.

"If it'sdoom to step off this mountain as that there Saturnian says, then how could Cheerly and hismen
and Lanadareto leave here on foot to search for the radite?

"If my guessisright, they had some sort of protection againgt the radioactive emanations out there,”
Thorn clipped. He turned to the Saturnian officer. “What about it?"

The green-faced captain nodded nervoudly. “Y ou've guessed it. We were here two days, before Cheerly
figured out away to protect them when they left the mountain. He figured that since the asterium of this
mountain is proof against the radioactive emanations out there, he would melt some of the asterium and



coat their space-suits with it to make them ray-proof. That'swhat he did, and it worked al right.”

Thefirst Planeteer looked grim. “1t1l work for us, too, then!” John Thorn declared. “Well proof three
space-auits for ourselves at once, and go after Cheerly and Lana. We've got to overtake them before
they find that radite—for Cheerly will do away with Lanaas soon as he has the stuff!”

"But, boy, can't | go with you Planeteers?’ old Stilicho pleaded.

"Y ou're needed to stay here and see that these prisoners don't break loose,” Thorn told him. “ Take some
men back over to the Venture now, and bring it over and park it beside this cruiser. We've got to work
rapidly to overtake Cheerly.”

Soon the Venture had been brought over the mountain, and settled down beside the Gargol, the
Saturnian cruiser. The prisoners were locked in a compartment of their own ship, and aguard set over
them.

"Y ou needn't be afraid of usfollowing you out there,” the Saturnian captain told Thorn, with ashiver.
“Theré's none of uswould dream of going out in those deadly deserts, among God knows what kind of
shining demonsthat roam there.”

"Shining demons?’ Sud Av asked the green man. “What are you talking about?"

"Weve seen them, from atop the mountain here,” the Saturnian answered with ashudder. “ Glowing,
unearthly creatures of somekind far out on the blue haze. | don't know whet they are.”

"Y ou must have seen some dustwhirls, that'sal,” Thorn clipped. “Come on, Sua!"

The Planeteers set to work with urgent haste, helped by a party of Stilicho's men. They found the atomic
furnace which Jenk Cheerly had set up to melt some asterium was dill in place. They had it going in afew
minutes

Wearing their space-suits congtantly, the Planeteers and their hel pers soon melted down amass of the
solid agterium into liquid state. Then three of their flexible metal space-suits were dipped into the molten
black asterium.

The glasste hdmets, immuneto al heat and cold, were aso coated with the black element. Before it
hardened on the helmets, Thorn scraped two spots thin, making them semi-transparent for vision.

"It meansdim visonsbut | dare not remove it completely from the eye plates of the hemets” he
muttered. “ Anything more would be dangerous, in the hell of radiation that must rage out there.”

The asterium coating on the suits and helmets hardened rapidly. When it was cool, they took the
ray-proofed suitsinto the Venture., and put them on in place of the onesthey wore.

"Hell, it'sas Stiff asasuit of armor,” muttered Gunner Welk, as he moved in his new suit.

"And these eyehol es can scarcely be seen through,” complained Sua Av as he donned the helmet.
"Will you two stop chattering and hurry?” John Thorn demanded violently.

His two comrades stared at him. And Thorn redlized that he had shouted at them.

"Sorry,” hesaid hoarsdly, “but I'm half out of my head, thinking of Lana out there with Cheerly.",
"We undergtand,” Sud Av nodded. But well find them, sure, before anything happensto Lana. And



were sure of theradite now, if l goeswdl.”

"Itisn't only getting the radite that's on my mind,” Gunner said. His face was deeply troubled, as he added
dowly, “Evenif we get the radite back safely to Earth to use in Philip Blaine's secret weapon, how do we
know that weagpon will redlly save the Alliance from the L eague attack? What kind of wegpon can hope
to defeat ten thousand armed cruisers?’

John Thorn felt achill of foreboding at the big Mercurian'swords. Thorn, too, dl thistime, had been
haunted by the very possibility that Gunner had put into words.

"Suppose Blaingsinvention fails, after al?” Gunner continued. “ Supposeit's sound in theory, but
impractica infact. We don't know athing about the nature of it, remember!”

"I've thought of that, too,” Sual Av muttered worriedly. “Blaine has the name of one of the greatest
physicistsin the system. Y et what could he invent that would sweep ten thousand cruisers out of space?’

"Blaine must have something tremendous,” Thorn indsted desperatdly. “ The Chairman hasfaithin his
weapon. We've got to havefaith, too,, and get the radite that will operate the thing. And we won't get it
by ddaying herel”

The Planeteers emerged from the Venture, wearing the black, asterium-coated suits and hemets. Stilicho
K eene came hadtily toward them, holding to the collar of the space dog Ool. The beast reared up againgt
Thorn, its green eyes pleading.

"Ool sensesLana somewhere on thisworld,” Stilicho said. “ Are you going to take him with you?'

"We can't. His unprotected body, non-organic though it is, would be affected by the radiation out there,”
Thorn said. He grasped the spacesuited old Martian's hand. “K eep a close watch ever the prisoners,
Stilicho. Well come back with Lanaand the radite—or we won't come back at al."

"Good luck toye,” Stilicho said.

The Planeteers started down the western curved dope of the huge, black meteorite-mountain. Soon they
reached the base of the mountain, and stood for amoment, looking out awedly across the uncanny world
into which they wereto venture.

Under the dark, starry sky stretched the forbidding deserts of Erebus, dim wastes whose every grain of
sand throbbed with afaint blue radiance that gathered in drifting azure haze. The shining blue mists
swirled and pulsated dowly, wrapping the whole dusky landscape before them, veiling the mountains
westward.

They knew that when they stepped out on that blowing waste, into those shining mists, they would be
stepping into ahell of radiation streaming ceasdesdy from the radioactive mass of the planet—atorrent
of dphaparticlesand of betarays and of hard gamma radiation as withering as super X-rays.

Determinedly, John Thorn strode forward. The other two Planeteersfollowed. Their feet sinking dightly
into the glowing sand, they trudged westward.

"They felt no change. But when Thorn tried to use his suit-audio, there came from it only a shattering
roar. Helinked hands with his comrades, speaking to them by conduction of sound.

"Theradiation kills our audios completdly,” he said. “It'swhat deadened al our instruments aswe
approached Erebus.”



Sua Av nodded his black-helmeted head vigoroudy. “ The gamma. radiation aone from this mass would
do that."

"How in hdl's name does thiswhole world come to beradioactive?’” Gunner muttered. “If it wasthrown
off thesunin atidal disturbance like the other planets, it should consst of the same kind of matter.”

"I believe Erebusisthe product of an older and deeper disturbance than that which produced the other
planets,” Sual AV said keenly. “A disturbance so deep that it hurled out amass of the heavier radioactive
elements at the sun's heart, which formed a huge radioactive core for thisworld when it hardened.”

"But there must have been some non-radioactive elements here originally, even so,” objected Gunner.

"Y es, but they would inevitably be made radioactive aso by the radiation from the core,” Sud Av
replied. “Y ou know, the familiar phenomenon of induced radioactivity, which was discovered by theold
Earth scientistsway back in thefirst third of the twentieth century. The phenomenon by which a sheet of
auminum or some other normally non-radioactive eement will become itself radioactive if subjected to
radiation from radioactive eements.”

"That must be what has happened,” Thorn agreed. “ And any ship that landed here would instantly aso
become radioactive in every particle, from the same cause.”

They trudged on. Weird journey across a blue-hazed planet benegath the eternally nighted sky! On over
the desert, crunching the feebly glowing sands beneath their feet, congtantly aware that the failure of the
asterium coating on their spacesuits would mean desath.

They steered by the stars, for the black metal mountain had dropped from sight behind them. Infinitely
strange it seemed, on this outermost world so far from the sun, to look up into the dusky sky and see
therethefamiliar, glittering congtellationd

Then they glimpsed the western mountainsin the distance ahead, looming low, dark and barren-looking
through the drifting blue mists. The Planeteers held toward those dreary peaks.

"| see someone ahead!” exclaimed Sud AV suddenly,, stopping, “ Someone coming toward us."

"It must be Cheerly coming back™ cried Gunner, his hand darting to the asterium-coated atom-pistol
belted outside his spacesuit.

Thorn's heart went cold with fear. If Cheerly was coming back with the radiite, it meant Lanawas dready
dead.

"No!” Sud AV cried, stupefied. “It's not Cheerly and his men. Look, it's something shining!"

"Good God, can there be any truth in what those Saturnianstold of having seen shining demons out
here?” Thorn exclaimed hoarsdly.

For the two creatures moving toward them through the blue mists were unbelievable! They were
man-formed creatures, but they were glowing with soft blue light!

The two shining things came on, straight toward the Planeteers. And they stopped afew yards away from
the three comrades. They wore no space-suits or protection of any kind.

"God!” came Sud Av'sthick-voiced exclamation. “ They're men—shining men—radioactive men!"

Thorn'sbrain reded at the sght. He felt as though he was looking at some weird mirage born of the



shiningmigs

The two men before him were human in every respect. They wore the tattered remnants of |eather
clothing such as space-sailors had worn in the past. One of them wastdl, rangy of body. The other was
gmadler, with Martian features.

But both of the two men were glowing. Every atom of their bodies and of their clothing shone with faint
radiance. These men were living human beings whose bodies had become asradioactive in every particle
asdl dseonthisworld!



CHAPTER XVIII
Damned Souls of Erebus

THORN could not believe his eyes. The sight of men, living men, whose bodies were composed of
radioactive matter that glowed with its own spontaneous energy, was, brain-shattering. He and his
comrades stood rigid, staring at the two glowing men.

The radioactive men returned their gaze with weirdly glowing eyes. And now Thorn saw that in their
shining faces was atragic sadness and deep despair. The radiant countenance of the taller man, the
strong, thin face that seemed vaguely familiar to Thorn, was ashining mask of haunting horror.

"They're men like oursel ves—but men made radioactive by the terrific radiation here!” Sual Av exclamed
hoarsdly. * Induced, radioactivity, working somehow, upon living beings!™

The Venusian'swords carried by vibration of his helmet through the hazy air to the two glowing men. For
thetaller, the one whose face seemed vaguely familiar, answered.

