| NTERPLANETARY REPORTER

The news broke just after Chris Barton left the Stellar Queen at Vhia, the
trade city for Venus. He stood on the steps of the spaceport. Looking out over
the white city under its pearly dome, he breathed the cool ed, scented air. As
he listened, his thin mouth was set in a bitter snmle of conplete cynicism

Silence had settled over Vhia, a silence of pent breath and tautened nerves,

of ears strained to catch every word fromthe great newscasters in every green
square. People were converging in soft-footed multitudes on the

t hree-di mensional, full-color television screens. The nmarts that supplied al
Venus with the treasures of the Solar System had stopped in nid-career, to
listen.

"I could have told them" Chris Barton thought. "I saw it com ng, out in the
asteroids. | can snell it the way a vulture snells death."
Still the men on the vision screens talked on, curiously |low and hurried. The

peopl e of Vhia stood frozen in a kind of incredul ous daze, through which
realization began to seep like pain through a new wound.

"Jupiter has declared war on Venus! Instructions will be given to the civilian
popul ati on as soon as possible. Mlitary classes will report at once . "

"For what?" nuttered Chris Barton. "These people are |ike sheep. They can't
fight. Most of themaren't even Venusians. Poor fools, they' d better just run

because Vhia is the first place the Jovians will lay eggs on. Hang it, |'ve
got to stay and watch!"
* * %

He went down the steps. Ampbng the stunned, unnmoving nmob, he wal ked |like a |ean
ol d he-wol f anbng donestic cattle.

Sonet hi ng about him seened to penetrate the stricken daze that held them
Perhaps it was his careless, piratical dress, or the hard-bitten arrogance of
his wal k. It might have been that the outland suns which had burned his skin
to dark |l eather had al so burned out all the soft places and left only the
steel. Whatever it was, he attracted their eyes, and they drew back from him
He heard his name, tossed between white |ips.

"Chris Barton, war correspondent for Interplanetary Press, the Sexton
Syndi cate. Wierever he goes, it neans trouble."

Chris Barton smiled—bird of ill-omen, vulture of pain. Beyond the donme of
pearly glass, on the other side of Venus, lay the swanp where he had left his
boyi sh illusions, covering the Leng campai gns. Qut beyond the steany canopy of
cl ouds was Mars, where he had stood by a tele-transmitter until it was bl own
up under him covering the Martian World War of 2504.

There was Earth, where he had dodged bullets and poi soned darts to informthe
peopl e of the Solar System how the Dark |nvasion was going. And there was the
Asteroid Belt, where he had just televised a vicious, small-scal e war.

Forty-three years of life, and he was al one. The nen who had started with him
were dead, but his fatalistic contenpt of death had pulled himthrough. There
was not a man in the news world who didn't resent or dislike him There had
never been a woman.

Chris Barton stopped. An I. P. man pictured above his head was rehashing the



situati on—the Venusi an defenses, the popul ation of the Jovian noons, the
boundari es of the Jovian Mandate in the Asteroid Belt, where the trouble had
started. The sane words, with different nanes, that he hinself had said so
many timnes.

Standi ng on the feathery Venusian grass, under the donme of a city listening to
its death sentence, Barton felt the weight of those forty-three years increase
to a hundred. The sordidness of them made hi m sick

Battl e, news, death, and nore news, endlessly. For what? Though he was a
| egend i n newspaperdom for all the thrills he had given the boobs, he was a
pari ah.

Fear -whi tened faces. Voices tight with hysteria. Newscasters droning out death
and suffering. They tripped a spring sonewhere in Barton's mnd, brought to
[ight the wormthat had been gnawi ng at his subconscious. He was tired, old
and al one. And there was another war on, which only Chris Barton could give to
t he peopl e.

H s hard, l|ight-blue eyes narrowed. He went on again, across the breathless
city, with a sort of grimruthlessness. He knew quite suddenly what he was
going to say. Sanger could take his war and go to blazes with it.

The fine white building that housed the Venusi an headquarters of the Sexton
Syndi cate was in chaos. Reporters, rewite nmen, telecasters, copy boys,

t echni ci ans—waher ever possible, the Syndicate enploys native nen—were swarm ng
out into the streets, to find |loved ones, to report for duty. Down bel ow,
where the great silent presses turned out the indispensable papers in the

uni versal | anguage of the trade cities, it was the sane. Only the robot

tel etypi sts remnai ned

Barton shoul dered through the nob, heading for the office of John Sanger, |
P. head for Venus. Hal fway across the anteroom he stopped. For a nonment he
didn't know why. Then his nind, fixed on one urgent goal, registered dimy.

It was a wonan who had swung froma w ndow at his entrance. She was tall and
wi de-shoul dered and lithe, dressed in a spaceman's dark coverall. Barton saw
green, slanting Martian eyes set startlingly in a tanned, heart-shaped face,
and hair that was the soft white-gold of Venus.

Confusedly he knew that she was faniliar, yet he knew he had never seen her
before. His eyes nmet hers, held them For one electric instant he was |ost,

di soriented, charged with a queer fascination. Then the bitter urge in his
heart drove himon w thout speaking, and the thread was broken. The cl osing of
Sanger's door behind himshut her out of his nind

"Sanger," said Chris Barton grimy, "I quit."

* * %

John Sanger froze, half risen in welconme. A well built, well kept man, his
dark hair had gone gray at the tenples, and his clean-cut face was scored deep
with weariness. He sank back into his chair.

"Why, Barton? Wiat's the reason?”

Barton's lips twisted. "Getting old, | guess. Cracking at the seans. Anyway,
"' mthrough.”

"Wth reporting?"



"Wth the whole rotten gane!"

John Sanger was silent, looking into Barton's bitter, stubborn face. Then he
shook his head in bew | dernent.

"You can't quit. | don't know what's the matter with you, but you're a
newspaper man. You have your duty, as well as a job. There's a war on. The
peopl e have a right "

"Bl ast the people!" snarled Chris Barton. "A bunch of fat fools, getting a

thrill out of other people's suffering and hating you when the thrill comes
hone to them No need to preach, Sanger. | learned all about the sanctity of
the press with my ABCs—and forgot about it with my second war. |I'msorry if it

| eaves you in a hole, but I'mfinished."

"Be sensible, Barton!" said Sanger irritably. "You' ve been in this too |ong.
It's all you know. You wouldn't fit anywhere el se.™

"You let me worry about that."

Sanger suddenly | ooked what he was, a tired man. He passed a hand across his
eyes.

"I was counting on you. |'ve got a newspaper to run, and |'mgoing to have to
do it al nost single-handed. There's no one else. . . ." He broke off and shook
hinsel f erect. "Wy not? There were reporters before you were born!"

He flipped a connection open, and Barton knew his voi ce was boom ng out al ong
the enpty corridors

"Bobby Lancer! Report to Sanger's office, at once!"

Barton shrugged and turned away. As he did so, a picture on a paper spread on
Sanger's desk caught his eye. Picking it up uncerenoniously, he stood staring
at it.

Sl anting green eyes | ooked back at himout of a heart-shaped face. Pal e-gold
Venusi an hair fell to wide, coverall-clad shoul ders. The three-dinensional
nat ur al - col or phot ograph brought her alnmost to life. The caption read:

Kei Vol han, socialite adventuress of Vhia, who, it is runored, is prepared for
a takeoff despite the Venusian Space Conmittee's injunction. She will try to
shatter the existing record for a three-point, non-stop flight—enus, Earth,
Mars, and back.

That was where he had seen her. In the brief lulls between wars and their
runors, he had read casually of her wild exploits along the spaceways. He had
put her down as a feather-brained brat, product of the soft, over-stinulated
trade cities, and forgotten her. Now he knew he couldn't forget her again.

"What's she doing out there?" he asked abruptly.
Sanger shrugged. "Cane to raise a fuss about that story. The war changes al
that, anyway. She'll probably take it out on young Lance. They're engaged to

be married."

Still the enigmatic phantom pulled at Barton. He knew dimy that it wanted him
to stay, because of Kei Vol han.

"I still quit!" he grunted, flinging the paper down.



Yanking his piratical old hat down over his eyes, he started out. He was
t hrough, finished, fed up. He hated hinself and the world. He was going to get
drunk, or die, or both. Wat difference did a green-eyed girl make?

The door opened before he reached it. She was there, and a tall young man was
wi th her, his arm about her waist. Chris Barton stopped.

"Come in, Lance," Sanger said. "You too, Mss Volhan, if you wish."

Those di sturbing green eyes net Barton's again, held them sent an al npost
electric current through his blood. Something in the girl rose to the enotions
in himthat everyone else turned away from It was strange how strongly he
felt that, because he didn't know wonmen, didn't |ike them He wenched his
gaze away, let it waver back

It was then that the first Jovian bonb struck

The instant his ears registered the first reverberations, Barton realized that
t he Jovi ans nust have had a fleet waiting, invisible sonehow fromthe charted
space-| anes. Briefly he wondered how Wth the growing tension in the

Ast eroi ds, each world had kept a doubly sharp watch, and there had not been
even the runor of a fleet. But it nust have been there. Wth the declaration
of war it had swooped, catching the peaceabl e Venusi ans unprepared.