"You areright,” he said dowly, in adeep, strangely husked voice. “We are men like yourselves, who
cameto thishdlish world in the past. And it made usinto what you see.”

"How isit possible for you to live, when your body has been changed into radioactive matter?” Thorn
asked wildly. “It has never been dreamed that there could be radioactive lifel™

"Life” said thetdl glowing man heavily, “is dependent upon energy. Y our bodies draw energy from their
chemical processes. But my body needs now, no. chemica consumption of air and food to giveit energy,
for every atom of it now flames with the energy which itsalf radiates. Nothing can hdt that spontaneous
flow of energy from the atoms of my body. It will go on for ages until every atom has completdly lost its
energy and has been transmuted into eements lower in the atomic scale. | cannot die, until then.”

A sound of hitter laughter tore from hislips as his glowing eyes held the three horror-stricken Planeteers.

"l cannot die, do you hear? Though | were to cut my own limbs off, though | were to hack my body, it
would till live, for each atom of each fragment would still emit ceasdless energy. My brain—my
consciousness—would gill remain living! And even if my brain were cut to bits, each bit of it would retain
the flame of my life and consciousness”

"God!” muttered Gunner Welk thickly. “Then this iswhat has befadlen dl the explorers of the past who
came here to Erebug”

Thetdl radioactive man nodded his glowing head somberly.

"Aye, it has befdlen hundreds of others who came here, asit did me. | did not dream of the nature of this
devil world when | came here. How could 17| thought the shining hazes a mere phosphorescence. |
landed my ship, and at once my ship crumbled as certain of its metalic dements were swiftly
disntegrated by the radiation. And then the radiation quickly changed my body—into this.

"And | have dwelt here ever Snce, asyou see me now. A travesty of life, amockery of a human being
living on and on, unableto die, unable evento kill mysdf!"

"How long?’ Thorn asked hoarsdly. “How long have you two lived thus on thisworld?’

At thisthe tal radioactive man pointed to his companion. “ Thisis Chan Gray, who came from Marsto
explore Erebus five centuries ago—"



"Hve centuries ago!” Thorn cried dazedly. “Y ou mean that he's been living here, in that horrible state, for
five hundred years?'

"Thething'snot possible’ exclamed Gunner Welk thickly.

The tdler radioactive man answered heavily. “He has been living thus five centuries, yes. | was here when
he came. For | have dwelt, as you see me now on, Erebusfor nine centuries. | landed on this devil world
in two thousand and Six.”

"That can't be!” objected John Thorn. “Why, in two thousand and six interplanetary travel was only afew
years old! The only men who had made space-flights by that date were Robert Roth himself, thefirst of
them dl, and hislieutenant, Clymer Nison."

Thorn'svoice broke off as he stared in shaken horror and recognition into the glowing face of the tall
radioactive man.

"God abovel” Thorn choked. “Y our facel | thought it was familiar from pictures. Y ou—Clymer—"
"l am Clymer Nison, yes,” answered thetal glowing man dully.

A spdll held the Planeteers, atrance of stupefaction and awe, asthey stared at the man before them. A
man whose name had been famousin the system's history for nine hundred years, whose name stood
second only to that of Robert Roth in the great roll of the space-pioneers.

"Clymer Nison!” said Gunner hoarsdly, unbdlievingly. “The man who helped Robert Roth build thefirst
gpace-ship of dl, the man who wasfirgt of dl men to visit Uranus, Neptune and Pluto, and who—"

"-and who wanted to be the first man to visit Erebus, dso,” Nison finished heavily, “ And who has
remained here ever Snce, in living death, the most horrible of dooms.”

The Planeteers could not speak. They could only stare at the glowing man in stricken awe.

To them, asto al who sailed space, this man ranked almost as ademigod. He and the immortal Robert
Roth had statuesin their honor on every inhabited planet. And now they had found him on thisfar
mystery world, not redly living, yet not dead!

"Solong—so long ago it wasthat | came here,” Clymer Nison was saying in his heavy voice, his shining
eyes garing tragicdly into the haunted past. “ So long, since | left Earth on that fatal outward voyage that
brought me to this doom.

"And yet there are times when al the long centuries of long death here seem but amoment, when it seems
that it was only yesterday that | sailed with such high hopes. When it seems only yesterday that | toiled
with Robert to build that first ship of his, and watched him roar out into spaceto glory.”

"Y ou say there are otherslike you two on thisworld?’ John Thorn asked unsteadily.

Nison nodded heavily. “ Aye, there are severd hundred of us radioactive men wearily roaming this hellish
world. All of them men who have come herein past centuries’ and have been trapped, as| was trapped,
by the deadly radiation. Y ou are the first men | have ever seen come here and escape the doom that
seized us”

"We landed on that black meteorite mountain of asterium,” Thorn told him. “ And we ray-proofed our
uitswith the metd.”



"Ask him about the radite, John,” muttered Sua Av tensdly. Jerkily, Thorn told the two glowing men
what had brought them to Erebus. There was abrooding silence before Clymer Nison spoke.

"And you say that thisradite will savetheinner planets from dreadful conquest, if you can takeit back?’
he asked.

"We hope it will,” Thorn answered tensdly. “If Blaine's secret wegpon is effective—"

"l do not see,” said the glowing man dowly, “what wegpon or invention could ever defeat such afleet as
you say the outer planets have gathered.”

The old doubt and fear that Thorn had felt increasingly as the days went by, tautened hisvoice ashe
answered.

"We don't know either how Blaine can hope to do that, what the nature of his mysterious wegpon is,”
Thorn admitted. “Y et, that secret of hisisthe one last possible chance to prevent the conquest of the
Alliance”

He voiced a desperate apped to Nison. “Earth is your native world, as Marsisthat of your companion.
It'sto prevent the wreck and ruin of those two worlds, and of Venus and Mercury too, that we're asking
you to help usfind theradite.”

"l will helpyou,” Clymer Nison said dowly, histragic radiant face heavy with thought. “ Though the Earth
you serve cannot be the Earth of nine centuries ago fromwhich | came, yet it istill Earth.”

His glowing companion, the little Martian, Chan Gray, dowly nodded his head, and spoke to the
Paneteersfor thefirst time.

"Aye” hesaid huskily. “And | remember the Mars of five centuries ago—the pleasant desert cities, the
sun shining on the polar snows. | would not want the hordes of the outer planetsto devadtate that.”

"Y ou know where the raditelies?” Thorn asked Nison eagerly.
The glowing space-pioneer inclined his bead.
He turned and pointed westward through the swirling blue haze.

"In the mountains yonder, alump of it lies. But it will be dangerousto try to takeit,” he explained. “The
terrific emanations that stream from that mass of radite are more penetrating than any other. To the
bodies of us radioactive men who wearily wander immortally over this planet, those powerful emanations
of theradite are stimulating, as sunlight isto you. There are dways some of us radioactive men gathered
about that radite, basking in the grateful radiation fromiit.

"And dl these poor creatureslike mysalf will resst your taking the radite. For to bask in itsemanationsis
amost the only pleasure they have in thisterrible mockery of existence. Y et, with the safety of Earth and
theinner worlds at stake, | will help you attempt to take the radite.”

Nison turned heavily, and he and his radiant companion looked back at the Planeteers.

After amoment, he spoke to Thorn. “Follow us,” Nison's voice reached them. “We will lead you to the
radite”

Asthey started on westward across the shining desert, forging through the luminous blue haze benesath
the dark, star-studded sky. An unearthly party—the three Planeteersin their grotesque black ray-proof



gpace-auits, led by the two glowing radioactive men.

"It'slike anightmare” Gunner's voice reached Thorn, the Mercurian gripping hisarm asthey trudged
adong. “Thishdlish world, haunted by these pitiful ghosts of men.”

"No wonder Martin Cain wouldn't tell anyone about what he'd seen here, when he got back,” muttered
Sud Av.

* k% k %

They forged on for hours, ever west across the dim desert. The Planeteersfollowed closdly behind their
glowing guides, but the three comrades were beginning to tire from the weight of their asterium-coated
space-auits, while the two radioactive men showed no sign of fatigue.

"Damn the gravitation of thisworld!” Gunner gritted. “It's as strong as Earth's, and it shouldn't be half that
grong on alittle planet like this™

"The huge radioactive core of thisworld givesit itsunusual mass,” Sud Av declared. “And the radiation
from it isresponsible for the warmth that permits a gaseous atmosphere here,”

Thorn's heart quickened as he saw beyond their radiant guides, alow, barren dark range of mountains
looming up through the haze.

"We're getting there!” Thorn cried eagerly.

Clymer Nison and hisradioactive Martian comrade led them on through a pass between two pesaks. The
mountains towered afew thousand feet on either Side, somber, bare rock dopes faintly luminous with the
emanations throbbing from their radioactive atoms.

Oninto the tumbled pesks, through valeysthick with the shining blue haze, over long ridges, Nison led
the way. For the space-pioneer who had wandered this dreary world for ninelong centuries seemed to
know each square yard of its surface.

They entered adeep chasm, agloomy gorge with precipitous shining walls and afloor strewn with falen
masses of radiant rock. Along this the two radioactive men led the way. The shimmering sand of the
chasm floor was deeply marked by a path, that had been trodden by many men coming and going in past
times.

To the Planeteers, this gorge was an awesome and uncanny place. The great shining boulders through
which the path wound, the feebly radiant cliffs that towered on either side, the strip of starry black sky far
overhead, al combined to depressthe spirit by their alien, forbidding atmosphere.

Through the blue, shimmering hazes that floated thick in the chasm, Clymer Nison and his companion led
theway. At last Nison turned.

"Theraditeliesinanichein the side of the dliff, just ahead,” he said heavily to the Planeteers. “We must
be careful now, for there are amost sure to be some of my poor fellow sufferers neer it, bathing inits

rays."

"I hope not,” Gunner Welk muttered. “If these radioactive men can't be killed, they'd be tough
customers.”