There was a splintering crash as the done was ruptured, a vast ripping sound
as the tough glassite starred and cracked away fromthe hole. The office

wi ndows rattled with the change of pressure, as the wet, heavy outer air
rushed into the cool er, thinner Vhian atnosphere. Then the shell burst. Chris
Barton fell in a shower of plaster

Fromthe sound, Barton knew that the shell had struck on the far side of the
city. Three nore of them canme in quick succession. The power of the sub-atomc
expl osi ve was strong enough to rock the heavy I. P. building |ike a cardboard
toy. He nodded a brief acknow edgnent of Jovian mar ksmanshi p. The invaders
were out beyond the atnosphere, sending the heavy eggs down with a

sel f-contained direction unit.

"Sanger!" he called out. "Have you got a cellar?"

The 1. P. head pulled hinmself up from behind the desk, bleeding froma nasty
gash over the eye.

"You know quite well there are cellars,” he grunted. d aring upward, he added:
"This is the lowest, dirty-dog trick anyone's pulled in a century!"

"I"d still like to know where they hid their fleet."

Barton scranbl ed up, coughing, and gave his hand to Kei Vol han. She didn't
need his hel p, but she held his hand and | ooked at himwhile she rose. He knew
that she was no nore afraid than he was. Sanger joined them w ping blood from
hi s face.

"Hurry up. The skunks'll shell Hades out of us before the Venusian fleet wakes
up. Hey, Bobby, are you hurt?"

* * %

Barton had forgotten Bobby Lance. He was hal f-crouched against the wall, his

gray eyes dazed and staring in a bloodl ess face. For an instant Barton thought



he was hurt, and was vaguely sorry. Lance |ooked like a prom sing youngster
well built, with a keen, intelligent face. But he wasn't hurt. He got up
jerkily, bending his head to hide his face, running shaky hands through his
dusty yell ow hair.

"Cone on, Kei," he nuttered, and started for the door

Barton knew, then. Lance was scared. Barton shrugged cynically as they hurried
down the corridor. Lance was young. Eventually you either got the fear
hamrered out of you, or you let it get you. Either way, it didn't matter, for
the Systemdidn't give a hang. Al it wanted was thrills at a distance.

They didn't dare use the lifts. Bombs began to fall again, cracking the steps
under them as they ran down. Already the tenperature was rising as the hot
Venusi an air steaned in. Barton thought of all the soft Vhians who had never
been beyond the done. They | ooked upon the hardy outsiders as barbarians,
while they built their own polyglot civilization in a manufactured confort. It
was the same on all the planets. The trade cities are alien, a law and a race
unto thensel ves. Vhia, at last, was going to get a taste of the real Venus.

"Nuts!" cried Sanger abruptly. "The sumer rains are on Qutside. Wth the done
broken, Vhia will be flooded out!"

"Perhaps," said Bobby Lance too loudly, "the cellars aren't such a good idea,
after all."
"Per haps," suggested Kei Vol han, "you ought to join the refugees. They'll be

evacuati ng wonen and children."

Chris Barton's thin brows went up at the savage contenpt in her voice. She
didn't sound much in love with Lance. Lance | ooked at her. There was sonething
in his gray eyes that penetrated even Barton's arnor.

"That's not fair, Kei. You know | won't |eave. There's the newspaper. There'l
be a battle up there. Sonebody's got to take the ship up and televise it."

"Why?" demanded Barton. Hi s harsh voice brought Kei's green eyes around, and
he felt that stinulating | eap al ong his veins.

"Why?" said Lance sinply. "The news has to be broadcast. The peopl e have a
right to know what's going on."

Chris Barton | aughed, a sardonic bark. Kei's fingers fastened on his wist. He
felt the tingling strength of them answered in hinself. Her brown,
heart-shaped face was | evel with his own.

"You'll take the ship up, Chris Barton," she said.

For sone reason, he didn't tell her he was through with reporting. H s hard,
dark face went quizzical

"Who'd fly me?" he demanded, knowi ng the answer. "I couldn't do it all alone.™
"I will" said Kei Vol han

"Keil"

I ncredul ous hurt bleated al nbst comically in Lance's cry. But he wasn't

comi cal. Barton had seen it before—a kid under fire for the first tine, having
a hard enough time without his girl going back on him But those were the



breaks. You had to take them beat them down and go on, or quit. It was up to
Lance.