They moved on, Nison and the glowing Martian leading, going more dowly and cautiousy now.

Asthey rounded aturn in the crooked chasm, they saw ahead a place where the sand had been beaten



down by many feet, over along time. Therewasasmal natura nichein the chasm wall there-but there
wasnoraditeinit.

"Theraditésgonel” cried Clymer Nison in amazement, staring unbdievingly at the empty nicheinthe
rock.

"Gone?’ exclaimed John Thorn. His heart sank with despair. “ Then Cheerly has been here ahead of us.
He's taken the radite, and—"

"Ligen!” Sua Av cried, turning his hdmeted head sharply. “Hear that?'

"They heard, then. A dim uproar of raging voices from farther dong the chasm, punctuated every few
moments by the rumbling thunder and crash of grest rocksfdling.

"What can it be?” Nison wondered, his radiant face perplexed.
"l haveanideawhat it isl” Thorn cried. “Comeon!*

They pressed on dong the gloomy gorge. In afew minutes they had rounded another turninit, and
stopped short, petrified by the astounding scene ahead.

A few hundred feet ahead in the chasm was gathered amob of dozens of glowing men. Radioactive men
like Nison and the Martian, garbed in ragged remnants of clothing that showed they were of every timein
the last nine centuries, of every world. Glowing men who had cometo Erebusin past centuries and had
been trapped here, transmitted into radioactive beings!

This crowd of glowing men waswildly seeking to ssorm anarrow ledge that jutted from the chasm wal a
dozen feet up from the floor. With ghrill, raging cries, the radioactive mob would scramble up to win the
ledge, but would be repelled by the rocks rolled down upon them by the defenders.

The defenders of the ledge were three men clad in asterium-coated space-suits like those of the
Planeteers. Behind them was another figure in a coated space-suit, but with arms bound together. And
aso on the ledge was arude dedge of black asterium, upon which wastied a small mass of something
that had been carefully wrapped in thick sheets of asterium.

"It's Cheerly and his men, and the bound figureis Lanal” Thorn exclamed hoarsdly. “ And that masson
the dedge—"

"Must betheraditel” Gunner Welk cried. “ Cheerly got the stuff from the niche, but the radioactive men
caught himtaking it!"



CHAPTER XIX
Cheerly'sCunning

THE SCENE was one out of nightmare. The gloomy chasm of shimmering blue haze, the shining cliff
upon aledge of which the three spacesuited men desperately defended themsalves, and the insanely
shouting, raging mob of weirdly glowing radioactive men who attacked them.

John Thorn, his heart hammering at having come within actua sght of both Lana Cain and the precious
raw radite, legped forward. But the upraised warning hand of Clymer Nison stopped him.

"No!” said the glowing man. “ That raging crowd of doomed ones would tear you to piecesif you tried to
make your way through them. For very many of my fellow-sufferers on thisworld are crazed, made mad
by our horrible existence.”

"Weve got to get Lanaand the radite out of there quickly!” Thorn cried. “Cheerly and his men can't hold
that mab off much longer!™

Cheerly and histwo men were plainly being hard pressed. Only by snatching up shining rocksthat lay
strewn on the narrow ledge, and dashing them down at their attackers, could they keep the radioactive
men from winning up to them,

"Y ou run out of rocks soon and that'll be the end of them!” Sua Av exclaimed.
"Why the devil don't they usetheir atom-pistols?” Gunner demanded.

"They would be usdless against such men asmyself,” Clymer Nison declared sadly. ‘1 know away to get
onto that ledge farther back aong the chasm. Follow me!"

The Planeteers raced back dong the chasm after Nison and his companion. The glowing men swerved
and garted climbing up anarrow crack in the shimmering cliff.

Thorn and his comrades struggled to follow. By tremendous effort, they hoisted their heavy figuresup
after the two glowing men. They found themsalves on a precarioudy narrow shelf of therock wall.

Nison and the glowing Martian led the way now back aong the chasm to the battle, following this narrow
shdf. There were placeswhere it was hardly ayard wide. But in afew minutes, they had followed it to a
point where it connected with the ledge upon which Cheerly and his men were defending themselves.

Cheerly turned, appalled, asthe Planeteers and their two glowing guides appeared. The Uranian,
unrecognizable in his shapeless spacesuit and coated helmet, made himself known by the cry that vibrated
from him as he saw them.

"Have you come from the ship to help?’ Cheerly cried, not recognizing the Planeteers. “How did you get
here with those two glowing devils?!

"We came after you, Cheerly,” Thorn cried throbbingly. The Uranian shrank back as he heard Thorn's
voice.

"The Planeteerd” he exclamed wildly.

Lanastumbled forward, unrecognizable in her ray-proofed suit, but her silver voice wildly glad from
ingdeit.



"John! John Thorn!” she cried. “I knew you would follow somehow.”

Thorn, gripping her tightly for amoment, saw beyond her the little asterium dedge, and the mass upon it
which was wrapped in the sheets of asterium Cheerly had prepared and brought. That mass was no more
than four feet in diameter each way, and a corner of it that protruded through the hastily wrapped sheets
showed that it was a huge chunk of dense matter blazing with intolerable white brilliance.

There wastheradite, at last! Theisotope that was the rarest element in existence, the block of blazing
matter that contained locked within it incal culable power that might sway the future of the whole system!

"I knew you would escape from Saturn and come after us,” Lanawas sobbing wildly. “But | feared—"
"John, herethey comel” Gunner Welk yelled wildly.

The radioactive mob below were scrambling up to the attack again. And thistime, as though enraged by
the appearance of the newcomerswith two of their own glowing kind, the maddened mob of radiant men
came with ferocious determination.

Therewas no timefor Thorn to deal Cheerly the fate he deserved, no time for anything. Thefirst of the
glowing men was dready scrambling onto the ledge!

Gunner fired hisatom-pistal a them vicioudy. But the flare of blinding energy did not harm the glowing
men. The emanations from their radioactive bodies smply repelled that energy.

"Userocks!” Thorn yelled, stooping and picking up achunk of shimmering sone and hurlingit.

It knocked one of the glowing men off the ledge. But others were scrambling onto it. It became awild
battle to hold the ledge againgt them.

Clymer Nison and Chan Gray, the glowing Martian, fought by the side of the Planeteers and Cheerly's
men. They seized glowing attackers and hurled them down. But till others gained theledge, and it
became a crazy hand-to-hand melee.

Thorn, struggling in theinsane grip of one of the glowing men, saw otherstear the helmet off one of
Cheerly'sfollowers. Asthe terrific radiation omnipresent on this planet struck the luckless Saturnian's
unprotected face, he screamed like ahurt anima. And amost ingtantly, hisface and body began to glow
with that ghastly blue emanation.

The Planeteers fought with their metal-clad fists. Gunner Welk's great arms swept aclear circle around
him, the big Mercurian roaring. Sua Av pulled off aglowing attacker who had legped on Thorn's back
and was trying to wrench away his hdmet.

For minutesthe crazy struggle went on. A fight with maddened lost souls on a planet of the damned! But
with Nison and the Martian hel ping, the Planeteers forced, the radiant men back off the ledge. They
gathered below, howling with fury.

Thorn turned quickly. Lanawas stumbling to her feet from the back of the ledge.

"John, Cheerly'sgone!” she cried. “While you werefighting, he and hisremaining man dipped away dong
the ledge with the dedge of radite! They struck me down—"

Thorn whirled, wild with rage and gpprehension. The cunning Uranian, seizing the opportunity when the
P aneteers were engaged in the wild melee, had with his remaining follower stolen away with the radite.
They could, be seen now in the distance, hurrying dong the shelf by which the Planeteers had cometo



theledge.
"After them!” Thorn cried.

They rushed back aong the shelf, Nison and Chan Gray following joining in pursuit of the two fugitives.
Rapidly they gained on the two fugitives who were encumbered with the dedge.

They saw Cheerly and hisfollower round anarrow place in the shelf ahead. Asthey rushed after them,
atomic shells burst ahead and amass of the shimmering cliff was didodged by the flare of energy and fell
in an avaanche across the shelf. It blocked the narrow way completely, hating the Planeteers.

"Cheerly used their pistolsto cause that rock-fal!” Sua Av cried furioudly.
"Down to thefloor of the chasm! Well follow that way and beat them back to the ship!” Thorn shouted.
"We can't!” the Venusian cried. “L ook, that mob has followed ud™

The maddened crowd of radioactive men below, seeing the Planeteers’ party moving away along the
narrow ledge, had followed aong the floor of the chasm. They were gathered now below, preparing to
climb up in furious attack once more.

"We'retrgpped!” Gunner Welk yelled. “We can't go further aong the ledge and we can't go down
through that crazy mob!”

Already the crazed radioactive men were climbing up to the ledge. Lana uttered a hopeless cry.

Thorn swept her behind him, and he and his comrades and their two glowing friends sprang to repd the
assault of the shining horde. With rocks, with their fists, with their clubbed atom-pistols, they beat back
their insensate attackers.

But again and again the radioactive men came up a them. Time was dragging past. Thorn felt asthough
he were struggling in an endless nightmare of horror and despair.

The radioactive attackers had limbs broken, bodies crushed in many places—yet till they cameon. The
flame of strange energy and life that throbbed in every atom of their bodies could not be extinguished or
dimmed by any bodily harm.

Asthe glowing men below gathered for another charge up the rock wall,
Clymer Nison spoke to the exhausted, staggering Planeteers.
"I may be ableto turn them,” said the space-pioneer. “It isachance to stop Cheerly.."

Thorn saw Nison step to the edge of the ledge and speak to the radioactive horde gathering again below.
“Thereisno usein attacking us any longer!” Nison cried to them. “We do not have the radite. Those
who took it from the niche have fled with it, and are escaping!”

A chorusof insandy raging yells answered him, asthe half-crazy horde started forward to climb again to
the attack. But a huge Jovian among the glowing horde held back his companions.

"Clymer Nison speskstruth!” he shouted. “ See, the radite is gone from the ledge and so are some of the
men. We must scatter and search for the thieves!”

"Scatter and search!” went up the husky, furious shout from the radioactive mob.



They began to split up, Sarting along the chasm in both directions, searching carefully for Cheerly and the
radite,

"By heaven, Nison, your ideaworked!” panted John Thorn. “Quick, now—we've got to get back to the
meteorite-mountain. That's where Cheerly will have headed with the radite.”

"There's nothing for usto fear, snce Stilicho and his men hold Cheerly's ship and crew prisoner,” Sua Av

gasped.

"Cheerly must know something has happened to his ship,” Thorn retorted. “That Uranian isadevil for
cleverness”

Thorn helped Lanaasthey scrambled down the rook wall, to the floor of the chasm.

And asthey started at atrot back eastward, he half-supported, half-carried the staggering girl.

* k k %

Their two radioactive dlies, Nison and the Martian, led the way out of the barren mountains. They saw
none of the glowing horde, which had splitin dl directionsto search furioudy for the takers of the radite.

Lana, suffering from exhaustion and nervous reaction, could hardly walk. Y et shetrudged vaiantly with
thelast of her strength asthey hastened over the dim desert.

"John, if we get the radite away from Cheerly now, will it bein timeto save the Alliance?’ she panted.

"Y es. Haskell Trask will not launch hisattack until he hears from Cheerly that the radite has been
secured,” Thorntold her. “If we get the stuff back to Earth's moon, and if Philip Blaine's weapon redly
works!"

He stopped, that goading doubt torturing his mind, that chilling, unvoiced fear that Blaine's mysterious
invention might prove afailure.

The huge black top of the domed meteorite-mountain loomed dowly out of the shimmering blue mists,
bulking darkly against the starry sky. They pressed toward its base, and were starting to climb up its
rough asterium side, when a sound reached their ears. Theroar of a ship's rockets tubes!

"Look!” Sud Av yeled franticaly, pointing upward. ‘ The Gargol ."

The Saturnian cruiser was blasting off, risng from where it had been parked beside the Venture, witha
reverberating roar of tubes. It shot up at dizzying speed, and disgppeared in the dark

"God, Cheerly has got away in it, somehow,” Gunner cried hoarsdly.

They scrambled frantically on up the mountain, driven by overmastering fear. When they cameto where
the Venture lay, they stopped, aghast.

A fight had taken place here. A half-dozen space-suited pirates lay in a scorched, dead hegp. Other men
in suitswere running out from the Venture.

Out of that little crowd sprang agray beast with blazing green eyes, that limped on ascorched leg asit
bounded frantically toward Lanaand nuzzled againgt her. After the space dog came Stilicho Keene, his
wrinkled face recognizable through his glassite helmet.

"Y ou brought the lass back!” he cried, joy lighting hisfaded eyes. Then as hisfacefell onthe glowing
forms of Clymer Nison and Chan Ora he gasped, “But who—"



"What happened here? Who wasin the Gargol when it took off?” Thorn cried fiercely.

"Cheerly—and that thereraditel” groaned the old pirate. “He fooled us, neat. He and his man came up
here ahdf-hour ago, dragging the radite on their dedge. They were wearing suitslike yours, ray-proofed
and with even the helmets coated, so we couldn't see their faces plain enough. And Cheerly imitated your
voice so that | thought he was you, John Thorn!

"He said that he and Sua Av had brought the radite back, and that Gunner was following with Lana. We
never suspected him, heimitated your voice so well, and we couldn't even recognize hisfat figurein that
shapel ess suit. He took the radite into the Gargol, saying wed use the Saturnian ship to return to Earth
in. He even went into the Venture for afew minutes, | suppose to seeif you'd any papers or secrets
worth geding.”

Hefdl slent.

"Go on, man!” Thorn cried. “How did he get away with the Gar gol, when you had its crew under
guard?'

"Hedid it easy,” groaned the old man. “He and his man, posing asyou and Sud Av, went into the
Gargol. Wedidn't follow, never suspecting. And Cheerly and his man blasted down our guardsin there,
st free his Saturnian crew, and took off, with ablast of their gunsthat killed six of our men!™

"And now hel's on hisway back to Saturn with the radite!” Gunner cried. “Weve got to catch him!™

"WEell catch him. The Venture can overhaul him!” Thorn cried. “Into the ship, dl of you! Were blasting
offl"

They tumbled into the Venture, leaving the two radioactive men standing staring. Inside the creft, its
doors closed, the Planeteers and Lanaand Stilicho climbed to the control-room. The old pirate yelled
urgently into the interphone.

"Power chamberson!” he ordered.
They heard the clash of theinjectors below, and then the rising roar of the power chambers.

A terrific explosion shook the ship next moment. They were dl thrown from their feet, and heard cries of
pain and terror from below.

"Good God, something'slet go!” Gunner yelled,

Thorn led asthey hastily climbed down to the stern compartment that housed the four big
power-chambers.

The compartment was awreck. The power-chambers had exploded with frightful force, killing three
pirate engineers.

"That damned Cheerly must have done thiswhen he cameinto the Venture!" awounded, staggering
engineer gasped. “ The power-chamber safety was jammed—adeliberately jammed™

"Cheerly'swon again, curse him!” Gunner yelled wildly. “It'll take us daysto rebuild these
power-chambers, if wecan do it a all. And by that time helll be haf-way back to Saturn!”



CHAPTER XX
At Uranus Orbit

THE cruel stars above Erebuslooked down upon a scene of strange activity. Out of the dimly shining
deserts of that terrible world, out of the shimmering blue hazes that perpetualy wrapped its surface, rose
the huge black bulk of arounded meta mountain. And on the top of that mountain, space-suited men
who staggered from days of frantic |abor were now nearing the end of their tail,

The Venture was being made ready for blast-off. New power-chambers had been built into the shipin
the daysthat had passed. Lacking in inertrum with which to build the new chambers, John Thorn had
used the metd of the mountain, the black asterium which wasfully as strong asinertrum itself. With
atomic furnaces and atomic welding-torches, the Planeteers and Stilicho's pirates had |abored dmost
unceasingly to congtruct the new chambers. Lana Cain's order had been enough to make the pirates obey
Thorn utterly.

Thorn had been torn with amost unbearable apprehension in these days of terrible toil. Each day, each
hour, meant that Jenk Cheerly was millions of milesfarther toward Saturn with the radite. No one of them
al, except Thorn himsdlf, believed there was the dightest chance to overtake the spymaster now,

Gunner Welk and Sud Av, redling with fatigue, sumbled up to where Thorn was superintending the last
preparations.

"All ready, asfar as| can see,” Gunner said hoarsdly.
Stilicho Keene and Lana came up anxioudy as he spoke.

"Boy, areye crazy to think that you can overtake the Gargol whenit'sgot days start of us?” averred
Stilicho.

"WEelIl overtake them,” Thorn said fiercdly. “Weve got to!"

"But to do it, we'd have to travel three times asfast as any spaceship ever traveled beforel” Stilicho
exclamed.

"That'swhat we're going to do!” Thorn clipped.

They stared a him, asthough they bdlieved his mind had been strained by the days of superhuman toil
and anxiety.

"We're going to use radioactive matter for fud in our power-chambers!” Thorn explained. “I1t will yield
severa times as much power as ordinary metallic fuel. We can get up to a speed no ship has ever
attained beforel”

"But no one's ever dared use radioactive fuel before,” Lanawhispered, stunned. “It would crumble any
power-chamber it was used in."

"Y ou forget we've got asterium power-chambersin the Venture now!"

Thorn cried. “And asterium is proof againgt radioactivity. The daring origindity of Thorn's plan burst upon
the others, taking their breath away.

"By heaven, it may work!” Gunner exclaimed excitedly. “If the power doesn't make our rocket-tubes
back-blast."



"Well haveto takethat chance;” John Thorn said harshly. He turned. “ Here come Clymer Nison and
Chan Gray now. They volunteered to bring the radioactive fud well need.”

The two glowing figures of the radioactive men were coming up onto the top of the metal mountain,
dragging after them the asterium dedge. Upon the dedge, in arudely forged asterium box, was agreat
massof shining minerd.

Thorn's quick orders superintended the pirate engineers as they carried the asterium box of mineralsinto
the Venture, and prepared it for use, then Thorn turned to the two radiant radioactive men.

"We'reready to sart,” hetold Clymer Nison haggardly. “We want you to come back with us, to Earth,”

Nison shook his shining head, sadly. “ That cannot be. We would be degth to you. The radiation from our
bodieswould day you, in time, and would disintegrate your ship.”

"But you can't say here, wandering this hellish world forever!” Thorn cried. “Y ou, one of the greatest of
men in the system's history, you whom Earth would welcome with joy."

Clymer Nison's haunted, shining eyeslooked past them, far away into tragic memory.

"To Earth | am dead, now,” he said dowly. “ And the Earth | knew nine centuries ago, is dead, too. It
must remain that way. But onething you can do for us."

"Anything you mean!” Thorn exdamed.

"Y ou can give us poor damned souls upon thisworld, us radioactive men, the boon of redl desth,” Nison
sad.

"If scientists of Earth came here with the needed mechanisms, they could end the game of unhuman life
within us by using forces to transmute the radioactive atoms of our bodiesinto pure energy, disspating
our atlomic structure, our life and consciousness, forever. That isthe greatest gift you could give us—the
peace of death."

Thornfelt ahard lump in histhroat. It was moments before he could answer,
"It shal bedone,” he choked. “ A party of scientistswill be sent here to do what you ask."

He turned toward the awe-stricken group behind him who were staring in deep sllence at the tragic,
glowing men.

"Wemust gart,” Thorn said ungteadily. ‘ Into the ship!"

Insdethe Venture, the Planeteers climbed again with Lanaand Stilicho to the control-room, while the
door was ground shut. They removed their space-suits, and then Stilicho nervoudly gave the order into
the interphone.

"Power-chamberson!"

All dtiffened, as from below came the soft, rising roar of the chambers, growing rapidly to athunderous
throbbing that shook the whole fabric of the cruiser. The radioactive fudl, being broken down in the
power chambers, was yielding such unprecedented torrents of energy asto threaten anew explosion.

"Blast off!” Thorntold the old pirate.