Barton's gaze held Kei's. His world had exploded in his face. Wiy not have a
last fling? Besides, those green eyes promnised sonething. He didn't know what,
but he wanted to find out.

"Ckay, sister," he said. "I mght as well die that way as any other."

Three steps below them still running down, Sanger |aughed.

* * %

The 1. P. newscasting ship was in a hangar at the Dehra Spaceport, a private

field beyond the dome. Normally it was an easy half-mle jaunt in a car

"Take it up if you can get it, Barton," Sanger said. "lI've got to stay here."
They stood in a side entrance at street level, staring out. Barton's harsh
face was grim The pearly done was cracked and shattered. Through the breaks,
the outer air poured in like fog, snmelling of jungle and swanp and

| ush-grassed upl ands. There were grow ng pools of water where the hot rain
spl ashed t hrough. Barton coul d see snoke and broken buildings to the south,
where t he heavi est bonmbing had been. Rain was falling in torrents through a
vast hole in the done.

Ref ugees janmed the streets, pushing toward the outlets and safety. Men who
handl ed the Systenmis trade with Venus. Wnen whose |ives had been snooth, easy
and unruffled. People who had worked in peace and plenty, and ignored the
stormsignals too long. Barton had coldly seen it a hundred tines before, yet
this time it made himfeel as he had felt in the square—eld, tired and al one
in a systemthat was doubly ugly, with this cowardly brutality of the Jovians.

He sighed. Then he saw Kei's tunbl ed pal e-gold hair, the brown arrogance of
her heart-shaped face, and felt life stealing through hi magain.

"Come on," he said, "if you're not afraid.”
She | aughed at himlike a Martian cat. She nmust have forgotten Bobby Lance,
for she started when he spoke.

"“I'"'mcom ng, too!"

Barton stared at him Years of judging kings, dictators and presidents,

warl ords and treaty-makers, had given hima clinical insight into people. Hi's
cold, inpersonal judgnment nmanaged to be uncannily accurate. \When he had first
seen Bobby Lance in the doorway with Kei, he had seen only a good-I ooki ng
young mascul i ne body. After the bonbing, he had seen a youngster scared half
out of his wits by his first taste of war.

Now he saw a man, dishevel ed and pal e as death, his muscles jerking
involuntarily as though with a high-tension current. Sick with fear, he was
even sicker with rage agai nst Kei Vol han, for turning her back on hi mbecause
he was afraid. He raged agai nst Barton as any man woul d hate the object of his
fiancée's sudden favor.

Barton smled. It was the first time any man had had occasion to feel that way
about him It was a stinulating experience, made him feel as though he were
not really dead. He felt that Kei was being hard on Lance, and yet he could
understand it. It was his own cynical ruthlessness, the inpersonal harshness
of a nature that asked no quarter and could see no reason for giving it. Kei



had no fear, and she was savagely di sappointed in Lance.

"I'" m going, too,
ugly.

repeated the young man stubbornly, and his jaw was set and

"Why?" demanded Kei. "You—

Her words were drowned in a thundering fury of sound. Geat jagged pieces of
t he done showered down, neeting an up flung geyser of plastic and concrete

where two whol e bl ocks vanished in oily snmoke. It was close. Debris fell in
the streets around the I. P. building. People screamed and fell, broken like
dolls, and the whole mass of refugees surged forward in a frantic wave, nad
with fear.

* * %

Lance was whiter than the cracked white terrace he lay on. He didn't seemto
realize the time-1ag between her question and his answer.

"It's my job. Al this is happening. The people have a right to know the
truth. The ship needs three—ene to fly, one to broadcast, one to handle the
equi prent. There's no one else, even if it weren't nmy job."

Ri sing cautiously fromthe rocking terrace, Chris Barton stopped | ong enough
to nmeet Lance's gaze.

"I didn't know they still nade people like you," he grunted, shaking his head.
"Idealism s a bad thing. Quicker you get over it, the better. Not so tough
t hen. The boobs can't hurt you."

The barrage had started again, and this tinme it was too close for confort.
Barton saw water running in ominous little rivers down the streets. Vhia,
wi thout gutters or stormdrains, was in for a wetting.