Stilicho's thin hands descended on the firing-keys. With araving roar of released titanic energy, a



spuming plume of fire from their rocket-tubes, the Venture shot skyward.

Up from the domed meta mountain, up from the shimmering blue hazes of Erebus, the cruiser arrowed;
picking up speed with appaling accderation. Air screamed briefly outsde, then faded away.

Night black space, starred with the bright yellow speck of the far-distant sun, lay ahead. Rocketing faster
and faster, shuddering and creaking to the thrust of its tubes, the Venture flashed on,

Suad Av was hanging tensely over the instrument panel, and the Venusian's green eyesflashed at he
turned.

"Instruments are operating again!” he reported. “But our audio was permanently wrecked by the
radiation of Erebus.”

"Lay acourse straight for Saturn,” Thorn ordered Stilicho. “ Cheerly will be making straight for that
world, and well befollowing him directly.”

Gunner Welk grunted.
"And if we catch up to him,” he gritted, “1've got plansfor what I'll do to that Uranian.”

"Shall | cut some of the tubesnow?’ the old pirate asked nervoudy. “We're shaking now like werefit to
come gpart.”

"No! Leaved| stern tubes on for utmost acceleration!” Thorn rapped, his haggard, worn, brown face gtiff
with desperate determination. *Well either wreck this ship by back-blasting, or welll overtake
Cheerly—one of thetwo!"

Lanacamesilently to Thorn's side, looked up a him with a deep anxiety in her blue eyes.

"John, you must deep alittle,” she begged. “For days you've been toiling and worrying. Y ou'll collapse
unlessyou rest.”

"Rest? How can | rest when the radite we've come through hell to get is millions of miles ahead of usl”
Thorn said rawly.

* k x %

Asthe next hours passed, the rocket-tubes of the Venture continued to roar unceasingly, the ship
quivering and cresking sickeningly. Their speed was mounting to momentous heights—al ready they were
traveling fagter than the fastest ship in the system's history.

And il the stern tubes roared, the Venture's velocity accelerated. Erebus faded to a dim speck behind
them, vanished. The sun-star was brighter and bigger ahead, and the yellow spark of Saturn was
largening deed, ahead.

Time passed, dow, tense hoursthat dragged into afull day, and then another. The exhausted Planeteers
and pirates took turns deeping and watching. They could not know how fast they were traveling
now—the instruments were not calibrated for such tremendous vel ocity—but knew their speed must be

an gppdling one.

They neared the orbit of Uranus, and by now Saturn presented a perceptible disk ahead. Thorn
haggardly watched the little glowing sphere of the aura-chart.

"Cheerly's ship can't be far ahead of usnow,” he estimated. “ The highest speed the Gargol could atain



would bring it about thisfar by now."

Lanastood with her gold head by his shoulder, watching astensely ashe.

"There, John!” she cried in amoment, pointing.

In the fore of the aura-chart ared speck had appeared, a ship amillion miles ahead of the Venture.
"That'sthe Gargol—it must be!” Thorn cried. “ Cut the stern tubes, Gunner!”

Gunner Welk, standing turn at the firing-keys, obeyed ingtantly. But the aura-chart showed they were il
rushing after their quarry with such speed that they would flash past it. Thorn ordered the bow-tubesfired
for the purpose of dowing them down.

Asthe ship rocked and quivered to the blasting brake-thrust of the tubes, Sua Av came up into the
control-room, deepily rubbing hiseyes. Old Stilicho's anxious face was behind him.

"WEell come up to Cheerly soon,” Thorn rgpped. “ That means afight. Hell never give up that radite
willingly."
"The Gargol has heavier batteries than we do, and abigger crew,” reminded Stilicho Keene.

"But we can outmaneuver them!” Lanasaid. She cried into the interphone to the pirate crew, “ On suits
and prepare for action, men!™

"Go down and take command of our batteries, Gunner,” Thorn ordered. “1'll take the controls. Suits on,
everyone!"

In afew moments Thorn, in his space-suit now like the others, was poised over the firing-keys. Sua Av
tautly watched the aura-chart, while Lanaand old Stilicho peered ahead.

"Were close,” muttered the Venusian, his eyes on the chart.

"Theresthe Gargol!" Lanacried suddenly, pointing ahead through the glassite window. “And they've
spotted us”

Thorn saw the Saturnian cruiser in the black, starry vault ahead-along torpedo-like shape pluming white
firefrom itsrocket-tubes asit put on al possible speed to escape. Jenk Cheerly obvioudly had no desire
to risk battle.

But the Venture, imbued with its unprecedented potentia speed, swiftly came up on thetail of the naval
cruiser. Now atom-shells began to burst in blinding flares near Thorn's ship asthe Gargol cut loose with
itsstern guns.

"I'm going to run up under their kedl!” Thorn cdled into theinter-phone. “Try to score ahit on their sern
tubes, Gunner!”

The Gargol veered around suddenly ahead, to bring its broadside batteries into play. The heavily-gunned
cruiser loosed abrief hail of shdlsin the direction of the Venture.

But the pirate ship shot clear like lightning as Thorn smashed down akey. Swiftly, it veered after the
Saturnian ship, seeking to run beneath its ked.

The Gargol rolled, to keep presenting its guns toward its enemy. For abrief moment the two ships
rushed side by side through space, their rocket-tubes flaming and their guns pouring shell at each other.



Whizzing white flares of energy burst around the Venture, and it rocked wildly asit was hit. Red lights
flashed on the pandl before Thorn, warning that two keel compartments had been holed.

But Gunner's pirateswere not idle. They were concentrating al their fire upon the Gargol's stern, hoping
to wreck its tubes and completely disable the cruiser. The Saturnian ship volleyed upward through space
in asharp veering turn to escape that fire.

"Wedidnt get ‘em!” Stilicho muttered. “But they'll get us if we cometoo close quarters again. Their guns
and inertrum armor are too heavy for us™

"Wereclosnginagain!” Thorn exclamed, his black eyes blazing now. He called down to Gunner,
“Stand ready! And get those stern-tubes!”

Like two fighting hawks of space, locked in a death combat out herein the lonely immengty of starry
space, the two ships maneuvered. Then again, using his superior speed, Thorn drove the Venture in
close againg the Saturnian ship.

Guns of the Gargol vomited shell that blinded Thorn as they broke around the Venture. He dung with
wild recklessness to the Side of the enemy, as Gunner's batteries | et go.

"They're hit!” Lanacried, her blue eyes blazing with eectric excitement.

The Gargol's clustered stern rocket-tubes had, been struck by asalvo of atom-shells that had blasted
the tubes into afused, horribly twisted mass of inertrum.

They saw the Saturnian cruiser rock wildly as the fused rocket-tubes backblasted. An ingtant |ater, they
saw avadlly greater explosion rip out the whole stern wall of the Gargol, blowing mangled men and
twisted metd into space.

"Their tubes back-blasted into the power-chambers, and the chambers themsalveslet go!” cried Sua Av,
momentarily aghast. “It must have killed dmost everyone aboard!™

"We're going aboard the wreck!” John Thorn exclaimed. “Take over, Stilicho, and run usaongside.”

The old pirate brought the Venture quickly alongside the silent, drifting wreck. Magnetic grapples
hooked on, and then the Planeteers and Lana and a dozen pirates donned space-suits and clambered
through the great hole that had been torn in the stern of the Saturnian ship.

Theinterior of the Gargol was ascene of utter devastation. The terrific violence of the explosion had
bent solid inertrum like tin, had dain most of the crew outright. A few space-suited Saturnians who had
survived dazedly raised their handsin token of surrender.

"Theradite? Whereisit"” Thorn demanded fiercely of them.
"In the lower bow-compartment,” answered the stunned, shaking men.

The Planeteers pushed through the wreck toward that compartment. They burst into it, and Thorn sprang
forward with acry.

The asterium-wrapped mass of radite wasin thismetal chamber. But toward the precious el ement was
crawling Jenk Cheerly, his body badly crushed insde his space-suit, but with aheavy atcom-gunin his
hand. The Uranian, fatally injured by the explosion, was making a dying attempt to destroy the radite.

Thorn tore the gun from his hand. Cheerly looked up, hisfacelivid graygreen insde his glassite helmet,



hissmdl eyes glisening with undying hatred.

"Y ou've not won, Planeteers!” he choked. “ Y ou'retoo late. | notified the Leader days ago by audio that
| had the radite, and the League fleet rocketed then to conquer the Alliance! Already they're driving the
Alliance navies sunward!

"And what ismore,” he gloated in adying whisper, “Haskell Trask himself and a picked strong force
have landed on Earth's moon and sei zed Philip Blaine and his wegpon! The raditeis usdessto you now!"

A lagt flicker of life throbbed in Cheerly'slittle eyes, alast gleam of triumph.

"| was awaystoo clever for you Planeteers!” he choked. And then his broken body relaxed as desath
came,

Thorn looked up at the others, his brown face grave insgde hishdmet. “If what he said istrue—"
"I'll find out with the Gargol's audio!” Sua Av cried, and sprang toward the control-room.
When the Venusian came back, hisface was pae, his green eyes stricken. He spoke unsteadily.

"It'strue, John! | heard the audiocalls. The Alliance navies have retreated sunward past the orbit of
Venus, attacked by the League's tremendous fleet. The inner worlds arein wild panic, and Haskell Trask
isdirecting the League operations from the advanced base he's established on Earth's moon!”

Thorn's body sagged inside his space-suit. For thefirgt time, ultimate despair claimed him.

"Then thisradite that might have saved the Allianceisusdless” he said hoarsdly. “With Trask holding the
moon—aBlane'swegpon in his possesson—the Alliance is doomed!”



CHAPTER XXI
TheFight on theMoon

LANA CAIN gripped Thorn'sarm. The pirate girl's blue eyes blazed with compelling force into his.

"No, John!” she exclaimed. “ There's fill a chance. We can attack Trask's force on the moon and
recapture Blaine's weapon. We can give Blaine achanceto operateit!”

"Recapture the moon?’ Thorn echoed deadly. He laughed bitterly. “With the few dozen of us, with this
one ship, againg the strong force Haskell Trask hasthere?’

"We can get aforce strong enough to take the moon!” Lanacried.

"Where?" he asked dully. “ Every ship of the Alliance naviesisinsde Venus orhit, retreating from the
Leagueflest.”

"We can get aforce at Turkoon!” the pirate girl flared. “The Companions of Space—my pirates! There's
enough of them to capture the moon, if they'll follow me!”

Thorn's dead, hopeless eyes it with afaint spark of desperate hope. He gripped Lanas shoulders.
"It could be done!” he cried hoarsdly. “But will they follow you in such an attack, Lana?"

"I'm afraid they won't, lass,” Stilicho said gpprehensively. “ To the Companions, the war between the
League and the Alliance doesn't mean anything.”

"] think | can get them to follow me,” Lanaingsted with desperate determination. “It'sthelast chance for
the Alliance, John!"

"Well takeit!” Thorn cried. “Quick, get the radite into the Venture! Every minute counts now!"

With urgent haste, the precious radite was transferred to the pirate ship. Also the few dazed survivorsin
the Saturnian cruiser were brought aong as prisoners by Thorn and his party. In afew momentsit had
been done, and Thorn ordered Stilicho to art.

"Top speed toward the Zone, Stilicho!” he cried. “Everything may depend on how soon we reach
Turkoon."

Like ashooting gar, the Venture swept sunward asit again built up to phenomena speed. For hour after
hour it raced toward the Zone, while the Planeteers and Lanatook turnsrelieving the old pirate at the
controls.

Thorn's state of mind was chaotic, hope aternating with despair. The knowledge that the long-menaced
attack of the League had finaly been launched, that the Alliance navies were desperately retresting from
the overpowering armada of the outer planets, was a goading agony.

Stilicho was again at the firing-keys when the Venture at last swept into the Zone. Speed had necessarily
been reduced, and Thorn chafed & the delay asthe old pirate navigated through the wilderness of great
meteor-svarms and planetoids.

Then Turkoon appeared, apale green speck in the distance, largening rapidly. Down through the
atmosphere of the pirate asteroid swept the ship, toward the field of parked ships that adjoined the
sraggling meta patch of Turkoon Town.



When they landed, Lanaand the old pirate and the Planeteers were first outside the Venture. A crowd
of hundreds of pirates and their women was gpproaching hagtily from the town.

Thorn recognized Brun Abo, the scarred-faced Jovian pirate captain, and Kinnd King, the handsome
Earthman. They, and al the mass of hundreds of Companions, uttered shouts of joy asthey recognized
Lana

"Y ou're back, Lanal We thought you dead for surel” shouted Brun Abo joyfully. Then the Jovian'sface
giffened and his hand darted to his pistol as he recognized Thorn and Sual Av and Gunner. “The
Paneteerd”

"The Planeteers and Stilicho were the ones who rescued me!” Lana's silver voice rang out.

She faced the joyfully shouting mob of pirates gathered in the pale sunshine on thefied. Her white face
was determined, as she spoke to them in quick, ringing words.

"Companions, you know of the attack the L eague is making upon the Alliance,” she began.

"Ayel” roared apiratein the throng. “Weve heard on the audio. Thelatest word isthat the League fleet
has pushed the Alliance naviesinside Mercury's orbit, and are trying to trap them and bring them to
battlel”

"We can save the Alliance from defeat, Companions” Lanacried, her blue eyesflashing. “On Earth's
moon is agreat weapon that can defeat the League, if it could be used. But Haskell Trask and astrong
force hold the moon. That weapon can't be used unless we pirates ssorm the moon, and recaptureit!”

There was adead slence. The pirates|ooked at each other. Then atall Martian broke the silence.

"Why should we do that, Lana?’ he demanded. “Whether the League or the Alliance wins means nothing
to us. Now, while thiswar isgoing on, isour chanceto raid al commerce.”

"Does it mean nothing to you that the world of your birth is about to be conquered and endaved by a
tyrant?’ Lanaasked passionatdy. “Y ou, Kinnd—you are an Earthman, will you let Earth be ground
under Trask's hedl? Both of you were born on the inner worlds. Y ou may be outlaws and pirates now,
but surely you have some patriotism left?

"And you, Brun Abo,” she continued scorchingly to the Jovian, “you fled from Jupiter and became an
outlaw to escape Trask's tyranny. So did nearly al you other outer-planet men. Now isyour chanceto
strike back at the dictator who endaved the outer worlds, and now istrying to endave the inner ones
ds!"

"That'sdl very well, Lana,” grumbled Brun Abo. “But | still don't see why we should fight for the
Alliance”

"Aye” cdled aVenusan pirate. “Let's do any fighting we do for ourselves."

"Youwill befighting for yourselved” Lanaflared. “Y oull befighting to establish in the Zone the new,
independent world I've dreamed so long of establishing here.”

Lanawent on to tell them of her cherished dream of making an independent world of the Zone, that might
be arefugeto al the oppressed of the system, in the future.

"That's what you'll befighting for!” shefinished fierily. “For if Haskell Trask winsand dominatesthe
whole system, that dream can never be redized. But if the Alliance wins, they'll help us establish our



world here, from gratitude!™

The Companions eyeswere shining now asthey listened. Lana's plan, revealed to them for the first time,
hed fired them with excited enthusiasm.

"Wefollow you then, Lanal” they yelled.
"Ah, now youretaking like true Companions,” cackled old Stilicho Keene.

"All ships prepareto blast off with full crewsl” Lanasvoice rang. “WEell need every man. Trask must
have a heavy force of cruisers and men on the moon."

"Ho, well show the cursed tyrant how the Companions of Spacefight!” boomed Brun Abo.
Kinnd King's eyeswere burning.
"It will be good to strike ablow for old Earth,” he muttered, as he hurried off.

The jungle-surrounded field became a scene of intense, shouting activity as the hundred ships of the
Companions were hastily prepared. Lana had ordered anew audio hadtily ingalled in the Venture to
replace its damaged one. She and the Planeteerslistened to the storm of messages vibrating through the
system, carrying word of the League's continued pursuit of the Alliance fleet,

"Therésso littletime!” Thorn murmured hoarsdly. “ And, even if we can recapture the moon, if Blaine's
invention fails—"

Stilicho burgt into the control-room. “All shipsready to sart, lass!” he cried.
"Takeover, Stilicho,” she ordered, and then spoke ringingly into the audio.

"Our courseis straight sunward out of the Zone, then directly toward Earth's moon at top speed. Blast
offl"

With aroar of tubes, the Venture leaped up from the field. And asit cometed up through the atmosphere
of Turkoon, the five-score pirate cruiserswererising like aflock of faconsbehind it, following itslead.

"Keep down our speed to the top speed of the others!” Lanatold the old pirate.

Out through the Zone, a hundred strong, throbbed the grim formation of pirate ships, streaming in short
columns after the Venture, that led the way through the swarms and whirling planetoids. Quickly they
emerged from the Zone, and headed toward the bright, shining planet and smaller satdllite that were Earth
and its moon.

Thorn stared feverishly toward their goa, asthe pirate fleet picked up speed in empty space. Somewhere
therein the barren moon was Trask, and somewhere there, too, was the mysterious mechanism that
might, or might not, decide the destiny of worlds.

Gunner Welk and Sua Av peered forth with him. The Planeteers, al three, sensed that they were
gpproaching ashowdown in their long struggle againgt the League dictator.

Lanawatched from beside old Stilicho, the space dog, Oal, pressing anxioudy against her side.

"Trask issure to have aheavy force there with him on the moon,” she murmured. “1f we don't manage to
break through—"



"Wewill!” Thorn exclaimed. “Y ou've set these pirates of yours on firewith that plan to establish the Zone
asanew world. They fed now that they'refighting for their world, too."

* * * %

Rocket-tubes spouting white fire from straining power-chambers, the pirate force swept on for hour after
hour. At last they had crossed Mars' orbit and were thundering on at hazardous speed toward Earth and
itssatellite.

Earth largened ahead. Upon the grest, gray, cloudy sphere, Thorn could glimpse the outlines of the
familiar continents, the white sheen of the polar snows. And the moon was expanding, too—lifeless,
gleaming white sphere, dl itsearthward face in full sunlight.

"Cut to landing-speed!” Lanacried into the audio, and the velocity of the pirate ships began to lessen.

Sud Av, from the * scope eyepiece, shouted to John Thorn, who was now holding the controls of the
Venture.

"League cruisers are pouring up out of Copernicus crater—at least ahundred and fifty of them!™
"Then Copernicus must be where Philip Blaine's [aboratories are, where Trask isnow!” Gunner yelled.

"WEell hit those cruisers before they can form up for battle!” Thorn cried. “On uits, everybody! Givethe
order, Lana!"

Asthe pirate girl shouted the order into the audio, the pirate ships grouped swiftly together into a phaanx
of which the Venture was the apex. And asthey drove straight down toward the lunar surface, the crews
sruggled hadtily into their suits.

Thorn, a the controls, saw the sunlit surface of the moon rushing up toward them, an airless, white desert
plain, with Copernicus crater dmost directly undernesth, the vast white blankness of the Mare Imbrium
northward, and the towering Appenines northwestward.

Out of the circular crater of Copernicus, afifty-mile plain surrounded by aring of stupendous pesks,
League cruisers were swarming up like startled hornets from their nest. But before they could gain
dtitude or fal into battle formation, the phaanx of pirate ships crashed down among them.

It was awhirling chaos of battle then for minutes, araging dogfight of League and pirate shipslow across
the surface of the moon. Atom-shells clogged space with blinding flares, fatally hit shipswent whirling
down out of control to crash on the lunar desert, other ships collided in midspace and tumbled in asingle
twisted mass of wreckage.

But the Companions of Space maintained their formation. The pirates were fighting with traditional
ferocity, pouring shellsfrom every gun, increasing the disorgani zation of the League ships. Unableto form
up, broken into scattered groups of shipsthat rapidly fell prey to the concentrated fire of the pirates,
Trask's squadron was losing two shipsto the pirates’ one.