"You can't stay, Sanger," he said abruptly. "Even if the bombs didn't smash
this place to glory, you'd drown in the cellars.™

John Sanger sighed. "You're right. I'd hoped. . . . Ch, well, | can probably
get over to Lhash. Qur nearest branch is there, and | can carry on all right
fromit, thanks to you." Unexpectedly he gripped Barton's hand. "I knew you'd

realize you couldn't quit. Good luck, Chris, and thanks."

He plunged out into the rushing human sea before Barton could open his nouth.
"Wl | ?" snapped Bobby Lance. "Are we goi ng?"

Barton was still staring after Sanger.

"What ?" he nmuttered absently. Then, jerking hinself back, he rasped: "Cone
on!"

He led the way off the terrace. It was nightmarish, that struggle toward Dehra
Spaceport. The three kept close together, Barton's shoul der touching Kei's.

Wat er ran deeper and deeper in the streets as nore of the done fell in. Bonbs
were razing Vhia behind them

The wi | d stanpede sl ackened sonewhat, slowed by the rain. Barton knew that it
was thinning out. Mdst of those untouched by the first bonbi ngs had got out.
He prayed they hadn't taken the I. P. ship for transport. Then, renenbering
that it only held two besides the pilot, he decided they probably woul dn't.



They came to the smashed pressure-lock in the base of the riven dome, and were
carried through with the outgoing press of people. Over in the nmain hangars
and out on the field, people were fighting for space on any kind of ship going
anywhere, away from Vhia. Barton's eyes went anxiously to the little private
conbi nati on hangar and | aunching rack. He sawwith relief that it was stil

| ocked.

"This way!" he called, and battled across the stream

Kei squared her shoulders like a man, staying at his side. Lance was taking
out some of his inner turmoil with his fists. They won clear at |ast and broke
into a run. The nob, intent upon escape, never noticed them

In five mnutes, Kei Volhan had the retractable plastic roof slid back, the
motors roaring to life. The trimlittle Fitts-Sothern quivered on the
[ aunchi ng rack. Then it shot up through the rain, past the nmiles-thick |ayers

of steam ng clouds, out into the star-shot black of space.
* * %

In those brief noments of acceleration, Barton's lungs felt crushed, his
eyebal | s bursting. The seat straps were cutting his flesh. He cursed hinself,
wonderi ng why a green-eyed girl had been able to nmake hi mdo somet hing he had
sworn never to do again. He was used to having his brain clear, like a cold,
accurate machine. Since he had stood in the square in Vhia, feeling the Add
Man of the Sea that was his life fasten on his shoulders, his mnd had been
confused. Kei hadn't hel ped any. It gave himan angry feeling of helplessness,
as though he no | onger controlled his actions.

The pressure sl acked abruptly, and he could see again. The Fitts-Sothern was a
sweet little ship. Sanger had evidently wanted the nost nodern newscasting
shipin his territory.

El ectroni c canmeras of the newest type were nounted in nose and keel. The
transmitter was compact and powerful, operating on an ultra-short wave
controll ed beam Tight and strong enough to pierce the heavy Venusian

at nosphere, it would be conparatively unaffected by ionization in the upper

| ayers. Automatic full-color, three-dinmensional caneras were nounted with the
el ectronics, along with sound-recordi ng apparatus to nmake a pernanent record
of what the reporter sent out to the world.

An extra, independent canera was in the pilot's bay, to be used at the
reporter's discretion. All had infra-red and ultra-violet filters to take care
of various conditions of light, as well as long-range | enses and tel escopic

si ghts.

Barton unstrapped hinself, for they were in free space now. He went up beside
Kei, noting that Lance, still pale and grimy silent, was already at the
i nstrument panel . Looking out, he frowned.

"Where are the blighters?" he grunted.

Space was bl ack and enpty, except for the stars and the great cloudy ball of
Venus. There was no fleet, no sign of anything at all. But the neteoric
mass-detectors on the board showed the close presence of a small netallic
body.

"What the— shouted Chris Barton

He was flung back violently, striking against the transmitter panel. Lance was
al ready crunpled brutally against the stern bul khead. Barton felt the wld,



rever berant shuddering of the ship's netal sides.
"Space torpedo!" groaned Lance.

Strapped in her seat, Kei fought the ship to an even keel, shot away in a
scream ng tangent. Barton got to his feet shakily, hugging his bruised ribs
and swearing. That had been nmuch too close, and it had come from nowhere

"Somet hing funny," Kei said evenly. "Wy can't we see the ship?"
"I don't know. "

The pilot's bay gave full vision, and there was absolutely no ship. On an

i mpul se, Barton switched on the infra-red projector, a lanp which shot a

power ful beam of "black Iight" that helped in taking pictures in world-shadow
areas or heavy atnosphere. It was a nasty feeling, waiting for another torpedo
to fly out of nothing. This time it m ght not be a mss.