When but a score of the League ships survived, those survivors turned and fled back toward Copernicus.
At once, Thorn siwung the Venture around in the same direction.

"After them!” he shouted. “Now's our chancel”

More than sixty pirate ships had survived that terrific battle above the moon. They raced after the
Venture, toward Copernicus.



Thorn glimpsed the League cruiserslanding in the grest crater, their crews pouring forth in space-suits,
retreating across the crater to where agreat glassite window glistened initsfloor.

Down into the crater swept the Companions ships, landing near the deserted League cruisers. The
Paneteers and old Stilicho and Lanaraced down to the door of their ship, the excited pirate crew
gathering to follow them out. “Lana, you can't go with usl” Thorn cried.

The girl'seyesflashed ingde her glasste hdmet.
"I go!” sheflared. “I'veled the Companionsto battle before, and I'm leading them now!"

The door opened, and they poured out onto the surface of the moon, onto the floor of the giant crater.
Out of al the other ships, the space-suited pirates were pouring in hundreds.

"Follow, men!” Lanas voice rang from her suit-audio. “ See, they run before ugl”

The League sailors were retreating still toward that big glassite window set in the floor of the crater. They
werefiring back at the pirates with their atom-guns asthey retrested.

The Planeteers and Lanaand Stilicho led the pirate rush forward. And beside the girl bounded the
blazing-eyed space dog. Ool wasin his native dement upon the airless surface of the moon!

Thorn saw that the L eague men were retreating into the entrance of abig airlock set in the crater floor
beside the great window. An airlock that he knew must give entrance into the lunar cavern beneath that
held Blaine's [aboratory.

With afierce rush, the pirates swept on. Men among them fell by dozens from the bursting shells of the
enemy's guns. But they werefiring back asthey charged, using their atom-pistols with deadly effect as

they ran. Old Stilicho was shooting with two weapons, hisfaded eyes burning ingde his glassite helmet
with fierce battle-light. “ They've jammed the airlock!” Thorn ydled. “ At them!™

The retreating League soldiers could not al pass through the airlock quickly enough. Down among those
who were congested &t its entrance swept Thorn and hiswild followers.

The League men, hopelessly outnumbered, refused to surrender. Only when al lay dead could Thorn and
his party advance through the door of the airlock, which led downward.

They poured into it, forcing open the inner door. Air whistled out past them, and from the blue-lit depths
bel ow atom-shells whizzed up at them. But they pressed savagely on, down the ramp below the airlock,
down into the vast and gloomy lunar cavern.



CHAPTER XXI|I
Blaine sWeapon

THE cavern into which the Planeteers and their companions had fought their way was of huge
dimensions, athousand feet across and two hundred in height. It wasilluminated by krypton lamps and
by the flood of brilliant sunlight that poured in through the big glassite window in the rocky calling.

At the center of the cavern, under that window, loomed a colossal and unfamiliar mechanism. It wasa
great, gleaming chromaloy sphere, supported by girders above a massed complexity of power-chambers
and generators. Everything el sein the cavern was dwarfed by that towering, gleaming globe.

The space-suited League soldiers, both those who had retreated from outside and those in the cavern
who had hagtily donned their suits, were firing savagely at their attackers.

Thorn tried to keep Lanabehind him as he advanced with Gunner and Sua Av at the head of the pirates,
hisatom-pistal hot in hisgloved hand from firing.

"Gunthem dl down!” old Stilicho's shrill voice was crying from hissuit audio.
"John, |look—they're destroying the machine, over therel” Sua Av ydled, wildly pointing.

Thorn glimpsed where the VVenusian pointed, far on the other side of the colossal mechanism. A little
group of space-suited men there werefiring into Blaine's huge machine with their atom-pistals,
endeavoring to destroy its generators.

"Forward!” Thorn shouted. “We've got to stop them.”

They rushed forward. And ahead of them bounded the space dog, Ool, grest-fanged jaws yawning
wide!

Reckless of their own lives, maddened with apprehension, the Planeteers shot their way forward through
the disorganized mob of League defenders.

With Lana Cain now close behind them, they forced through to the other side of the gigantic machine.

Thorn recognized the tal, spacesuited figure of the leader of the little group who were trying to destroy
the mechanism. The face indde that glassite helmet was the bony green face and insanely raging eyes of
Haskdl Trask.

"Throw down those gung!” ‘ Thorn yelled through his suit-audio. * Surrender!”
"I'll surrender this way!” Trask's crazed, harsh voice came back.

The dictator shot at Thorn in the sameingtant. The little shell flicked past Thorn and exploded behind
him—and Lana Cain sank to the floor as the blinding flare touched her sde.

Wild with rage, Thorn raised hisgun to fire. But Ool was ahead of him. The big space dog, eyesterrible
asit saw itsmistressfall, arced through spacein aleap straight at Trask.

The huge jaws closed upon the throat of the dictator's space-suit and tore. The other League men beside
Trask shrunk back appalled, raisng their handsin surrender.

The battle in the cavern behind the Planeteers was over. The remaining League defenders, seeing their
Leader fall, raised their handsin surrender aso, dropping their weapons.



Thorn was bending franticaly over thefalen piraegirl.
"Lana” hecried.

"I'm ... not much hurt,” the girl sammered, ssumbling up with hishelp. “ The Sde of my suit is scorched. |
threw mysdf asdeto avoid the shell, and that'swhy | fl."

She sprang unsteadily forward, and gripped Ool's collar to pull him off the prostrate dictator. But it was
too late. The space dog's great tusks had ripped through Haskell Trask's suit and torn histhroat.

Trask looked up at them with pale eyes curioudy drained of emotion.

"I ... would have ruled the system for its own good,” he murmured. “I would have—" He sighed, and
wasill.

So adictator died...

* * % %

Thorn straightened, shaken. The airlock doors had been closed and oxy-generators were throbbing. And
old Stilicho, hishedmet off and face till flaming with bettle-light, came forcing through the excited pirate
throng with another man.

"Found this fellow prisoned in a separate chamber,” the old pirate shrilled. “He says hes—"
"Philip Blaine!” Sud Av shouted.

Blaine, greatest of Earth physcigts, the man who had built the mysterious mechanism that towered over
them!

Hewas athin, frail-looking little man, with disheveled gray hair and wide eyesfrantic with anxiety.

"Trask made me a prisoner when his force captured the moon!” he babbled. “Hetried to make metell
him what my machineis, how it's operated—"

"Blaine, we've brought you the radite that will operate thisthing!” John Thorn cried. “ But even now the
Alliance navies are being cornered inside Mercury by the League fleet. Can you save them with this

Blainegs eyesflashed. “Y ou've brought the radite? But some of my generators have been damaged!”

Thelittle physicist sprang forward, bending with wild anxiety over the fused generators that had been
wrecked by Trask and his men in those last moments.

"Canyou repair them intime?’ Thorn asked with feverish tengty.

"l cantry,” Blainerasped. “| have spare generatorsin my supply cavern, but it will take timeto install
them.”

"For God's sake, hurry!” Thorn begged. “ Gunner, take some men and bring in the radite from the
Venture!"

Pirates under Thorn's direction hastened to carry in the spare generators from the supply cavern
adjoining. Blaine began the task of ingtaling them, the little physicist working done, none of the hundreds
of othersin the cavern ableto assst him.



Thorn looked up haggardly through the greet window in the ceiling, at the blazing sun. Somewhere there
in the burning reaches of space near the flaming orb, the combined navies of Mercury, Venus, Earth and
Mars were seeking to elude the L eague armada bent on their destruction.

Sua Av came running up to where Thorn stood rigidly with Lana

"John, | got aflash from Blaine's audio just now!” the Venusian panted. “ The League fleet has divided
into two forces and isboxing our navies five million miles off Mercury!"

"Can't you hurry, Blaine?’ Thorn begged the little scientist desperately.

"I'm ... dmost through,” panted the physicist. He was gasping from exhaustion, as he made hislast
connections.

"Thisthing won't save our navies. It can't save them!” groaned Gunner Welk. “How can amachine here
insde the moon affect a space-battle sixty million miles away?!

"Reedy ... now,” gasped Philip Blaine. “Bring me that radite!"

The Planeteers hauled forward the asterium-wrapped mass of radite. With tongs Blaine tore away the
protective asterium sheets. The unveiled radite blazed with dazzling white radiance, like asolid chunk of
the sun.

Blainerolled it into the injector-hopper of his power-chambers, with the tongs. He dammed down thelid,
and then stumbled toward the huge switchboard set in the cavern wall.

"Stand back, al of you!” he panted.

Histrembling hands moved rapidly among the switches and relays of the pandl. And the power-chambers
bel ow the gleaming sphere began to throb with mounting energy.

Louder and louder throbbed the massive chambers as the radite was disintegrated insde them to
produce such concentrated power as had never before been produced in one place. And now the
proton-turbines of the great generators were droning loud, adding to the deafening throb of the
chambers.

Blaine watched his gauges with feverish eyes, while the Planeteers and their companions stood rigid,
watching

"Almost voltage enough,” Blaine murmured hoarsdly. “ Almost—now! ™"

He closed another switch. And then—

* * * %

Blackness! An utter darknessthat envel oped them in a split-second of time, arayless obscurity such as
none of them had ever experienced before.

Thorn looked up bewilderedly, toward where the sun should be blazing down through the
ceiling-window. But there was no sunlight now—no light of any kind—nothing but blackness.

"Blaine, what's gonewrong?’ he cried hoarsdly. “ This darkness—"

"Nothing has gonewrong!” shrilled Philip Blainesthin voice triumphantly. “My neutrdizer, my grest
invention, has succeeded! | knew it would if | had power enough!”



"Y ou mean that it'sthismachine that haskilled dl the light herein the cavern?” John Thorn cried.

"It'sdone morethan that!” Blaine exclamed. “It'skilled dl light everywhere! 1've blacked out the whole
Solar System!™”

A babel of criesof terror rose from the throng in the cavern, above the thunderous throb and drone of
the great machine,

"Killed dl light in the solar sysem?’ Thorn gasped. “Impossible!™
"The neutrdizer hasdoneit, | tdll you!” Blaine shrilled exultantly.