The little visi-plate of the infra-beam showed a small, dimshape, off to
sunward of them lying still in space. It showed another, a tiny shape

st r eaki ng.

"Kei!" Barton al nost screaned. "Ahead, fast!"

* * %

The Fitts-Sothern shrieked in agony at the sudden accel eration, but they made
it. They were bathed in the red flare of the torpedo that had been fired by a
tim ng device.

Bobby Lance spoke fromthe transmtter panel. It had taken hima long tine to
get there. He sat straight in his chair, gripping the arms, and his young face
was bone-white under his tunbled yellow hair.

"Can't they see our badge?" he asked flatly.

Al'l news ships carried a broad band of white paint, to mark them plainly as
non- conmbat ant neutrals. If the reporter were cautious, he could televise his
battle froma distance in reasonable safety. Barton knew from experience that
an incautious correspondent took the sane risks as anyone el se.

"Yes," he answered. "Sure they can see it."

Whoever they were, they had a reason for ignoring it. Finding themagain with
the infra-beam he flipped on the caneras and notioned to Lance. The young
man's fingers quivered on the dials and verniers, but in a nonent Barton's
screen cane clear. The man at the |I. P. station at Lhash was speaki ng.

"You' ve got a Systemw de hookup. Go ahead, but watch out for the Venusian
fleet. It's on its way up. After what the Jovians did to Vhia, | hope we knock
the devil out of '"em™

"Ckay. "

Barton flipped the connection over, cuddled the mke in his palm Then, with
his eyes still glued to that enigmatic little blot of darkness in the |ens,
his mnd began to race perversely.

"No nore torpedoes,"” he thought. "Ship's no bigger than ours. No room for
nmore. Way don't | hate this? | hated it back in Vhia. Was Sanger right? It was
Kei that made ne cone, but why did Kei make any difference? And | don't



under st and young Lance. Could | have understood himonce? Did | ever feel that
way ?"

Then his mind was hard and cl ear again. There was news, a story in that
strange bl ack shi p.

"M. and Ms. Solar System " he began. Hi s voice went on, alnost of itself,
pouring out those short, electric sentences that had kept people glued to
their televisors for twenty years, whenever sonething exciting was going on

Pal e but unshaken, Kei sent the ship arcing toward the bl ack one in obedi ence
to his gesture. Infra-red beans and filters were raking it, pinning it
indelibly to sensitive film Abruptly its rocket tubes burst into flane.

"They know we've seen them" said Barton. "They've been quiet up to now,
hopi ng to destroy us wi thout betraying their position. They didn't count on
the infra-red beam Now . . . Hold on. They're not Jovians! Their rocket
gases—

A bolt of vivid violet shot away fromthe black ship. Kei lurched the ship
violently aside, but there was no escaping. The purple light was drawn to
them Before Barton could finish his sentence, it struck with a blinding flare
of electric blue. In airless space, there was no sound, but the light |asted
so long that Barton had an eerie feeling of fire. Fire in space?

"Lance, try to contact Lhash!"

The young man's face was ghastly. Barton hadn't believed fear could produce
that gray, deathly pallor. Lance's fingers funbled uncertainly. Barton heard
Kei's bitter little snort of disgust.

"It's dead," Lance whispered. "Antenna fused."
* * %

Barton grunted. No nore broadcasting, so the boobs would have to do wi thout
their thrill.

"What did you nmean, Chris?" Kei spoke over her shoul der, watching the rocket
flare of the black ship intently.

"Jovi an ships use a fuel mxture that produces a red exhaust flare. If you'l
notice, this is yellow Wat fuel makes a yell ow exhaust ?"

"The Martian |iquid-hydrogen nmixture! You don't nean

"I mean that's a Martian ship,’
Vhi a. "

Barton said, evenly. "The Jovians didn't bonb

"Martians! "The enormity of the thing gradually took shape. Kei was half
Martian, but she was Venusian-born. "They've been fighting us over water
prices. They claimwe victinze them because they' re dependent on us for
water. So that's it—revenge!"

Barton shook his head. "There's nore to it than that. You are pretty hard on
them you know. They need water badly, especially with these new recl ai ned
areas. The Jovian mandate in the Asteroid Belt contains three of the wettest
little worlds in the System If she could get hold of those, Mars woul d be
practically i ndependent."

"They'l|l be coming for us as soon as they break their orbital drag," said Kei



quietly. "Wat should I do?"
Venus | ooned, a vast cloudy disc, beside them Barton shrugged.

"Run like fury. W can't fight 'em

Bobby Lance spoke behind them They both started at the vehemence of his
| abor ed whi sper.

"You can't run. W still have a canera and the infra-beam The caneras outside
are ruined, and so are the films. That bolt of electricity—they planned on a
canera ship. But we've got to take pictures of themthat will prove the

Jovi ans had nothing to do with Vhia!"

"I'f we did," said Barton slowy, "it would change the whol e aspect of the war.
Jupiter wants territory. That's where the fight started. Mars wants water, and
Jupiter has it. So Mars deliberately infuriates Venus against Jupiter by
conmitting such an outrage that even peace-loving Venus will never quit unti
Jupiter is |icked.

"Now Mars can either abrogate her trade treaty with Jupiter in return for the
Jovi an mandate, which Venus will hand over after the war is won. O, if
Jupiter looks |ike w nning, she can give active aid to Venus in return for the
Jovi an asteroids and water rights here. Either way, it's a filthy business.
Vhia didn't have a chance. And Venus is out to smash Jupiter for good because
of it."

"That's it. W've got to put the blane where it bel ongs. Perhaps we can save
mllions of people fromdying." Lance dragged hinself erect. "You' ve got to do
it, Barton. WII you?"

Barton's hard, light eyes pinned him trying to see through him

"We'd be crazy to try. They're armed, we're not. What about Kei ?"

The boy | ooked stubbornly past himat nothing.

"Kei got herself into this. And we have a duty to the world."

So Lance could be ruthless on his own account. Barton's thin, harsh face
creased in a puzzled frown. What was it about Lance and Kei that set all his
val ues askew?

"They're gai ning speed," said Kei. "W haven't all day."

Barton cursed the new confusion of his brain, hesitated.
* % %

Suddenl y Bobby Lance was gripping his shoulders with fingers that hurt,
shouting at himin a hoarse, strangled voice.

"Curse you, Barton, haven't you got a heart? Why are you a newspapernan, if
the truth doesn't mean anything to you?"

"I't may mean your death.”
"I don't care. We've got to try

He fell abruptly, huddl ed at Barton's feet.



"They'l|l have enough velocity for fighting in a mnute now," Kei said. "W
won't be able to run nuch longer. What'll | do, Chris?" She hadn't noticed
Lance s fall.

"Hang on a second longer." He was staring down at Lance. Could the kid be
right? "Nuts!" he snarled, kneeling. "Wat does he know? Passing out that way
fromfright."

He lay on his face. Barton caught his shoul der, pulled himover. Then Barton
caught his breath with a sudden hiss, and ran his hand al ong Lance's si de.

"Kei, we're both heels,” he said, rising slowy.

n W]y?"

The ship lurched upward in a shuddering arc. Sonething yell ow and vi ci ous
licked past the starboard ports—ust a practice stab with a heat beam but it
showed that the Martians were getting deadly serious.

"Lance is a star-spangled hero," rasped Barton wyly. "He was scared stiff,
but he came, anyway. He's stuck to his job, egged ne on to be a noble little
boy. And all this tinme, half his ribs were stove in. The first torpedo did
it."

Kei dared not |eave the controls, but she | ooked over her shoul der. Barton saw
her heart-shaped face, suddenly pale in spite of the tan, the fire softened
and m sty in her green eyes. Chris Barton nodded.

"You'll make hima good wi fe, Kei. He needs your strength and you need his
idealism You're too nuch like ne. That's why we're so drawn to one anot her
But it wouldn't work, even if you didn't | ove Lance. W'd bring out the worst
in each other. Well," he added irritably, "what are you waiting for? The
Martians' Il blow us out of the sky if you don't wake up. |1've got sone
pictures to take before that happens.”

They had a chance, Barton knew-a | ong one, but a chance. The atonic heat ray
was mounted in the nose of the Martian ship, and a good pilot could keep clear
for awhile. The Jovian fleet wasn't due fromits base on Ceres for an hour or
so, and the man at Lhash had said the Venusian fleet was com ng up. Wth [ uck,
he could get his pictures and make a run for it.