"It broadcasts a damping wave that neutralizes and kills dl vibrationsin the e ectromagnetic spectrum
from three to eight ten-thousandths of amillimeter in wave-length. That includesthe whole range of visble
light, and the terrific power of thisradite-powered generator castsits vibrations out over aradius of eight
billion miles, embracing the whole Solar System.

"Thereisnot oneray of light now in the whole system, on any world, anywhere-neither sunlight or
darlight nor artificid light of any kind. Every world and every mile of spacein the system has been
plunged into utter darkness. And it will remain in darkness as long as the neutrdizer is kept on!™

The stupefied Thorn felt Blaine shove something into his hand. It wasasmdl pair of eye-lenses.
"Put those on!” Blaine's voice camein the darkness.

John Thorn put the lenses over his eyes. He cried out in amazement, He could see, through the lenses, by
adusky red light that seemed to permesate everything. The sun blazed crimson and weird in the heavens
above the glasste window.

Sud Av and Gunner, and Lanaand old Stilicho were dso staring wildly up through the lensesthellittle
physicist had given them. Blaine himsdf wore the lenses on hiseyes.

"Y ou are seeing by light normaly invisbleto your retinas, light above the wave-length of ordinary light,”
Blainetold them. “The so-cdled infra-red vibrations, which are unaffected by my neutraizer, and which
are made visble to your eyes by these fluorescent lenses.”

"But what good will blacking out the whole solar system do the Alliance navies?” Gunner Welk cried.
“The League flegt won't be able to see or maneuver, but neither will our shipsl”

"The Alliance shipswill be ableto see!” Blaineretorted. “ Each Alliance cruiser has been furnished with a
supply of these fluorescent lenses, during the last year. They were given secretly to each cruiser's captain,
without telling him anything except he was to use them in case of sudden darknessin space. They'll use
them now, there off Mercury, and—"

"And they'll be able to see and to overpower the blinded League shipswithout astruggle!” Saul Av
shouted.

John Thorn's heart bounded with wild, newborn hope. He clutched Lanafeverishly to hisside.
"If it workdl” he prayed. “If it only works!"

They gathered around Blaines audio. Out of it, asthe physicist turned it on, came panic-gtricken cdls
from worlds plunged into absolute darkness, from blinded popul ations.

The whole system was seething in aturmoil of mad fear. Crowds stumbling blindly through the darkness



of lightless streets were screaming that the end of the universe had come. Others were wailing that they
had been suddenly stricken with blindness.

An hour passed. The intensty of the group around the audio increased. Appaling news of hysterical
panic was growing.

"Thiscant goon!” Lanaexclamed shakenly. “It'sdestroying dl civilization in the system—"
"Ligen!” Thorn cried suddenly.
Out of the audio came ahoarse, familiar voice—the voice of Richard Hoskins, Chairman of Earth.

"Blaine! Philip Blaing” hewascdling. “ Thisisthe Chairman! Weve won! Commander Leigh hasjust
audioed methat his Alliance forces off Mercury have captured the whole League armadal Every League
ship, its men utterly blinded, was forced to surrender under threet of being destroyed by our own
Cruisers.

"And I've caled authorities on the outer planets. They've agreed to declare the war ended, to terminate
Trask's rule and set up popular government again, and to dissolve the L eague of Cold Worldsinto four
independent planets again!™

"Trask himsdf isdead!” John Thorn called back into the instrument.

"You Planeteers are safe?’ cried the Chairman's voice. It throbbed with emotion as he added, “I knew
you would bring theraditein time, Thorn. | knew you would!"

"Shal | turn off the neutralizer now?’ Philip Blaine asked, and the answer came back swiftly.
"Yed Givethe sysem light again, Blaing!™

Thelittle physicist legped to his control-panel. His switches clicked. The droning of the generators and
the throbbing thunder of the power-chambers died.

And suddenly light blazed about them! Not the dusky red infra-red rays by which they had been seeing
through the lenses, but brilliant, blessed sunlight pouring through the window in the ceiling.

"Wevewon!” Sud Av was shouting, hisugly face wild with joy., “ The Alliance safe now—the menace of
the League goneforever!"

"And that mechinedid it. That thing in front of usdid it!” whispered Gunner Welk, increduloudy staring.
Lanas blue eyes were shining as shelooked up a Thorn.

"It meansthe redlization of my dream and my father's dream, John. A new independent world built upin
the Zone. You'll help mebuildit?” He held her close, tears standing in his eyes, unable to speak for the
moment in theflood of hisemotions.

Then they dl stared amazedly at Philip Blaine, who had crumpled down beneath his switch-pand with his
face buried in hishands. The little physicist looked up shakenly at them.

"I hope | never have to use the neutrdizer to black out the system again!” he said hoarsdly. “I felt when it
was on that | was trespassing against the command of the Onewho said, ‘L et there be light!””



CHAPTER XXIII



Epilogue
From Mercury to Pluto,

From Saturn back to Mars—

LUSTILY the old song of the Companions of Space was roaring from hundreds of throats, resounding
across the huge sunlit spaceport of great New Y ork, Lanas pirate followers, after being feasted and
honored for weeks on Earth, were trooping out to their shipsto follow their leader back to the Zone.
And that roaring chorus that aways before had inspired dread was now greeted by a tremendous cheer
from the vast throng gathered around the spaceport.

At the edge of the spaceport stood allittle group—the Planeteers, Lana, old Stilicho Keene, and the big
gpace dog that pressed close to its mistress. Facing them were Richard Hoskins, Chairman of Earth, little
Philip Blaine, and grim-faced Commander Leigh. Drawn up to one side were solid ranks of
gray-uniformed men of the Earth Navy, an honor-guard of many thousands.

"l don't know what to say to you Planeteers,” the Chairman told them unsteadily. “Y ou know what
you've done, the whole system knows, and will never forget. But | wish you'd stay here.”

John Thorn smiled, hisarm around the dender waist of the pirate girl.

"We're going to be needed out there in the Zone, sir,” he answered. “It's not going to be so easy to bring
law and order to those wild asteroids, even though you've caused dl eight plantsto recognize the Zone as
aninth independent world."

"Cursemeif | likethisideaof mesdin’ with law and order after al theseyears,” grumbled old Stilicho,
hiswrinkled face dismayed. “All | know ispiracy, and—"

"Youll likeit, Stilicho,” Lanatold him fondly. “WEell need a strong space-police to cover thewhole Zone,
and it will take plenty of force to subdue some of the outlaw asteroids.”

"Plenty of fighting, ye say?’ echoed the old Martian. He spat rial juice thoughtfully. “Well, maybe at that
it might—"

"Every world in the systlem will have only friendship for the Zone,” the Chairman told them earnestly.
“Now that the Leagueis gone forever, and popular government restored on the outer planets, | hope and
pray thet interplanetary war isover forever.”

"And the scientific expedition to Erebus?’ John Thorn asked.

"It rockets off next week,” the Chairman said, adeep sadnessin hiseyes. “It carries sufficient cyclotron
equipment to bring dissolution and peaceful degth to the doomed ones of Erebus.”

A hush fell upon them dl. And then the Chairman, hisfine face working with emaotion, shook their hands
infarewell.

Lana gtarted to move away, but Thorn checked her.

"I've awedding present for you, Lana,” he said diffidently. 1 had the Chairman re-open the old case of
your father's dismissal from the Earth Navy. The investigation wasimpartia, and showed that in fact
Martin Cain was unjustly cashiered from the navy because of the conspiracy of ajedous cabd.”



Lanas eyeswidened startledly, and clung to Thorn's.
"John, you mean—"
"Ligen!” hesaid.

Commander Leigh had turned and was loudly reading a paper to the solid gray ranks of nava officers
and men.

"Order of the Earth Naval Staff, June fourteenth, Twenty-nine-fifty-six: Martin Cain, deceased, is hereby
posthumoudly returned to full rank of captain in the Earth Navy, and his nameis ordered inscribed at
Headquarters on theroll of officerswho have served with honor."

Lanawas crying. “My father's name, where he always longed for it to be."

The sixty pirate shipswere waiting. They moved out to the Venture, and Stilicho climbed insde. But they
were all surprised when Gunner Welk drew back from the door.

"I'm not going with you, John,” the big Mercurian rumbled. “1 didn't know how to tell you al before, but
thisisgood-by."

Thorn was startled. “ Gunner, you're not going to separate from us now? Not after you and Sual Av and |
have been so long together?*

"What's the matter that you want to break us three up now, Gunner?” Sua Av asked, hisugly face
distressed.

Gunner avoided their eyes. He stared off into space with brooding cold blue eyes, hismassive
countenance quesr.

"Y ou're getting married and that changesthings,” hetold Thorn. “It can't help but change things."

His voice degpened. “ There were three comrades from different worlds, and they raised aracket from
Mercury to Erebusin their time—three Planeteers who did some things that the system won't soon
forget. But one of them got married, and that was the end of the Planeteers.”

He shrugged heavily. “But | suppose we had to split up sometime. Just because three fellows go through
hell together with agrin doesn't mean that they have to stay together afterward. I'm wishing you good
luck, John, and you, Sud."

Lana stepped forward, and |ooked up with steady searching blue eyesinto the Mercurian's massive,
brooding face.

"Gunner, when we fought together and spaced together, | did my part, didn't 7’ she asked quietly.

"Of course!” herumbled. “1'd fight the man who says you're not the stlaunchest, bravest girl inthe
sysem.”

"Then John and | marrying isn't going to bresk up the Planeteers,” shetold him. “It'sgoing to give you
another comrade, that'sal. And al four of ustogether, won't be too many for the work of making a
civilized world out of the Zone."

Gunner stared at Lana, and dowly his craggy face relaxed. He looked from her to John Thorn.
"Four of ustogether? And plenty of trouble ahead? Then | tick!"



Heturned toward Sua Av, and shoved the grinning Venusian toward, the door of the ship.

"What the devil are you hanging back for?’ he rumbled. “Don't you know that we're needed out in the
Zone—we Four Planeteerd!”

THEEND
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