He could guess the first plan of the Martian raiders. They had nmeant to lie
still, protected by their black paint, until the two fleets net in battle.
After that, the flare of their rockets would not have been noticed. The I. P
ship had blundered too close. They had tried to finish it with torpedoes.
Failing that, they had cut off conmmunications and were out to prevent any word
fromgetting back, even by word of mouth. But they had to work fast, because

of the Venusian fl eet.
* % %

Barton grinned. "Go get 'em Kei—for Bobby!"

The rockets roared into full power as he knelt again besi de Bobby Lance. Not
daring to lift himinto a seat, because of the broken ribs, Barton wedged him
under the transmitter panel.

Accel erati on squeezed Barton |like a giant press. He fought his way into the
seat behind the remaining canera, nmounted inside the pilot's bay. The
infra-red beamstill probed the sky, but they could follow the black ship now
by its exhaust flare.



The Martian was equally good as pilot and bonber. Pulling his ship over in a
skidding turn, he raked the Fitts-Sothern so closely with his heat beam the
hul | gl owed cherry-red al ong one side. Barton saw Kei's face settle into a
hard grin. Her strong hands were firmon the controls, her green eyes a bright
eneral d. Barton nodded and turned all his attention to his camera. |f anyone
could bring themout alive it was Kei

Infra-red beam filters on the canera, black light pinning a black ship to

t hree-di mensional, all-revealing color film Barton got some striking shots as
the two ships wheel ed and arced across space under the vast bluish disc of
Venus. Tine and again the heat beam touched them so close to destroying them
that the hull went al nost incandescent. But the Fitts-Sothern had a tough
skin, built to resist the heat of atnospheric friction. The beam never found a
real chance to eat through

"dory!" whispered Barton. "How the boobs will love this!"

Kei cried out, a shrill whoop of sheer excitenent. The Martian had risked
breaki ng the back of his ship to turn her in her own | ength. Now he was on
their tail, with their already overheated rocket tubes square in his sights.
One tube bl own or fused, and he could finish themoff at his |eisure.

Barton tensed his | ean body agai nst the sudden pressure. Kei was calling the
final ounce of power, the last shred of endurance fromthe canmera ship. Mta
groaned and rang. The shuddering roar of the rockets was brain-nunbing in the
seal ed air of the cabin. Back and up they went, in a shrieking arc that took
themright over the black ship, so close that Barton felt he could have
touched it. He saw sonething shining through the black paint, |ike water narks
on sil k.

The twin circles of Mars, enblemof her two npons

"Kei," he yelled. "There's our proof! Anybody might use Martian fuel, but not
a Martian ship. 1've got to get that shot. It'lIl be the biggest scoop in three
centuries. Can you do it again?"

"Watch ne!"

The Martian could not have been expecting that nmad attack. Kei |ooped over,
through the thinning flare of his rockets, shot under his belly and up in a
tight curve, right across his nose. Barton went white, but his eyes never left
the canera finder. Every rivet, every seam every strut in the ship seened

ready to burst apart. And there came the heat beam—
* * %

But the Martian's hand was a second slow on the trigger. The beam caught one
rocket tube as they shot past. Kei shut off the fuel stream before the neta
was fused, and their nonmentum carried them over before the remaining rockets
could force themoff. Barton got his picture, clear and unnistakabl e.

Now t hey were finished, though. The Fitts-Sothern was too crippled for any
qui ck maneuvering. Barton gripped Kei's shoul der, and she smiled at him

Nei t her spoke.

The Martian swung around slowy, as though savoring his triunph. He could take
his time now Then he suddenly wavered.

"The Venusian fleet,"” Barton said coolly. "One nore try, Kei."



Kei bl asted her remaining rockets just as the heat beam|icked out, then shut
of f her fuel. The tubes fused as the Martian ray caught them but the
unchecked velocity carried them w de. Then the black ship had no nore tine.
Venusi an shi ps were pouring out of the cloudy disc beside them their sunward
sides flashing. The black ship raced away. It was over. They were safe.

After awhile Barton's hand found Kei's.
"For the honor of the Fourth Estate," he nuttered. "I"'mall confused. It isn't

easy for a man to change his ideas all at once. You and Bobby have shown ne
things 1'd forgotten existed. Maybe those things make all the rest

wor t hwhi | e—+ovi ng sonmeone, believing in sonmething. | think I've been al one too
much. | think |I've seen too much of the ugly things, with nothing to take the
taste out of nmy mouth. | think |I need friends, and perhaps . "

Kei turned her lovely face to him and her green eyes were smling. Barton
ki ssed her, was surprised at what it did to him

"Ch, yes," said Chris Barton. "I'mgoing to have to learn to live all over

agai n!"



